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Moral Responsibility, Alternative Possibilities and Decision: 

A Critical Examination of Buffer Cases1 

 

 

 

Abstract: 

   One of the most important questions in philosophy of free will and determinism is whether the 

Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP in short) is true or not. PAP says that an agent is morally 

responsible for his doing A only if he could have done otherwise. Famously, several philosophers 

including Harry Frankfurt tried to invent a clever counterexample of PAP, while other several 

philosophers opposed it and tried to prove that the alleged counterexample fail to rebut at least some 

version of PAP. There is not yet an established consensus. Recently, Derk Pereboom and David Hunt 

independently introduced a twist to the debate. According to them, their so-called buffer cases prove 

that the existence of alternative possibilities is not relevant to moral responsibility at all. My view is 

that, although their cases are apt to reject some version of PAP, there may yet be some versions of 

PAP which resist these cases. Particularly, I would like to suggest that, while Pereboom and Hunt 

succeed in negating a stronger type of PAP, there is a weaker type of PAP to which their buffer cases 

present no counterexamples. 
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   The idea that, if an agent’s action is unavoidable, she is not morally responsible for it is 

intuitively appealing. This intuition is articulated by the term ‘alternative possibilities’ in philosophy 

of free will and determinism. It is philosophically contentious whether moral responsibility requires 

alternative possibilities. Some say it does, others say it doesn’t. I will argue that, although there is 

powerful support for the negative answer, the intuitive idea that there is no moral responsibility 

without alternative possibilities is still compelling. 

   My argument runs as follows. First, I reconstruct the contemporary dialectics over the 

relationship between moral responsibility and alternative possibilities. Second, I introduce a recent 

argument called ‘buffer case’ which concludes that alternative possibilities are irrelevant to moral 

responsibility. Third, by critically examining this argument, I suggest that moral responsibility 

requires the existence of an agent’s decision which in turn presupposes the existence of alternative 

possibilities. 

 

                                                   
1 The previous version of this paper has been presented at a conference in Korea. I thank the audience for 

helpful comments. 
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1. The Contemporary Dialectics over Moral Responsibility and Alternative Possibilities 

 

   In this section, I reconstruct the dialectics over moral responsibility and alternative possibilities. 

The following story does not necessarily reflect the actual history of the debate. Rather, I intend to 

pave an illustrative route to enter the recent discussion. 

 

1.1 Action and Assassin 

   Let’s call the intuition that moral responsibility needs alternative possibilities in some way the 

‘AP intuition’. This intuition can be articulated in the following way. 

 

  An agent is morally responsible for his doing A only if he could have done otherwise. 

 

This statement is often called ‘PAP’ (an abbreviation of ‘Principle of Alternative Possibilities). Note 

that PAP is not a fully determined thesis and it permits several interpretations. The PAP-defenders 

insist that some version of PAP is true, while the PAP-objectors argue that any type of, or at least any 

significant type of, PAP is false. 

   Some might interpret PAP simply as: 

 

(1) An agent is morally responsible for his doing A only if he could have done non-A. 

 

Harry Frankfurt famously showed that this version of PAP has a counterexample (Frankfurt 1969). 

This is the beginning of the dialectics. 

   Suppose that Black wishes Jones to kill Smith although he doesn’t want to soil his hand. 

Fortunately, perhaps, Jones himself considers killing Smith. But, Black implants a device in Jones’s 

brain to ensure that Jones necessarily kills Smith. Here, the following two conditions hold. First, if 

Jones chooses to kill Smith, Jones successfully kills Smith (in this case the device remains idle). 

Second, if Jones chooses not to kill Smith, the device detects it, hijacks Jones’s mental process and 

makes Jones to be determined to kill Smith, and Jones successfully kills him. What actually 

happened? In actual fact, Jones chooses to kill Smith and succeeds it. Let’s call this case Assassin2. 

   We should mention two points. First, Jones couldn’t have done non-killing-Smith (i.e., Jones 

couldn’t have refrained from killing Smith). Whether he had chosen to kill Smith or not, he would 

have inevitably killed Smith. Therefore, he had no alternative possibilities in regard to his action. 

   Second, Jones is morally responsible for his killing Smith. The reason is to be remarked, because 

the same structure of reasoning will be used in the following debate. The key point is that the case 

Assassin is just a slight modification of a case in which one clearly has moral responsibility. Suppose 

                                                   
2 This name is borrowed from Hunt 2005, though I’m not sure whether Jones is an assassin. 
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that Jones is a normal person and there is no potential intervener as Black around. And suppose that 

Jones considers killing Smith, chooses to kill him and succeeds it. Let’s call this case Ordinary 

Assassin. This is an undoubtable case in which the subject is morally responsible. But it’s easy to 

realize that just adding Black and his device to Ordinary Assassin makes Assassin. And, since Black 

and his device have no influence on Jones’s choice in Assassin, if Jones in Ordinary Assassin has 

moral responsibility, so does Jones in Assassin too.  

   Thus, Assassin is a counterexample to (1), because, in that case, Jones is morally responsible for 

his killing Smith but he couldn’t have done non-killing-Smith. This case teaches us a lesson that 

sometimes, even if an agent’s action has no alternative possibilities, she is morally responsible for it. 

 

1.2 Choice 

   The PAP-defenders need not give up the AP-intuition or PAP. They may find the existence of 

alternative possibilities in Assassin, not in regard to Jones’s action, but in regard to his choice. In fact, 

Jones could have chosen not to kill Smith. True, if he had chosen not to kill Smith, the device would 

have made him to be determined to kill Smith, in which case, there weren’t any alternatives to his 

action. But, as to his internal choice3, still there were alternative possibilities (i.e., choosing to kill 

Smith or choosing not to kill Smith). 

   Thus, some PAP-defenders (e.g., van Inwagen 1983) argue that alternative possibilities as to 

choice are relevant to Jones’s having moral responsibility. They insist that the reason why Jones is 

morally responsible for his action of killing Smith is because the murder is a result of Jones’s 

morally responsible choice which had open alternatives. These PAP-defenders claim that moral 

responsibility is primarily ascribed to one’s choice, and reformulate PAP as: 

 

(2) An agent is morally responsible for his choosing A only if he could have chosen non-A.  

 

Note that moral responsibility ascribed to one’s action can be defined in a derivative way: An agent 

is morally responsible for his doing A if and only if his doing A is a result of his morally responsible 

choice to do A. 

 

1.3 Blushing 

   The case which can be named Blushing may be regarded as a counterexample to (2)4. There is 

room for discussion whether it succeeds in rebutting (2). But the case has a force to make us 

reconsider the adequacy of (2). 

                                                   
3 I use the word ‘choice’ to refer to internal choices as mental activities. So, the adjectives ‘internal’ and 

‘mental’ will be often dropped. What I refer to by ‘choice’ is sometimes called ‘will’ or ‘decision’ in the 

literature. I will not use ‘will’ in that sense, and I save the word ‘decision’ for another special usage. 
4 This type of example is found in Blumenfield 1971: 341. 
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   In this case again, Black wishes Jones to kill Smith although he doesn’t want to soil his hand. 

Black observed Jones’s life carefully and has come to know that, unbeknownst to Jones himself, the 

following conditions concerning his propensity hold: 

 

(a) If Jones is blushing red at t1, given no interventions, Jones chooses at t2 to kill Smith. 

(b) If Jones is not blushing red at t1, given no interventions, Jones chooses at t2 not to kill Smith. 

 

Now, Black implants a device in Jones’s brain to ensure that Jones necessarily chooses to kill Smith. 

The device is such that, if Jones is not blushing at t1, it reliably detects it, manipulates Jones’s 

nervous system and forces Jones to choose at t2 to kill Smith. What actually happened? In actual fact, 

Jones is blushing at t1, the device remains idle and he chooses at t2 to kill Smith. 

   The PAP-objectors would mention two points about the case. First, Jones couldn’t have chosen 

non-killing-Smith. Whether or not Jones is blushing at t1, he inevitably chooses at t2 to kill Smith. 

Second, they claim, Jones is morally responsible for his choosing to kill Smith, because Black and 

his device have no actual influence on Jones’s choice. If this is right, the case Blushing rejects (2). 

   In the next subsection, we will see an objection that Blushing fails to rebut (2). Before 

proceeding to it, I mention two key points of the case in question. A useful concept here is ‘prior 

sign’. Black’s device requires some sign which determines if it intervenes or not. In Blushing, the 

sign which triggers the device is Jones’s failing being blushing at t1 and, to the contrary, his being 

blushing at t1 is the sign which determines the device to be idle. The first key point is this: one of the 

essential reasons why Black’s device can eliminate any alternative possibilities as to Jones’s choice 

in Blushing is that one of those signs appears before his choice. In other words, since there are signs 

which previously tell how Jones is going to choose, Black and his device can prevent Jones from 

choosing not to kill Smith. Note that, in Assassin, since Jones’s choice itself was the sign which 

determines if the device intervenes or not, there remained alternative possibilities as to his choice (i.e. 

choosing to kill Smith or choosing not to kill Smith). The signs in Blushing can be called ‘prior signs’ 

in the sense that they are temporarily precedent to the agent’s choice. 

   The second key point is that, although there are still some alternative possibilities in Blushing, 

the PAP-defenders may hardly argue that the existence of those alternatives is relevant to Jones’s 

being morally responsible for his choice. Certainly, Jones could have been not blushing at t1 (this 

was the possible sign which, if it had appeared, would have triggered the device). But, this 

alternative possibility must be irrelevant to Jones’s moral responsibility. In fact, the claim that Jones 

is morally responsible for his choosing to kill Smith because his choice is a result of his being 

blushing, which had open alternatives, is not acceptable. The reason is epistemic as it were. The 

remarkable point is that the relation between his blushing and subsequent choice was unknown to 

Jones himself. Especially, since he didn’t know (a) and (b), he didn’t know that whether he would be 
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blushing at t1 or not would make a moral difference in his future. In this sense, the alternatives as to 

his being blushing at t1 have no moral significance to him. If so, how can those alternatives be the 

basis for Jones’s having moral responsibility? Thus, the remaining alternatives in Blushing are not 

appropriate bases for saving the AP intuition and PAP. 

Summing up, Blushing teaches a lesson which the PAP-objectors and defenders both can and 

should accept. That is, not any alternative possibilities will do for PAP. The kind of alternatives 

which justify some version of PAP should meet a specific condition. 

 

1.4 The Dilemma Defense 

   Several PAP-defenders (Widerker 1995, Kane 1996, Ginet 1996) argue that Blushing fails to 

rebut (2). They ask what kind of relation holds between the prior signs (i.e., blushing or not) and 

Jones’s choice. There are two options. That is, the external circumstance given, Jones’s being 

blushing at t1 may be causally sufficient for his choosing at t2 to kill Smith, or may be not. Now 

they argue that the following dilemma holds for the PAP-objectors.  

As the first horn, suppose that Jones’s being blushing at t1 (with the circumstance) is causally 

insufficient for his choosing at t2 to kill Smith. Then, there remain alternative possibilities as to 

Jones’s choice at t2 (even after t1). In brief, Jones could have chosen at t2 not to kill Smith. So, on 

this horn, it’s not the case that Jones couldn’t have chosen non-killing Smith. 

But, as the second horn, suppose that Jones’s being blushing at t1 (with the circumstance) is 

causally sufficient for his choosing at t2 to kill Smith. Then, the PAP-defenders can insist that Jones 

is not morally responsible for his choosing to kill Smith, because they can claim that, in this case, it 

is not Jones himself but his morally insignificant blushing (and the circumstances) which determined 

his choice. So, they continue, if Jones is not morally responsible for his being blushing, he is not 

morally responsible for his choice either. Thus, on this horn, it need not be concluded that Jones is 

morally responsible for his choosing killing Smith. 

This argument is sometimes called the ‘dilemma defense’. It suggests that Blushing is not a case 

in which Jones couldn’t have chosen non-killing Smith and he is morally responsible for his 

choosing to kill Smith. Either one of these conjuncts must fail whichever horn of the dilemma we 

take. If this is right, Blushing does not necessarily succeed to reject (2). 

I would like to mention a key point concerning the second horn. A reason why PAP-defenders 

think that Jones is not morally responsible for his choice if the prior sign sufficiently determines it 

would be that, in that case, there is no open alternatives at the time of his choice at all. Their 

intuition is that any morally responsible choice has some open alternatives at the very time of its 

execution. I think this is right. But, interestingly, whether (2) is right is a different question. As 

explained later, (2) proves to be wrong, whether that intuition be saved or not. 
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   The dilemma defense was a springboard for PAP-objectors to invent more skillful examples 

which aim to deny (2). Many objectors thought that Blushing would give rise to the dilemma 

because of the signs being temporarily precedent to the agent’s choice, and so they made 

‘prior-sign-free’ examples (e.g., Stump 1996, Mele and Robb 1998, Hunt 2000). But, more recently, 

some objectors reconsidered the relationship between prior signs and an agent’s choice, and made 

examples in which the prior signs are just causally necessary conditions for the agent’s choice. These 

are so-called ‘buffer cases’ independently invented by Derk Pereboom and David Hunt, which we 

will consider in the following sections. 

 

2. Buffer Cases 

 

   A lesson of the dilemma defense is that, if a prior sign is causally sufficient for an agent’s choice, 

the PAP-defenders need not be convinced that the agent in Blushing is morally responsible for his 

choice. Therefore, in order to convert the PAP-defenders without begging the question, the objectors 

should, e.g., invent an example in which a prior sign, if any, is not causally sufficient for an agent’s 

choice. Pereboom (2001) and Hunt (2000, 2005) individually did it. Whether their cases succeed to 

negate (2), and negates the PAP intuition in effect, is one of the most lively-discussed issues in the 

recent debate on moral responsibility and alternative possibilities. In this section, I will introduce one 

of their cases, i.e., Pereboom’s Tax Evasion, and explain its points5. In the next section, by 

examining it, I suggest that, although their cases succeed to falsify (2), some version of PAP will be 

intact and the AP intuition will therefore remain appealing in an important sense.  

   The story of Tax Evasion is this6. Joe is considering whether to evade taxes. He knows that tax 

                                                   
5 I don’t touch Hunt’s case named Revenge. However, since this case and Tax Evasion share the essential 

features, any remark which applies to one can apply to the other too. 
6 Pereboom’s own presentation is the following (I should remark that I borrow many useful expressions 

and phrases from this passage for my introducing the case). 

 

Joe is considering whether to claim a tax deduction for the substantial local registration fee that he paid 

when he bought a house. He knows that claiming the deduction is illegal, that he probably won’t be 

caught, and that if he is, he can convincingly plead ignorance. Suppose he has a very powerful but not 

always overriding desire to advance his self-interest no matter what the cost to others, and no matter 

whether advancing his self-interest involves illegal activity. Furthermore, he is a libertarian free agent. 

Crucially, his psychology is such that the only way that in this situation he could fail to choose to evade 

taxes is for moral reasons. (As I use the phrase here, “failing to choose to evade taxes” will encompass 

both not choosing to evade taxes and choosing not to evade taxes.) His psychology is not, for example, 

such that he could fail to choose to evade taxes for no reason or simply on a whim. In fact, it is causally 

necessary for his failing to choose to evade taxes in this situation that a moral reason occur to him with 

a certain force. A moral reason can occur to him with that force either involuntarily or as a result of his 

voluntary activity (e.g., by his willing to consider it, or by his seeking out a vivid presentation of such a 

reason). However, a moral reason occurring to him with such force is not causally sufficient for his 

failing to choose to evade taxes. If a moral reason were to occur to him with that force, Joe could, with 

his libertarian free will, either choose to act on it or refrain from doing so (without the intervener’s 

device in place). But to ensure that he chooses to evade taxes, a neuroscientist now implants a device 
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evasion is illegal, while he also knows that he won’t be arrested any way. Suppose that he is a free 

agent in the sense that in a normal situation (e.g., without any device in his brain) any of his choices 

is not previously determined. Joe has a tendency to advance his self-interest, and his psychology is 

such that the only way that in this situation he could choose not to evade taxes is for moral reasons. 

His psychology is not, e.g., such that he could choose not to evade taxes for no reason or 

capriciously. Rather, it is causally necessary for his choosing not to evade taxes in this situation that 

a moral reason occurs to him. Now, a moral reason can occur to him either involuntarily or as a 

result of his voluntary activity (e.g., by his choosing to consider it). However, a moral reason 

occurring to him is not causally sufficient for his choosing not to evade taxes. If a moral reason 

occurs to him, Joe can, with his free will, either choose to act on it or refrain from doing so. But, 

there is a neuroscientist who wishes Joe to evade taxes. He implants in Joe’s brain a device such that, 

if it detects a moral reason occurring to Joe, it electronically stimulates his brain and forces Joe to 

choose to evade taxes. What actually happened? In actual fact, no moral reason occurs to Joe, and he 

chooses to evade taxes, with the device being idle. 

   Pereboom argues that Tax Evasion is a counterexample to (2) because Joe could not have chosen 

not to evade taxes but Joe is morally responsible for his choosing to evade taxes.  

   First, Joe’s choosing to evade taxes is unavoidable. The reason is as follows. In that case, the 

following conditions hold. 

 

(c) If a moral reason occurs to Joe, given no interventions, either Joe chooses not to evade taxes on 

it or he chooses to evade taxes despite it. 

(d) If a moral reason doesn’t occur to Joe, given no interventions, Joe chooses to evade taxes. 

 

But, because of the presence of the neuroscientist, even if a moral reason occurs to Joe, the nasty 

device hijacks his brain process and forces him to choose evading taxes. Thus, Joe must choose to 

evade taxes any way. 

   Second, Joe is morally responsible for his choice. There are two reasons for this, one of which is 

familiar and the other is more important in the sense that the latter reason would differentiate Tax 

Evasion from the above-introduced case Blushing that faced the dilemma. First, the neuroscientist 

and his device in Tax Evasion had no influence on Joe’s actual choice (alike in Assassin and 

                                                                                                                                                     
which, were it to sense a moral reason occurring with the specified force, would electronically 

stimulate his brain so that he would choose to evade taxes. In actual fact, no moral reason occurs to 

him with such force, and he chooses to evade taxed while the device remains idle. (Pereboom 2001: 

18-19) 

 

Here, as he himself notes, Pereboom uses the phrase ‘failing to choose to evade taxes’ to mean both not 

choosing to evade taxes and choosing not to evade taxes. But, according to my view, the difference 

between ‘not-choosing’ and ‘choosing-not’ is not negligible when we consider PAPs. For this point, 

confer the following of this paper.  
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Blushing). So, Joe chose on his own to evade taxes. Second, remarkably, any prior sign in this case 

would never causally determine his choice. A moral reason occurring to Joe is a prior sign which 

triggers the device. And, without such sign’s appearing, the device would keep idle. Note that we 

can’t find any factor in this case which would causally determine Joe’s choice before its execution. 

Therefore, the PAP-defenders can’t argue (unlike in Blushing) that Joe is not morally responsible for 

his choice because some precedent factor predetermined it. 

    The last point will require more explanations. A crucial fact is that there existed some open 

alternatives for Joe up to the time of his choosing to evade taxes while he couldn’t have chosen 

not-evading-taxes7. How can this happen? Among the open alternatives was, on one hand, a moral 

reason occurring to Joe (e.g., his choosing to consider it) and, on the other hand, his choosing to 

evade taxes. But, the former alternative doesn’t mean Joe’s choosing not to evade taxes, because it is 

not a sufficient but just a necessary condition for his choosing not to evade taxes. Schematically 

speaking, the ‘alternative pair’8 for Joe was not <choosing to evade taxes / choosing not to evade 

taxes> but, e.g., <choosing to evade taxes / choosing to consider a moral reason>. However, if Joe 

had chosen to consider a moral reason, the device would have forced him to choose evading taxes. 

Therefore, whether a moral reason would occur to Joe or not, Joe’s choosing to evade taxes is 

inevitable. Summing up, if we call the time at which Joe actually chose to evade taxes ‘t1’, then the 

following two statements are both true. 

 

(e) Joe could have, until t1, done something other than choosing to evade taxes. (E.g., Joe could 

have, until t1. chosen to consider a moral reason.) 

(f) Joe could not have, at any time, chosen not to evade taxes. 

 

The statement (e) connotes that there was no prior factor which be causally sufficient for Joe’s actual 

choice. Therefore, PAP-defenders cannot construct a dilemma as in Blushing. 

    The key point is that an activity described as not-choosing-A does not necessarily imply the 

activity of choosing-not-A. In Tax Evasion, an activity of choosing to consider a moral reason (as 

not-choosing-evading-taxes) should temporarily precede, as a buffer, the activity of choosing not to 

evade taxes. In virtue of this buffer, the neuroscientist’s device can eliminate any possibility of Joe’s 

choosing not to evade taxes, with saving a possibility of his not-choosing-evading-taxes. So, the 

example is sometimes called ‘buffer case’. 

    I suggest that the PAP-defenders can agree that Tax Evasion falsifies (2), whether any version of 

                                                   
7 In other words, the following two statements are both true at the time when Joe actually chose to evade 

taxes. (i) Joe could not have chosen not to evade taxes. And, (ii) Joe could have chosen something other 

than to evade taxes. At first glance, these might seem incompatible, although it is not so in fact. 
8 This term is mine. By using it, we can easily note that a case in which the alternative pair is <choosing 

A / choosing non-A> is different from a case in which the alternative pair is <choosing A / choosing B> 

(where B is not necessarily causally sufficient for non-A). 
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PAP would be false or not. However, some PAP-defenders disagree. We will see this point in the 

next section.  

On the other hand, someone might think that the case Tax Evasion itself suggests a possibility to 

reformulate PAP, because as noted above there exist certain alternative possibilities in that case. But, 

Pereboom denies it by arguing that those alternative possibilities are irrelevant to Joe’s having moral 

responsibility. He insists that Tax Evasion has a power to reject any version of PAP and the 

AP-intuition. 

    The general issue here is this. If the existence of alternative possibilities is relevantly related to 

the ascription of moral responsibility, then in what way is it so? Pereboom suggests that the 

alternative possibilities in Tax Evasion must not be related to Joe’s moral responsibility in an 

expected way. His reasoning is the following. 

    Pereboom, at first, says 

 

    The claim that moral responsibility for an action requires that the agent could have done 

otherwise is surely attractive. Moreover, it seems reasonable to contend that a requirement of 

this sort is not merely a necessary condition of little consequence, but that it plays a significant 

role in explaining why an agent is morally responsible. (Pereboom 2001: 1. Italic is mine.) 

 

and claims 

 

    If alternative possibilities were to play a role in explaining an agent’s moral responsibility for 

an action [,,,], it would be because as a result of securing an alternative possibility instead, he 

would thereby have avoided the responsibility he has for the action he performed. (Pereboom 

2001: 19) 

 

There are two things to be mentioned. First, according to Pereboom, a relationship between 

alternative possibilities and moral responsibility expected by the PAP-defenders should, if any, be a 

kind of explanation. Second, contends he, in order for alternative possibilities to explain an agent’s 

moral responsibility, there must be some alternative among them by securing which the agent would 

have avoided the responsibility he actually has. Then, how about Joe’s case? Pereboom says 

 

    However, if Joe had made a reason for an alternative action occur to him with a certain force, 

he would not thereby have avoided responsibility for evading taxes. For his making the reason 

for an alternative action occur to him is compatible with his never deciding to perform the 

alternative action, or even ever being inclined to perform the action, and choosing to evade 

taxes instead. (Pereboom 2001: 19-20) 
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I stress that Pereboom’s reasoning here needs more clarifications while he himself didn’t explain it 

much more in his book. But, his conclusion is clear. He suggests that, in Tax Evasion, there is no 

alternative possibility by securing which Joes would have avoided the moral responsibility he 

actually has. Therefore, under his requirements, any alternative possibility in that case is not relevant 

to Joe’s moral responsibility what so ever. If this is right, Tax Evasion will show that any version of 

PAP and the AP intuition be wrong. 

    In the next section, I examine Pereboom’s argument from a critical viewpoint, with making 

clear several obscure ideas contained in his reasoning. In addition, by mentioning other recent 

objections to Pereboom and Hunt, I’d like to suggest how the PAP-defenders should react to the 

buffer cases. 

 

3. A Critique of the Buffer Cases 

 

    We can divide Pereboom’s claim to two parts. First, Tax Evasion or another buffer case is a 

counterexample to (2). Second, that case shows that any PAP and the AP intuition should be rejected. 

I’d like to oppose the second part, while David Palmer (2011) and Christopher Franklin (2011) 

independently give arguments which can be interpreted as going against the first part9. 

    Palmer and Franklin suggest that, if we apply time-indexing, the buffer cases are no longer 

counterexamples to (2). Let’s call again the time at which Joe actually chose to evade taxes in Tax 

Evasion ‘t1’. As noted by (e), Joe could have, until t1, chosen to consider a moral reason. Especially, 

Joe could have chosen to make up his mind at t1 to consider a moral reason. Now, remark that, if Joe 

had chosen to make up his mind at t1 to consider a moral reason, it would follow at least normally 

that Joe would have chosen not to make up his mind at t1 to evade taxes. In other words, Joe’s 

choosing to make up his mind at t1 to consider a moral reason is, normally, sufficient for his 

choosing not to make up his mind at t1 to evade taxes because, generally speaking, in a normal case, 

no one could consider a moral reason for non-A with making up one’s mind to do A at the same time. 

Therefore, in Tax Evasion, the following both obtains. 

 

(g) Joe actually chose to make up his mind at t1 to evade taxes. 

(h) Joe could have chosen not to make up his mind at t1 to evade taxes. 

 

Thus, PAP-defenders might insist that Joe is morally responsible for his choosing to make up his 

mind at t1 to evade taxes because he could have chosen not to make up his mind at t1 to evade taxes. 

                                                   
9 I think there may be a controversy about how to interpret and formulate Palmer’s and Franklin’s 

counterarguments. Possibly, the following formulation might not the best one, although I tried to interpret 

it charitably. 
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    On this objection, the alternative pair for Joes is <choosing to make up his mind at t1 to evade 

taxes / choosing not to make up his mind at t1 to evade taxes>10. The key point is that the objects of 

choice are temporally indexed. Palmer’s and Franklin’s assumption is that “there is a morally 

difference between Joe’s deciding to evade taxes at t1, and his deciding to evade them simpliciter” 

(Palmer 2011: 268). In fact, the alternative possibilities would explain Joe’s moral responsibility for 

his choice of the time-indexed activity (while they wouldn’t explain his responsibility for the choice 

of the activity simpliciter), because, if Joe had chosen not to make up his mind at t1 to evade taxes 

he would have thereby avoided the responsibility he actually has for choosing to make up his mind 

at t1 to evade taxes. This meets Pereboom’s requirements on explanation. 

    David Hunt and Seth Shabo (2012) oppose this argument by suggesting that the time restriction 

it contains is ad hoc. They add that, if in some case an agent is morally responsible for her choice of 

activity simpliciter which has no morally relevant alternative possibilities, it sufficiently rejects (2). I 

think Hunt and Shabo are more convincing, because it is undeniable that, if we substitute ‘evading 

taxes’ for ‘A’ in the following sentence-scheme,  

 

Joe is morally responsible for his choosing A but he could have chosen non-A. 

 

the resulting sentence is true in Tax Evasion, and that sentence is obviously an instance which is a 

denial of the general thesis (2). However, I won’t discuss about Palmer’s and Franklin’s objections 

any further, because I think that there is another objection to the buffer cases which doesn’t contain 

the problematic distinction between time-indexed activities and activities simpliciter. 

    My view is that, even if Tax Evasion falsifies (2), the PAP-defenders need not give up some 

version of PAP and the AP intuition. So, I oppose Pereboom’s suggestion that Tax Evasion would 

show that the existence of alternative possibilities be irrelevant to the ascription of moral 

responsibility at all.  

    My argument in the remainder of this paper runs as follows. First, I reconstruct Pereboom’s 

argument that any alternative possibilities in Tax Evasion are irrelevant to Joe’s moral responsibility. 

Second, I suggest that some assumption in Pereboom’s argument requires clarification and articulate 

his core idea by introducing the concept of ‘exculpation’. Third, I point out in what respect 

Pereboom’s argument fails and propose a new version of PAP which resist buffer cases. 

Pereboom’s argument was not formally presented in his book. However, it seems to have the 

following structure: 

 

Premise 1: The only way in which alternative possibilities for an agent’s choice are relevant to her 

moral responsibility for that choice is that the former explain the latter. 

                                                   
10 Note that this is a case of alternative pair <choosing A / choosing non-A>. 
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Premise 2: Alternative possibilities for an agent’s choice explain her moral responsibility for that 

choice only if there is some alternative possibility among them by securing which the agent would 

have avoided the responsibility she actually has. 

Premise 3: In Tax Evasion, there is no alternative possibility by securing which Joe would have 

avoided the responsibility he actually has. 

Conclusion: In Tax Evasion, the alternative possibilities for Joe’s choice are irrelevant to his moral 

responsibility for that choice (i.e., his choosing to evade taxes).  

 

This argument is formally valid. So, if you oppose it, you need deny some premise. Then, which 

premise should be rejected? 

    It seems that the Premise 1 just somehow formally calls the possible relation between 

alternative possibilities and moral responsibility ‘explanation’. The substantial explication of this 

term is given in the Premise 2, while, under this explication, the Premise 3 claims that in Tax 

Evasion the alternative possibilities don’t explain Joe’s moral responsibility for his choice. Thus, we 

can say that the center of gravity of the argument is located in the Premise 2, which carries 

Pereboom’s substantial but still obscure idea about how alternative possibilities should explain moral 

responsibility. 

    Pereboom says, as already cited, “if alternative possibilities were to play a role in explaining an 

agent’s moral responsibility for an action [,,,], it would be because as a result of securing an 

alternative possibility instead, he would thereby have avoided the responsibility he has for the action 

he performed” (Pereboom 2001: 19). We should ask further: why does he think so? That is, why 

does Pereboom think that, if an agent would have avoided her or his actual moral responsibility by 

securing some of unactualized alternative possibilities, then those alternative possibilities would 

explain his moral responsibility? The answer can be inferred from his reasoning about Joe’s case. 

The reason why Pereboom suggests that, in Tax Evasion, the alternative possibility of Joe’s choosing 

to consider a moral reason doesn’t explain his actual choice of evading taxes is, as cited above, that, 

even if he had chosen to consider a moral reason, there would have remained a possibility in which 

he would choose to evade taxes despite the moral reason (since a moral reason occurring to him is 

not a causally sufficient condition for his choosing not to evade taxes). In other words, just his 

choosing considering a moral reason would not sufficiently prove that he would not be a person he 

actually is who would choose to evade taxes. 

    The key point can be explained by the term ‘exculpation’11. Pereboom presupposes that the 

only possible relation between alternative possibilities and moral responsibility is exculpation. Let’s 

                                                   
11 This word is sometimes used in an intuitive way in the literature about the Frankfurt examples. I’d like 

to use it as a technical term. Remark that, although ‘exculpation’ has a nuance that it concerns only moral 

responsibility for a bad or wrong thing, I’d like to use the term neutrally in the sense that sometimes 

moral responsibility for a good or right thing is exculpated. 
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define this term as follows. Suppose that there were alternative possibilities for an agent’s actual 

choice. Then, 

 

An alternative possibility p among them exculpates the moral responsibility she actually has for 

her choice only if securing p would sufficiently warrant that she would not be a person who 

would choose A. 

 

Exculpation is, as it were, positive certification of the agent’s being innocent. Generally and 

schematically speaking, if an alternative pair for an agent is <choosing A / choosing non-A>, the 

alternative of choosing non-A exculpates her moral responsibility for choosing A, because securing 

that alternative would sufficiently show that she would not be a person who would choose A. But, if 

an alternative pair is <choosing A / choosing B> (where B is not necessarily causally sufficient for 

non-A), then generally the alternative of choosing B doesn’t exculpate the agent’s moral 

responsibility for choosing A, because securing that alternative leaves a possibility that she be a 

person who would choose A. 

    Now, according to the given definition, Joe’s choosing to consider a moral reason in Tax 

Evasion doesn’t exculpate his moral responsibility for choosing to evade taxes. In fact, just his 

considering a moral reason wouldn’t warrant that he is not a bad person who would evade taxes. In 

consequence, if the only way alternative possibilities explain moral responsibility is exculpation, 

then the alternative possibilities in Tax Evasion can’t explain Joe’s moral responsibility. 

    However, I’d like to suggest that exculpation is not the only explanatory relation between 

alternative possibilities and moral responsibility. The Premise 2 in the above-formulated argument 

means that Pereboom assumes that, if alternative possibilities explain an agent’s moral responsibility 

for his choice, it must be because some of them exculpate her responsibility. I oppose this 

assumption. According to my view, there is another candidate for the explanatory relation 

associating alternative possibilities to moral responsibility. Therefore, even if no alternative 

possibility in Tax Evasion exculpates Joe’s moral responsibility, we cannot and should not conclude 

that those alternative possibilities are irrelevant to his moral responsibility at all. 

    In what way, then, should the alternative possibilities in Tax Evasion explain Joe’s moral 

responsibility? My answer is developed by using the term ‘decision’ in a special sense. I think it 

tenable to say that the reason why Joe is morally responsible for his choosing to evade taxes is that it 

is he himself who decided whether to evade taxes or to do another thing (e.g., to consider a moral 

reason). And, in order to say it truly, there must be several open alternative possibilities for Joe’s 

choice, because, without any alternative other than evading taxes, we couldn’t say that Joe decided 

whether to evade taxes or to do another thing. Thus, in my usage of terms, in order that Joe’s choice 
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be his own decision, the choice requires several open alternatives12. 

    The idea that an agent’s decision between alternative possibilities plays a role in explaining her 

moral responsibility is appealing. The point can be explained by the concept ‘appropriation’ (which 

we may contrast with exculpation). My fundamental assumption is that it is in virtue of Joe’s 

deciding whether to evade taxes or to do another thing that Joe’s choosing to evade taxes is his own 

choice13. In this sense, Joe appropriated that choice by his decision. Generally speaking, if an 

alternative pair for an agent is <choosing A / choosing B> (where B is not necessarily causally 

sufficient for non-A), then, as noted before, the alternative of choosing B doesn’t exculpate the 

agent’s moral responsibility for choosing A. However, the existence of the alternative possibility of 

choosing B may sufficiently enable the agent to appropriate her choice of A. In fact, in order that an 

agent’s choice of A be her decision, the alternative pair should not necessarily be of the form 

<choosing A / choosing non-A>, because there is a case in which the alternative pair is of the form 

<choosing A / choosing B> (where B is not necessarily causally sufficient for non-A) and the choice 

is of the agent’s own (e.g., according to my opinion, Tax Evasion is a case of this type)14. 

    If the way alternative possibilities explain moral responsibility is appropriation, then we can 

reformulate PAP along this line of idea. At first, we can formulate the condition for appropriation as: 

 

(3) An agent’s choice of A is of her own only if it is (or is a result of) her decision between 

alternative possibilities. 

 

And the condition for moral responsibility is: 

 

(4) An agent is morally responsible for her choosing A only if that choice is of her own. 

 

We should mention two points. First, the combination of (3) and (4) establishes an explanatory link 

between alternative possibilities and moral responsibility, for it enables us to say that an agent is 

                                                   
12 I use the term ‘decision’ to refer to special cases of choice. Decision, in my usage, is autonomous 

choice which requires the existence of several alternative possibilities, while choice in general not 

necessarily is autonomous nor requires alternative possibilities (thus, in my usage, it’s possible to say that 

Jones is forced to choose to kill Smith while it’s impossible to say that Jones is forced to decide to kill 

Smith). 
13 Here are two remarks. First, although it’s difficult to justify this assumption from more fundamental 

principles, it may be supported by the following intuitive reasoning: the reason why Joes is qualified as 

responsible for that choice is that it is his decision which fixed it among the several alternatives. Second, 

although my assumption is PAP-friendly, opposing Pereboom and Hunt by conferring to it is not 

question-begging, since they didn’t consider what if the assumption is right. 
14 My idea would be supported by Sophie’s Choice. The alternative pair for Sophie was <choosing 

to give up her son / choosing to give up her daughter>. Although any of her alternatives didn’t 

exculpate her moral responsibility for giving her own child, Sophie had a feeling of so strong moral 
responsibility that she finally killed herself. The reason why she felt such responsibility would be 

because it was she herself who decided to give up her daughter. 
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morally responsible for her choice because there were alternative possibilities as to that choice. 

Second, (3) and (4) elegantly explain Joe’s having moral responsibility in Tax Evasion. In fact, there 

was an alternative possibility of his choosing to consider a moral reason, the existence of which 

enables us to say that Joe decided choosing to evade taxes rather than choosing another thing and so 

his choosing to evade taxes is of his own. Thus, Tax Evasion is not a counterexample to (3) and (4) 

but subsumed as an instance under them. 

    I should remark that Tax Evasion and other buffer cases teach us an important lesson. (2) 

connotes that the alternative pair in any case must be of the form <choosing A / choosing non-A>. 

But the buffer cases show that this is not always the case, because, e.g., in Tax Evasion, Joe can (and 

actually does) choose to evade taxes without any alternative possibility of his choosing not to evade 

taxes. Since choosing not to evade taxes is unavailable for Joe, his choosing to evade taxes is 

unavoidable in a significant sense15. Thus, Tax Evasion shows that an agent can have moral 

responsibility for an unavoidable choice in this sense. This consequence ought to be admitted not 

only by the PAP-objectors but also by the defenders. 

    However, I’d like to suggest that the buffer cases wouldn’t reject every version of PAP and the 

AP intuition. In fact, as noted repeatedly, e.g., in Tax Evasion, there still exist several alternative 

possibilities which can explain the agent’s moral responsibility in the way of appropriation. I don’t 

insist here that the PAP-theses (3) and (4) are true without dispute. Rather, I suggest that, if the 

PAP-objectors intend to deny any version of PAP and the AP intuition, they must go beyond the 

buffer cases and consider the issues presented by the concepts of ‘decision’ or ‘appropriation’ given 

above, e.g., whether an agent’s choice can be of his own without any alternative possibilities. Thus, 

there remain some works for the PAP-objectors.  

    Finally, I mention how appropriation is different from exculpation. The salient difference is that, 

if an alternative pair for an agent is <choosing A / choosing B>16, exculpation is unavailable while 

appropriation is available. So, as a constraint on explanation of moral responsibility by alternative 

possibilities, appropriation is weaker than exculpation17. Therefore, if PAP-objectors want to argue 

that alternative possibilities don’t explain moral responsibility at all, they need to invent more 

skillful examples than the buffer cases. 
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