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Article info Abstract

According to the principle of alternative possibilities, an agent is
morally responsible for performing an action only if they could
have avoided performing that action. The purpose of Frankfurt-
style counterexamples is to demonstrate the falsity of this
principle. Proponents of these counterexamples argue that
scenarios can be constructed in which, despite the agent being
unable to avoid a particular action, our strong intuition is that the
agent is still morally responsible for that action. One of the most
important responses from defenders of the principle of alternative
possibilities, aimed at challenging the effectiveness of Frankfurt-
style counterexamples, is the flicker of freedom strategy.
Advocates of the flicker of freedom strategy believe that, in
Frankfurt scenarios, a flicker of alternative possibilities is still
open to the agent, and this prevents these scenatios from being
genuine counterexamples to the principle of alternative
possibilities. Eleonore Stump, a supporter of Frankfurt-style
counterexamples, holds that it is possible to design a
counterexample in which not even this flicker is available to the
agent, and yet, despite having no alternative possibilities, the agent
is still morally responsible for their action. This paper seeks to
demonstrate the incoherence of Stump’s Frankfurt scenatio and
argues in favor of the flicker-prone nature of Frankfurt-style
cases. The main finding of this research indicates that the
presence of a flicker arises from the very nature of Frankfurt
counterexamples. As a result, Frankfurt-style cases, by their very
nature, always leave a flicker of freedom for the agent and,
therefore, do not constitute a threat to the truth of the principle
of alternative possibilities.
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Introduction

The supporters of the principle of alternative possibilities have proposed the flicker of freedom: strategy as
their main effort in countering the effectiveness of Frankfurt-style counterexamples. While advocates
of the strategy concede that the agent depicted in Frankfurt-style cases not only is morally responsible
but also lacks the ability to do otherwise; they argue that what becomes unavoidable for the agent in
these scenarios is not the same as what the agent is morally responsible for. Rather, what the agent is
morally responsible for remains avoidable for the agent (van Inwagen, 1983, pp. 166-180; Naylor, 1984,
pp. 249-258; Capes & Swenson, 2017, pp. 967-968).

In her rejection of the flicker of freedom objection, Eleonore Stump, a defender of Frankfurt-style
counterexamples, maintains that it is possible to design a scenario in which there is no flicker of freedom
at all. In such a case, we are not dealing with two distinct actions—one for which the agent is morally
responsible and which is avoidable, and another which is unavoidable and for which the agent is not
morally responsible—but rather with a single action: one for which the agent is morally responsible and
yet is, at the same time, unavoidable for the agent (Stump, 1999, pp. 316-317). The aim of this paper is
to explain Stump’s critique of the flicker of freedom strategy and to descriptively and analytically
evaluate its effectiveness. The study hypothesizes that Frankfurt-style counterexamples, by their very
nature, always preserve a flicker of freedom for the agent, and this inherent feature of “flicker-
proneness” in Frankfurt scenarios prevents them from genuinely serving as counterexamples to the
principle of alternative possibilities.
The Principle of Alternative Possibilities, Frankfurt-Style Counterexamples, and the Flicker
of Freedom Strategy
According to the principle of alternative possibilities (PAP), Agent A is morally responsible for
performing Action X only if Agent A could have avoided performing Action X. Frankfurt-style
counterexamples are scenarios specifically designed to challenge the necessity of “avoidability” for
moral responsibility. In these scenarios, an agent is depicted the one who, firstly, is morally responsible
for performing Action X, and, secondly, who cannot avoid performing Action X. Advocates of the
flicker of freedom strategy argue that considering such scenarios as genuine counterexamples to the
principle of alternative possibilities is due to a certain oversight. To illustrate this point, proponents of
the strategy distinguish between two kinds of acting: “doing an act on one’s own” and “doing an act as
a result of the intervention of the counterfactual intervener” (Robinson, 2012, pp. 181-182; Capes &
Swenson, 2017, p. 968). In fact, we must differentiate between two events: “the performance of Action
X simpliciter’ and “the performance of action x oz the agent’s own unassisted agency.”

In the Frankfurt scenarios, what is unavoidable—what the agent cannot prevent from occurring—is

“the performance of X simpliciter”; that is, if we focus solely on the occurrence of x as such. The agent,
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however, is not morally responsible for the occurrence of X as such, since it was not within their power
to prevent. What the agent is morally responsible for is “the performance of X on their own unassisted

agency,” and this is something the agent could have avoided (van Inwagen, 1983, pp. 166-180).

No Flicker Available!

Stump’s Frankfurt scenario, designed to counter the flicker of freedom strategy, is as follows: a presidential
election between two candidates, A and B, will be held on Monday. The election rules stipulate that each
citizen has a specific time slot—Ilasting one minute—for electronic voting, and after that minute passes,
the citizen can no longer participate in the voting. One month before the election, David visits a
neurosurgeon—who is also an expert neurologist—for treatment and removal of a brain tumor. This
surgeon is a staunch supporter of candidate A and will stop at nothing, even immoral actions, to ensure
A’s victory. He knows that David is an active political agent and will certainly participate in Monday’s
election. Accordingly, during the removal of the brain tumor, and without David’s knowledge, the surgeon
implants a chip in David’s brain. This chip can display all of David’s brain activities—including neural
firings—on the villainous surgeon’s advanced computer. Suppose that “David’s decision to vote for
candidate A on his own” is correlated with “the firing of the neural sequence R—8—T.” The villainous
surgeon wants David to decide to vote for candidate A, but not only does he want David to decide to
vote for A, he also wants that decision genuinely originate from David’s own intellect and will. Therefore,
he reasons as follows: if at 16:47, neuron R is activated, this indicates that David will (on his own intellect
and will) decide to vote for candidate A, and thus, I will not intervene in David’s brain events through the
chip. But if neuron X is activated, this means that David is about to decide to vote for candidate B. In
that case, I will activate the chip. The chip, by blocking the X—Y, Z sequence (so that Y and Z will not
follow X) and instead generating the “R—S8—T neural firing sequence,” will not only ensure that David
decides to vote for candidate A, but also that this decision arises from David himself (i.e., grounded in his
own reason and will—based on his own reasons). With this arrangement, the time for voting arrives, and
with the activation of neuron R, David—in the actual world—decides, on the basis of his own reasoning
and will, to vote for candidate A, and so the chip remains inactive (Stump, 1999, pp. 316-317). Stump’s
Frankfurt scenario is designed so that the proponent of the Flicker of freedom strategy cannot appeal to
the distinction between “David’s decision to vote for candidate A on his own” and “David’s decision to
vote for candidate A simpliciter.” In this scenario, David cannot avoid making “the decision to vote for
candidate A on his own,” because in the counterfactual world, David performs that very same action—

namely, making “the decision to vote for candidate A on his own.”

The Internal Incoherence of Stump’s Frankfurt Scenario

It seems that the production of “David’s decision to vote for candidate A on his own” by the counterfactual
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intervener is impossible, and as a result, Stump’s Frankfurt scenario lacks internal coherence. The property
of “being originated in the agent himself” is an essential feature of “David’s decision to vote for candidate
A on his own,” and, thus, there is no possible world in which this action of David occurs without being
originated from David. Therefore, if this action were to occur in the counterfactual world, it must also be
originated from David, which means that the qualifier “being self-originated” should be included in the
description of the act. However, Stump maintains that her Frankfurt scenario is internally coherent. To
answer the objection regarding the impossibility of the counterfactual intervener creating “David’s decision
to vote for candidate A on his own,” she argues that we should describe this single action in each world in
a way appropriate to that world. That is, the qualifier “being self-originated” should be omitted from the
description of the act in the counterfactual world. Nevertheless, it appears that Stump’s response to the
objection of incoherence is mistaken, as it stems from a failure to distinguish between essential and accidental
properties of the act. If the essential properties of the object in the differing descriptions of that object are
not the same, then the non-identity in descriptions leads to non-identity in referents. If the difference in
descriptions arises from a difference in the essential properties of the object, then this non-identity extends

to the domain of the referents as well.

The Flicker-Prone Nature of Frankfurt-Style Counterexamples

The appearance of flickers in Frankfurt scenarios is not accidental. This flicker-proneness stems from
the very nature of these apparent counterexamples. The existence of both an actual world and a
counterfactual world is an essential feature of the Frankfurt scenarios. In all these scenarios, there is a
moment at which the actual world diverges from the counterfactual world. To be more precise, there is
a moment at which one of these two worlds is actualized. The key point is that what actualizes each of

these worlds is precisely what the agent is both morally responsible for and could have avoided.

Conclusion

The flicker of freedom strategy seeks to identify a open alternative to the Frankfurt scenarios in order
to defend the principle of alternative possibilities. According to this strategy, Frankfurt proponents are
correct to claim that the agent is morally responsible and that sozzeact is unavoidable for the agent, but
Their error consists in conflating what the agent is morally responsible for with what is unavoidable for
them. Eleonore Stump, a proponent of Frankfurt-style counterexamples, believes that one can
construct a scenario in which the agent is morally responsible precisely for an act that has become
unavoidable for them, thereby closing the door to the Flicker of freedom strategy. This study has shown
that Stump’s scenatio lacks coherence. It also attempted to provide a better Frankfurt scenatio to
counter the flicker of freedom strategy that would avoid the problem of incoherence. Nevertheless, it

became clear that a flicker of freedom remains accessible even in this latter scenario. This flicket-
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proneness in Frankfurt-style counterexamples is not a coincidence but emerges from the essential
characteristics of these examples. In every Frankfurt example, it is the agent who settles which world
becomes actual, and both options (actualizing this world or that one) remain available to the agent.
Therefore, it should be said that the very nature of Frankfurt scenarios prevents them from successfully

refuting the principle of alternative possibilities.
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