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Inability, Fallibility, and the Positive Case for PAP (published in Philosophical Studies 183, 

2026) 

The Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP) says that a person is morally responsible for something 

she has done only if she could have done otherwise. Since the publication of Frankfurt (1969), the literature 

on PAP has mostly concerned whether there are successful counterexamples to the principle, along the 

lines of the examples Frankfurt suggests. There is still no consensus on that (Ekstrom, 2005; Fischer, 2005; 

Fischer, 2011). Much less attention has been given to the positive case for PAP. My view is that even if 

arguments like Frankfurt’s do not defeat PAP, the reasons to accept the principle are weak. More than one 

article is needed to justify that claim fully. Here I focus on one source of support for PAP, which involves 

what I will call inability cases. More on those in a moment. First, some setup is required. 

On the most common understanding, to be morally responsible for something is to be a proper object of 

blame, praise, or other “reactive attitudes” in virtue of that thing (Robb, 2020; Strawson, 1962/2008). An 

agent “could have done otherwise” in the sense relevant to PAP just in case she had the ability to do 

otherwise: that is, it was in her power to do otherwise. More exactly, an agent could have done otherwise 

just in case she had the specific ability to do otherwise (Fischer, 2018, 220-222; Whittle 2010; Capes, 2012, 

3-4). Suppose Rafael Nadal was in bed sick all day yesterday. It would have been true (in some sense) to 

say yesterday that Nadal was able to serve faster than 110mph, even though (in another sense) his sickness 

made him unable to serve at all. As the point is commonly put: Nadal had the general ability yesterday to 

serve faster than 110mph, but not the specific ability (i.e., the ability on that specific occasion). In the sense 

relevant to PAP, he could not have served faster than 110mph – and so according to PAP, was not 

responsible for not doing so.1 

 
For comments on earlier drafts, thanks to Jonathan Baker, Justin Capes, Cian Dorr, John Martin Fischer, Ishtiyaque 
Haji, Arden Koehler, Andrew Law, Chanwoo Lee, Mallory Medeiros, Yining Nie, Derk Pereboom, Jim Pryor, and 
David Velleman, as well as audiences at New York University, Seoul National University, the University of California, 
Riverside, the University of Colorado Boulder, the University of Calgary, the Chinese Academy of Sciences, and the 
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It is natural to read PAP as requiring that the agent was able at the time of action to do otherwise. But as 

others have pointed out, PAP is implausible read in this way. If I jump into a pit at 8:55am to avoid helping 

you at 9am, I am unable at 9am to help you. But that inability does not suffice to get me off the hook for 

not helping you.2 Similar problems arise over far shorter timescales. Suppose Laura punches Al, and her 

fist makes contact with his face at some instant t. Ten milliseconds before t, it is already too late for Laura 

not to punch Al. Her fist has considerable momentum by then, and it would take some time (say, 200 

milliseconds3) for a decision not to punch Al to affect her movements. Laura is therefore unable at t not 

to punch Al. However, that inability is not enough to get her off the hook for punching him. 

Mele (2006, 84-86; 2009, 165) provides a simple approach to this problem. We can understand PAP as 

requiring that the agent was able at or before the time of action to do otherwise. I was able at 8:55am to help 

you at 9am, and Laura was able (say) 300 milliseconds before t not to punch Al. In the sense relevant for 

PAP, both Laura and I were able to do otherwise than we did.4 However, it is presumably false that an 

ability at any past time to do otherwise is enough to satisfy PAP’s requirement. Consider a driver who 

cannot, in the moment, avoid hitting a pedestrian who unexpectedly runs in front of her car. At some 

earlier time (call it tearlier), the driver could have decided not to take that route. She therefore was able at 

tearlier not to hit the pedestrian later. However, PAP’s proponent might reasonably count her ability to do 

otherwise at this earlier time as irrelevant. In the sense relevant to PAP, she could not have done otherwise. 

 
American Philosophical Association Pacific Division Meeting (2021). Thanks also to two anonymous reviewers for 
Philosophical Studies. 

1 For the distinction between specific and general or “generic” abilities, see Mandelkern et al. (2017); Maier (2015). 

2 This case is adapted from Ekstrom (2005), 310. See also Mele (2006), 84-86; Mele (2009), 165. 

3 See Schultze-Kraft et al., 2016 

4 Mele (2006) also discusses a second approach (86-87). Cf. Ekstrom (2000), 210-212. For my purposes, the 
differences between these approaches do not matter. The important point is that PAP’s necessary condition can be 
satisfied not only by an ability possessed at the very time of action, but also by an ability possessed before the time 
of action. 
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What makes the earlier time irrelevant? It is most natural here to appeal to an epistemic condition (cf. 

Ekstrom, 2000, 211). Suppose that at some earlier time an agent is able to G (e.g., not take that route), and 

is thereby able not to F (e.g., hit the child). When assessing the agent’s responsibility for F-ing, PAP’s 

proponent can say that the earlier time is irrelevant if she could not reasonably have foreseen that her not 

G-ing would or might result in her F-ing.5 Applying this principle to the driver, we can say that tearlier is 

irrelevant if she could not reasonably have foreseen, at tearlier, that her taking the different route would or 

might result in her hitting the child. 

In what follows, I will take PAP to say that someone is morally responsible for something she has done 

only if there is some relevant time, at or before the time of action, at which she could have done otherwise. 

I will leave it to PAP’s proponents to specify exactly which times are relevant for their principle. For 

example, they might amend the epistemic condition above to require actual foresight rather than reasonable 

foreseeability (Miller, 2017). For my purposes, the important point is that times prior to the time of action 

will often be relevant. As the cases of the pit and the punch show, an inability to do otherwise at the very 

time of action often should not be sufficient for PAP to count the agent as non-responsible. 

There are some arguments for PAP that I will set aside for the present article. Perhaps most prominently, 

David Copp and others have argued for a version of PAP from the maxim that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’, or 

from closely related claims (Copp, 1997; Widerker, 2003; van Inwagen, 1983, 161-162). More recently, 

Maria Alvarez (2009) and Helen Steward (2008; 2009) have defended PAP via the claim that an agent has 

not even acted if she could not have done otherwise. I set aside these arguments not because they are 

unpersuasive (although I think they are), but because they have already been extensively critiqued in the 

literature on PAP (e.g. Zimmerman, 1993; 1988; 1997; Haji, 2002, 167-176; Capes, 2010; 2012). 

 
5 For helpful discussion of similar conditions in the “tracing” literature, see Fischer and Tognazzini (2009), Miller 
(2017). 
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The present article focuses on a different source of support for PAP, which involves what I call inability 

cases. Inability cases appear frequently in the literature on PAP, and they plausibly capture an important 

part of the intuitive case for the principle. However, they have yet to receive sustained critical reflection. 

This article aims to remedy that. In an inability case, someone is unable to avoid doing something. It seems 

to many that because the agent is unable to avoid doing the thing, she is not morally responsible for doing 

it. (Alternatively, someone is unable to do something – and apparently because of that inability, is not 

responsible for not doing it.) For example: Carl Ginet supposes that someone slips a reaction-slowing drug 

into a driver’s coffee, without the driver’s knowledge. As a consequence, the driver is unable to avoid 

hitting a pedestrian. It seems the driver is not morally responsible for hitting the pedestrian. And that is 

plausibly so because she is unable to do otherwise (Ginet, 2003, 89).  

It is a common thought in the literature that such examples support PAP (McKenna and Widerker, 2003, 

2-3; Widerker, 2006, 164; Spencer, 2013, 149; Mayr, 2019; Robb, 2020). Philosophers rarely explain in 

detail how inability cases support PAP, but the basic idea is well expressed by David Copp (2003, 265): 

If a person could not have done otherwise than she did, we are strongly inclined to absolve her 

of blame for what she did … PAP captures the intuitively plausible idea that the inability to do 

otherwise excuses a person from blame. If we deny PAP, we need to rethink the familiar excuses. 

The thought is that PAP provides a good explanation of why agents in inability cases are not morally 

responsible for what they have done: they are not responsible because they could not have done otherwise. 

Further, the “familiar excuses” suggest that we intuitively accept that explanation: it is natural to excuse 

the driver for hitting the pedestrian by citing her inability to do otherwise. PAP gains support (the thought 

goes) because it makes good sense of such cases. 
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The present article seeks to undermine that support for PAP, by appealing to the claim that (specific) 

abilities are often fallible to some degree (Mele, 2003; 2017; Jaster, 2020; Sripada, 2018; 2019).6 A golfer 

might have the ability on some occasion to sink a short putt, yet still miss it (Austin, 1979). I might be able 

to take a sip of my coffee now, yet pour it down my shirt instead. These abilities are not sure-fire: 

possessing them does not guarantee successful performance. That is, they are fallible.  

It is plausible that most of our abilities are fallible. Nearly everything we do (including mental actions) is 

implemented by an extremely complex sequence of cognitive steps. Many of these steps are carried out by 

subpersonal systems over which we have little control, and which are subject to error. Errors might arise 

because of the stochasticity of neural processes, the misallocation of limited cognitive resources, or other 

factors (Sripada, 2018, 12-14; Redish et al., 2008). Such subpersonal errors can cause higher-level tasks to 

go awry. For example, a subpersonal error could cause a tennis player to hit a ball slightly too hard and 

miss a serve (Sripada, 2018, 9-14). 

Importantly, I am claiming that specific abilities are often fallible. The golfer might miss the putt even though 

she had the ability on this specific occasion. As J.L. Austin says, imagining himself as the golfer: 

It is not that I should have holed it if conditions had been different: that might of course be so, 

but I am talking about conditions as they precisely were, and asserting that I could have holed it. 

(Austin, 1979, fn. to 218) 

Some authors reject Austin’s judgment that he had the specific ability to hole the putt, saying instead that 

he merely had the general ability to hole putts on similar occasions (Berofsky, 2011, 155; Berofsky, 2012, 

75-76; White, 1968, 87-89). Perhaps these authors would deny that specific abilities are ever fallible. 

However, many others accept Austin’s judgment concerning the golf case (Mele, 2003, 449; 2017, 65-66; 

 
6 ‘Fallibility’ is Sripada’s term. Mele and Jaster discuss the same phenomenon using the term ‘reliability.’ An ability is 
fallible just in case it is (in Mele and Jaster’s terminology) not perfectly reliable. 
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Vihvelin, 2004; Fara, 2008, 847, 862; Thalberg, 2004, 126-129; Alvarez, 2013; Jaster, 2020, 54-55). 

Moreover, a number of recent authors agree that specific abilities are often fallible (Mele, 2003; 2017, 63-

89; Jaster, 2020, 54-55; Sripada, 2018). Instead of seeking to resolve the dispute about cases like Austin’s, 

the present article simply assumes that specific abilities are indeed often fallible. As such, PAP’s defenders 

might respond to my argument by opposing that assumption. 

A final point about fallibility: we should distinguish an ability’s fallibility from the degree of effort required 

to exercise it. When I am playing darts, my ability to hit the bullseye is highly fallible. But a successful 

exercise of that ability does not require significant effort, any more than it requires significant effort to roll 

a six when throwing dice. Conversely, it might require a great deal of effort for you to cook a three-course 

meal, but your ability to do so need not be especially fallible. 

To undermine the support inability cases provide for PAP, I employ what I call fallibility cases. In each of 

these cases, someone is able to do something. Her ability is fallible, but only to a very small degree. Even 

so, the ability’s fallibility is manifested, and the agent does not manage to do the thing. In Section 1, I argue 

that the fallibility cases reveal something that is sufficient to make the agents in those cases non-

responsible: they are (as I will say) impelled to act as they do. The cases also show that impulsion does not 

require that the agent be unable to do otherwise. I then argue that agents in the inability cases – the ones 

used to support PAP – are also impelled to act as they do, and that impulsion is sufficient to make the 

agents in those cases non-responsible.  

Of course, PAP’s adherents can acknowledge that something other than the inability to do otherwise is 

sufficient to make agents in inability cases non-responsible. I do not claim to present counterexamples to 

PAP. However, I will argue that the observation about impulsion undermines the positive support that 

inability cases provide for PAP. The point is that PAP is explanatorily redundant in the inability cases. 

Impulsion is sufficient to make the agent non-responsible, so there is no need also to appeal to the inability 

to do otherwise.  
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Section 2 rejects two responses PAP’s defenders might make to my argument. Both responses rely on the 

thought that impulsion and the inability to do otherwise are connected in a way that supports PAP. Section 

3 addresses the “familiar excuses” in the inability cases, which seem to appeal to the agent’s inability to do 

otherwise. I argue that we can make sense of these excuses by appealing to impulsion, without any need 

for PAP. Section 4 concludes by advertising my own view of what impulsion consists in, which fits 

naturally with so-called “valuational theories” of moral responsibility. 

My argument challenges PAP’s significant role in the contemporary discussion of moral responsibility. 

Even if the literature contains no decisive counterexample to PAP, it also (in my view) offers insufficient 

reason to believe in it. I make part of that case here. The challenge for PAP’s adherents is to provide a 

better positive argument for their principle. 

1. Fallibility and Impulsion 

I will work with four inability cases, which are representative of the cases used to support PAP in the 

literature: 

COFFEE:  Unbeknownst to Krishani, someone has slipped a reaction-slowing drug into her 

coffee. Consequently, she is unable to avoid hitting a pedestrian who runs in front 

of her car. Because of her drug-slowed reactions, she ploughs into him.7 

 THIEF: A thief is sprinting off with the jewels. Roger is out jogging and does not intend to 

interfere. However, as the thief approaches he trips and falls into her, knocking her 

over. He is unable to avoid knocking her over. The thief is apprehended because of 

Roger’s intervention.8 

 
7 Based on Ginet (2003, 75); cf. Spencer (2013, 149). 

8 Cf. Ginet (2003)’s quarterback example (75). 



David Storrs-Fox 

8 

 

SEIZURE:  Adelle suffers a seizure that causes her to hit Ed with a crowbar. Because of the 

seizure, she is unable to avoid hitting Ed.9 

LEGS:  Both of Timo’s legs are broken, making him unable to get up and leave the room. 

He strains to get up and leave, but his broken legs cause him to stay put. As a 

consequence: 

 Version (a): Timo becomes a witness to a crime, at great risk to himself. 

 Version (b): Timo does not help a child who is in distress in the neighboring room.10 

It seems plausible that Krishani is not morally responsible for hitting the pedestrian, Roger is not morally 

responsible for knocking over the thief, Adelle is not morally responsible for hitting Ed, and Timo is not 

morally responsible for staying put. The inability cases appear to support PAP, because it supplies a natural 

explanation of why the agents are not responsible: they are not responsible because they could not have 

done otherwise. More specifically: they are not responsible because there is no time relevant for PAP at 

which they could have done otherwise. Perhaps Krishani could have avoided driving that day, and could 

thereby have avoided hitting the pedestrian. However, we can suppose that she could not have foreseen 

(and did not foresee) earlier in the day that the pedestrian would run in front of her. In that case, it seems 

reasonable for PAP’s proponent to count her earlier ability to do otherwise as irrelevant for PAP. In the 

PAP-relevant sense, she could not have done otherwise. Similar remarks apply to the other inability cases. 

Inability cases do not merely support versions of PAP that concern responsibility for actions, rather than 

omissions (cf. Alvarez, 2009; van Inwagen, 1983, 162-166). For example, PAP appears to explain why 

Timo is not responsible for staying put. The support the cases provide is also not restricted to versions of 

 
9 This case (names included) is from McKenna and Widerker (2003, 2). There are similar cases involving hypnosis, 
kleptomania, tumors, and other such conditions (Robb, 2020; Mayr, 2019, 107). 

10 Based on Spencer (2013, 149). 
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PAP that concern specific reactive attitudes (like blame: cf. Copp, 1997, 453; Widerker, 2003), rather than 

conditions for moral responsibility in general. For example, Roger and (in version (a)) Timo are presumably 

candidates for praise or credit, not blame. 

Before proceeding with my argument, it is worth noting two features that inability cases tend to share – 

features that undergird their support for PAP. Firstly, the factors that render the agent unable to do 

otherwise also cause her action (or omission). For example, Krishani’s ingesting of the drug both makes 

her unable to avoid hitting the pedestrian, and causes her to hit him. Roger’s tripping both makes him 

unable to avoid knocking over the thief, and causes him to knock her over. This feature matters, because 

PAP appears not to gain similar support from cases in which the inability-producing factors do not cause 

the action (or omission). Consider a case in which the drug makes Krishani unable to avoid hitting the 

pedestrian, without causing her to hit him. It is far less clear in this case that Krishani is not responsible 

for her action. Indeed, the amended case contains the ingredients for a Frankfurt-style (purported) 

counterexample to PAP. We need only add that Krishani hits the pedestrian for her own malicious reasons, 

and it will seem to many that Krishani is responsible for her action. 

I take no stand on whether there are any successful Frankfurt-style counterexamples to PAP. My point is 

simply that if we amend inability cases by removing the feature described above, they are unlikely to 

provide convincing support for PAP. That is because in the amended cases, it is unclear that the agent lacks 

moral responsibility. 

The second feature inability cases tend to share is that the agent does not act (or omit to act) on the belief 

that she is unable to do otherwise. It is not that Adelle believes she is unable to avoid hitting Ed, and for 

that reason decides to hit Ed. Rather, her seizure causes the hitting in some other way. McKenna and 

Widerker (the originators of Adelle’s case) do not explicitly mention this feature, but it would take an 

unnatural reading of the case to suppose that Adelle acts on such a belief.  
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Moreover, there is good reason for PAP’s defenders to ascribe the second feature to inability cases. It 

might well be that the agent who acts on such a belief is not responsible – plausibly, that will partly depend 

on whether the belief is justified. However, it is not clear in such cases that actual inability to do otherwise 

makes the agent non-responsible, rather than the agent’s acting on the belief that she is unable to do 

otherwise. After all, it is plausible that agents are not responsible for acting even on the false (but justified) 

belief that they are unable to do otherwise. Suppose I believe that I am unable to catch the thief. That 

belief is well justified, because I have always been a terrible runner. However, without my knowledge you 

have laced my tea with a drug that makes me incredibly fast. I stay put in the false belief that I am unable 

to catch the thief. Plausibly, I am not responsible for not catching her. 

None of this shows that PAP is false. Rather, the point is that cases without the second feature do not 

provide compelling support for PAP. That is because it is unclear why we should think actual inability 

makes the agent non-responsible, as opposed to the agent’s acting on the belief (true or not) that she is 

unable to do otherwise. 

In order to undermine the support inability cases provide for PAP, I will employ amended versions of the 

four cases above. I call the amended versions fallibility cases. Here is the first: 

COFFEE-F:  Unbeknownst to Krishani, someone has slipped a reaction-slowing drug into her 

coffee. As in COFFEE, a pedestrian runs in front of her car. The drug does not 

remove Krishani’s ability to avoid hitting the pedestrian, but it does make that ability 

slightly more fallible. There is a small risk that the drug will slow her reactions enough 

to cause her to hit the pedestrian. Unfortunately, that risk is realized. She ploughs 

into him. 

How could the drug produce such a result? Here is one story. As is plausibly the case for most of our 

actions, suppose there are multiple alternative sequences of subpersonal cognitive steps that could 
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implement Krishani’s slamming on the brakes. Many of these sequences differ only minimally, and 

Krishani has little control over exactly which sequence implements her action. We can suppose the drug 

would not affect most of these sequences. However, a small proportion would (were they actualized) take 

significantly longer because of the drug, with the result that Krishani would react too slowly to avoid the 

pedestrian. 

I said above (drawing on Sripada, 2018) that a tennis player might hit a ball slightly too hard because of a 

subpersonal error, and so miss a serve. Nevertheless, the player could have made the serve. Similarly, 

Krishani might react too slowly because of the subpersonal selection of a drug-affected sequence, and so 

hit the pedestrian. Nevertheless, she could have avoided hitting the pedestrian. If the drug would affect 

only a small proportion of the relevant sequences, it would plausibly make her ability fallible only to a small 

degree. 

Here are the other fallibility cases: 

THIEF-F: A thief is sprinting off with the jewels. Roger is out jogging and does not intend to 

interfere. Just as the thief approaches, Roger trips and begins to fall. He is able to 

prevent himself from falling – and so to avoid knocking over the thief – but his 

ability is (slightly) fallible. As it happens, that fallibility is manifested. He does not 

manage to prevent the fall. Roger knocks over the thief, and she is apprehended. 

SEIZURE-F:  Adelle suffers a seizure, which reduces but does not eliminate her control over her 

movements. She remains able to avoid hitting Ed with the crowbar, but the seizure 

makes that ability slightly more fallible. Unfortunately, that fallibility is manifested. 

The seizure causes her to hit Ed with the crowbar. 

LEGS-F:  Both of Timo’s legs are injured. He remains able to leave the room, but his injuries 

make that ability slightly more fallible. A small error in how he distributes his weight 
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could cause his legs to buckle. In the event, this fallibility is manifested. His injuries 

cause him to stay put. 

The agents in these cases are like Austin’s golfer, who misses a short put. They are able do otherwise, but 

that ability is fallible. In the event, the golfer misses the putt, Roger knocks over the thief, Adelle hits Ed, 

and Timo stays put. Just as in the inability cases, the agents in the fallibility cases are plausibly not morally 

responsible for what they have done: Krishani for hitting the pedestrian, Roger for knocking over the thief, 

Adelle for hitting Ed, Timo for staying put. 

Importantly, in the fallibility cases it is not because the agents could not have done otherwise that they are 

non-responsible. After all, they could have done otherwise. Of course, at some point each of these agents 

becomes unable to do otherwise. There is nothing remarkable about that. Once you have done something, 

you always become unable not to have done it (assuming you were able not to do it in the first place). You 

cannot change the past. Moreover, you often lose the ability to do otherwise shortly before you have done 

the thing in question. Laura loses the ability not to punch Al shortly before she punches him. And any 

driver who hits a pedestrian at an instant t loses the ability to avoid the pedestrian shortly before t, given 

the car’s momentum and the driver’s reaction time. 

In the fallibility cases, the agents initially are able (albeit fallibly) to do otherwise. But once the fallibility 

manifests, they are no longer able to do otherwise.11 For example: when the pedestrian first runs in front 

 
11 A reviewer suggests that both Jaster and Sripada would deny that someone could lose a fallible specific ability when 
its fallibility manifests. Jaster (2020) sometimes expresses the thought that specific abilities are fallible by saying they 
can be “masked,” in a sense drawn from the dispositions literature. When a disposition is masked, the disposition 
itself remains. As such (the reviewer wonders), should we not say that when an ability is masked, the ability remains? 
I acknowledge that Jaster’s talk of “masking” invites the reviewer’s question, and I do not use that terminology myself. 
However, Jaster takes a specific ability to be maskable when a failed attempt does not “[show] that the agent did not 
have the ability in the first place” (2020, 55, my emphasis; see also the bullseye example on p. 54). She does not claim that 
an agent with a fallible ability must retain that ability even once the failed attempt has occurred. Rather, the claim is 
that an agent might have had the ability to F even if (as things turned out) she did not manage to F.  

Concerning Sripada, the reviewer points out that he takes fallibility to involve a diminishment rather than a loss of 
control. If that is right (the reviewer wonders), how could fallibility manifest in loss of control? In response, consider 
Sripada (2018)’s central illustration of fallibility. In the Stroop Task, a subject might (for example) be presented with 
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of the car, Krishani is able to avoid him. At this point, the presence of the drug simply makes her ability 

to avoid him slightly more fallible. But once the drug-affected subpersonal sequence is selected (instead of 

one of the many unaffected sequences), she loses the ability to avoid the pedestrian. PAP’s proponent 

might spot an opening. In the sense relevant to PAP (they might say), the agents in the fallibility cases 

could not have done otherwise. Although Krishani in COFFEE-F is able to avoid the pedestrian when he 

initially runs in front of her car, her ability to do otherwise at this time (they might say) is irrelevant for 

PAP. 

However, it is unclear on what basis they could claim that. As I said above, inability at the very time of 

action is not sufficient for PAP to count someone as non-responsible: earlier times are often relevant too. 

Unlike their counterparts in the inability cases, each of these agents could have done otherwise on the 

occasion described. For example, it is not simply that Krishani could have avoided driving that day. She 

could have avoided the pedestrian even for some interval of time when he was in front of the car. We 

cannot exclude this interval from relevance by appealing to the epistemic condition mentioned above. 

Krishani (we can suppose) can and does foresee during that interval that her not braking in time will result 

in her hitting the pedestrian.12 It is hard to see why her ability in this interval would be irrelevant for PAP. 

Similar comments apply to the other fallibility cases. 

 
the word ‘red’ in green text. To succeed, they must respond with the color of the text (green) rather than the color 
to which the word refers (red) (Sripada, 2018, 12-13). Sripada says that a typical person “has very high [but not 
perfect] levels of control over producing the right response on each individual trial” (2018, 17). He does not say that 
such a person retains her control in an individual trial even once she has selected the incorrect response. That would 
be an odd claim. I have substantial control over whether I respond with the correct color to the next question. 
However, once I have answered incorrectly, I surely no longer have control over whether I answered that question 
correctly. I cannot change the past. 

12 A reviewer suggests that this interval should count as irrelevant for PAP because during this interval, Krishani does 
not know that she has ingested the drug. However, some story is needed about why this ignorance would make the 
earlier time irrelevant for PAP. It does not prevent her from foreseeing that she will hit the pedestrian if she does 
not brake in time (which she is able, albeit fallibly, to do). Moreover: at most times we are ignorant of many of the 
subpersonal factors that might cause our actions to go awry, but I take it these times are not for that reason irrelevant 
for PAP. Someone might respond that we do at least know that our abilities are fallible, even if we do not know the 
specific factors through which that fallibility might manifest – but the same could be said for Krishani. 
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But suppose PAP’s proponent insists that in the fallibility cases, the agents’ last-moment inability to do 

otherwise is sufficient for PAP to count them as non-responsible. They then face the following challenge. 

They need a way to count a last-moment inability to do otherwise as sufficient for non-responsibility in 

these cases, without counting such a last-moment inability as sufficient for non-responsibility in other cases, 

like the one in which Laura punches Al. I am skeptical that they can meet this challenge. But even if they 

can, meeting the challenge will require a more precise account of what makes a time relevant or irrelevant 

for PAP. My argument will then have played a constructive role, by helping to precisify the principle. 

In my view, PAP’s proponent should concede that the agents in the fallibility cases are relevantly able to 

do otherwise. But of course, these agents are not at any time infallibly able to do otherwise. As such, we 

might wonder whether PAP should be understood (or strengthened) to say a person is morally responsible 

for something she has done only if she was infallibly able to do otherwise. However, it is implausible that a 

tiny degree of fallibility in the ability to do otherwise is enough to get someone off the hook. Suppose 

Amelie suffers a seizure similar to Adelle’s in SEIZURE-F, and her ability to avoid hitting Ed is fallible to 

the same (possibly very small) degree as Adelle’s. But in Amelie’s case, that fallibility is not manifested. 

The seizure does not cause her to hit Ed. Instead, she hits him of her own accord. Amelie is surely morally 

responsible for hitting Ed even though her ability to do otherwise is fallible, and fallible to the same degree 

as Adelle’s. We can construct similar cases for COFFEE-F, THIEF-F and LEGS-F. 

More generally (as I said above), it is plausible that most of our abilities are somewhat fallible, given that 

even simple actions are implemented by complex and error-prone cognitive sequences. If you are morally 

responsible for doing something only if you were infallibly able to do otherwise, you are plausibly hardly 

ever responsible for what you do. In my view, a small degree of fallibility in our abilities does not justify 

such a revisionist picture. 

The agents in the fallibility cases are not responsible for what they do, but that is not because of a PAP-

relevant inability to do otherwise. So why are they not responsible? In each case, there are causal factors 
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that seem central to the answer: Krishani’s drug, Roger’s tripping, Adelle’s seizure, Timo’s injuries. It 

appears that each of these factors brings about the action (or omission) in such a way that because of that 

factor, the agent is not morally responsible. I will use the term ‘impulsion’ (and its verb form ‘impel’) to 

denote the relation (or relations) between causal factor and action that is on display in the fallibility cases, 

in virtue of which the agents in those cases are not responsible. The drug impels Krishani to hit the 

pedestrian. Roger’s tripping impels him to knock over the thief. Adelle’s seizure impels her to hit Ed. 

Timo’s injuries impel him to stay put. 

In Section 4, I will propose that a person’s action or omission is impelled just in case it does not manifest 

what she cares about. A causal factor impels a person’s action or omission (on my view) just in case it is 

partly because of that factor that the action or omission is impelled. However, for present purposes I will 

not assume this or any other specific account of what impulsion consists in. The important point is that 

whatever exactly impulsion is, it appears to be sufficient to make the agent in the fallibility cases non-

responsible even in the absence of a PAP-relevant inability to do otherwise. 

An alternative view to mine is that a person’s action or omission is impelled just in case she tries to do 

otherwise, and fails. I doubt that this view will cover all cases of impulsion: for example, Krishani’s drug 

could prevent her even from trying to avoid the pedestrian, and still (even: thereby) impel her to hit him 

(cf. Chisholm, 1964; Lehrer, 1968). However, I have no need to press that claim here. The important point 

is that impulsion does not require that the agent be unable to do otherwise. If Krishani does try to avoid 

the pedestrian, COFFEE-F shows that an agent might try and fail to do something even though she is able 

(albeit fallibly) to do it.  

Returning to the inability cases, I make two claims. Firstly: if the drug impels Krishani to hit the pedestrian 

in COFFEE-F, it presumably also impels her to hit him in COFFEE. The causal story in these cases is very 

similar: a drug slows her reactions, and thereby causes her to hit the pedestrian. In both cases, the drug 
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appears to make Krishani non-responsible for her action. Similar comments apply to the other inability 

cases: in all these cases the agent is impelled, just as in the fallibility cases.  

Secondly: if impulsion is sufficient to make Krishani non-responsible in COFFEE-F, it is presumably also 

sufficient to make her non-responsible in COFFEE. Again, it is unclear why the differences between the 

two cases would make any difference to the upshot of impulsion for her responsibility. In the sense relevant 

for PAP, Krishani could have done otherwise in COFFEE-F. It therefore seems that impulsion is sufficient 

to make her non-responsible whether or not  (in the PAP-relevant sense) she could have done otherwise. 

Similar comments apply to THIEF and THIEF-F, SEIZURE and SEIZURE-F, and LEGS and LEGS-F. 

These points about impulsion undermine the support inability cases provide for PAP, because it seems 

the inability to do otherwise is not needed to explain why the agent is not responsible. Impulsion is enough. 

PAP’s proponent might claim that Krishani’s non-responsibility in COFFEE is overdetermined: that is, 

impulsion is sufficient to make her non-responsible, but also (independently) so is her inability to do 

otherwise. But in making that claim, PAP’s proponent would admit that the PAP-relevant inability to do 

otherwise is not required to explain why Krishani in COFFEE is not responsible. Inability cases are 

supposed to provide positive support for PAP, not simply to be consistent with it. If there is something 

present in those cases (i.e., impulsion) that is sufficient to make the agent non-responsible without any 

PAP-relevant inability to do otherwise, the inability cases do not provide good reason to believe in PAP. 

PAP’s proponent might respond that we can simply see or intuit that (for example) Krishani’s inability to 

avoid hitting the pedestrian in COFFEE makes her non-responsible for hitting him, so we should conclude 

that her non-responsibility is indeed overdetermined. On this view, our intuitive judgments about the 

inability cases still provide positive support for PAP, even though the inability to do otherwise is not 

needed to explain the agents’ non-responsibility in any of these cases.  
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Given the extensive disagreement about PAP, it seems likely that judgments will differ on this point. For 

my part, I grant that there is some initial plausibility to the claim that Krishani in COFFEE is non-

responsible because unable to do otherwise. But I lack any clear intuition that this claim is true once I 

notice the similarity with COFFEE-F, and accept that in the latter case Krishani is relevantly able to do 

otherwise. I am open to an argument for the claim – and so for the view that Krishani’s non-responsibility 

is overdetermined – but I am not moved simply by the appeal to intuition. 

That said, I acknowledge that some readers might have sufficiently clear and compelling intuitions that 

Krishani is non-responsible because unable to do otherwise, even if they accept that she is also 

(independently) non-responsible because impelled. These readers might conclude that her non-

responsibility is overdetermined. Even if they are right, the support the inability cases provide for PAP 

would surely be significantly stronger if the inability to do otherwise were needed to explain why the agents 

are not responsible. In admitting that it is not needed, PAP’s proponent concedes makes these cases far 

less useful for supporting her position than they would otherwise be. 

2. Impulsion and the Inability to do Otherwise 

Instead of claiming overdetermination,  PAP’s proponents might claim that impulsion and the inability to 

do otherwise are connected in such a way that my claims about impulsion still support PAP. The present 

section rejects two responses to my argument that develop that thought. 

Firstly, PAP’s defender might claim that someone is impelled to do something only if she tries her hardest 

to do otherwise, and that someone tries her hardest to do otherwise only if she is unable to expend greater 

effort to do otherwise. This view would threaten my argument if true, because it entails that impulsion 

requires that the agent be (in some sense) unable to do otherwise – at least, if expending greater effort to 

do otherwise counts as doing otherwise.  
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However, nothing in the descriptions of the fallibility cases entails that the agents are unable to expend 

greater effort to do otherwise. We can suppose (for example) that Krishani is able to expend greater effort 

to avoid the pedestrian – but that ability is fallible, and its fallibility is manifested. For example, the drug 

might cause her to expend less effort than she is able to. Despite her ability to expend greater effort, her 

action is impelled. Because someone might be impelled even if she does not try her hardest to do otherwise, 

the first response on behalf of PAP’s proponent fails. 

The second response relies on (what I call) the Principle of Non-Impulsion (PNI).  

PNI:  A person is morally responsible for something she has done only if she was not impelled 

to do it.  

I am not committed to PNI. My argument above requires only that impulsion be sufficient in the fallibility 

and inability cases to make the agent non-responsible, rather than in all cases. Nevertheless, PNI is highly 

plausible. And PAP’s proponents could combine PNI with the following principle: 

 IEI:  If a person was unable to do otherwise than she did, then she was impelled to do what 

she did.  

(‘IEI’ stands for ‘Inability Entails Impulsion.’) 

PNI and IEI together entail PAP. PAP’s defender could therefore acknowledge that impulsion is sufficient 

in the inability cases to make the agents non-responsible. But instead of claiming that the agents’ 

responsibility is overdetermined, she could instead say that the sufficiency of impulsion supports PAP via 

IEI. 

However, it is unclear why we should believe in IEI. Indeed, IEI will face potential counterexamples 

similar to the ones PAP faces. For example: 
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COFFEE-IEI:  Unbeknownst to Krishani, someone has slipped a reaction-slowing drug into her 

coffee. As a consequence, she is unable to avoid hitting a pedestrian who runs in 

front of her car. However, before ingesting the drug she had vowed to seize any 

opportunity to kill this person. When she sees him, she decides to act on her vow 

and ploughs into him. The drug plays no role in causing her action. 

Plausibly, Krishani is not impelled to hit the pedestrian. The fallibility cases suggest that a factor impels 

someone to do something only if it causes her to do it, so it seems the drug does not impel Krishani. And 

it is unclear which other factor(s) in COFFEE-IEI would impel her.  

COFFEE-IEI resembles a Frankfurt-style case. We can expect that many of the responses PAP’s defenders 

make to Frankfurt-style cases will apply here. Most obviously, IEI’s defenders might insist that if the drug 

does not cause (and so does not impel) Krishani, she must retain some ability to do otherwise. For example, 

she is able to (begin to) try to avoid hitting the pedestrian, even if she was unable to avoid hitting him.13 In 

my view, the discussion of putative counterexamples to IEI would unfold similarly to the discussion of 

Frankfurt-style cases. I will not argue here that IEI is false. Rather, I claim that examples like COFFEE-IEI 

suggest that IEI will likely be contentious. As such, I am pessimistic that PAP’s defender will recover the 

lost support from inability cases by appealing to IEI. 

The challenge for PAP’s defenders is to explain why the inability cases support their principle – even 

though impulsion is sufficient to make the agents in those cases non-responsible whether or not they are 

able to do otherwise. The two responses I have considered here fail to meet that challenge. 

 

 
13 This defense of IEI resembles the “flickers of freedom” defense of PAP. For overviews of the literature on 
Frankfurt-style cases, see Ekstrom (2005); Fischer (2005); Fischer (2011). 
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3. The Familiar Excuses 

IEI does not express the only possible connection between impulsion and the inability to do otherwise. In 

fact, the two clearly are connected in the inability cases – but not, in my view, in a way that supports PAP. 

(Keep in mind that PAP is a universal generalization: it says that whenever an agent could not have done 

otherwise, she is not morally responsible for what she did.) This section uses the connection between 

impulsion and the inability to do otherwise to explain what Copp (2003, 265) calls “the familiar excuses.” 

I take these excuses to be utterances that appear to cite someone’s inability to do otherwise, in order to 

argue that she is not morally responsible for something she has done. Consider the following sentences: 

(1) Adelle could not have avoided hitting Ed. 

(2) Timo lacked the ability to leave the room. 

(3) Krishani could not avoid hitting the pedestrian. 

(4) Roger was unable to avoid knocking over the thief. 

In an appropriate context, an utterance of any of these sentences could be among the “familiar excuses.” 

(It is admittedly unnatural to call an utterance of (4) an “excuse,” because Roger is a candidate for praise 

rather than blame. However, our practice of (apparently) appealing to inability to argue that someone is 

non-responsible is not limited to cases where they would otherwise be blameworthy.) In my view, the 

sufficiency of impulsion for non-responsibility in the inability cases is enough to explain utterances like 

these. No appeal to PAP is needed. 

It will help to begin with the fallibility cases, before returning to the inability cases. In each of the fallibility 

cases, fallibility is connected with impulsion: the factors that impel the agent also make her ability to do 

otherwise more fallible. For example, in SEIZURE-F Adelle’s seizure impels her to hit Ed, and makes her 

ability to avoid hitting him more fallible. This connection makes it plausible to claim that if Adelle’s ability 
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to avoid hitting Ed were not fallible, she would not have hit him. In that counterfactual scenario, she 

presumably would not have had the seizure. Moreover, Adelle might reasonably respond to a complaint 

from Ed by pointing out that her ability was fallible. (An ordinary English speaker might not say ‘fallible.’ 

Perhaps Adelle could make the same point by saying, “I didn’t have total control over my actions,” or, 

“my ability to avoid hitting you was limited.”) 

As I said above, it is implausible that an agent is morally responsible for something she has done only if 

she was infallibly able to do otherwise. Still, the connection between fallibility and impulsion in Adelle’s 

case makes it relevant to cite the former when excusing her action. Similar points apply to the other 

fallibility cases. We need not conclude from such excuses that a fallible ability to do otherwise is sufficient 

in general to make someone non-responsible. 

Now consider the inability cases. In each of those cases, inability is connected with impulsion: the factors 

that impel the agent to act as she does also render her unable to do otherwise. For example, in SEIZURE 

Adelle’s seizure impels her to hit Ed, and renders her unable to avoid hitting him. This connection makes 

it plausible to claim that if Adelle had been able to avoid hitting Ed, she would not have hit him. Moreover, 

Adelle might reasonably respond to Ed’s complaint by pointing out that she could not have avoided hitting 

him. 

The comparison with the fallibility cases suggests we need not conclude from such excuses that whenever 

someone was unable to do otherwise, she is not morally responsible for what she did. The connection 

between inability and impulsion in the inability cases makes it reasonable to utter sentences like (1) to (4) 

to argue that someone is not responsible – even if PAP is false. 

Before moving on from the excuses, it is worth noting an ambiguity in English. There are plausibly true 

utterances of sentences (3) and (4) even for the fallibility cases, where the agents are able to do otherwise. 

And that is so even though we could also utter these sentences truly, concerning the fallibility cases: 
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(5) Krishani was able to avoid hitting the pedestrian, but she did not manage to do so. 

(6) Roger had the ability to avoid knocking over the thief, but his ability was fallible. 

(7) Krishani could have avoided the pedestrian, but she got unlucky. 

Consider again the tennis player who misses a serve. Plausibly, he could have made the serve, but (in some 

sense) he was unable to make it. What is going on here? 

The answer lies in work on the semantics of modal terms. Rajesh Bhatt has shown that the English phrase 

‘was able to’ is ambiguous between two readings. One reading can be paraphrased using the phrase 

‘managed to’ (the managed reading), and the other using the phrase ‘had the ability to’ (the ability reading) 

(Bhatt, 1999; cf. Thalberg, 2004, 121-122).14 To use an example from Bhatt (1999, 79-80), someone might 

say: 

(8) John was able to sit through the Chinese opera. 

An utterance of (8) could express that John managed to sit through the Chinese opera, which entails that he 

did sit through it. (“We’re proud of John: for the first time, he was able to sit through the Chinese opera.”) 

That is the managed reading. Alternatively, an utterance of (8) could express that John simply had the 

ability to sit through the Chinese opera, which does not entail that he sat through it. (“John was able to sit 

through the Chinese opera, but he rudely left halfway through.”) That is the ability reading. 

It is easy to extend Bhatt’s point to negated versions of his examples: 

(9) John was unable to sit through the Chinese opera. 

 
14 Hacquard (2021) discusses the subsequent linguistics literature on Bhatt’s observation. 
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An utterance of (9) on the managed reading says that John did not manage to sit through the Chinese 

opera. An utterance of (9) on the ability reading says that John lacked the ability to sit through the Chinese 

opera. It is harder to distinguish between these readings in the negated sentence (9), because both readings 

(plausibly) entail that John did not sit through the opera. Still, the two readings available for (8) should lead 

us to expect two corresponding readings for (9). 

Fallibility can help to distinguish the two readings of (9). Suppose John has a mild seizure like Adelle’s in 

SEIZURE-F, which reduces but does not eliminate his control over his movements. He is able to remain 

seated (and so sit through the opera), but the seizure makes that ability slightly more fallible. Unfortunately, 

the fallibility is manifested, and the seizure causes him to fall off the chair. In this case, (9) might be uttered 

truly on the managed reading, or falsely on the ability reading. On the managed reading: John was unable 

to sit through the Chinese opera, because the seizure threw him off his chair. On the ability reading: John 

was able to sit through the Chinese opera. He had the ability to remain seated, but that ability was fallible. 

Similarly: if Nadal has just missed a serve, an utterance of ‘Nadal was unable to make the serve’ will have 

a true managed reading and (usually) a false ability reading. 

Return to PAP, and sentences (3) to (7). Firstly, PAP surely involves an ability reading of ‘could have done 

otherwise,’ not a managed reading. It is clearly false that someone is morally responsible for doing 

something only if she managed not to do it. (Indeed, I doubt that a managed reading is even available for 

utterances of ‘could have done [otherwise].’ By contrast, a managed reading is available for utterances of 

‘could do [otherwise],’ concerning a past action. Similarly, I doubt that a managed reading is available for 

utterances of sentences (1) and (2).) 

Secondly, I claim for COFFEE-F and THIEF-F (fallibility cases) that the true utterances of (3) and (4) involve 

managed readings, and the true utterances of (5) to (7) involve ability readings. I will focus on COFFEE-F 

and (3), but similar comments apply to THIEF-F and (4). If there were a true ability-reading utterance of 

(3), it would presumably say Krishani lacked the relevant ability at or shortly before the time of her collision 
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with the pedestrian. If that claim were true, it should have been possible to utter (10) truly at or shortly 

before the collision time: 

(10) Krishani is unable to avoid hitting the pedestrian. 

But that is not so. We might have uttered (11) truly before the collision: 

(11) Krishani will be unable to avoid hitting the pedestrian. 

However, the true utterance of (11) surely demands a managed reading: it is naturally paraphrased by (12) 

rather than (13) (cf. Thalberg, 2004, 121). 

(12) Krishani will not manage to avoid hitting the pedestrian. 

(13) Krishani will lack the ability to avoid hitting the pedestrian. 

The true reading of (3) for COFFEE-F involves a managed reading. As such, there is surely also a true 

reading of (3) for COFFEE (the inability case) that involves a managed reading. After all, it is true in both 

cases that Krishani did not manage to avoid hitting the pedestrian.  

Return to the excuses. In both COFFEE and COFFEE-F it is natural to excuse Krishani by saying that she 

did not manage to avoid hitting the pedestrian – which we could do by uttering (3). Of course, someone 

might not manage to do something and yet be responsible for not doing it. It seems that what matters is 

why they did not manage. Suppose John does not manage to sit through the Chinese opera, because he 

finds it unpleasant. He had earlier promised that he would sit through it. He might well be morally 

responsible for sitting through the opera: the fact that he did not manage does not automatically get him 

off the hook. By contrast, in both COFFEE and COFFEE-F it is because of an impelling drug that Krishani 

does not manage to avoid the pedestrian. Given that context, it seems natural to excuse Krishani (in part) 
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by uttering (3) on a managed reading. And Krishani might reasonably excuse herself by saying, “I slammed 

on the brakes, but didn’t manage to avoid him.” 

Bhatt’s distinction between managed and ability readings explains why we could truly utter (3) and (4) even 

in COFFEE-F and THIEF-F. It also provides an additional resource for PAP’s opponents to explain the 

familiar excuses. For utterances like (3) and (4) on a managed reading, the appearance that they cite the 

agent’s inability to do otherwise is illusory. I conclude that we can make sense of the familiar excuses in 

the inability cases without appealing to PAP. 

4. Conclusion: Valuational Theories 

I have focused on four inability cases, which are representative of those in the literature. However, I do 

not intend simply to undermine the support those inability cases provide for PAP. Rather, my argument 

provides a recipe for responding to other inability cases PAP’s defender might employ.  

For any such case, the recipe instructs us to create a parallel fallibility case with the following features. 

Instead of being unable to do otherwise, the agent in the fallibility case is able to do otherwise – albeit (to 

a small degree) fallibly so. And that fallibility is manifested. The agent in the fallibility case performs the 

same action or omission as in the inability case. The causes of the agent’s action or omission in the fallibility 

case are the same as (or as similar as possible to) those in the inability case. We can then use the fallibility 

case to argue that the inability to do otherwise is not needed to explain why the agent in the inability case 

is non-responsible, as I argued above. 

I will close with a brief advertisement for my own views about impulsion. In my view, a person’s action 

or omission is impelled just in case it does not manifest what she cares about. A causal factor impels a 

person’s action or omission just in case it is (partly) because of that factor that the action or omission is 

impelled. And an action or omission manifests what the agent cares about only if it is (in part) causally 



David Storrs-Fox 

26 

 

explained by what she cares about. Finally, I believe that if a person is impelled to do something, she is 

not morally responsible for doing it. 

Taken together, these claims fit naturally with valuational theories of moral responsibility, according to which 

(roughly) someone’s responsibility for her actions (or omissions) depends on those actions’ being caused 

in the right way by her values or cares (Murray et al., 2019; Doris, 2015; Sripada, 2016; 2019; Smith, 2005). 

In COFFEE and COFFEE-F, Krishani’s hitting the pedestrian does not (in my view) manifest what she cares 

about, because what she cares about does not causally explain her action. And it is because of the drug 

that her action does not manifest what she cares about, because it severs the connection between cares 

and action. Therefore (on my view), the drug impels Krishani to hit the pedestrian. Similar comments 

apply to all the inability and fallibility cases. The fallibility cases illustrate that an action might fail to 

manifest what an agent cares about even if she was able to do otherwise. 

There is plenty more to say about valuational theories and impulsion, but I will not say it here. This article’s 

chief aim is to undermine the support that inability cases provide for PAP. PAP has occupied considerable 

attention in contemporary discussions of free will and moral responsibility. Many philosophers deny that 

Frankfurt-style cases provide counterexamples to the principle. But even if that is so, in my view the 

positive reasons to accept PAP are weak. The present article forms part of the argument for that claim, by 

countering the use of inability cases to support PAP. The challenge for PAP’s adherents is to present a 

compelling case for their principle. Without such a case, our attention might be better directed elsewhere. 
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