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Harry G. Frankfurt is an accomplished phi-
losopher who has studied the problem of 

free will. He is known as a Traditional Compati-
bilist because he believes that people have 
free will only if they are not forced and their 
actions have been “willed” by them alone. 
Frankfurt’s Principle of Alternative Possibilities 
and Moral Responsibility states that, “A person 
is morally responsible for what he has done 
only if he could have done otherwise” (Frank-
furt 159).  Frankfurt also states that, “Practical-
ly no one, however, seems inclined to deny 
or even to question that the principle of alter-
nate possibilities (constructed in some way or 
other) is true” (159). Frankfurt later states an 
interesting phrase that is counter to his argu-
ment, which is known as the Frankfurt Coun-
terexample.
 In his essay, Frankfurt makes the point 
similar to  the effect that  X could kidnap B but 
does not  because of  condition Y making him 
avoid B. Also, X may not want to kidnap B but 
is forced by Y to kidnap B. Would it be impos-
sible for X to do otherwise in either of these 
situations?  Well, yes, it would be impossible 

for X to do otherwise depending on the situ-
ation X is put in. Say X (a wholly innocent by-
stander) is sitting on a park bench, and Y sits 
next to X. Y then threatens that if X does not 
kidnap B and sadistically torture B, Y will kill X 
and eat X’s remains. Does X really have any 
choice to do otherwise in this situation? No, X 
does not have any other choice, and Frank-
furt would agree due to the conditions that 
were forced upon X by Y. Frankfurt would also 
claim that Y forcing X to do something did not 
physically move him to kidnap and torture B, 
but it brought X to do what Y wanted X to do. 
Frankfurt states, “A person may do something 
in circumstances that leave [him] no alterna-
tive to doing it, without these circumstances 
actually moving him or leading him to do it-
-without them playing any role, indeed, in 
bringing it about that he does what he does” 
(160). X had no alternative (not counting 
death as an alternative) to kidnapping and 
torturing B; therefore, X was brought about to 
do what Y wanted without Y physically bring-
ing about X’s actions. 
 Frankfurt also makes a second point:



sometimes a person who is coerced into do-
ing an action is morally responsible for such 
action. He states that, “It is natural enough to 
say of a person who has been coerced to do 
something that he could not have done oth-
erwise” (160).  Frankfurt makes the point that 
a person who is unable to do otherwise should 
sometimes still be morally responsible for his 
actions even though he had no other alterna-
tive. I firmly believe, even in my example of 
X, that one does not bear moral responsibil-
ity because one does not have the ability to 
do otherwise. However, bearing no moral re-
sponsibility would leave an absence, allowing 
for X to do the same action again if not in the 
same harsh situation. There is also the possibil-
ity that X was uncaring for what would hap-
pen next if he went through with what Y want-
ed. Therefore, X could be morally responsible 
in that situation.
 Another point in Frankfurt’s essay is that 
if X honestly and seriously intended to do 
what Y wanted him to do regardless, he still 
would be responsible even though he could 
not have done otherwise. Suppose X had 
already decided to do an action before he 
was coerced by Y to do the same action. This 
would not allow coercion to excuse moral re-
sponsibility because X had an alternative and 
chose on his own to do an action. Therefore 
there was free will involved in the decision that 
X had made. Frankfurt makes a point similar to 
the effect that if X were to be excused from 
committing a crime, it was not because there 
was no alternative. This is a very important 
concept in itself, because one cannot be ex-
cused just because one was coerced into do-
ing an action. Again, if we look at the case of 
X, we can excuse him for his actions, but not 
because of the power of Y’s coercion. X will 

not bear the full moral responsibility as if he 
were to do it on his own, but he will bear some 
moral responsibility, and Y will bear the rest.
 In my example of X, there was an al-
ternative possibility that X could have clearly 
chosen, although it is unfavorable to the rea-
sonable person. This alternative possibility was 
death, and X could have chosen this in order 
to spare B’s life, and X would have remained 
wholly innocent. Although this is counterex-
ample to having no alternative possibility, it 
can prove that alternative possibilities are 
false because no one would favor death as 
an alternative. X can also be morally respon-
sible if he were to choose death because he 
knew that Y wanted B to be kidnapped and 
tortured, allowing Y and X to share responsi-
bility. It is clear that it is nearly impossible to 
escape moral responsibility even if one is co-
erced, because one is not excused due to 
coercion.
 In Frankfurt’s conclusion he states that, 
“The principle of alternate possibilities should 
thus be replaced, in my opinion, by the fol-
lowing principle: a person is not morally re-
sponsible for what he has done if he did it 
only because he could not have done oth-
erwise” (167). Even if death is excluded as 
an alternative, X can be morally responsible 
because his only option was to do it and 
not because he wanted to kidnap and tor-
ture B--thus allowing X to bear some moral 
responsibility for the actions that Y forced 
him into doing. Frankfurt also points out that, 

The following may all be true: there were 
circumstances that made it impossi-
ble for a person to avoid doing some-
thing; these circumstances actually 
played a role in bringing it about that
he did it, so that it is  correct to say that
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he did it because he could not have 
done otherwise; the person really 
wanted to do what he did; he did it 
because it was what he really want-
ed to do, so that it is not correct to 
say that he did what he did only be-
cause he could not have done other-
wise. Under these conditions, the per-
son may well be morally responsible 
for what he has done. On the other 
hand, he will not be morally respon-
sible for what he has done if he did 
it only because he could not have 
done otherwise, even if what he did 
was something he really wanted to 
do. (168)

 I find it extremely hard to accept Frank-
furt’s idea of excusing a person but not ex-
cusing him for being unable to have done 
otherwise. I believe that if one is coerced into 
committing a crime, one always should be 
excused because one has no other alterna-
tive. But it depends on the situation that is oc-
curring. I think this is appropriate and follows a 
determinist’s view on the situation because of 
the following reasons:

1. X was coerced by Y to commit a 
crime. 

2. X will be excused because he was 
unable to have done otherwise.

3. Therefore, any crime that X does 
will be excused (if he is unable to 
do otherwise).

This is a logically valid argument and a de-
terministic view because X will always be ex-
cused if he is coerced into doing something. 
Although Frankfurt would disagree with excus-
ing X because he was coerced, there is no 
other reason to excuse him other than the 
circumstance of coercion and his inability to 

have done otherwise. If one were to say X was 
excused because he could not have done 
otherwise, it is the same as excusing X for being 
coerced into doing something. On the other 
hand, we could have a situation that has both 
free will and determinism, which can show 
that they are compatible. We could say the 
following situation could occur: X is coerced 
by Y to break into the White House and kill 
the President. Y, who knows everything about 
people, will not act upon X unless he does not 
go through with Y’s plot to kill the President. 
X decides to get in his car, go to the Central 
Intelligence Agency, and attempt to alert the 
Secret Service of Y’s plot to kill the President. 
Before X can get to the building that houses 
the Central Intelligence Agency and the Se-
cret Service, Y stops X in the parking lot. Y then 
proceeds to persuade X to carry through Y’s 
plot against the President.
 In this situation, it is very clear that X had 
free will and acted against Y. Ultimately, Y 
could have succeeded with his plot against 
the President. Y was determined to have X 
do this dirty deed, and X had free will not to 
do this dirty deed. How can determinism and 
free will be incompatible in this case? Clear-
ly,  X had free will and Y was determined to 
have X carry out this plot against the Presi-
dent. I think that it depends on the situation, 
in which there can be incompatibilism. In the 
above scenario, I think it is true that X had 
free will because X did what he wanted to 
do. I also think that it is true that Y was De-
termined to have X carry out his plot against 
the President. Therefore, I believe that both 
free will and determinism are compatible with 
each other in certain cases but not in others.
 I believe in both determinism and free 
will, which would make me a Soft Determinist.
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Overall, I would support Frankfurt’s philoso-
phy on free will and determinism because it 
complements my thinking about determinism 
and free will. I had free will to make the paper 
six pages long, but it was determined that I 
needed to write a paper for this class. Also, 
it is determined that I will get a grade on this 
paper if I willingly submit it to the professor. This 
is another example of my belief in free will and 
determinism and their compatibility with each 
other.
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