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Abstract In a fascinating recent article, Michael Otsuka seeks to bypass the

debates about the Principle of Alternative Possibilities by presenting and defending a

different, but related, principle, which he calls the ‘‘Principle of Avoidable Blame.’’

According to this principle, one is blameworthy for performing an act only if one

could instead have behaved in an entirely blameless manner. Otsuka claims that

although Frankfurt-cases do undermine the Principle of Alternative Possibilities,

they do not undermine the Principle of Avoidable Blame. In this brief paper, we offer

a critical discussion of the core of Otsuka’s argument, especially the claim that his

favored principle cannot be refuted by Frankfurt-cases. We do not believe that

Otsuka has offered good reason to suppose that the Principle of Avoidable Blame—

and the related incompatibilism—fares any better than the original Principle of

Alternative Possibilities.
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Much ink has been spilt over what Harry Frankfurt has dubbed ‘‘The Principle of

Alternate Possibilities’’ [henceforth ‘‘The Principle of Alternative Possibilities’’ or

(PAP)].1 Some compatibilists about causal determinism and moral responsibility
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have deployed defenses of their view that reject PAP.2 Others, typically

incompatibilists, have vigorously defended PAP.3 Michael Otsuka seeks to bypass

the debates about PAP by presenting and defending a different, but related,

principle, which he calls the ‘‘Principle of Avoidable Blame:’’

Principle of Avoidable Blame (PAB): One is blameworthy for performing an

act of a given type only if one could instead have behaved in a manner for

which one would have been entirely blameless.4

Otsuka contends that PAB is plausible and that it entails incompatibilism (given, of

course, the incompatibility of causal determinism and genuine access to alternative

possibilities or ‘‘could have done otherwise,’’ which we can grant for the sake of the

discussion here). Otsuka is willing to concede that Frankfurt-type examples are

indeed counterexamples to PAP, but he believes that they do not impugn PAB. Here

we wish to offer a critical discussion of the core of Otsuka’s argument, especially

the claim that PAB cannot be refuted by Frankfurt-cases. We do not believe that

Otsuka has offered good reason to suppose that PAB—and the related incompat-

ibilism—fares any better than PAP.

It will perhaps be helpful first to have before us Otsuka’s rendition of a Frankfurt-

style counterexample to PAP:

Suppose an indeterministic world in which people can normally do otherwise.

Imagine that somebody in this world named Jones killed an innocent person

named Smith, and that he killed him wholeheartedly, with premeditation, for

selfish gain, and without any prompting. According to Frankfurt, Jones might

be blameworthy for killing Smith even if he could not have refrained from

doing so. For we can imagine that Jones could not have refrained for the

following reason: had it become clear to somebody named Black (who is an

excellent judge of such things) that Jones was about to decide not to kill Smith,

then Black would have intervened and forced him to do so. But Black never had

‘to show his hand because Jones, for reasons of his own, decide[d] to perform,

and [did] perform, the very action that Black want[ed] him to perform.’5

Otsuka takes it that such examples show PAP to be unacceptable, and thus he

introduces PAB. In order to evaluate whether PAB fares any better than PAP, we

need to be clear on its precise content. In particular, what does it mean to say that

‘‘one could instead have behaved in a manner for which one would have been

entirely blameless’’? Otsuka clarifies this crucial phrase as follows:

When I say that one could instead have behaved in a manner for which one

would have been entirely blameless, I mean that it was within one’s voluntary

control whether or not one ended up behaving that way.6

2 See, for example, Fischer (1994, 2006), Fischer and Ravizza (1998).
3 For a helpful selection, see McKenna and Widerker (2003).
4 Otsuka (1998).
5 Otsuka (1998, pp. 687–688).
6 Otsuka (1998, p. 688).
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While this does help clarify PAB a bit, we do not yet have a full understanding of

the principle, since we now need to know what it means to say that ‘‘it was within

one’s voluntary control whether or not one ended up behaving in [a blameless]

way.’’ Let us imagine that there are (at least) two different ways an agent could

behave, ‘‘Way1’’ and ‘‘Way2.’’ Let us further suppose that Way1 is a blameworthy

way of behaving and that Way2 is a blameless way of behaving. Finally, let us

stipulate that the agent voluntarily behaves in Way1, the blameworthy way. Does

this—the agent’s voluntarily behaving in Way1—suffice for his exercising

voluntary control over whether or not he behaves in Way2? There is some reason

to think that this is enough, since it seems natural to suppose that if the agent

voluntarily behaves in Way1, then it was in his voluntary control not to behave in

Way2, and thus it was in his voluntary control whether or not to behave in Way2.

Call this the ‘‘weak’’ reading of the relevant phrase.

There is a ‘‘strong’’ reading of the phrase, as well. According to this interpretation,

the mere fact that the agent voluntarily behaves in Way1 is not sufficient for its being

in his voluntary control whether or not he behaves in Way2. Additionally, something

like the following counterfactual must be true: if the agent were to have behaved in

Way2, the agent would have voluntarily initiated the sequence of events that led to

his behaving in Way2. On this stronger reading, what is needed for an agent to have it

in his voluntary control whether or not he behaved in a certain way is that

voluntariness be involved at least in some part of the causal chain leading to the

agent’s behavior in both the actual and the counterfactual circumstances.7

Otsuka appears to endorse what we have called the ‘‘strong’’ reading of the

phrase ‘‘it was within one’s voluntary control whether or not one ended up behaving

in [a blameless] way,’’ given what he says in a crucial footnote:

Suppose that someone would have behaved in a manner for which she would

have been entirely blameless if and only if she had had a totally unexpected,

involuntary, and incapacitating seizure. Suppose that she could have had such

a seizure insofar as this was a physiologically live possibility. There is perhaps

a sense in which she could have behaved in manner for which she would have

been entirely blameless. But for the purpose of interpreting the Principle of

Avoidable Blame, she could not have so behaved.8

To see why this case seems to support the ‘‘strong’’ reading, consider the two ways

of behaving that are open to the woman in Otsuka’s scenario: Way1, which is the

actual way the woman behaves, and Way2, which is the way the woman would have

behaved by being subject to an involuntary and incapacitating seizure. Otsuka states

that for the purposes of understanding PAB, this woman could not have behaved in a

manner for which she would have been entirely blameless. This must mean, given

7 Someone might be tempted to interpret the relevant phrase in an even stronger sense. According to this

‘‘super-strong’’ sense, not only must the agent initiate the alternative sequence voluntarily, but she also

must end up behaving voluntarily in the alternative sequence. This sense, however, would make (PAB)

clearly vulnerable to Frankfurt-examples, since Jones does not end up behaving voluntarily in the

alternative sequence in which Black forces him to kill Smith. Otsuka does not endorse this ‘‘super-strong’’

sense (see footnote 9, below).
8 Otsuka (1998, p. 688).
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Otsuka’s attempt at clarification above, that he thinks it is not within this woman’s

voluntary control whether or not she ended up behaving in Way2. But this claim is

false if we understand the phrase in the ‘‘weak’’ sense—after all, nothing in the

example rules out the possibility that the woman in fact acts in Way1 voluntarily. So

Otsuka must think that the example is one in which the agent could not have behaved

blamelessly (in the relevant sense) because the agent would not have voluntarily

initiated the counterfactual sequence that culminates in her behaving in Way2. It thus

appears that we should interpret the relevant phrase in the ‘‘strong’’ sense, requiring

some voluntariness in both actual and counterfactual circumstances.9

The problem is that when we interpret PAB this way, it seems clearly vulnerable

to Frankfurt-style counterexamples. Recall that in the above counterexample—

which Otsuka concedes shows (PAP) to be false—the counterfactual circumstance

in which Black intervenes is not one in which Jones initiates the counterfactual

sequence voluntarily. Rather, it is one in which Black notices ahead of time what

Jones is going to do and then forces Jones to act as he (Black) wants. Thus, if we are

to interpret ‘‘it was within Jones’ voluntary control whether or not he ended up

killing Smith’’ in the ‘‘strong’’ sense, it looks like this is false in a Frankfurt-style

counterexample. And yet, intuitively, Jones is blameworthy for what he does in the

actual sequence of events. These two verdicts together yield the falsity of PAB.

But perhaps this is a bit too quick. After all, Otsuka does provide an argument, in

the form of a dilemma, to the conclusion that Frankfurt-style counterexamples do

not succeed against PAB. Otsuka’s dilemma argument begins as follows:

Frankfurt has proposed that Black’s intervention would have been triggered by

an involuntary twitch that Jones would have registered if and only if he was

about to decide to refrain from killing Smith. We are to suppose that this

twitch would have been caused by the sort of thought processes that would

always and only have preceded a decision on the part of Jones to refrain from

killing Smith.

Now the twitch would have been the result of thought processes over which

Jones either had voluntary control or not.10

Otsuka then goes on to consider both horns of this dilemma, arguing that PAB is not

violated on either horn. But we need not consider these arguments, since it seems

clear to us that we should reject the proposed dichotomy in the first place. Otsuka

seems to think that when Frankfurt proposed that Black’s intervention would have

been triggered by a twitch, Frankfurt had in mind that this twitch must have been the

result of some thought process or other. In fact, however, in the passage from

Frankfurt that Otsuka cites, it is unclear whether Frankfurt was thinking that thought

9 Importantly, not every bit of behavior in the counterfactual sequence must be voluntary. The agent may

well ‘‘end up’’ behaving involuntarily, but for PAB to be satisfied, the causal chain leading to the

counterfactual upshot must at least have been initiated voluntarily. Otsuka says explicitly that although it

must have been in the agent’s voluntary control whether or not she ended up behaving in a blameless

manner, ‘‘I need not claim that the behavior itself must have been voluntary’’ (Otsuka 1998, p. 688). This

shows that Otsuka clearly does not endorse what we called the ‘‘super-strong’’ sense in footnote 7. We are

grateful to Otsuka for helping us understand this point.
10 Otsuka (1998, p. 691).
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processes would cause the twitch.11 And even if Frankfurt did have this in mind, we

do not think it is essential to a plausible Frankfurt-example. There seems to be no

reason why the twitch in question might not be the result of any thought process

whatsoever.

We said that Otsuka’s dilemma presents a false dichotomy, and we are now in a

position to see why. Rather than forcing a choice between the twitch being caused by

thought processes over which Jones had voluntary control and the twitch being

caused by thought processes over which Jones did not have voluntary control, we can

instead maintain that the twitch is not caused by any thought processes whatsoever.

That is, we can envisage a version of the Frankfurt case in which Jones would show a

twitch prior to the beginning of the relevant thought process just in case he were

about to engage in the sort of process that would issue (absent an intervention) in his

deciding to refrain from killing Smith. If Black were to see the twitch, he would

intervene to block the entire process (including the ‘‘thought process’’). Thus, given

the placement of the twitch before the beginning of the thought process, Black is in a

position to prevent Jones from even engaging in the relevant thought process, and it

becomes irrelevant whether (in the absence of intervention) that thought process

would have been voluntary or not. Given the appropriate placement of the ‘‘prior

sign’’ (twitch), Otsuka’s dilemma becomes irrelevant.

Otsuka does not rest his entire defense of PAB on this dilemma, however. He

writes:

Even if one manages to construct an example that overcomes [the difficulties

raised by the dilemma], I do not think that such an example would refute the

Principle of Avoidable Blame. Let us assume, for the sake of argument, that it

is somehow possible to construct an example in which, unbeknownst to Jones

and without actually exerting any influence on him, Black (or someone or

something else) closed all possibility that Jones have behaved any less badly

than he actually behaved. It follows from what I say in the next section that, in

this case, Jones would not be worthy of blame for what he has done.12

What Otsuka does in ‘‘the next section’’ is provide a positive account of what makes

someone blameworthy when someone has acted badly. He then goes on to point out

that this positive account is not satisfied in the Frankfurt cases, and hence that Jones

11 Otsuka cites Frankfurt (1969, p. 835), which reads as follows: ‘‘The assumption that Black can predict

what [Jones] will decide to do does not beg the question of determinism. We can imagine that [Jones] has

often confronted the alternatives—A and B—that he now confronts, and that his face has invariably

twitched when he was about to decide to do A and never when he was about to decide to do B. Knowing

this, and observing the twitch, Black would have a basis for prediction. This does, to be sure, suppose that

there is some sort of causal relation between [Jones’s] state at the time of the twitch and his subsequent

states. But any plausible view of decision or of action will allow that reaching a decision and performing

an action both involve earlier and later phases, with causal relations between them, and such that the

earlier phases are not themselves part of the decision or of the action. The example does not require that

these earlier phases be deterministically related to still earlier events.’’ It is not clear that this passage

posits that the twitch is caused by some thought-process or other, of which we then might wonder whether

it is in the agent’s control. In particular, it is unclear whether, in speaking of distinct ‘‘phases,’’ Frankfurt

was thinking of phases of the causal process leading to action or perhaps phases of practical reasoning. If

the former, then no thought processes need be involved at all.
12 Otsuka (1998, p. 694).
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is not blameworthy. Since the success of the Frankfurt cases relies crucially on the

judgment that Jones is blameworthy in the actual sequence, this result would indeed

be sufficient to show that PAB is not vulnerable to the Frankfurt cases.

But we do not think that Otsuka’s argument succeeds here either. To see why, let

us first consider his positive account of what grounds blameworthiness in cases

where someone has acted badly. He states:

A person would be worthy of indignation for malevolently inflicting pain only

if such infliction was gratuitous—not in the sense that it was done for no

reason (he could well have had ample selfish or malevolent reason), but—in

the or [sic] sense that it was an expression of the agency of someone who was

free, and knew (or ought to have known) that he was free, to behave less badly

instead. It is the fact that such a person behaved so badly even though he knew

(or ought to have known) that he didn’t have to that makes his behavior galling

and hence worthy of indignation.13

According to Otsuka, for an agent to be blameworthy, she must have known (or at

least ought to have known) that she was free to behave less badly (and thus it must

have been true that she was free to behave less badly). Otsuka continues as follows:

Take any imagined pair of individuals who have behaved badly (e.g., who

have maliciously injured another) and hold everything constant except for the

fact that the one could have behaved less badly, and knew that she could have,

whereas the other could not have behaved less badly. The fact that the one

person behaved as badly as she did even though she knew that she didn’t have

to provides sufficient grounds for indignation in her case that are lacking in the

second case. Moreover, there are no other grounds that are sufficient for

indignation in this second case.14

In a ‘‘prior-sign’’ Frankfurt-style counterexample like the one we discussed above,

Jones could not have behaved less badly (in the relevant ‘‘strong’’ interpretation of

that phrase), since the counterfactual circumstance is one in which Jones does not

voluntarily initiate the causal sequence leading to his killing Smith. Otsuka uses this

fact together with his articulated necessary condition on blameworthiness—that one

is blameworthy only if one knew that one could have behaved less badly—to

conclude that Jones is not in fact blameworthy. Thus, Otsuka concludes that the

Frankfurt cases do no impugn PAB after all.

But we fail to see why we should accept Otsuka’s proposed necessary condition on

blameworthiness. That is, we do not see why we should accept the claim that an agent

is blameworthy only if she knew that she could have behaved less badly. After all,

Otsuka has not provided any argument for this claim; he has merely asserted that

‘‘there are no other grounds that are sufficient for indignation in [a case where the agent

could not have behaved less badly].’’ There are plenty of candidates for such grounds,

however. To take just one, Jones may well have exercised ‘‘guidance control’’ of his

actual behavior, even if it was nevertheless true that he could not have behaved less

13 Otsuka (1998, p. 696).
14 Otsuka (1998, p. 696).
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badly.15 To convince us that there are no grounds for indignation in a Frankfurt-style

counterexample, then, Otsuka would need to argue that the fact that Jones exercised

guidance control does not constitute such grounds. Importantly, however, he does not

make such an argument. Nor does Otsuka consider any of a range of other possible

candidate grounds for indignation in the relevant kind of case—accounts of ‘‘acting

freely’’ which do not require ‘‘could have done otherwise.’’

Before we conclude, allow us to consider one further way someone might try to

defend PAB, although this is not the route taken by Otsuka. First, recall from above

that we distinguished between two senses of the phrase ‘‘it was within one’s

voluntary control whether or not one behaved in [a blameless] way.’’ We argued that

Otsuka endorses the ‘‘strong’’ sense, but someone might attempt to defend PAB by

endorsing the ‘‘weak’’ sense instead. According to the ‘‘weak’’ sense, it is sufficient

for its being in one’s voluntary control whether or not one behaved in a blameless

way that one voluntarily behaves in the way one actually behaves, regardless of what

is true regarding voluntariness in the alternative sequence. Someone might invoke

this ‘‘weak’’ sense to argue that in a Frankfurt-style counterexample, it was in fact in

Jones’s voluntary control whether or not he behaved in a blameless way, and hence

that Jones could have behaved in a manner for which he would have been entirely

blameless. On this reading, it seems that a proponent of PAB could say just the right

thing about the Frankfurt cases: that Jones is blameworthy but the consequent of PAB

is also true, and hence the cases do not falsify PAB.

But we think that if this is how we are to understand PAB—in the ‘‘weak’’

sense—then PAB would not be fixing on factors that play any explanatory role. It

seems that in the alternative sequence of the Frankfurt case, Jones would be

avoiding blameworthiness accidentally, as it were. After all, Jones would not be

acting voluntarily in the alternative sequence. And, as we saw above, this is

precisely why Otsuka said that the individual subject to seizures is not capable of so

acting that she would be blameless, in the sense relevant to PAB. Begin with a case

in which the relevant agent is not blameworthy for his behavior. How does positing

an alternative possibility of this sort—utterly without voluntariness—make it the

case that an agent is blameworthy in the actual sequence leading to his behavior?

This attempt to get blameworthiness from mere flickers of freedom that lack

sufficient robustness would seem to be akin to alchemy.16

In conclusion, Otsuka seeks to defend incompatibilism about causal determinism

and moral responsibility by offering a variant on PAP. (He also contends that PAB

15 See, for example, Fischer (1994) and Fischer and Ravizza (1998).
16 To see why this sort of alternative possibility lacks robustness, consider the following account of

robustness from Pereboom (2001, p. 26):

Robustness For an alternative possibility to be relevant to explaining why an agent is morally

responsible for an action, it must satisfy the following characterization: she could have willed

something different from what she actually willed such that she understood that by willing it she

would thereby be precluded from moral responsibility for the action.

According to this account of robustness, the relevant agent in a Frankfurt case does not have a robust

alternative possibility. If we interpret PAB according to the ‘‘weak’’ interpretation, then, it is puzzling

how the proponent of PAB could support the claim that the agent in a Frankfurt case is blameworthy.

For this point in the context of an assessment of (PAP), see Fischer (1994, pp. 131–159, 1999a, 2002).
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illuminates a wider range of issues in ethics, including ‘‘moral dilemmas’’ or ‘‘moral

blind alleys.’’)17 PAB allegedly avoids the Frankfurt-style counterexamples to PAP.

Otsuka interprets PAB as follows: ‘‘When I say that one could instead have behaved

in a manner for which one would have been entirely blameless, I mean that it was

within one’s voluntary control whether or not one ended up behaving that way.’’ We

have argued that the crucial notion of its being within one’s voluntary control

whether or not one behaves in a certain way is ambiguous. Given what Otsuka

claims about the seizure case, he appears to endorse the strong sense. However, if

PAB is interpreted in this way, it seems clearly vulnerable to Frankfurt-style

counterexamples. Otsuka constructs a dilemma, however, that is meant to show that

PAB is immune to Frankfurt cases. But this dilemma relies on placing the ‘‘prior

signs’’ after the ‘‘thought-processes,’’ and there is no reason to place the prior signs

after, rather than before, the thought-processes. And the cases are potent if they are

placed before such processes.18 Finally, Otsuka merely asserts, rather than argues

for, the claim that the Frankfurt cases do not involve any factors that could ground

blameworthiness. But we have pointed out at least one factor that could plausibly

play this role: guidance control.

In closing we considered an attempt to save PAB by reverting to the ‘‘weak’’

sense of its crucial phrase. But on the weak sense, it seems that PAB loses its

explanatory force; more carefully, it would appear that simply adding an alternative

possibility in which an agent ‘‘accidentally’’ avoids blame (or the actual level of

blame) does not in any way explain the agent’s actual blameworthiness. We

conclude that PAB does not fare any better than the original PAP, which even

Otsuka admits has been shown false by Frankfurt-style counterexamples.19

17 Otsuka (1998, pp. 698–700).
18 In personal correspondence, Otsuka has suggested that he could modify his dilemma by focusing more

generally on the events that precede the twitch, whatever they happen to be, rather than insisting that

those events must be thought-processes. Interpreted in this way, we would accept the second horn of his

dilemma, according to which the events that precede the twitch are not under Jones’s voluntary control.

Otsuka goes on to argue (Otsuka 1998, p. 692) that this horn is problematic because in order for Black to

intervene in such a way that Jones could not have behaved blamelessly, Black would have to set things up

such that he would literally force Jones to commit the murder in the alternative sequence. Otsuka then

observes that Jones would not be blameworthy for the murder in this circumstance, and he concludes that

PAB is thus safe from counterexample. But a successful counterexample against PAB does not require

that Jones is blameworthy in the alternative sequence; rather, blameworthiness in the actual sequence is

sufficient. We thus do not see any reason to think that taking the second horn of his dilemma (when the

focus is on the events that precede the twitch) is problematic.
19 Here we have focused primarily on Otsuka’s intriguing suggestion that (PAB) can side-step the

problems (especially those posed by the Frankfurt cases) for (PAP). Otsuka concedes that the Frankfurt

cases do indeed show the falsity of (PAP). There are various objections to the contention that the

Frankfurt cases successfully refute (PAP), including the vexing ‘‘dilemma defense’’ presented by Kane

(1996, pp. 142–145); Widerker (1995) and Ginet (1996). A discussion of such objections is clearly

beyond the scope of this critical evaluation of Otsuka. For a preliminary discussion of some of the

objections, see Fischer (1999b). It should be noted that placing the prior-signs before any of the thought-

processes raises worries pertinent to the Dilemma Defense; but we believe that such worries can be

answered, and, in any case, we are here focusing on whether Otsuka has a distinct approach to defending

incompatibilism—an approach not identical to or reducible to the invocation of the Dilemma Defense on

behalf of (PAP).
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