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  Foreword 

The free will problem is indisputably one of the great, live problems 
of philosophy. It has been known for at least two thousand years, 
yet the last two generations saw a golden period for the free will 
debate, and more progress seems to have been made during those 
years than in the previous two millennia. The progress, in under-
standing and sophistication, is so considerable that arguably there 
is little need to read anything written on the problem before the 
1960s. 

Some of the great problems of philosophy may no longer be alive 
for many people. The question of whether God exists seems to be so 
in many West European countries, following Darwin and mass sec-
ularization. Other classical philosophical problems, such as those 
about the nature of time or about universals, have not been solved 
but are not obviously relevant to everyday, “real” life, except for 
a few professional philosophers. The free will problem is one of 
those great philosophical problems that are, at once, still univer-
sally in contention and highly relevant to people’s everyday lives. 
The free will problem is a killer whale roaming the philosophical 
oceans, and trying to catch it by its tail captures the excitement and 
relevance of philosophy. 

Since we deny many people their liberties for committing crimes 
and are likely to keep incarcerating criminals, it manifestly seems to 
matter a great deal whether we think that those people are nothing 
but helpless victims of the circumstances that created them, ulti-
mately beyond their control, or free blameworthy agents deserv-
ing of punishment. Some forms of appreciation of others’ ef orts 
and achievements, as well as our own self-respect, admittedly 
do not require assumptions about free will: we value babies and 
appreciate people with innate talents, for example. Nevertheless, 
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moral appreciation, and the related reactive attitudes, such as grati-
tude and central forms of love, seem fundamentally dependent upon 
ideas of free agency and moral responsibility. We believe that the 
people being appreciated decided freely to do good and are hence 
deserving of our appreciation—that they are praiseworthy. 

In this splendid dialogue introduction to the free will problem, 
Robert Kane and Carolina Sartorio present the readers with two 
things at once: an introduction to the traditional free will problem 
and a demonstration of what a great yet very much alive and rel-
evant philosophical problem is like. 

In order to locate this book within the contemporary debate it 
is helpful to understand the free will problem as a combination of 
five questions (Smilansky 2017). The first two are the more familiar 
ones—the Classic Problem—and the latter three have emerged as 
central in the last two generations—we might call these the Modern 
Additions. The questions are as follows: 

1. Is there libertarian free will? Do we have free will, in a sense 
that transcends necessitation by our environment and genes 
and the whole past history of the universe? Here we would get 
entangled in further questions of the nature of the necessitation 
(aka determinism), whether indeterminism would give us the 
right sort of control and so on. On the one side, libertarians 
think there is free will and that it is libertarian. On the other 
side, compatibilists think there is free will but that it is not of 
this libertarian sort. In contrast to both, denialists (aka hard 
determinists) think there is no free will whatsoever. If these 
terms seem hard, don’t worry—Kane and Sartorio will set you 
straight. The first question is metaphysical; that is, about what 
kind of stuf there is in the world. 

2. If libertarian free will does not exist, do we still have free will 
and moral responsibility and related notions such as desert? 
This is the compatibility question: are free will and moral 
responsibility compatible with determinism or, more accu-
rately, are they compatible with the absence of libertarian free 
will, irrespective of determinism? Compatibilism and denialism 
are opponents on the compatibility question. This question is 
mostly ethical. 

3. If we have no free will and moral responsibility in light of 
the absence of libertarian free will, or if free will and moral 
responsibility are at least seriously weakened by the absence of 
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libertarian free will, is this good or bad? In other words, are we 
better of without (or with much less) valid attribution of free 
will and moral responsibility, so that we ought to welcome the 
absence of libertarian free will, or are we worse of? This ques-
tion is ethical, more broadly value-related and psychological. 

4. Can common beliefs, attitudes and practices concerning free 
will, moral responsibility, desert and so on change and, if so, 
how radical can this change be and what forms can it take? This 
question is mostly psychological, sociological and historical. 

5. What can and should we do about the replies to Questions 
1–4? Descriptive questions that concern the nature of folk 
belief and moral questions such as whether the continuation 
of widespread false belief can be tolerated are included as 
subquestions. 

In this book, Kane and Sartorio mostly consider the first two ques-
tions, that make up the Classic Problem. Kane is a libertarian and 
Sartorio is a compatibilist. Both accept the widely shared assump-
tion that free will and moral responsibility go together. Most of 
the interest in free will derives from the implications for moral 
responsibility and related notions, although not all does (for 
example, concern about the meaning of life need not be related 
to morality). And the notion of free will that is nearly always the 
focus of debate in the free will problem is the sort of free will that 
is required for moral responsibility. Yet beyond this agreement, 
they disagree about most aspects of the free will problem. 

Kane introduces and defends both the motivation behind and the 
actual likelihood of our having a form of free will based upon the 
denial of determinism. If everything is determined, he argues, we do 
not have the fair opportunity to avoid doing the things that we do, 
which is a requirement for moral responsibility and all that depends 
upon it. A real freedom to do otherwise has to be within our grasp 
if we are to have the required sense of control. Sartorio, by contrast, 
argues that indeterminism would not introduce more control and 
hence would not further our free will and moral responsibility. 

A helpful way to understand their striking disagreement about 
free will and moral responsibility would be to think about it as a 
matter of how high one aims. Kane puts the bar high: in order to 
have free will, we need to be able to form ourselves in a way that 
requires a transcendence of determination. He presents and defends 
his own well-known and sophisticated brand of libertarian free 
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will. Kane’s exposition is an excellent example of a detailed defence 
of a single, distinct view—in this case, a version of libertarian free 
will—which he sets out carefully in addition to replying to objec-
tions masterfully. 

Sartorio understands free will very diferently and in a way that 
sets the bar for freedom much lower. For her, free will is not some 
highly contentious capacity that requires the seeming magic of com-
bining indeterminism and control. Rather, she argues, free will and 
moral responsibility emerge from the more pedestrian abilities and 
capacities of daily life. Nearly all people going about their lives, 
adequately responding to reasons and doing what they wish to do, 
are sufciently free. Sartorio superbly spreads before the reader a 
broad gamut of possibilities, familiar from the compatibilist litera-
ture, for making sense of the compatibilist picture of free will and 
moral responsibility. She also points out the versions of compatibil-
ism that seem to her more convincing. 

Each of our authors contend that their favourite position fol-
lows from common sense views about free will. In a way that is 
typical for philosophy, both make a plausible case. Indeed, both 
wish to speak about our being the “real sources” of our choices 
and actions yet view what this means in radically dif erent ways. 
Readers are likely to have their own intuitions here and be initially 
inclined to side either with Kane or with Sartorio. Yet open-minded 
readers—those who really wish to experience the challenge of 
struggling with one of the most important philosophical problems 
ever discovered—would do well to focus on the side of the debate 
that seems to them unconvincing. While in normal life we naturally 
welcome and focus upon confirmations of our pet intuitions and 
beliefs, deep and intellectually honest philosophical engagement 
requires the very opposite attitude. We need to welcome challenges 
to what seems to us most likely correct and attempt to sympatheti-
cally understand the opposite views, which are likely to seem to us 
highly implausible and, indeed, incredible. 

At this stage we need to welcome another party into the Classic 
Problem, the denialists (or hard determinists or free will skeptics, as 
they are sometimes called). Like the libertarians, the denialists are 
incompatibilists; that is, they hold that free will and moral respon-
sibility are not compatible with determinism (or absence of libertar-
ian free will irrespective of determinism). Yet unlike the libertarians 
the denialists hold that there is no reason to think that we have the 
necessary form of libertarian free will and, indeed, they hold that 
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determinism is very likely true. The denialists put the bar for free 
will and moral responsibility as high as the libertarians but deny 
that we can clear that bar. They have high standards but are pes-
simistic about the possibility of our ever meeting them. 

These three positions—libertarianism, compatibilism and 
denialism—are, then, the three great alternatives on the Classic 
Problem. Libertarianism and compatibilism are the most popular 
views, and there is no better way to understand them than fi rst read-
ing Kane, then reading Sartorio, and then following their engaging 
debate in the rest of the book. For denialism, readers can explore, 
for example, the writings of Pereboom (2014) and Waller (2011). 

As we already noted, the free will debate has gone beyond the Clas-
sic Problem and into what I called the Modern Additions—Questions 
3–5. The motivation for this is diverse yet can be seen to emerge 
quite naturally from working through the Classic Problem. For 
example, if one opts for denialism, this immediately raises the ques-
tion of whether living without belief in free will and moral responsi-
bility would be good or bad (Question 3) and how much our beliefs, 
reactive emotions and practices can in fact change (Question 4). It 
is easy to see how a large spread of possibilities can emerge. 

I can illustrate this through my own complex view of the free 
will problem: on the Classic Problem, I hold that Kane’s view is not 
robust enough for what is required for a control-based notion of 
moral responsibility. Yet a robust libertarianism does not exist and 
arguably is even incoherent (see G. Strawson 1994). As to Question 
2, I believe that we need to try and combine the limited but partly 
true insights of both compatibilism and denialism. That is the 
human condition—our being creatures who typically have a large 
measure of local compatibilist control, who ought to be treated as 
responsible agents, who are allowed to live out the consequences of 
our choices within a Community of Responsibility—but we are at 
the same time determined beings, operating as we were moulded, 
and this often generates severe injustice and great limitations in 
value and meaning. 

Concerning Question 3, I argue that living without belief in free 
will and moral responsibility would be, all considered, morally, 
personally and socially highly destructive. Concerning Question 4, I 
claim that views which deny that there is a real risk of change (such 
as in P.F. Strawson’s great paper “Freedom and Resentment” (see 
Watson 2003) are far too complacent (see Smilansky 2001). I there-
fore argue that we need to be careful, conservative and risk-averse 
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in dealing with the highly dangerous free will problem. Due to the 
practical tension within the “dualistic” or compatibility–pluralist 
perspective and to the grim inherent implications of the realiza-
tion of the absence of libertarian free will for matters such as 
desert-based justification, moral value and self-respect, I argue, 
concerning Question 5, that we need to (continue to) deceive our-
selves on the free will problem. False belief in libertarian free will 
and overconfidence in the shallower compatibilist substitutes are 
largely positive illusions (Smilansky 2000, 2011, forthcoming). If 
my view is right, you, the reader, would do well to abandon read-
ing this present volume and keep your distance from the free will 
problem altogether! 

If you nevertheless decide to reject my advice and continue to 
pursue philosophical wisdom, you have come to the right place. Do 
We Have Free Will?: A Debate is an exposition of the Classic Prob-
lem concerning free will that at once acknowledges and respects the 
complexity of the issues and the sophistication of the professional 
philosophical debate while making everything as accessible as pos-
sible for the intelligent reader. 

Saul Smilansky, 2021 
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Introduction: An Ancient Problem with 
Modern Significance 

“There is a disputation that will continue till mankind is raised 
from the dead, between the necessitarians and the partisans of 
free will”. 

These are the words of 13th-century Sufi Muslim poet and philos-
opher Jalalu’ddin Rumi. The problem of free will and necessity 
or determinism of which he speaks has arisen in history whenever 
humans have reached a higher stage of self-consciousness about 
how profoundly the world may influence their behavior in ways 
unknown to them and they do not control. The rise of doctrines 
of determinism or necessity in the history of ideas is an indica-
tion that this higher stage of self-consciousness has been reached. 
People have wondered at various times whether their actions 
might be determined by Fate or by God; by the laws of physics 
or the laws of logic; by evolution, genes or environment, uncon-
scious motives, upbringing, psychological or social conditioning 
or, with the latest scientific threats from the neurosciences, by 
the activity of the neurons of their brains of which they are not 
conscious. 

There is a core idea running through all of these historical doc-
trines of determinism or necessity, whether they are religious, 
secular or scientific, that shows why many people have felt that 
they are a threat to free will. This core idea may be stated as 
follows: 

Determinism: given the past at any time and the laws govern-
ing the universe, there is only one possible future. Whatever 
happens is therefore inevitable, it cannot but occur, given the 
past and laws. 



 

   

 

 
 

 
   

 
 
 
 
 

  
 

   

 
 

   

5 Free Will: A Libertarian Perspective 

Free Will, by contrast, implies (i) an open future, with multiple 
possible paths into the future, and that (ii) it is sometimes 
“up to us” which of these possible paths we will take. 

Such a picture of an open future that free will seems to require is 
often illustrated by an image made famous in a short story of the 
well-known South American writer, Jorge Luis Borges. It is the 
image of a “garden of forking paths” illustrated in Figure 1.1 . At 
each juncture there are forking paths into the future. If we believe 
that our choices about which of these paths we will take at such 
times are free choices, we must believe that both options are “open” 
to us while we are deliberating. We could choose diferent paths into 
the future at various points in our lives, and it would be “up to us” 
and no one and nothing else which of these paths will be taken. 

I believe that such a picture of diferent possible paths into the future, 
at least at some times in our lives, is essential to our understanding of 
free will. Such a picture is also important, we might even say, to what 
it means to be a person and to live a human life. Yet determinism, if 
true, would seem to threaten this picture, because it implies that there 
really is, at all times, only one possible path into the future, not many. 
We may  believe there are multiple paths available to us, but in reality, 
if determinism is true, only one of them would be possible. 

1. Modern Debates and Views 

Like Rumi and many other thinkers of the past, I had always 
believed that there was some kind of conflict lurking here that was 
very deep and could not be easily dismissed by facile arguments. Yet 
I was also aware that many philosophers and scientists, especially 
in the modern era, have argued that doctrines of determinism pose 

Figure 1.1 A Garden of Forking Paths 
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no real threat to free will, or at least to any free will “worth want-
ing”. These thinkers are usually called compatibilists. 

Compatibilists about free will believe that free will is compat-
ible with determinism, so that we can have all of the free 
will that is possible and worth wanting, even if determinism 
should be universally true. 

Even in a determined world, these compatibilists argue, we would 
want to distinguish persons who are free from such things as physi-
cal restraint, addiction or neurosis, coercion, compulsion, covert 
control by others or political oppression, from persons who are 
not free from these things, and we could afrm that these freedoms 
might exist and would be preferable to their opposites even in a 
determined world. In addition, these modern compatibilists com-
monly argue that requiring that free actions must be undetermined 
would not do anything to enhance our freedom but rather would 
reduce our freedom to mere chance or luck or mystery. 

In modern debates about free will, compatibilist views of these 
kinds are opposed by 

Incompatibilists: those who deny that every kind of freedom 
“worth wanting” is compatible with determinism. 

I will be defending such an incompatibilist view in this debate. 
Though many kinds of freedom may be compatible with determin-
ism, as the preceding paragraph suggests, I believe that there is one 
important kind of freedom—traditionally called the “freedom of 
the will”—that is also worth wanting but is not compatible with 
determinism. 

Freedom of will of this incompatibilist kind satisfies the two 
conditions mentioned earlier that seem to be threatened by deter-
minism; that is, (i) at least at some points in our lives we face a 
genuinely open future, with forking paths into that future, either 
of which we may choose, and (ii) at these crucial times, it is “up to 
us”, and no one and nothing else, which of these possible paths into 
the future will be taken. We determine our future at such times and 
the kinds of persons we will become. Those who believe that there 
is an important kind of freedom of will that we can possess satisfy-
ing these conditions that is not compatible with determinism are 
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usually called libertarians about free will in contemporary debates 
(from the Latin liber meaning “free”).1 

Libertarians about free will believe that there is an important 
kind of freedom of will that we can possess that is incompat-
ible with determinism and satisfies the following conditions: 
(i) at some points in our lives we face a genuinely open future, 
with forking paths into that future, either of which we may 
choose, and (ii) at these crucial times, it is “up to us”, and no 
one and nothing else, which of these possible paths into the 
future will be chosen. 

I will be defending such a libertarian and incompatibilist view 
of free will in this debate. Many thinkers believe that a free will of 
the kind libertarians defend—a free will that is not compatible with 
determinism—is not even possible or intelligible. It is not a kind of 
freedom, they argue, we could have. This worry has a long history 
and is related to an ancient dilemma: If free will is not compatible 
with determinism, it does not seem to be compatible with indeter-
minism either. Arguments have been made since the time of the 
ancient Stoics that undetermined events would occur spontaneously 
and hence could not be controlled by agents in the way that free 
and responsible actions would require. 

If, for example, a choice occurred by virtue of some undetermined 
quantum events in one’s brain, it would seem to be a fluke or acci-
dent rather than a responsible choice. Undetermined events occur-
ring in brains or bodies, it is commonly argued, would not seem to 
enhance our freedom and control over, and hence responsibility for, 
actions but rather to diminish freedom, control and responsibility. 
Arguments such as these and many others have led to often-repeated 
charges throughout history that undetermined choices or actions, 
such as a libertarian free will would require, would be “arbitrary”, 
“random”, “irrational”, “uncontrolled”, “mere matters of luck” or 
“chance” and hence could not be free and responsible actions at all. 

1. Libertarianism about free will should not be confused with political and economic 
doctrines of libertarianism. Libertarians about free will can, and do, hold dif ering 
views on political and economic matters. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

8 Robert Kane 

In response, libertarians about free will throughout history have 
often appealed to special and unusual forms of agency or causa-
tion to explain undetermined free actions, and their opponents 
have cried magic or mystery. Indeterminism might provide “causal 
gaps” in nature, libertarians frequently reasoned, but that was only 
a negative condition for free will. Some special form of agency or 
causation was needed that went beyond familiar modes of causa-
tion in the natural order to “fill” those causal gaps in nature left by 
indeterminism. And thus we had historical appeals to “extra fac-
tors,” such as noumenal selves outside space and time (e.g., Imman-
uel Kant), or immaterial minds (e.g., Rene Descartes) or uncaused 
causes, nonevent agent causes or prime movers unmoved that might 
account for an otherwise undetermined free will. 

Tempting ways to think, to be sure. But such traditional ways 
of thinking have also prompted charges by compatibilists and free 
will skeptics and many other modern critics of libertarian free will. 
These critics argue that one cannot make sense of an undetermined 
free will without appealing to magical or mysterious forms of 
agency that have no place in the modern scientific picture of the 
world and of human beings. 

Friedrich Nietzsche summed up this prevailing modern skepti-
cism in his inimitable prose when he said that such a traditional 
notion of freedom of the will that would underwrite an ultimate 
responsibility for our actions and require that one somehow be an 
undetermined “cause of oneself” was “the best self-contradiction 
that has been conceived so far” by the human mind (1989, §17.8). 

I agree that a traditional idea of free will that would require its 
being incompatible with determinism is likely to appear utterly 
mysterious and unintelligible in a modern context unless we learn 
to think about it in new ways. Hence my long struggle in attempt-
ing to defend and make sense of such an idea of free will without 
reducing it to mere chance, on the one hand, or to mystery, on 
the other. Yet the struggle seemed worth the efort. For, like many 
another issue of modernity, the question is whether something of 
this traditional idea of free will in what Nietzsche called “the super-
lative metaphysical sense” can be retrieved from the dissolving 
acids of modern science and secular learning. Or would it become, 
along with other aspects of our self-image, yet another victim of the 
“disenchantments” of modernity? 

Yet I came to realize that any retrieval of this idea of free will 
that would require its being incompatible with determinism would 



 

 

     
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
   

 

9 Free Will: A Libertarian Perspective 

be no simple matter, if it were possible at all. Such a retrieval would 
require answering not one question but a whole host of questions. 
And it would require rethinking the relations of many dif erent and 
related notions: agency, choice, mind, action, selfhood, will, con-
trol, responsibility, power and many others.2 I will be addressing 
many of these questions and topics here, beginning with the follow-
ing central question in contemporary debates about free will. 

2. The Compatibility Question: Alternative 
Possibilities and Ultimate Responsibility 

Why might one believe that there is an important kind of free will 
worth wanting that is not compatible with determinism? The fi rst 
step in answering this question is recognizing that, as this so-called 
Compatibility Question is usually formulated in many modern dis-
cussions of free will—“Is freedom compatible or incompatible with 
determinism?”—the question is too simple. For, as noted in the 
previous section, there are many meanings of “freedom” (as one 
would expect from such a much-disputed and debated term), and 
many of these meanings are compatible with determinism. Even in 
a determined world, as noted, we would want to distinguish per-
sons who are free from such things as physical restraint, addiction, 
coercion and political oppression from persons not free from these 
things. And we should acknowledge that these freedoms are signifi -
cant (“worth wanting”)—having them would be preferable to their 
opposites—even in a determined world. 

Those of us who are libertarians about free will (who believe in a 
free will that is incompatible with determinism) should, I contend, 
concede this point to compatibilists: Many freedoms worth want-
ing are compatible with determinism. 

What libertarians about free will should insist upon is that 
there is at least one kind of freedom that is also worth want-
ing and is not compatible with determinism. This further free-
dom is Freedom of Will, which I define as: “ the power to be 
the ultimate source and sustainer to some degree of one’s own 
ends or purposes.” 

2. I have addressed these issues in Kane (1985, 1996, 2005, 2011c, 2014), among 
other writings. 



 

 

 

   

 

 

 

10 Robert Kane 

To understand what this notion of free will amounts to, return to 
the two features mentioned earlier that have historically led persons 
to believe that free will is threatened by determinism. We believe we 
have free will when we view ourselves as agents capable of infl uenc-
ing the world in various ways. Open alternatives seem to lie before 
us (a “garden of forking paths” in the earlier image). We reason 
and deliberate among them and choose. We feel that (i) it is “up 
to us” what we choose and how we act, and this means we “could 
have chosen or acted otherwise” or that we had “alternative pos-
sibilities”. This “up-to-us-ness” also suggests that (ii) the ultimate 
sources of our actions lie to some degree in us and not entirely out-
side us in factors beyond our control. 

Most modern debates about whether such a free will is or is not 
compatible with determinism have tended to focus on the fi rst of 
these two requirements. This first of these requirements might be 
called 

The Condition of Alternative Possibilities (or AP): Free agents 
must have “alternative possibilities” or “open alternatives” 
for choice or action, which implies that the agents “could 
have chosen or acted otherwise”. 

But arguments about whether or not this much-discussed Condi-
tion of Alternative Possibilities (AP) is compatible with determin-
ism have led to contentious debates in modern philosophy. These 
debates in turn have tended to stalemate over dif ering interpreta-
tions of what it means to say that agents have alternative possibili-
ties or that agents “could have done otherwise” than they actually 
did or that they had the “power” or “ability” at a given time to act 
and to act otherwise. 

I believe that these contentious debates about the meaning of 
such expressions as “could have done otherwise” and the resulting 
stalemates about the role of this Alternative Possibilities condition 
or AP in modern debates about free will are symptoms of a deeper 
problem. The deeper problem is that focusing on alternative pos-
sibilities alone is too thin a basis on which to rest the case for the 
incompatibility of free will and determinism. 

It is not that alternative possibilities and the power to do oth-
erwise are unimportant for free will—far from it. They are very 
important, and we will return shortly to consider why. It is rather 
that other considerations must also be brought into the picture in 
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arguing for the incompatibility of free will and determinism if we 
are to fully understand historical and contemporary debates about 
free will. The Compatibility Question concerning free will and 
determinism cannot be resolved by focusing on alternative possi-
bilities or the power to do otherwise alone. 

Realizing this, I have argued that one must revisit the long history 
of debates about free will to see where else to look. When doing so, 
one finds that there is another historical condition fueling incom-
patibilist intuitions that to my mind is even more important than the 
alternative possibilities condition. This other condition is related to 
the second of the two requirements for the “up-to-us-ness” of free-
dom of will mentioned—namely, that “the ultimate sources of our 
actions must lie to some degree in us and not entirely outside us in 
factors beyond our control”. I call this further condition: 

The Condition of Ultimate Responsibility (or UR): The basic 
idea is this: To be ultimately responsible for an action, an 
agent must be responsible to some degree for anything that 
is a sufcient reason (a sufcient condition, cause or motive) 
for the action occurring. 

If, for example, a choice were to issue from, and can be sufciently 
explained by, an agent’s character and motives (together with back-
ground conditions) at the time, then to be ultimately responsible for 
the choice the agent must be at least in part responsible by virtue 
of choices or actions voluntarily performed in the past for having 
the character and motives he or she now has. Compare Aristotle’s 
claim that if a man is responsible for wicked acts that flow from his 
character he must at some time in the past have been responsible for 
forming the wicked character from which these acts fl ow. 

This condition of ultimate responsibility accounts for the “ulti-
mate” in the original definition of free will given earlier: “the power 
of agents to be the ultimate sources and sustainers to some degree 
of their own ends or purposes”. 

In the Introduction, the problem of free will is introduced in historical 
perspective, with key terms such as determinism and free will defined. 
In section 1, contemporary debates about free will are discussed, and 



  

 
 

 
 

  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

12 Robert Kane 

some of the main positions, such as compatibilism, incompatibilism 
and libertarianism are defined. In section 2, the Compatibility Ques-
tion, one of the central questions about free will, was introduced: Is 
free will compatible or incompatible with determinism? Two crucial 
conditions were then discussed that have led many persons to believe 
that free will is not compatible with determinism: the Condition of 
Alternative Possibilities (AP) and the Condition of Ultimate Respon-
sibility (UR). 

3. Self-forming Actions 

Importantly, such a condition of ultimate responsibility or UR does 
not require that we could have done otherwise (AP) for every act 
done “of our own free wills”. This UR condition thus partially vin-
dicates compatibilists and others who insist that we can be held 
morally responsible for many acts even when we could not have 
done otherwise than perform them. But the vindication is only par-
tial. For this ultimate responsibility or UR condition does require 
that we could have done otherwise with respect to some acts in 
our past life histories by which we formed or shaped our present 
characters, motives and purposes (that is, our wills). I call these 
character and will-forming actions: 

Self-forming Actions (SFAs): those acts by which we form and 
re-form our wills (our characters, motives and purposes) and 
for which we could have done otherwise, which must occur 
at some times in our lives, if we are to be ultimately respon-
sible for having the wills we have and hence for being the 
kinds of persons we become. 

To bring out the importance of these self-forming actions or SFAs, 
consider a familiar line of argument purporting to show that moral 
responsibility does not require alternative possibilities or the power 
to do otherwise at all, a line of argument illustrated by compati-
bilist Daniel Dennett’s much-discussed example of Martin Luther 
(1984: 131–33). When finally breaking with the Church at Rome, 
Luther said, “Here I stand, I can do no other”. Suppose, says Den-
nett, that Luther was literally right about himself at that moment. 
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Given his character and motives, he literally could not then have 
done otherwise. Does this mean that he was not morally respon-
sible? Not at all, Dennett says. In saying, “I can do no other,” 
Luther was not disowning responsibility for his act but taking full 
responsibility for it. Thus, compatibilist Dennett concludes that 
“could have done otherwise” and hence alternative possibilities 
(AP) are not required for free will in a sense demanded by moral 
responsibility. 

In response, I argue that incompatibilists about free will may, 
and indeed should, grant that Luther could have been respon-
sible for this act, even ultimately responsible in the sense of UR, 
though he could not have done otherwise then and there, and 
even if his act was determined by his existing will at that moment. 
But this would be so, incompatibilists should argue, to the extent 
that Luther was responsible for his present motives and charac-
ter (his will) by virtue of some earlier struggles and self-forming 
choices (SFAs) that  brought him to this point where he could do 
no other. 

Acting of “Our Own Free Will”: Often we act from a will 
already formed, but it is “our own free will” by virtue of 
the fact that we formed it by other choices or actions in the 
past (self-forming choices or actions or SFAs) for which we 
could have done otherwise. If this were not so, there is noth-
ing we could have ever done diferently in our entire lifetimes 
to make ourselves diferent than we are—a consequence, I 
believe, that is incompatible with our being (at least to some 
degree) ultimately responsible for being the way we are. 

4. Freedom of Action and Freedom of Will: 
AP and UR 

Focusing on this condition of ultimate responsibility or UR tells us 
something else of importance about the traditional problem of free 
will. It tells us why it is a problem about the freedom of the will and 
not just about the freedom of action and why these freedoms must 
be distinguished if the Compatibility Question and other questions 
about free will are to be adequately addressed. 
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There has been a tendency in the modern era of philosophy, 
beginning with Thomas Hobbes and John Locke in the 17th cen-
tury, and coming to fruition in the 20th century, to reduce the prob-
lem of free will to a problem of free action. I believe that such a 
reduction oversimplifi es the problem. 

Free will is not just about free action, though it involves free 
action. Free will is about Self-formation, about the forma-
tion of our “wills”or how we got to be the kinds of persons 
we are, with the characters, motives and purposes we now 
have. Were we ultimately responsible to some degree for hav-
ing the wills (characters, motives and purposes) we do have, 
or can the sources of our wills be completely traced back to 
something over which we had no control, such as Fate or the 
decrees of God, heredity and environment, social condition-
ing or hidden controllers and so on? Therein, I believe, lies the 
core of the traditional problem of “free will”. 

John Locke famously said in the 17th century that the so-called 
problem of free will that had so exercised medieval and earlier phi-
losophers was really a problem about free agency, or the freedom of 
the agent, and not about the freedom of the will (1975). Like other 
thinkers of the modern era, Locke was skeptical of medieval refer-
ences to the “will” in general that often made it out to be a mys-
terious inner homunculus or power capable of infl uencing actions 
and events in ways not countenanced, Locke believed, by the new 
emerging sciences of his day. 

Many moderns down to the present time have followed Locke in 
this skepticism. They argue, as did Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953) and 
Gilbert Ryle (1949) in the mid-20th century, that references to the 
will and acts of will were outdated remnants of premodern modes 
of thought and should go the way of witches and phlogiston. Even 
some modern libertarians and incompatibilists about free will have 
joined compatibilists in arguing that the historical “problem of free 
will” is really about the freedom of agency and hence about the 
freedom of action and not about the freedom of the will. 

I believe this is a mistake. It is not wrong, to be sure, to say 
as Locke does, that the traditional problem of free will is really a 
problem about free agency. But it is wrong to say it is not therefore 
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also about the freedom of the will. For, as described in these para-
graphs, freedom of will is an important aspect of free agency and, 
moreover,  free will is that particular aspect of free agency that has 
been the subject of historical debates about whether it is or is not 
compatible with determinism. 

For if the case for the incompatibility of free will and determin-
ism cannot be made by appealing to the condition of alternative 
possibilities or AP alone, the case can be made if UR is added. I 
have thus argued that UR should be moved to center stage in free 
will debates. To be ultimately responsible for an action in the sense 
required by UR, an agent must be responsible to some degree for 
anything that is a sufcient reason (cause or motive) for the action 
occurring. And this implies, as noted, that if a choice or action can 
be sufciently explained by an agent’s present character, motives 
and purposes, then to be ultimately responsible for the choice or 
action the agent must be at least in part responsible by virtue of 
choices or actions voluntarily performed in the past for having the 
character, motives and purposes he or she now has. But this being 
the case, an impossible infinite regress of past choices or actions 
would be required unless some choices or actions in the agent’s life 
history (self-forming actions or SFAs) did  not have sufcient causes 
or motives (and hence were not determined). 

Yet if one could arrive at the incompatibility of free will and 
determinism from this condition of ultimate responsibility or UR 
alone in this manner, one might wonder whether appeals to alterna-
tive possibilities or AP are needed at all for free will. Some recent 
philosophers who are impressed by arguments of the above kind for 
incompatibilism (they are sometimes called “source incompatibil-
ists”) have suggested that appeals to alternative possibilities and the 
power to do otherwise are not needed at all for free will. 

I believe this is also a mistake. Both conditions—Ultimate Respon-
sibility or UR and Alternative Possibilities or AP—are needed for free 
will. But the reasons why both conditions (UR and AP) are needed 
are more subtle than is generally realized, and understanding them 
requires further steps in rethinking the Compatibility Question. 

5. Plurality Conditions and Plural Voluntary 
Control 

The first of these further steps concerns what I call  plurality con-
ditions for free will. When we wonder about whether the wills 
of agents are free, it is not merely whether they could have done 
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otherwise that concerns us, even if the doing otherwise is undeter-
mined. What interests us is whether agents could have done oth-
erwise voluntarily (or willingly), intentionally and rationally. Or, 
to put it more generally, we are interested in whether agents could 
have acted voluntarily, intentionally and rationally in more than 
one way, rather than in only one way, and in other ways merely by 
accident or mistake, unintentionally, involuntarily or irrationally. I 
call such conditions 

Plurality Conditions for free will (Kane 1996: 107–11): the 
power of agents to act voluntarily, intentionally and ration-
ally in more than one way, rather than in only one way, and 
in other ways merely by accident or mistake, unintention-
ally, involuntarily, inadvertently or irrationally. 

Such conditions seem to be deeply embedded in our intuitions about 
free choice and action. Most of us naturally assume that freedom 
and responsibility would be defi cient if it were always the case that 
we could only do otherwise by accident or mistake, unintentionally, 
involuntarily or irrationally. 

To illustrate, imagine a world in which there is a considerable 
amount of genuine indeterminism or chance in human af airs as 
well as in nature. In this world, people set out to do things— kill 
prime ministers, press buttons on machines, punch computer keys, 
hit targets, etc.—usually succeeding, but sometimes failing by mis-
take or accident. Suppose an assassin, who usually hits his targets, is 
aiming to kill a prime minister from a distance with a high-powered 
rifle, when some undetermined events in his nervous system lead 
to a wavering of his arm and he misses his target. Or suppose I 
approach a cofee machine meaning to push the button for black 
cofee when, due to an undetermined brain cross, I accidentally 
press the button for cofee with cream. 

Now imagine further that all actions in this world in the life-
times of agents, whether the agents succeed in their purposes or 
not, are such that their reasons, motives and purposes for want-
ing and trying to act as they do are always preset or settled by 
prior circumstances of heredity, environment, social conditioning 
and other formative circumstances. Whether the assassin misses the 
prime minister or not, his intention to kill is already settled prior to 
his attempt by his past formative circumstances. Whether I succeed 
in pressing the button for cof ee without cream, my wanting to do 
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so because of my dislike of cream is already settled by my formative 
circumstances. And so it is, we are to assume, for all persons and all 
of their actions in this imagined world. 

I would argue that persons in such a world lack free will, even 
though it may often be the case that they have (i) alternative possi-
bilities and that their actions are (ii) undetermined, because they can 
sometimes do otherwise than they do in a manner that is undeter-
mined but only inadvertently or unintentionally, by mistake or acci-
dent, as in the case of the assassin or my pressing the wrong button 
on the cofee machine—and this is a limited kind of freedom at best. 
What they cannot do is will otherwise than they do. Their reasons, 
motives and purposes have been already “set one way” before, and 
when they act, so that if they act otherwise, it will not be “in accor-
dance with their wills” but rather by chance or accident. 

What this shows is that when we wonder about whether the wills 
of agents are free, it is not only whether they could have done other-
wise that concerns us, even if their doing otherwise is undetermined. 
What interests us is whether they could have done otherwise vol-
untarily (in accordance with their wills), intentionally (knowingly 
rather than inadvertently and on purpose rather than accidentally) 
and rationally (having reasons for so acting and acting for those 
reasons). Or, to put it more generally, we are interested in whether 
they could at some times have acted voluntarily, intentionally and 
rationally in more than one way, rather than in only one way, and 
in other ways merely by accident or mistake, unintentionally, inad-
vertently or irrationally. 

We thus arrive at an answer to the question of why these “plu-
rality conditions” are so deeply embedded in our intuitions about 
free choice and action. We naturally assume that freedom and 
responsibility would be deficient, if it were always the case that we 
could only do otherwise by accident or mistake, unintentionally, 
involuntarily or irrationally—in short, unwillingly. To have free-
dom of will, we must not only be able to do otherwise, we must 
be able to do otherwise willingly or at will. If free will involves 
more than alternative possibilities and indeterminism, these plu-
rality conditions appear to be among the signifi cant additional 
requirements. 

Refl ecting on these plurality conditions tells us something else of 
importance about free will, because satisfying such plurality condi-
tions implies that agents must be able to exercise a certain kind of 
control over some of their actions, which I refer to as 
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Plural Voluntary Control (PVC): Agents have plural voluntary 
control over a set of options (e.g., choices or actions) when 
(i) they are able to bring about either of the options vol-
untarily (without being coerced or compelled or otherwise 
controlled by other agents), intentionally (knowingly and on 
purpose, rather than merely by accident or mistake ) and 
rationally (for reasons that they then and there wish to act 
upon) and (ii) whichever option they do bring about by exer-
cising such plural voluntary control will have been brought 
about by them voluntarily, intentionally and rationally in 
these senses. 

These conditions can be summed up by saying, as we sometimes 
do, that the agents can act or choose either way “at will” or, alter-
natively, that it is “up to them” which way they will choose or act 
when they choose or act. 

6. Will-Setting and Self-formation 

Focusing in this way on plurality conditions and plural voluntary 
control also leads to a further important and often neglected topic 
in free will debates that I call “will-setting” (Kane 1996: 113–15). 
In the imagined scenario of the previous section, all of the motives 
and purposes of agents in every situation are already “preset” or 
“set one way” before they act. The assassin’s desires and purposes 
are set on killing the prime minister, not on missing or killing an 
aide. My desires and purposes are set on pressing the button for 
black cofee and not any other button. In such cases, where the 
motives and purposes of agents are already “set one way” before 
they act, we may say that their actions are “will-settled”. 

Actions are Will-Settled when the wills of agents, their motives 
and purposes are already “set one way” on doing something 
before they act 

By contrast, 

Actions are Will-Setting when the wills of agents, their motives 
and purposes are not already “preset” or “set one way” 
before they act. Rather, the agents set their wills one way or 
another in the performance of the actions themselves. 
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Choices or decisions, which are self-forming actions or SFAs, in 
the sense defined here, are “will-setting” in this sense. The agents’ 
wills are not already set one way before they choose but they set 
their wills, one way or the other, voluntarily, intentionally and 
rationally in the act of choosing itself. Such self-forming actions 
would thus satisfy the plurality conditions. 

The imagined world in which all of the motives and purposes of 
agents are already set one way whenever they act thus provides a 
clue to the deep connection between will-setting, ultimate responsi-
bility, free will and the plurality conditions. If we are to be to some 
degree ultimate determiners of our own wills, as ultimate responsi-
bility requires, some actions in our lifetimes (self-forming actions or 
SFAs) must be will-setting in the above sense and hence must satisfy 
the plurality conditions. 

But these self-forming actions will then satisfy the condition of 
alternative possibilities or AP as well, because if one can do or do 
otherwise, voluntarily, intentionally and rationally either way, it 
follows that one can do or do otherwise. One has alternative pos-
sibilities. AP would therefore be necessary for free will after all, at 
least sometimes in our lives when we engage in self-formation. 

In section 3, the idea of self-forming actions (SFAs), which I argue 
are crucial to free will, was introduced and explained. In section 4, 
two notions of freedom—freedom of action and freedom of will— 
were distinguished; and it was argued that these notions of freedom 
must be distinguished if the Compatibility Question and other ques-
tions about free will are to be adequately addressed. In section 5, 
two further conditions crucial for free will were discussed: plurality 
conditions and plural voluntary control; and in section 6, these two 
conditions were related to two other notions crucial for free will: 
will-setting and self-formation. 

7. The Compatibility Question Revisited: 
Free Will and Moral Responsibility 

Focusing on both ultimate responsibility or UR and alternative 
possibilities or AP when discussing the Compatibility Question, 
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rather than merely on alternative possibilities or AP alone, has 
another significant consequence. It shows why issues about free 
will have been so deeply entangled throughout history with 
issues about moral responsibility for actions. This entanglement 
is no accident. It has to do with the very meaning of freedom 
of will (which involves both ultimate responsibility or UR and 
alternative possibilities or AP). Reflecting on this entanglement 
of free will and moral responsibility leads to further arguments 
relating to whether freedom of will is or is not compatible with 
determinism—arguments having to do with our ordinary prac-
tices of holding persons responsible for their actions in everyday 
moral and legal contexts. 

Many contemporary compatibilists and other philosophers have 
been influenced on these topics by a seminal 1962 article by British 
philosopher P.F. Strawson. In this influential article, titled “Free-
dom and Resentment,” Strawson focused on our ordinary practices 
of holding persons morally responsible and on what he called the 

Reactive Attitudes: attitudes toward persons usually associated 
with ordinary practices of holding persons morally responsi-
ble, including attitudes such as blame, resentment, indigna-
tion, guilt, moral approval and moral praise. 

Strawson argued that our ordinary practices of holding people 
responsible, including these reactive attitudes, were basic to our 
human form of life and could be wholly “insulated” from tradi-
tional abstract philosophical and scientifi c concerns about free will 
and determinism. To believe, he argued, that our ordinary practices 
of holding persons responsible in everyday life and the reactive atti-
tudes related to them would have to be qualifi ed in some ways—or 
even possibly abandoned—if we found that all of their actions were 
determined by prior causes was to “overintellectualize” the issues. 

This “insulation thesis” (as it has sometimes been called) is a 
controversial feature of Strawson’s article, and it has had numerous 
proponents and critics. Interestingly, one of the most prominent of 
the critics was Strawson’s son, Galen Strawson, who, in his 1986 
book Freedom and Belief, took issue with his father’s contention in 
“Freedom and Resentment” that ordinary practices of blaming and 
other reactive attitudes could be entirely “insulated” from meta-
physical concerns about determinism. 

Against this contention, Galen Strawson argued that “the roots 
of the incompatibilist intuition” (that free will is incompatible with 
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determinism) “lie deep” in our ordinary practices and in the reac-
tive attitudes associated with those practices. These ordinary prac-
tices and the reactive attitudes associated with them, he argued, 
“enshrine the incompatibilist intuition,” rather than being “insu-
lated” from that intuition (1986: 89). 

I agree with Galen Strawson on this issue, though my reasons are 
not all the same as his. Like him, I believe that our ordinary prac-
tices of holding persons morally responsible and related questions 
about blameworthiness and the reactive attitudes cannot be entirely 
insulated from philosophical worries about free will and determin-
ism that have engaged philosophers for centuries. This genie cannot 
be kept in the bottle, annoying as he may be. There are a number of 
ways to show this that I will now explore. 

8. Fair Opportunity to Avoid Wrongdoing: 
Hart and Others 

The first way focuses on ordinary practices of ascribing responsibil-
ity, culpability and blame in courts of law and other legal contexts. 
A widely cited condition among legal theorists for such ascrip-
tions was stated by the influential British legal theorist H.L.A. Hart 
(1968). It may be called 

The Fair Opportunity Condition: is a necessary condition for 
ascribing responsibility and culpability to agents in legal 
contexts according to which the agents must have had a 
“fair opportunity to avoid wrongdoing” or, more generally, 
a “fair opportunity to have done otherwise” than they have 
done. 

In an important recent article, David Brink and Dana Nelkin (2013) 
argue persuasively that this “fair opportunity” criterion of Hart is 
not only crucial for understanding legal and criminal responsibility 
but crucial as well for understanding moral responsibility in gen-
eral, in an accountability sense that would justify blame, sanction 
and punishment. Hart’s “fair opportunity” condition, the require-
ment that responsible agents have a fair opportunity to avoid 
wrongdoing, Brink and Nelkin argue, is thus a crucial part of the 
“architecture” of ordinary practices of ascribing moral as well as 
legal responsibility (2013: 284). 

If this is the case, as I believe it is, it has implications concern-
ing whether our ordinary practices of ascribing responsibility can 
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be insulated from traditional philosophical debates about free will 
and determinism. Appeals to Hart’s “fair opportunity” criterion 
for assigning responsibility in ordinary legal and moral practices 
land one squarely in the center of traditional philosophical debates 
that have concerned incompatibilists about whether causal deter-
minism rules out the freedom to do otherwise and whether and 
to what degree the freedom to do otherwise is required for moral 
responsibility. 

To show this, it is instructive to consider the following: If causal 
determinism were true, anything you might have done dif erently 
in the course of your life to make yourself diferent than you are 
would have been causally impossible in the following sense: 

Causal Impossibility: An event E occurring at a time t is caus-
ally impossible just in case the following is true: “If the past 
prior to t is as it is in the actual world and the laws of nature 
are as they are in the actual world, then E cannot possibly 
occur at t”. 

If causal determinism were true, anything you might have done dif-
ferently in the course of your life to make yourself dif erent than 
you are at any time—your character, your motives, your disposi-
tions, your intentions, the quality of your will—would have been 
causally impossible in this sense, because, as we have seen earlier, 
causal determinism implies that given the past and the laws gov-
erning the universe at any time, there is only one causally possible 
future. And if an agent’s avoiding wrongdoing was causally impos-
sible in this sense, it would certainly appear that the agent lacked a 
“fair opportunity” to avoid doing it. 

An important qualification, however, must immediately be added 
here—a qualification that is crucial not only for understanding 
Hart’s fair opportunity criterion but also for understanding ascrip-
tions of responsibility in ordinary moral contexts generally. The 
qualification is that the causal impossibility of avoiding wrongdo-
ing in certain particular circumstances will not always imply that 
agents are excused from moral responsibility in those circum-
stances. It implies this only on certain conditions. 

For example, if it could be shown that it was causally impossible 
for a drunk driver to have avoided hitting a pedestrian on a dark 
and rainy night, given all the circumstances at the moment of the 
accident, that fact alone will not excuse the driver of responsibility. 
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One must also ask whether the driver was responsible by virtue of 
earlier actions or omissions for the existence of some of those cru-
cial circumstances that made it now causally impossible for him to 
have avoided the accident, such as his prior decisions to drink and 
then drive. 

In other words, the causal impossibility of avoiding doing some-
thing now (e.g., avoiding the accident when it occurred) will not 
excuse an agent of responsibility, if some of the crucial circum-
stances that made it now causally impossible to avoid doing it were 
the results of actions or omissions by the agent in the past, which 
the agent had a “fair opportunity to avoid” when they occurred. 
And this last phrase is crucial. For the problem is that if determin-
ism is true, there would be no actions or omissions in an agent’s 
past that were not causally impossible for the agent to have avoided 
doing when they occurred. 

9. Reactive Attitudes, Criminal Trials and 
Transference of Responsibility 

Another significant way of highlighting problems with the thesis 
that issues about responsibility and the reactive attitudes can be 
insulated from philosophical concerns about determinism has been 
discussed by several other writers. It was discussed recently, for 
example, by Shaun Nichols in his book Bound: Essays on Free Will 
and Responsibility (2015). Nichols’ book focuses on the implica-
tions of new research in empirical psychology and experimental 
philosophy for traditional philosophical debates about free will and 
moral responsibility. The passages of interest here in his book are 
where Nichols discusses Galen Strawson’s claim, mentioned earlier, 
that our ordinary practices of holding responsible, and the reac-
tive attitudes related to them, “enshrine” incompatibilist intuitions 
about freedom and responsibility rather than being entirely “insu-
lated” from such intuitions. 

In discussing what he takes to be important arguments supporting 
this claim of Galen Strawson’s, Nichols introduces two examples that 
play a pivotal role in his discussion. One of these examples is from 
Gary Watson’s (1987) well-known and much-discussed account of 
the ruthless murderer, Robert Harris, on death row in California 
for multiple murders. The other example Nichols considers in his 
book is taken from my own writing about the trial of a young man 
who assaulted and raped a teenage girl. The examples have similar 
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import. But I will focus on my example because it brings out some 
key points that Watson does not emphasize. As Nichols points out, 
my example is roughly based on experience, triggered by the trial of 
the young man accused of the assault and rape. 

My initial reactions attending the trial of this young man were 
anger and resentment against him, because we knew the family of 
the teenage girl who was his victim and who lived in our neighbor-
hood. But as I listened daily to the testimony of how the young 
man came to have the mean character and perverse motives he did 
have—a sordid story of parental rejection, sexual abuse, bad role 
models and other such factors (not entirely unlike Watson’s case 
of Robert Harris)—some of my resentment toward the young man 
decreased and was directed toward other persons who abused and 
infl uenced him. 

But—and here is a key point—I wasn’t yet ready to shift all the 
blame away from the young man himself. I resisted this “transfer-
ence of responsibility” entirely to others and wondered whether 
some residual responsibility and blame might not belong to the 
young man himself. My question became: Was his behavior  all a 
matter of bad parenting, neglect and abuse and like factors, or did 
he have any crucial role to play in choosing it? 

We know that parenting and society, genetic makeup and upbring-
ing have a profound influence on what we become and what we are. 
But were these influences entirely  determining or did they “leave 
anything over” for the young man to be responsible for? Note that 

The question of whether the young man was merely a vic-
tim of bad circumstances or had some residual responsibil-
ity for being the way he is—the question, that is, of whether 
he became the person he is to any degree of his own free 
will—seems to depend on whether these other factors were 
or were not entirely determining. It seems to depend, in other 
words, on whether or not it was ever causally possible for the 
young man to have resisted the influences of his genetics and 
upbringing and to have acted diferently at some points in his 
life to make himself diferent than he now is. And if determin-
ism was true, acting diferently than he actually did at  any 
time in his lifetime would have been causally impossible. 
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One might argue here that my particular reactions at this trial 
to the young man—the fact that my reactive attitudes of resent-
ment and blame toward him were mitigated to some degree and 
transferred to others when I learned about his sad history—were 
the reactions of a “philosopher” and not the reactions of ordinary 
folk. But this was far from being the case. My wife and I sat in 
this courtroom with friends and other neighbors of the young girl’s 
family, none of whom were philosophers. They were fi remen, busi-
nesswomen, store owners, high school football coaches, teachers 
and many others, and all had reactions similar to ours. Keep in 
mind that, like us, they all resisted mightily transferring responsibil-
ity entirely away from the young man. But their reactive attitudes, 
including retributive ones, were nonetheless mitigated to some 
degree and infl uenced by hearing the sordid stories of his history. 

Moreover, if there  were any persons in that courtroom whose 
retributive attitudes were not in any way influenced by listening 
to the history of the young man (as I am sure there were), then I 
would not want to see those persons anywhere near a jury deciding 
the fate of persons I cared about or any other persons whatever, 
because they would not be capable of responding in ways I believe 
would be fair to those they judge. They would not be capable of 
responding fairly if they were not capable of appreciating that, to 
the extent that the young man’s sad history made it  causally impos-
sible for him to have turned out diferently, to that extent he would 
not have had a “fair opportunity to avoid wrongdoing.” 

10. Transference of Responsibility and 
Compatibility Questions 

It is worth reflecting further on this interesting notion of “transfer-
ence of responsibility”. We are inclined to do this to some degree to 
other persons who may have influenced agents to be the way they 
are and act as they do, to the extent that we believe that the infl u-
ences of these others were difcult for the agents to have resisted 
when they occurred. In such cases we are inclined to “transfer” 
at least some of the responsibility and blame to those others who 
so strongly influenced the agents (parents, caregivers, role models, 
abusers and so on) and to mitigate the responsibility of the agents 
accordingly. In some extreme cases, such as Watson’s Robert Harris 
or the young man of my example, we might possibly conclude that 
the influences were so strong that resisting them to any degree was 




