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Preface 

 

The present work does not follow the traditional structure of a doctoral dissertation in phi-

losophy. My dissertation has four chapters, each of which is written as an original scientific article. 

While these chapters are capable of standing alone, independently of each other, they also follow a 

loose order arguing for a relational view of responsibility. Though the connection among them is 

loose it is nonetheless governed by my interest in philosophy of free will and questions of moral 

philosophy. The four chapters of my dissertation were written over the course of my Ph.D. studies 

and are bound organically by these central questions which motivated me. 

This structure also resulted in a referencing system in which citations cannot be found at 

the end of the dissertation but after each paper and section. To best preserve the original format of 

the articles, I left intact the different quotation styles requested by the various journals, thus my 

reader may find one in APA but another in a journal specific style. It is also possible that one might 

find redundancies in my references. It is because they were written organically, without an exact 

overarching plan, and sometimes I revisited the same sources in different papers. 

Due to the Doctoral and Habilitation Procedure Regulation of Budapest University of 

Technology and Economics, dissertations must be in between minimum 125 and maximum 250 

thousand characters. At this university, it is also not uncommon that Ph.D. candidates do not write a 

traditional dissertation but submit their publications in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

doctoral degree. Unlike other doctoral schools in Philosophy, the Doctoral and Habilitation Proce-

dure Regulation prescribes that candidates publish in internationally acknowledged scientific jour-

nals that are indexed in Web of Science or Scopus lists. The first, second and third paper presented 

here have already been published while the fourth is currently in the ‘Revise and Resubmit’ phase at 
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the time of the submission of the thesis. These characteristics of the doctoral requirements explain 

the structure and the length of my dissertation. 

After having discussed my dissertation at my pre-defense, I have extended my introduction 

in response to some qualm regarding my position. I am grateful to László Bernáth for calling my 

attention to these points and I hope the map I draw in my introductory chapter will dispel concerns 

regarding how my position relates to other theories on moral responsibility. Thanks to Gábor For-

rai’s remarks, I have also slightly extended the thought experiment found in my first article. Hence, 

although this paper has already been published, the present writing is not fully identical with the 

original.  

 

I. Introduction 

 

The world record of 100-meter running on all fours belongs to Katsumi Tamakoshi meet-

ing the distance in 15.86 seconds according to the Guinness Book of World Records
1
. Is that much? 

To better grasp what running on all fours means we should be informed about how much running 

on all fours an average person can do. Of course, we can appreciate the world record of eating pan-

cakes since we all know how difficult to eat five pancakes. I think the same is true for moral re-

sponsibility. I believe that we must contrast one’s own actions with someone else’s actions in order 

to estimate its moral worth.  

In my dissertation, I aim to give foundation to my view that in order to evaluate the moral 

worth of one’s action, it must be contrasted to another action. Without this contrast, actions lose 

their moral worth. If there is no reference point to which we can contrast an action, the value of the 

act cannot be assessed, similarly to the running on all fours case. This relational view is an ambi-

tious enterprise that aims to account for the nature of moral responsibility in contrastive terms of 

alternative actions. This view does not need to make any commitment toward the causal or meta-

physical structure of the world.  

From this a weaker position follows claiming that the relational schema for evaluating re-

sponsible agency can be accepted by compatibilists and libertarians alike, though they are thought 

to be contrary positions about free will and responsibility. There is also a stronger claim which 

holds that compatibilist accounts of responsibility need the relational schema and that furthermore, 

                                                 

1
 Guinness World Records. (2014). Guinness World Records 2015. New York 
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libertarian theories are actually relying on it. If so, there is a common ground between the two 

camps. A relational schema of responsibility might be a common ground between compatibilists 

and libertarians. Hence, it must be neutral regarding the truth of determinism and indeterminism 

and it must also be indifferent to different concepts of control.  

In the following introductory chapter, I will review the two central positions accounting for 

the nature of moral responsibility: (i.) the control and (ii.) the Strawsonian approach. First, I try to 

briefly summarize the main standpoints in the field of free will and moral responsibility. I will 

sketch the motivation for libertarianism and its main positions. By contrasting event-, agent-, non-, 

and causal libertarianism, we can have an insight to the notion of control that these theories pose. 

In the following step, the compatibilist undertaking will be roughly presented and then I will dis-

cuss different versions of compatibilism such as the conditional analysis of alternate possibilities 

and soft-, semi-, hierarchical-, reason-responsive compatibilism. Comparing these views also re-

veals what sort of controls might be possible within deterministic conditions. I will, then, investi-

gate (ii.) the so-called Strawsonian approach of moral responsibility and recent developments made 

by Shoemaker (2015). Accordingly, attributive-, accountable-, answerable responsibility will be 

discussed and also compared with each other. Finally, I will briefly contrast the main claims of my 

dissertation with regard to the theories and views discussed in this introduction. 

 

Views on Pre-conditions of Moral Responsibility 

 

In the literature, we may find two main ways of establishing certain pre-conditions for 

moral responsibility. If these conditions are provided, agents can be fairly held responsible. Here I 

am briefly going to summarize these positions determining pre-conditions for moral responsibility 

in order to map my view — a Relational Theory of Moral Responsibility — with regard the stand-

ard stances. My dissertation, however, does not exclusively focus on this fact. Further aspects in-

clude the debate over freedom of the will and responsibility investigating the conditions of free will 

that would make agents to be responsible. For instance, J. Martin Fischer writes that: 

 

Some philosophers do not distinguish between freedom and moral responsibility. Put a bit more carefully, 

they tend to begin with the notion of moral responsibility, and "work back" to a notion of freedom; this no-

tion of freedom is not given independent content (separate from the analysis of moral responsibility). For 

such philosophers, "freedom" refers to whatever conditions are involved in choosing or acting in such a way 

as to be morally responsible.  (Fischer, 2005, xxiii) 
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The other approach was introduced by Peter F. Strawson who radically reshaped the debate 

over moral responsibility. According to Strawson, participants of the compatibilist - incompatibilist 

debate mistakenly suppose that one’s responsibility does depend on a pre-theoretical judgement 

regarding determinism. Strawson, on the other hand, holds that no matter what the true metaphysi-

cal status of the world is and whether it is compatible with free will, we would never give up talking 

about moral responsibility. He thinks that holding one to be responsible is accompanied with certain 

attitudes such as resentment, indignation, hurt feelings, anger, gratitude, reciprocal love, and for-

giveness. These attitudes are derived from our participation in social relationships. These reactive 

attitudes are much more real for one’s being morally responsible than is the metaphysical estab-

lishment of a certain notion of control. The role of these attitudes is to clarify: 

 

[H]ow much we actually mind, how much it matters to us, whether the actions of other people—and particu-

larly some other people—reflect attitudes towards us of good will, affection, or esteem on the one hand or 

contempt, indifference, or malevolence on the other. (Strawson, 2003, 63) 1 

 

Reactive attitudes of this kind are reactions to a person’s good- or ill-will, and brought about in one 

who holds the other person responsible as a participant of the social relationship they are in. 

In my third paper I am going to offer a third alternative to establish conditions of moral re-

sponsibility under which one can be held responsible. Preliminarily, an agent is responsible for her 

action (in a type of situation) if there could potentially be another person who would refrain from 

performing the (same type of) action in the same type of situation. I am going to argue that this no-

tion of responsibility can be shared by compatibilists and libertarians as they apply their preferred 

conception of agency and freedom to it. It is meant to be common possibility of contrary views. My 

relational view is similar to the Strawsonian project because it is neutral to the question of deter-

minism and whether responsibility is compatible with determinisim, but it also has the goal to pro-

vide a metaphysical theory which accounts for moral responsibility. 

 

1. Control as the Pre-Condition for Moral Responsibility 

—The Twofold Character of the Notion of Free Will 

 

Some think that the conditions that must be met to establish control over actions are con-

tradictory. The result is that there cannot be any such thing as free will. For having free action, a 

specific control is required involving a choice over alternatives and actions determined by the will 

or self. Philosophers working on the issue of responsibility and freedom generally hold that agents 
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can be responsible for what they are doing only if they have control over their actions. Nonetheless, 

it seems that this is the only thing that can be accepted by all. Having control over actions guaran-

tees that the action “is up to the agent”. However, there is no consensus on what this “up to the 

agent” means. They cannot agree upon the proper concept of control establishing moral responsibil-

ity. 

The reason for this disagreement is the differing intuitions about what aspect of choice 

plays a key role in establishing responsibility. For some, it is the alternate possibilities expressing 

that one must have alternative choices, different ways how she might perform her action. Basically, 

this idea can be expressed by the famous principle — the principle of alternate possibilities — hold-

ing that “an agent is morally responsible for an action only if that person could have done other-

wise” (Frankfurt, 1969, 829).  Since alternate possibilities only occur in indeterministic worlds, one 

can have a choice over her action if it is not determined what she does. Having alternate possibili-

ties means that the agent could have done otherwise and performed her action differently. An agent 

can be responsible for what she did if she could have avoided the action in question. If so, in order 

to be morally responsible, the world must be indeterministic. 

Others, however, draw attention to another feature of responsible agency. This is some-

times called the ownership condition. It expresses the idea that a responsible action must be the 

product of one’s agency. An agent's control consists in her playing a certain role in the production 

of her actions. Within this framework, control is understood as the agent’s being the self-

determining source of action. This idea of self-determination holds that our decisions are deter-

mined by our motives and deliberations, by our character and values, and by our feelings and de-

sires. It may not necessarily involve indeterminism but it does involve at least some limited form of 

determinism. There must be a deterministic link between the agent’s deliberations and her action, 

otherwise it would be a matter of luck what one does. If one’s motives do not completely determine 

her next thought in her deliberation process then what she thinks has a random factor, external to 

her, which makes her thinking non-autonomous. If one’s will does not completely determine her 

action then what she does can be a result of accident. It is not autonomous either. For our thoughts 

and actions to be autonomous, (at least a part of) the world must be deterministic. Since only auton-

omous agents can be the proper target of moral responsibility, determinism is necessary for moral 

responsibility. It seems, then, that free will should be understood as a capacity of agents to choose a 

course of action from among various alternative and acting by their own. These two characteristics 

of the notion of free will involve contradictory requirements concerning the causal structure of the 

world.  
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While alternatives are only possible if the world is indeterministic, self-determination of 

actions involves determinism. It is easy to see, then, that conditions defining the concept of free will 

are contradictory. If this is the case, the total concept of control is inconsistent: it “seems to be a 

kind of metaphysical megalomania … is a fantasy.” (Fischer, 2012, 171) In the last two-thousand 

years of history of philosophy, defining a notion of control that retains both features of responsible 

action has been of great concern
2
 philosophers. In spite of brilliant modifications of the concept of 

control and determinism, philosophers have not come up with a view expressing the total control 

and responsibility.  

 

1.1. Libertarian Control as the Pre-Condition for moral responsibility 

—The Consequence Argument and the Maxim of “Ought Implies Can” 

 

It is natural to think that freedom requires the ability to do otherwise. In other words, if x 

has free will, then it is sometimes the case that x is able to act otherwise than she actually does. 

Today I started to write my dissertation at t2 but if I have free will,I could have started this chapter 

earlier. If I am free, in t1 I had the power to decide whether to start to write or not. Nevertheless, the 

thesis of physical determinism holds that the logical conjunction of the past and the laws of nature 

necessitate any present (and future) events. If determinism is true, no one is able to act in a way 

different from how he actually acts, thus no one is free. 

To my mind, the best way to exemplify in what respect compatibilist and libertarians differ 

is to show Van Inwagen’s (1986, 16) thought experiment for the incompatibility of determinism and 

the ability to do otherwise: Imagine a certain judge (J), who did not raise his hand at time t. The 

argument is supposed to show that under the assumption of determinism it follows that J was not 

able to raise his hand at t. Let “p0” name a proposition expressing the state of the world at a time t0 

that is earlier than J’s birth. Let “p” be a name for a proposition expressing the state of the world at 

t. Van Inwagen’s argument can then be put as follows: 

 

1. If determinism is true, then p follows from the conjunction of p0 and the laws of nature. 

2. It is not possible that both J raises his hand at t and p is true. 

3. If (2) is true, then the following holds: If J was able to raise his hand at t, then he was able to 

                                                 
2
 Here I do not wish to map all the possible libertarian, compatibilist, hard determinist and hard incompatibilist perspec-

tives.  



 11/91 

render p false. 

4.  If J was able to render p false and p follows from the conjunction of p0 and the laws of nature, 

then J was able to render this conjunction false. 

5. If J was able to render the conjunction of p0 and the laws of nature false, he was able to render 

the laws of nature false. 

6. J was not able to render the laws of nature false. 

Therefore, 

7. If determinism is true, then J was not able to raise his hand at t. 

8. J was not able to raise his hand at t, then he was not free. 

 

Incompatibilists argue, lacking the ability to do otherwise excludes “ought” judgments (see 

Haji 1999). The widely accepted maxim of “ought implies can” is not compatible with determinism 

(Copp,  2008, 69). Accordingly: 

 

For any person S and action A: 

(1) S is morally blameworthy for doing A only if S was all-in morally required not to do A. 

(2) S was all-in morally required not to do A only if S could have done something other 

than A. (from the Maxim) 

Therefore, 

(3) S is morally blameworthy for doing A only if S could have done something other than 

A. 

 

The conclusion is the principle of alternate possibilities. If determinism deprives agents of 

the option to do otherwise, no one can be obliged to do something that she cannot perform. Hence, 

if determinism is true, ought-judgements cannot be applied. And if ought-judgments cannot be ap-

plied, there is no sense for morality within deterministic circumstances. 

Libertarians hold that the ability to do otherwise is a necessary condition for being free and 

morally responsible and say that humans are free from physical or any other kind of determinism. 

Rejecting determinism, they believe that the ability to do otherwise seems to require some form of 

indeterminism. Libertarian theories are differentiated in terms of how they account for indeterminis-

tic actions as non-random. Accordingly, I am going to briefly cover the main idea of event-, agent-, 

and non-causal libertarian theories. 
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1.1.1. Event-Causal Libertarianism 

 

According to event-causal libertarianism, an action is free and responsible if and only if an 

agent’s own internal states (reasons, beliefs, preferences, character traits) indeterministically cause 

her decision (Nozick 1981, van Inwagen 1986, Kane 1999, Ekstrom 1999). It is called event-

causation because the relevant causation consists of a causative power of the agent's recognition of 

her reasons. It partly follows a compatibilist project by combining the requirement that the agent 

must be the source of her action with indeterminism of events that ensures alternate possibilities. 

Event-causal libertarians think that random events (quantum events) taking place in the world 

bringing about uncaused events. Indeterministic elements of the decision making process might 

account for human creativity and unpredictability. Event-causal libertarianism aims to show that the 

agent’s action is caused indeterministically but at the same time is motivated by reasons. In this 

manner, for the agent there are open possibilities to do otherwise and the action is caused by the 

agent herself. 

A leading figure of event-causal libertarianism is Robert Kane. His view mainly holds that 

in agents’ life there are certain — so called “self-forming” — actions (SFA) that she could have 

done otherwise and also that these SFAs have contributed to one’s current moral character. Kane 

assumes that free actions can be determined in some cases by our motives, reasons that can be seen 

as a compatibilist move. He, however, thinks that our earlier free decisions must have been non-

determined in forming the person who we are. These undetermined free decisions are the ones he 

calls “self-forming actions”. 

 

[W]hen we act from a will already formed… it is “our own free will” by virtue of the fact that we formed it  

(at least in part) by earlier choices or actions which were not determined and for which we could have done 

otherwise voluntarily, not merely as a fluke or accident. I call these earlier undetermined actions self-forming 

actions  or SFAs. (Kane, 1999, 148) 

 

Torn decisions are the mark of self-forming actions. According to Kane, when one is ex-

posed to making a difficult decision there may be equally good reasons for performing A or B, and 

an agent might have a hard time making up her mind. But once she indeterministically makes her 

decision, she incorporates the reasons for doing, for example A, into her moral character. These 

reasons may determine how she will act in the future.  

The issue that Kane has to face with is that what “choses” mean, if anything, between A 

and B. Kane’s answer is the following: 
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 [I]n her case, the indeterminism does not have a mere external source; it is coming from her own will, from 

her desire to do the opposite. Recall that the two crossing neural networks involved are connected, so that the 

indeterminism which is making it uncertain that she will do the moral thing is coming from her desire to do 

the opposite and vice versa… if she succeeds  [at either task], then she can be held responsible because…she 

will have succeeded in doing what she was trying to do. And the interesting thing is that this will be true of 

her, whichever choice is made, because she was trying to make both choices (Kane, 1999, 154) 

 

Hence, the agent has equally good reasons for both alternatives. There is nothing internal 

to the agent that could determine one alternative and not the other. It is exactly because she does not 

have any antecedent determining control over which the set of outcomes will occur that one can 

object that this is not a true decision. Furthermore, “if indeterminism is involved, then which option 

is chosen is ‘arbitrary’?” (Kane, 1999, 160) His next move is to show that agents “are ‘arbiters’ of 

their own lives, taking responsibility for “making themselves” out of [a] past that, if they are truly 

free, does not limit their future pathways to one”. (Kane, 1999, 161) Kane explains why this inde-

terministic character is in fact different from mere chance and randomness and why it is even nec-

essary for being responsible. He thinks that one can make a perfectly responsible decision for prior 

reasons that were not conclusive before the agent’s decision. 

 

1.1.2. Agent-Causal Libertarianism 

 

As opposed to event-causal libertarians, agent-causal libertarians (Chisholm 1966,  Taylor 

1992, O’Connor 2000, Clarke 2003) hold that agents themselves cause their actions, not events. 

Within this view, the agent is held to be a persisting substance and as such cannot be affected in 

any way by any events and causes. Accordingly, an agent is causa sui, an author — an uncaused 

cause — of her free decisions. In other words, agents can start new causal chains only by them-

selves.  This notion of agency and freedom probably grasps best the everyday concept of free will: 

alternative possibilities are open for the agent and she does determine what she does. Libertarians of 

this kind argue that only the agent-causal view can account for the full-blown concept of free will. 

It is also important that this view does not insist on probabilistic quantum physics but the indeter-

ministic character of free decisions is provided by agents’ substantial capacity of being free.  

One of the most prominent versions of the agent-causal view was developed by Timothy 

O’Connor (2000). In his view, free decisions are incredibly complex causal events that incorporate 

agents’ causing their coming to have certain intentions. To illustrate this, let us suppose that an 

agent makes decision ‘X’ freely. Her free decision ‘X’ can be accounted by revealing prior desire(s) 

of the agent in the following way: (a): she has to desire making ‘X’ before the decision has been 
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made, and she has to think that by making ‘X’ she can satisfy her desire(s). (b): Moreover, the agent 

has to be the cause of the intention that creates the decision ‘X’ when she is in a position to make 

this decision. (O’Connor, 2000, 86). 

Note that this position to some extent involves “property dualism” (but not a “substance 

dualism” or  “emergentism”). Properties of substance are emergent phenomena. 

 

I have just argued that the emergence of phenomenal consciousness is a good bet. The agency theorist is 

committed (given the substance monism that the Causal Unity Thesis strongly suggests) to the emergence of 

a very different sort of property altogether. Instead of producing certain effects in the appropriate circum-

stances itself, of necessity, this property enables the individual that has it in a certain range of circumstances 

to freely and directly bring about (or not bring about) any of a range of effects. This further commitment 

leaves the theory's proponent open to a special objection, not applicable to emergentist claims generally: giv-

en the unique nature of the type of property the theory postulates, it is doubtful whether it could emerge from 

other natural properties. It will be claimed that this property would require a very different kind of substance 

than material substances, as is posited by Cartesian dualism. (It is noteworthy that many philosophers who 

discuss the agency theory seem to simply assume that its adherents are dualists.
24

) (O’Connor, 2000, 121) 

 

1.1.3. Non-Causal Libertarianism 

 

Non-causal libertarianism, in fact, is a version of the agent-causal view (Hugh McCann 

1998, David Widerker 2006). Both positions accept the idea that an agent can start a new causal 

chain that is not determined by any events or causes. The term “non-causality” comes from Carl 

Ginet (1997). He basically maintains that free actions are determined by volition (1) with a specific 

mental character: an ‘actish phenomenal feel’ and (2) that are not determined by any former 

events. A free volition is not chancy or causally determined but is simply controlled by the agent.   

 

Every action, according to me, either is or begins with a causally simple mental action, that is, a mental event 

that does not consist of one mental event causing others. A simple mental event is an action if and only if it 

has a certain intrinsic phenomenal quality, which I've dubbed the "actish" quality and tried to describe by us-

ing agent-causation talk radically qualified by "as if": the simple mental event of my volition to exert force 

with a part of my body phenomenally seems to me to be intrinsically an event that does not just happen to 

me, that does not occur unbidden, but it is, rather, as if I make it occur, as if I determine that it will happen 

just when and as it does (likewise for simple mental acts that are not volitions, such as my mentally saying 

"Shucks!"). A simple mental event's having this intrinsic actish phenomenal quality is sufficient for its being 

an action. But its having the quality entails nothing either way as to whether it satisfies the incompatibilist 

requirement for free action (which is that it not be causally necessitated by antecedent events). (Ginet, 1997, 

89) 
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Ginet thinks that free actions need not to be caused by reasons (beliefs, desires, etc.) but reasons can 

form an explanation that might account for the agent’s action. Accordingly, let us suppose an agent 

who has equally sufficient reasons for doing both A or B. Davidson, for instance, would account for 

this by saying that the set of reasons supporting B causedthe action B to happen. But Ginet argues 

that an explanation of B-ing can be reached solely by only referring to the agent’s intention to B. 

Without assuming any causal power, the intention merely serves as an explanation for B-ing when 

the intention in question points out B-ing and involves supporting reasons for B. 

 

1.1.4. Similarities and Differences
3
 

 

The mentioned libertarian views have in common that they all deny the possibility of 

responsible agency within deterministic circumstances: rather the agent’s necessary ability to do 

otherwise grounds their commitment toward an indeterministic world only allowing freedom and 

responsibility. The “ought implies can” maxim can be easily satisfied within a libertarian frame-

work because ought-judgements can be expected from the agents accounted for by libertarian theo-

ries.  

Libertarians, however, greatly differ in how they account for the specific control that es-

tablishes a responsibility-grounding link among intentions—reasons—actions. Firstly, both agent-

causal and non-causal libertarians deny the so-called two-stage model of free will that event causal 

libertarians accept. According to this model, alternate possibilities are provided by some quantum 

events and responsible agents satisfy some (compatibilist-like) requirements for being the source of 

the action. Secondly, agent-causal and non-causal libertarians are different with respect to how 

agents cause their actions. While agent-causal and event-causal libertarians accept that reasons and 

intentions somehow cause actions, non-causal libertarians deny this by saying that reasons only 

have an explanatory function. However, there are two points that they all share. The first is the chal-

lenge of explaining how indeterminism does not undermine the concept of control that they utilize 

if indeterministic relations can barely be separated from randomly occurring events (Inwagen, 

2000). It might seem that luck affects action at the present time. Libertarian theories need to answer 

                                                 
3
 In this section, I don't attempt to summarize all the differences and similarities among various versions of libertarian 

theories, I only emphasize some that will be relevant for my dissertation. 
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to the so-called present luck problem (Levy, 2011, 107)
4
. Second, for libertarians, alternate possibil-

ities are necessary conditions for moral responsibility. The ‘could have done otherwise’ phrase can 

be modally accounted in the following way: if there is a possible world in which the counterpart of 

the actual person performed her action differently, the actual person is responsible for what she has 

done. Therefore, libertarian views demand that the agent in the actual world needs to be compared 

with her counterpart in a possible world. Comparison of the agents’ actions is one of the key ele-

ments of my relational view, in this respect, my view of responsibility shares a commonality with 

libertarian views. Nonetheless, relational responsibility and libertarian theories are different in a 

significant aspect. Libertarian views contrast the actual and the counterpart agent but the relational 

theory contrasts any two agents in the same type of situation in which all relevant circumstances 

where the internal abilities of the agents are the same. 

One might object with a hypothetical of two agents placed in far possible worlds from 

each other who are tortured in a very same manner (they seem to be in a same type of situation). 

Suppose, one betrays but the other does not. Since they are placed in far possible worlds, their neu-

ral constitution are significantly different. Hence, for one resisting the torture is much easier than 

for the other. But since both are tortured in the same way, according to the relational view, they 

should be pairs and responsible agents (one is praiseworthy for keeping the secret). But in fact, they 

are not pairs. Although the relational view of responsibility does not account for distance of possi-

ble worlds in the traditional ways (i.e Lewis 1979), the concept of situation types plays this func-

tion. Two agent having different neurological constitution fall into different types of situations and 

two other ones having different skills (one can swim but other cannot) are also in a different type of 

situation. Situation types account for the relevant similarity of the agents’ circumstances (be them 

external or internal). 

 

1.2. Compatibilist Control as the Pre-Condition for moral responsibility. 

 

The aim of the above-presented consequence argument is to show that free will is not 

compatible with determinism. Compatibilists, however, challenge this claim. Note, however, that 

most of them do not argue for determinism as a necessary condition for free will. Most compatibil-

ists lean towards the view that free will is compatible with both doctrines: determinism and inde-

                                                 
4
 In his book, Levy argues that libertarianism and compatibilism “are subject to very much the same objection” (Levy, 

2011,107) Accordingly, luck is always present in the past for compatibilist or in the present for libertarian views, un-

dermining these groups of theories.  
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terminism. They argue that even if an action is non-determined, it does not make the agent respon-

sible. Further and even more important conditions must be satisfied.  Compatibilists argue against 

the need of indeterminism for responsibility by saying that indeterminism is just randomness and it 

is difficult to see how randomness aids the libertarian. Compatibilists identify free will with the 

capacity of an agent to do whatever it is she wants to do. Thus, an agent is free if her actions were 

motivated by her own reasons, motives, mental states etc. Some compatibilists argue that in the case 

that determinism is true, it would not exclude alternate possibilities. This can be so in two ways. 

The first way is to represent alternative possibilities with possible worlds in which one avoids doing 

the action in question. Actions performed in possible worlds somehow account for the agent’s abil-

ity to do to otherwise. The second is the so-called conditional analysis of the “could have done oth-

erwise” principle that can be compatible with determinism. If the agent had wanted to do so, she 

“could have done otherwise”. 

 

 

1.2.1 How to Break the Laws of Nature – Lewis's Compatibilism 

 

Let us see, the first way: David Lewis’ (1981) strategy is to challenge the sixth premise of the 

consequence argument and claim that agents have the power to alter the laws of nature viz. if J had acted 

otherwise, then the laws of nature would have been different. Lewis argues that the consequence argument is 

either unsound or invalid, since (6) equivocates. Lewis distinguishes between two readings of it: 

 

(6a) J was not able to do anything such that his act would be or cause a law-breaking    

 event. 

(6b) J was not able to do anything such that was he to do it, an actual law of nature would   

 be false (and hence not a law). 

 

Lewis claims that (6a) is true but (6b) is false. Indeed, it seems intuitively true that no one 

can break the laws of nature. However, (6b) seems to be false. Accordingly, J could act otherwise 

and if he had done so, then his action would have been incompatible with the actual laws of nature. 

Hence, if J had acted otherwise, then he would have been in that possible world in which there were 

other laws in place. To support his critique, Lewis defines two readings of agents' ability to render 

the laws false. 

 

Strong Ability:  The ability to perform some act A, such that, were you to do A, an  
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    actual law of nature would have been broken – but not by your act or 

    by any effects of your act. 

 

Weak Ability: The ability to perform some act A, such that, were you to do A, A  

    itself would be, or would cause, a law-breaking event.
5
 

 

According to the strong ability, events are running in their deterministic order, then the agent 

suddenly acts against what was determined. In this case, the agent herself breaks and creates a new 

law of nature. Strong ability seems implausible, since it would allow that, for instance, I could raise 

my hand faster than the speed of light. Usually human beings do not have supernatural power, so, 

probably we do not have strong ability to break the laws. However, weak ability does not require 

that the agent break the laws, only that she bear the acting otherwise. Again, agents do not literally 

break laws, some laws have been altered causing the agent’s alternate act. Hence, If J had acted 

otherwise, then previously a divergence miracle would have occurred, that altered the laws and 

would have caused her to do otherwise. Lewis aims to show that the weak ability and determinism 

seem to be compatible. 

Lewis thinks (6a) is true, and I think most of us would agree with him. (6a), however, 

renders the argument invalid. Humans can have a certain weak ability (that is compatible with 

determinism). We might be able to do something such that were we to do it, an actual law would be 

false. In this case, our acts were still the consequences of true propositions about the past and the 

laws maintaining determinism, but we could render some propositions of laws of nature false, we 

could do otherwise.  

Without breaking the laws, agents can act otherwise because of the previously altered laws. 

On the other hand, (6b) is false. Weak ability can be assumed that enables for an agent to do 

anything such that were he to do it, an actual law of nature would be false. Therefore, replacing (6) 

with (6b) would render the consequence argument valid but unsound. Either reading of premise (6) 

makes the argument unsuccessful. Hereby, Lewis thinks, the consequence argument does not reach 

its goal. 

In Lewis' theory, the notion of a divergence miracle plays a key role. The distinction 

between strong and weak abilities is based on whether the agent causes the divergence miracle or 

the agent's act is caused by the miracle. Defining the divergence miracle is crucial, since as we have 

seen, the location of it in time defines whether it is the strong or the weak ability in question. Lewis' 

                                                 
5
 This interpretation of the argument has been formulated by Beebee (2003, 262). 
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notion of miracle is the following: 

 

Law-Breaking Event (LBE) 

"Event e is a law-breaking event (relative to w) iff, necessarily, if e occurs then the 

proposition L stating the conjunction of w's laws of nature is false"
6
 

 

The function of a LBE is to designate that certain moment when two possible worlds start 

to differ from each other. If the divergence starts from the agent, then we are talking about the 

strong ability, but if the divergence miracle occurred before the agent's act, then she acts by weak 

ability. One might object that even if the ability to do otherwise is compatible with determinism, 

according to weak ability her acting otherwise is not up to her. A Lewisian agent, hence, only bears 

the event of acting otherwise but she does not control it at all. Then, it is difficult to see how such a 

concept of agency can establish moral responsibility. 

 

 

1.2.2. Conditional Analysis 

 

The second way of showing that determinism does not exclude alternate possibilities is the 

classical conditional analysis. Conditional accounts of freedom and responsibility state that deter-

minism is compatible with the ability to do otherwise. It is still the case that one can do otherwise if 

she had chosen to do so even if determinism is true. Alfred J. Ayer advocated this view as follows: 

 

"[F]rom the fact that my behaviour is capable of being explained, in the sense that it can be subsumed under 

some natural law, it does not follow that I am acting under constraint.” (…) "If this is correct, to say that I 

could have acted otherwise is to say, first, that I should have acted otherwise if I had so chosen; secondly, 

that my action was voluntary in the sense in which the actions, say, of the kleptomaniac are not; and thirdly, 

that nobody compelled me to choose as I did: and these three conditions may very well be fulfilled. When 

they are fulfilled, I may be said to have acted freely. But this is not to say that it was a matter of chance that I 

acted as I did, or, in other words, that my action could not be explained. And that my actions should be capa-

ble of being explained is all that is required by the postulate of determinism." (Ayer, 1954, 282) 

 

                                                 
6
 Beebee, 2003, 265 
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 This approach also requires one to differentiate between the actions that she would have 

done if she wanted to do so from the ones that she could not perform, no matter what she wants. 

Similarly to Lewis’s view, the scope of the agent's abilities at the time of action is definite. 

 

The point which I now wish to make is that it may very well turn out, in the course of such an inquiry, that 

the picture of ourselves which underlies much of our moral thinking, the idea of our actions as proceeding 

from the unfettered choices of self-propelling agents, did not stand up to critical scrutiny. If this did prove to 

be the case, it would not follow that the idea of freedom would have to go by the board. We could still draw a 

distinction between the actions which a person chose to do, never mind how the choice came to be made, and 

those which were forced upon him, in the sense that he was subject to unusual pressures, or even deprived of 

any power to choose; and there might be utilitarian grounds for our responding to actions of these different 

sorts in different judicial ways. (Ayer, 1969, 14) 

 

Conditional analysis of freedom and responsibility, however, has failed to convince in-

compatibilists and one-way/semi-compatibilists. Some think that this approach has not provided a 

satisfactory explanation to what the agent cannot do even if she pleases. There must be conditions 

that make the agent incapable of doing some actions. The problem is the same as it was in case of 

Lewis, it is difficult to show what the agent cannot do if she has the power to alter the causal chain 

of determinism.  

 

 

1.2.3. Semi-compatibilsm 

 

The concept of free will entails the ability to do otherwise and apparently it has not been 

meaningfully combined with a concept of control that is compatible with determinism. So some 

compatibilists proposed the idea of semi-compatibilism. Instead of making free will compatible 

with determinism, semi-compatibilists want to make moral responsibility compatible with deter-

minism. Compatibilists of this kind mainly focus on how moral responsibility is possible even in 

the absence of alternate possibilities, i.e. in the absence of the ability to do otherwise. Similarly to 

Peter Strawson (whose approach in the 2. Reactive Attitudes as the Pre-Condition for moral respon-

sibility section is discussed), semi-compatibilists assert that moral responsibility is possible in de-

terminism irrespectively from the debate over the problem of fee will and responsibility. (Note that 

my relational account for moral responsibility follows a similar approach, it aims to provide a 

framework for a general notion of responsibility while leaving the free will debate intact.)  
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Importantly, semi-compatibilists need to deny the maxim of ‘ought implies can’ that in-

volves the ability to do otherwise and alternate possibilities. Hence, semi-compatibilists must ac-

count for moral responsibility in a way that allows that one can be obliged to avoid performing 

some actions that she cannot refrain from. 

Harry G. Frankfurt is held to be the one who first introduced a thought experiment provid-

ing a case (later known as Frankfurt-type examples) in which alternate possibilities are excluded 

and the agent cannot do otherwise but is undoubtedly morally responsible. If Frankfurt and his 

commentators are right, even though the ability to do otherwise is necessary for free will, it is not 

necessary for moral responsibility. If this is so then moral responsibility is compatible with deter-

minism. I do not wish to provide a detailed picture on semi-compatibilism In this introduction, es-

pecially as the third paper in this dissertation, ‘A Metaphysical Problem for Frankfurt Examples’, 

will discuss this position in more detail. 

 

1.2.3.1. Hierarchical Compatibilism 

 

Frankfurt, nonetheless, also gives a positive view on how he conceives a responsible agent. 

He distinguishes between first-order and second-order desires of his agent. This view is called hier-

archic because the relation between two levels of desires establishes moral responsibility. First or-

der desires have certain aims, actions such as opening the fridge and getting a beer. These are first-

order desires because they are to be motivated the agent to do something. Desires of this kind are 

expressed when we say something like this: “I wish I had wanted to finish my studies”. According 

to Frankfurt, first-order desires are the ones moving an agent’s will “all the way to action” (Frank-

furt, 1971, 84). 

Frankfurt defines second-order desires as desires to have certain first-order desires. These 

are when we say that “I wish I could want to forget what you did”. To exemplify them, Frankfurt 

tells a story about a therapist who wants to know what it is like to have withdrawal symptoms of a 

drug addict but she does not want to shoot up at all. This is a case when one has second order-

desires without having first-order ones. Usually, however, second-order desires are desires to have 

certain first-order desires that could move the person to act accordingly. A drug addict who is des-

perately frustrated by his drug cravings may desire a stronger desire to quit, a desire that could be 

strong enough to guide him for a healthier lifestyle. Note, however, that Frankfurt’s view does not 

limit the numbers of layers of desires. The drug addict, for instance, can develop a third order desire 

for a second-order desire to want to be perfectly healthy. In this way, the addict wants to have a 

deep desire to want to be healthy to quit drugs. Frankfurt also allows the case when one has only 
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first order desires. If one does not wish to be moved by desires then he is a wanton (not a person) 

who is not caring about his desires that lead him to act. He only bears his own wills. (Frankfurt, 

1971, 89). 

In Frankfurt’s view, to have free will and to be morally responsible a person’s desires (be it 

first-, second- or third-order desires) need to be in harmony with one to another. When one devel-

ops a second-order desire to want to smoke, she is perfectly responsible. She wants to want to 

smoke. On the other hand, the drug addict who has conflicting first-order desires, namely, to take 

and not to take drugs, even more importantly has a second-order desire regarding his first-order 

desire (to take the drug) that does not constitute his will. The drug addict, then, is not responsible 

for his taking drugs. His will is not in harmony and he does not want to be the person he actually is.  

As a compatibilist account, this picture on responsible agency does not involve alternate 

possibilities. Within a fully deterministic world, one can have harmonious (first- and second-order) 

desires and hence be responsible. What is needed for moral responsibility is the right schema for 

desires and motives. Even if one is determined to have harmoniously arranged desires to break into 

a store to steal for drugs and he does so without any conflicting desires, he is responsible for his 

conduct. He, by desiring the desire to steal for drugs, reveals his true deep self. This schema of de-

sires ensures an understanding of what personhood is and provides a view of how ‘sourcehood’ 

compatibilism can work. This view also explains motives and desires within the agent that are har-

moniously part of her will and wantings that are in some way alien to her.   

 

1.2.3.2. Reasons-Responsive Compatibilism 

 

John Martin Fischer (1994) distinguishes two kinds of control that one can exercise over 

her actions: regulative and guidance control. Briefly, regulative control involves alternate possibili-

ties that are open to the agent but guidance control is exercised when the agent’s actions are issued 

from his actual choice. Of course, as a compatibilist account, Fischer suggests that guidance control 

itself can establish moral responsibility (but he does not deny that some concept of freedom may 

involve regulative control). 

 

Further, we have contended that moral responsibility is grounded in a kind of control – guidance control – 

with two components. The first component is moderate reasons-responsiveness of the mechanism leading to 

the behavior in question. And we have argued that this sort of responsiveness is entirely compatible with 

causal determinism. Of course, the second component remains – the ownership condition. But we would 

suggest that the Frankfurt-type examples are also illuminating here. (Fischer and Ravizza, 1998, 227) 
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Fischer conceives guidance control as a specific reason responsive mechanism according 

to which the agent images a counterfactual situation in which he considers other sufficient reasons 

to act otherwise even though under the actual circumstances he does what he does. Although, he 

may consider other reasons that could lead him to a different conduct, this is only in that counter-

factual situation. In the actual state of affairs, he acts according to the actual reasons. 

Let us suppose I am writing my dissertation in accordance with my free will and I enjoy it 

very much. My activity now is reason-responsive if it is meaningfully conceivable that in a counter-

factual situation I would have other sufficient reasons to stop writing. For example, if I were called 

to help to one of my close relatives who had been seriously injured in a car accident, I would stop 

writing and would run to help. However, if it were just a minor accident in which no one was hurt 

but all were only scared to death in the car, I would continue writing while recognizing my insensi-

tivity to what I should have done. Note that, my reasons-responsive mechanism as guidance control 

over my conduct does not involve alternate possibilities. My actual dissertation writing is the only 

action I can do under the current circumstances. I would do otherwise provided that I considered 

other reasons more appropriate in another situation. These counterfactual situations are only a few 

of many that can reveal my set of possible reasons that can lead me to act differently in different 

situations. This set of reasons and my possible reason-responsiveness reveal who I am, what would 

I do. 

 

1. 3 Compatibilism and A Relational Theory of Responsibility 

 

Some elements of compatibilism are used in the relational view. As we have seen, different 

versions compatibilism characterizes different aspects of the ownership condition: be it the moral 

character or the structure of reasons bringing about the action. If somebody is able to act differently 

than others in a given type of situation then it is not only the situation itself determining the action 

but rather the character of the agent or her structure of reasons also takes part. In other words, if 

there is an agent who does something because of the personality or reasons she has then others do-

ing something else in the same type of situation reveal part of their character or reasons. On the 

other hand, if all agents do the same in the same types of situations throughout the entire history of 

the universe then the character of the agents or their reasons cannot interfere with the situation that 

itself brings about the action. In these cases the agent’s character or her reasons are not revealed. In 

this way, the relational view is close to compatibilism because agents reveal their moral character or 

their reasons by their doings. If agents do the same in a type of situation, their character or reasons 
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are not revealed thus, there is nothing for which the agent can be responsible for. In these cases, 

agents are coerced. 

 

2. Reactive Attitudes as the Pre-Condition for Moral Responsibility 

 

I just provided a brief and sketchy conceptual map for theories that ground moral responsi-

bility on specific notions of control. As we have seen, these notions may differ greatly and do not 

seem to provide an all-satisfying picture. Where there is a solution, there is also a compromise. Pe-

ter Strawson’s strategy is different. He does not wish to provide a notion of control that makes free 

will and either determinism or indeterminism compatible, rather he thinks that reactive attitudes as 

reactions to a person’s behavior – such as resentment, indignation, hurt feelings, anger, gratitude, 

reciprocal love, and forgiveness – characterize moral responsibility. Feelings of this kind come 

from our participation in social relationships. Strawson greatly reshaped the debate over moral re-

sponsibility. His strategy is to closely examine the nature of the practice of responsibility ascription: 

 

[T]o speak in terms of social utility alone is to leave out something vital in our conception of these practices. 

The vital thing can be restored by attending to that complicated web of attitudes and feelings which form an 

essential part of the moral life as we know it, and which are quite opposed to objectivity of attitude. Only by 

attending to this range of attitudes can we recover from the facts as we know them a sense of what we mean, 

i.e. of all we mean, when, speaking the language of morals, we speak of desert, responsibility, guilt, condem-

nation, and justice. But we do recover it from the facts as we know them. We do not have to go beyond them. 

(Strawson 2003, 91) 

 

Strawson’s main move is to argue that our responsibility responses are genuine manifestations of 

our moral nature “and not merely devices we calculatingly employ for regulative purposes” (Straw-

son 2003, 93). Participants of a social network predict beliefs about others’ attitudes toward us, 

thereby creating a moral standard for interpersonal relationships. Strawson’s view might be ex-

pressed by supposing a case in which someone has pushed me and accidentally pouring her coke on 

my white shirt. Immediately I look into her eyes and I can see honest repentance with confused 

apology. In this case, resentment is inappropriate. Her quality of will was revealed by how she 

looked back on me. Consider another situation in which another person accidentally spilled on me 

but he looked at me with a nasty smile. Not only me but all who witnessed the way he looked must 

have thought he was a total jerk. Resentment is appropriate. 

In his recent book, David Shoemaker argues that one’s quality of will seems to be “the sole 

object of our appropriate responsibility responses” and “the sole unifying explanation of nonrespon-
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sibility” (Shoemaker, 2015, 7). Quality of will theories (Scanlon 1998, Stawson 2003, Watson 

2004, McKenna 2012) are subject to a worrying objection that some agents expressing good or ill 

will via their conduct may not be accounted properly by the quality approach. Marginal cases such 

as agents with autism, psychopathia, dementia provide examples that cannot be fully covered by 

quality of will theories.  

 

“[C]ases at the boundaries of our interpersonal community where agents tend to strike us as eligible for some 

responsibility responses but not others” (Shoemaker, 2015, 4). And. “Pure Quality of Will theories attempts 

to build a comprehensive theory of the nature of responsibility by purporting to account for all of our respon-

sibility responses (and their objects), and so explaining why some agents are excused, justified, or exempted 

from those responses.” (Shoemaker, 2015, 4). 

 

Shoemaker thinks that no theory of responsibility appealing exclusively to quality of will 

can “do justice to the entire range of our responsibility responses in both their deployment and their 

suspension” (Shoemaker, 2015, 9). However, by introducing three concepts of responsibility, mar-

ginal cases can be accounted for. Each of these notions of responsibility involves a sentiment: at-

tributive assessments evaluate character, answerability evaluates judgment, accountability evalu-

ates regard. By differentiating qualities of will, Shoemaker can ascribe different sorts of responsi-

bilities for marginal agents. One thereby might be responsible in one sense but not in another. The 

theory is designed to shed light on all obscure cases of moral responsibility that create apparent 

discrepancies in our moral thought and originate from the idea that responsibility is a monistic con-

cept.  

 

2.1. Attributive Responsibility 

 

An agent is morally responsible in the attributability
7
 sense if she is responsible for being 

an appropriate subject of responsibility reactions in virtue of her quality of character. Having quali-

                                                 

7
 Watson has a somewhat similar concept of attributable responsibility. “To blame (morally) is to attribute something to 

a (moral) fault in the agent . . . . [Such] blaming and praising judgments . . . invoke only the attributability conditions, 

on which certain appraisals of the individual as an agent are grounded. Because many of these appraisals concern the 

agent’s excellences and faults—or virtues and vices—as manifested in thought and action, I shall say that such judg-

ments are made from the aretaic perspective.” (Watson 2004, 266 —italics added)  

Also see Levy’s version: “On the attributionist account, I am responsible for my attitudes, and my acts and omissions 

insofar as they express my attitudes, in all cases in which my attributes express my identity as a practical agent. Atti-

tudes are thus expressive of who I am if they belong to the class of judgment- sensitive attitudes” (Levy, 2005, 4). 



 26/91 

ty of character involves cares and commitments, or care commitments that are expressed in her atti-

tudes. 

 

An agent is attributability-responsible for any specific attitude (volitional or non-volitional) just in case it ex-

presses the agent’s deep self, that is, just in case it is causally dependent on, and its content is harmonious 

with, at least one of the agent’s cares, commitments, or carecommitment clusters (Shoemaker, 2015, 59).  

 

To call someone responsible in the attributive sense is to say something about her moral 

character, intentions or motives, as demonstrated by her doings, which accounts for her commit-

ment to actions that she takes to be right. Shoemaker gives (among others in his book) a perfect 

example for attributive responsibility: 

 

When I am moved by a vengeful attitude to harm you after you have harmed me, justification or evaluation 

of either that desire or the hate that stokes it may, and often is, moot. Typically, of course, revenge is un-

thinking, motivated directly by an anger that is insensitive to evaluative judgment. But its desire may also be 

nursed and dished out cold. I may thus have plenty of time as I am plotting my revenge to judge that my ap-

petite for it is very bad, that it will lead to terrible consequences for everyone involved, especially me. In-

deed, this may give me some pause. (…) I may know full well that it is a terrible idea but still want more than 

anything to do it just because I hate you so much. If so, I would seem to be a disdainful person in virtue of 

this destructive attitude’s (and dependent action’s) being attributable to me. (Shoemaker, 2015, 53) 

 

We tend to respond to this example with the attitude of agential disdain that seems to be very well 

attributable to a certain agential character insofar as it is an authentic expression of the agent reveal-

ing his deep self. Our immediate response of agential admiration and disdain, which generally tar-

get character traits, identifies attributive responsibility. 

Persons suffering from some sort of mental disorder, as well as children who have not yet 

developed their character, are not appropriate subjects for assessment of admiration or disdain. 

Agents who possess character but carry out a behavior due to a compulsive occasional desire can 

also not be proper targets of agential disdain. However, agents who have a permanent but impaired 

character can be credited with attributive responsibility. Normative competence is not a condition 

for attributive responsibility. For instance, psychopaths might be proper targets of disdain or admi-

ration according to their character, in spite of the fact that they do not possess the necessary mental 

or intellectual capacity to recognize moral reasons.  
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2.2. Accountable Responsibility 

 

An agent is morally responsible in the accountable
8
 sense if she is responsible for being an 

appropriate subject of responsibility reactions in virtue of her quality of regard. Reactions of this 

kind involve resentment, indignation, and guilt or gratification and warm feelings. Having quality 

of regard involves the agent’s ability to recognize features of others’ normative perspectives; (a) 

“normative perspectives as putative reasons in the agent’s own normative deliberations, as a func-

tion of evaluational empathy, or (b) coming to feel what others feel in a simpatico fashion, as a 

function of emotional empathy” (Shoemaker, 2015, 113) Hence, if an agent recognizes either or 

both (a) and (b), she is subject to accountable responsibility. 

A certain form of empathy is required for anger — a low quality of regard — because it 

“aims to communicate […] a demand for acknowledgment, a demand that the slighter take up the 

slighted's normative perspective”. The target of anger “must be capable of understanding the de-

mand being communicated and be able to accede to it” (Shoemaker, 2015, 112). Interestingly, the 

idea that an agent suffering mild intellectual disability can be the subject of accountable responsibil-

ity because he may “feel what she has done’ may be fully fitting, precisely because it is a concrete 

appeal unreliant on judgment, and one she seems fully capable of undertaking.” (Shoemaker, 2015, 

186) 

Comparing attributability and accountability, Shoemaker argues that agents can be ac-

countable but not attributable for some actions. For instance, one’s acting whimsicality reveals his 

lack of regard but says nothing about his character. 

 

Attributability is also unnecessary for accountability (contra Watson 2004, 278), as anger may be fitting to 

me for some attitude or action even if it does not express one or more of my cares or commitments. One ex-

ample is whims (Lippert-Rasmussen 2003): I may be moved by a desire to steal something of yours, where 

this desire is not dependent on either my emotional dispositions or my evaluative stance. It is thus not at-

tributable to me, my deep self. Nevertheless, the action revealed an (out of character) lack of regard. (Shoe-

maker, 2015, 113) 

                                                 
8
 Note that Watson provides a significantly different notion of accountability: “If one betrays her ideals by choosing a 

dull but secure occupation in favor of a riskier but potentially more enriching one, or endangers something of deep 

importance to her life for trivial ends (by sleeping too little and drinking too much before important performances, for 

example), then she has acted badly—cowardly, self-indugently, at least unwisely. But by these assessments we are not 

holding herebyher responsible, as distinct from holding her to be responsible. To do that, we would have to think that 

she is accountable to us or to others, whereas in many cases we suppose that such behavior “nobody’s business”. Unless 

we think she is responsible to us or to others to live the best life she can — and there is a moral question — we do not 

think she is accountable here.” (Watson, 2004, 267) 
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Accordingly, psychopaths cannot be accountable due to the fact that they lack the capacity to feel 

empathy. We shall find “no communicative point to blaming them” (Shoemaker, 2015, 105). It 

would be inappropriate to feel anger towards them. 

 

2.3. Answerable Responsibility 

 

An agent is morally responsible in the answerable
9
 sense if she is responsible for being an 

appropriate subject of responsibility reactions in virtue of her quality of judgments. Having quality 

of judgements involves approval and appreciation, on the one hand, and disapproval, irritation, and 

shame on the other. “An agent is answerable for some specific attitude or action just in case the 

agent could in principle cite his or her “instead of” reasons for having the attitude or performing the 

action” (Shoemaker, 2015, 82).  Quality of judgment requires more than responsiveness to reasons: 

it also “requires access to, and judgment among, a contrast class of reasons relative to which one's 

judgment may be better or worse” (Shoemaker, 2015, 75). Hence, one is answerably responsible if 

he can be asked not just why he acted in accordance with certain reasons but also why he did not 

consider other reasons instead.  

Though answerability is different from accountability, the difference is not straightfor-

ward. Answerability implies exclusively evaluative judgments, whereas there are many aretically 

attributable attitudes that nonetheless disclose non-evaluative cares and commitments. On the other 

hand, answerability and attributability are not fully independent from each other. Answerability is 

relevant for the quality of character because the quality of an agent’s character may depend on the 

evaluative commitment he takes. But still attributability “ranges more widely. Attributability is 

therefore not sufficient for answerability” (Shoemaker, 2015, 83). Moreover, psychopaths or those 

at the high-functioning end of the autism spectrum who can make comparative value judgments are 

answerable but without being accountable given that some of their mental capacity for feeling em-

pathy is impaired. Finally, it is also possible that an agent is accountable but not answerable. This is 

the case when one suffers from mild intellectual disabilities (MID). In this case, the agent is capable 

of feeling regard without projecting instead of using comparative reasoning.  

 

                                                 
9
 Compare also Smith’s answerability: “The actions I perform reflect my assessment of reasons, and therefore I can, in 

principle, be called upon to defend them and am open to rational (and in some cases moral) criticism if an adequate 

defense cannot be provided.” (Smith, 2008, 385) 
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3. The Place of Relational Theory of Responsibility 

 

There are two branches in the field of moral responsibility: On the one hand, control views 

— libertarian or compatibilist — aim to establish moral responsibility based on the agent’s unique 

ability, while, on the other hand, theories of reactive attitudes hold that feelings, coming from our 

participation in social relationships as reactions to a person’s conduct, create moral responsibility. A 

theory of relational responsibility is different from them. It aims to account for metaphysical sense 

of responsibility but also be sensitive for responsibility as a social notion. It aims to be a third alter-

native among the mentioned two. The relational theory does not deal with any kind of control and 

attitudes at all but requires an arrangement of agents’ actions.  

I think responsibility is nothing but a certain arrangement of agents’ actions. Once the ar-

rangement is given, involved agents are responsible. As I show, this arrangement can be drawn in 

both metaphysical structures (be it deterministic or indeterministic), hence they are irrelevant con-

cerning moral responsibility (in this respect my view is on the same page as that of Strawson). 

Since the question regarding determinism is irrelevant, relational responsibility is compatible with 

both metaphysical structures. 

Therefore, the objection
10

 saying that the responsibility conditions of the relational view 

depend on the metaphysical structure of the actual universe misses the point. By adjusting the theo-

ry to determinism or indeterminism, different agents’ actions (actual or counterfactual) shall be 

considered. This, however, does not touch at all what responsibility is: a certain arrangement of 

agents’ actions.  

A theory of relational responsibility is at its core a Humean regularity theory. Similarly to 

laws of nature — in the case of determinism — moral assessments can be ascribed only at the end 

of the universe, by the time all actions have been performed. It is not the case that Cecilia’s not 

cheating in t2 makes Steve responsible for his cheating  in t1. They both are responsible all along. 

In addition, if we look at the actions of that deterministic universe regardless of the time (as if all 

actions in the history of universe are perceived in the same moment), we can ascertain that some 

agents did the same thing in a given type of situation and hence, they are not responsible. 

According to the relational view, “Do implies Ought”, which is a modification of the 

“Ought implies Can” maxim. If an agent ever does the right behavior in a type of situation (as a 

result of her moral character or by exercising her free will) then we can fairly expect other agents to 

                                                 
10

 Great thanks to László Bernáth for this point.  
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do so in that type of situation. Since, if an agent (accounted by compatibilism or libertarian theo-

ries) does the right thing in a given type of situation, it means that the person producing the right 

behavior exists. If the person producing the right behavior exists, we can fairly expect others to act 

in the same way in that type of situation. I find myself thinking that ‘if somebody ever does it, oth-

ers ought to do it’ andalso that ‘if (throughout the total history of universe) nobody ever does it, 

others should not do it’ (for instance, if everybody broke their promise in their similar situations, 

ought judgements cannot be fairly applied.) Therefore, without assuming these agents lack control, 

uniformity of actions defines non-responsibility (full period).  
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II. Manipulation Argument and the Trap-Intuition
11

 

 

ABSTRACT: I will challenge the manipulation argument, arguing that the moral respon-

sibility and determinism are incompatible. The first premise states that manipulated agents are not 

responsible. By examining this intuition it will turn out that this statement can be traced back to the 

manipulators themselves, who intentionally set up a plan against their subjects. The second premise, 

which states that there is no difference between determinism and manipulation concerning respon-

sibility, will be claimed to be false. In deterministic worlds, actions are determined by blind causa-

tion. However, under the manipulation theory, agents are determined by the manipulator. I claim 

that the first premise is true, but the second premise is false. We find different concepts of causation 

in deterministic and manipulated situations accounting for why agents are responsible in determin-

ism but not under manipulation. 

 

Introduction 

 

In this paper, I will try to show that the so-called manipulation argument, which says that 

moral responsibility is indistinguishable between the manipulation theory and determinism, is un-

tenable. By examining the content of the first premise of the argument, which maintains that ma-

nipulated agents  are not  responsible, it will become apparent that this judgment can be traced back 

to the manipulators themselves. They want their agents to perform some acts through subtle manip-

ulation methods and for the sake of which the manipulated persons perform the acts as if they were 

not responsible at all. According to the second premise of the manipulation argument, there is no 

significant difference between determinism and the manipulation theory with regard to responsibil-

ity. I want to argue that in deterministic worlds, actions  are determined by natural blind causation. 

In the case of manipulated agents, the agents’ actions are determined by the manipulators’ inten-

tions. Simply put, a manipulator intentionally got me to do “x”, but in a deterministic system, the 

system itself caused me to do “x”. 

Cases of manipulation have been introduced in order to pose a problem for compatibilist 

theories. Compatibilism is the view that even if determinism is true, people can be morally respon-

sible for their actions even though they cannot avoid acting the ways they do. Usually, classical 

                                                 
11

This paper has been published in: Ziegler, Z. (2017). Manipulation Argument and the Trap-Intuition. Philosophia: 

International Journal of Philosophy 18:(2), 172-181.  



 34/91 

compatibilism requires that the agent needs to be able to do as he or she pleases. In these theories, 

compatibilism argues that the agent acts in accordance with the determination of one’s own will, or 

he or she is capable of acting according to his or her available reasons. An agent thus needs, on the 

one hand, to recognize reasons and, on the other, to be able to translate these reasons into actions. 

He or she has the capacity for rational self-control and is guided by his or her reasons: 

 

If someone does something because he wants to do it, and if he has no reservations about that desire but is 

wholeheartedly behind it, then— so far as his  moral  responsibility  for  doing  it  is  concerned—it  really  

does not matter how he got that way. One further requirement must be added...:  the  person’s  desires  and  

attitudes  have  to  be  relatively  well integrated into his general psychic condition. (Frankfurt, as quoted by 

Fisher  2002,  27) 

 

However, an agent’s responsibility may be compromised, if another agent, a manipulator, 

constraints him or her with some degree to do a particular action. Agents of this kind could be ma-

nipulated and covertly controlled by other agents and, yet, given the classical compatibilist ac-

count, should be judged as free and responsible since, it is claimed in cases of manipulation, the 

rational self-control mechanism remains intact. However, many philosophers (Mele 2006, Kane 

1996, Pereboom 2001, Fischer and Ravizza  1998,  194-202,  230-39, Haji and Cuypers  2004, and 

Russell 2002) argue that agents who are manipulated and covertly controlled, are obviously not 

free and responsible despite the fact  that  they  may  possess a general capacity for  rational  self-

control  of  the  kind  that  compatibilists  have  described. 

Alfred Mele (2006, 171-72) has offered an example in  which  a  person, Beth, who has a 

wonderful moral character, is brainwashed. According to this example, Beth’s character was re-

placed with Chuck’s truly evil one. With Chuck’s evil character having been implanted into her, 

Beth woke up in the morning and, by having Chuck’s values well integrated into her general psy-

chic condition, she wholeheartedly committed a horrible crime. The fact that she is manipulated 

may trigger our intuitions to  exempt her from responsibility even if the requirements of a compati-

bilist account are satisfied, that would make her blameworthy. 

The manipulation argument against compatibilism satisfies all the compatibilist require-

ments for responsibility and at the same time is meant to elicit the intuition that in such cases agents 

cannot be held responsible. It wishes to emphasize that the deliberative mechanisms created by var-

ious deterministic processes are not different from manipulation. The argument can be set out as 

follows:If an agent is manipulated to perform an act, then she does not act freely and she is not  

responsible for the action. [1st premise] 
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II. Concerning free action and moral responsibility, there is no significant difference between the 

agent’s act as a  result of being manipulated in a way and the way any normal human acquires his 

or her deliberative mechanism and values in a deterministic universe. [2nd premise] 

 

III. Sodeterminism precludes free action and moral responsibility. [Conclusion] (Mele 2006, 

189; Pereboom 2001,113) 

 

First, I am going to briefly summarize compatibilist replies to the manipulation argu-

ment.I will describe historical and non-historical compatibilism. I will not go into the details of 

these criticisms because my only purpose is to map out compatibilist views in order to locate mypo-

sition against the manipulation argument. I will also argue that the first premise of the manipulation 

argument is true. 

Indeed, I admit that manipulated agents are not responsible. However, I will claim that 

there is a morally significant difference between the agent’s act as a result of manipulation and as a 

result of determinism. Therefore, the second premise of the manipulation argument fails and the 

conclusion does not necessarily follow. 

 

Reply to the Manipulation Argument By Combatibilists 

Historical and Non-historical Compatibilism 

 

Compatibilists are of two groups: The non-historical, who challenge the first premise, and 

the history-sensitive compatibilists, who deny the second premise. History-sensitive or historical-

compatibilists think that all cases of manipulation are genuinely different from a normal, causally 

deterministic course of events and claim that morally responsible agency is an essentially histori-

calnotion. They contend that the second premise must be false. 

 

Two agents who are nonhistorical duplicates at a time might very well differ with respect to their status as 

free and morally responsible depending upon differences in their respective histories—that is, depending up-

on differences in their “historical properties.” Hence, for the historical compatibilists, the concept of moral 

responsibility is historical in the same way that the property of being a sunburn or a genuine dollar bill is his-

torical. (McKenna 2012, 154) 

 

One prominent theory is offered by Martin Fischer  and  Mark Ravizza (1998 208, 210-11, 

238). In order to solve the problem of manipulation, they suggest that an agent possesses his  or  her  

deliberative  mechanism leading to the action only if the mechanism has the right history or causal 
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origins. Once the deliberative mechanism is altered by another agent, using artificial methods, the 

agent loses her responsibility. Nonetheless, if the mechanism is created by normal deterministic 

causal processes, then the ownership of the agent over her action is established. In case of manipu-

lation, the agent does not own the mechanism. But under determinism, the agent has rational self-

control called reason responsiveness (Fischer 2006, 230). 

The problematic part of Fischer and Ravizza’s account on responsibility is the question 

what makes a deliberative process original in this narrow sense as opposed to manipulation. Fischer  

(2006, 240) is aware of this problem and writes: 

 

[T]he structure of our theory of moral responsibility is similar to the structure of “reliabilist” theories of 

knowledge. In these theories, ascertaining whether an individual has knowledge involves holding fixed the 

actual-sequence belief-producing mechanism and asking whether it is “reliable”—whether,for instance, it 

tracks truth (in Robert Nozick’s terms). Indeed, since Nozick offers no general account of mechanism indi-

viduation ( of belief- producing mechanisms). 

 

From this it follows that simply by examining the history of the deliberative process 

wecould distinguish cases of manipulation from cases of self-determination. Others, non-historical 

compatibilists, however, argue that if manipulation is sufficiently complete and detailed, the manip-

ulated agent acts of her own free will and must be morally responsible for what she does. This ap-

proach, thus, simply denies the first premise, by stating that manipulation does not undermine the 

agent’s responsibility. Non-historical compatibilists hold that history is irrelevant but what counts 

for responsibility is whether the agent at the very moment of action as the relevant deliberative 

mechanism or not. 

 

Nonhistorical compatibilists are committed to the view that any two agents who are nonhistorical duplicates 

by virtue of sharing all of their “nonhistorical”, “snapshot” or “current timeslice properties” do not differ 

with respect to their status as free and morally responsible. (Mckenna 2012, 154) 

 

Frankfurt’s (see Fisher 2002, 28) position is a clear-cut example for non-historicism: 

 

It is irrelevant whether those causes are operating by virtue of the natural forces that shape our environment 

or whether they operate through the deliberate manipulative designs of other human agents. We are the sorts 

of persons we are; and it is what we are, rather than the history of our development, that counts. 

 

Non-historical compatibilism admits that manipulated agents are responsible. Robert Kane 

(1996, 67) has suggested that hard compatibilists are willing to “bite the bullet.” It runs contrary to 
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our common sense intuition that manipulation compromises an agent’s responsibility. Therefore, 

hard compatibilists must deny that manipulation undermines moral responsibility. Accordingly, if it 

turns out that I am manipulated, I still have no reason to change my fundamental conception of my-

self as a responsible person. 

 

Externalism and Internalism 

 

The literature generally refers to historical compatibilism as externalism while non-

historical compatibilism is often called internalism. Some use these terms interchangeably since 

history as the only external factor has been considered so far. However, these notions do not over-

lap entirely. Of course, the pair of externalism and internalism differs from the pair of historical and 

non-historical compatibilism in the following way. Externalist theories look to external or non-

mental features of an agent’s deliberative mechanism. Contexts under which agents come to per-

form their acts might differentiate their status of responsibility. This approach suggests that agents 

are responsible only under certain conditions. Some of these conditions, which are external to the 

agent, are responsibility-undermining while others are not. Externalism is also a compatibilist posi-

tion. It tries to show that determinism is consistent with responsibility-establishing circumstances 

combined with a one-way classical compatibilism, whereas manipulation described by the argument 

above is not. Nonetheless, externalism is a broader notion than historical compatibilism. In that 

broader sense externalism does not imply history-sensitive compatibilism. History is external to the 

agent but history is not the only possible external factor that can be relevant concerning responsibil-

ity.  

Internalist theories put emphasis exclusively on the internal structure of an agent’s mental 

properties that are supposed to account for morally responsible actions. Internalist compatibilist 

theories are also current time-slice theories like non-historical compatibilism. Similarly, this ap-

proach requires only the existence of a certain mental structure at the very time of actions. For an 

internalist compatibilist what preserves moral responsibility is nothing but a proper mental content. 

No matter how the content has been acquired, once one has it, he or she is responsible. However, 

internalism is a wider category than non-historicism. In fact, it is worth to see non-historical com-

patibilism as a subclass of internalism. Not surprisingly, holding an internalist position does not 

necessarily imply non-historical compatibilism in a broader sense. Internalism concurs with almost 

every aspect of non-historicism except that it does not have to deny the relevance of history. 
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Internalist history-sensitive compatibilism 

 

Exactly this little gap between internalism and historicism has been utilized by Manuel 

Vargas (2006) in creating a third alternative for an internalist history-sensitive compatibilism, 

which he calls semi-structuralist compatibilism. Vargas (2006, 364) accounts for a collection of 

capacities to foster the basic agential structure of responsibility (BASR): 

 

At least minimal rationality, sensitivity to justified moral norms, responsiveness to moral reasons, and the 

presence and normal operation of basic psychological features, including beliefs, pro-attitudes, and inten-

tions, are surely some of the features of agency we are justified in fostering.  

 

Vargas’s position is somewhere between internalism and historical compatibilism. 

On the one hand, it is supposed to avoid biting the bullet by putting emphasis on the importance of 

history. On the other hand, the right agential structure grounds moral responsibility. Once one has 

the right stucture, the considered agent turns out to be responsible. Internalist history-sensitive 

compatibilism says that the manipulated agent can be responsible so long as she retains the relevant 

structural faculties. According to Vargas (2006,366-67): 

 

[I]f BASR is present in a Brave New World [case of manipulation], the agent ought to be counted as a re-

sponsible agent because she has the capacities we are justified in fostering through moral influence. 

 

Whenever all the responsibility-ensuring conditions involving historical components 

are satisfied, compatibilists have no reason to deny the agent’s responsibility. If the process of 

manipulation extends to historical features by which the manipulator creates the same kind of 

BASR in the same way as deterministic events usually do, then the agent is responsible. If the 

manipulation extends through time, it is no difference from deterministic value acquisition. In 

this manner, an incompatibilist can satisfy the second premise of the manipulation argument. If 

so, Vargas cannot defeat the manipulation argument. However, Vargas, in the case of semi-

structuralism, denies the possibility of, say, responsibility retaining instant manipulation when 

an agent’s entire value system is restructured in a moment. BASR, then, requires historical 

characteristics of internal structure but the structure of agency grounds responsibility. Thus, 

semi-structuralism is an internalist history-sensitive account. 
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The Trap-Intuition 

 

In this section, I am going to examine the intuition suggesting why manipulated agents are 

not responsible. I claim that manipulated agents are not responsible because manipulators intention-

ally set up a plan against their subjects. I argue that we hold the one bearing the intention of the act  

responsible. The manipulator wants an end, for the sake of which the manipulated person performs 

his or her act for which he or she is not responsible. I think in cases of manipulation we have a cer-

tain trap-intuition explaining why we think the manipulated agent is not responsible. Briefly, be-

cause he is trapped, tricked and fooled. I understand manipulation as doing A in order for another 

person performs doing B, or with the intention of making the agent do B without making him or her 

aware of the influence. To exemplify the trap-intuition, let us suppose the following case. Peter 

desperately loves Klara who is the wife of Joseph. Peter is an excellent judge of character, so he 

knows all weaknesses of Joseph’s character. Furthermore, Joseph  has a weak will and he can be an 

easy subject of manipulation. Peter knows that Joseph always had difficulties with being faithful, 

although he has not cheated on Klara, yet. Peter also knows that Klara is a kind of person who can-

not tolerate adultery.  Hence,  whenever  Klara  becomes  aware  of  her  being  cheated,  she will 

immediately take the initiative to divorce Joseph. So, Peter sets up his plan to trap Joseph by creat-

ing a condition, say, “C,” that would lead Joseph in a path to cheat on Klara. “C” involves circum-

stances in which Joseph loses his ability to judge his own feelings on Klara properly. For example, 

in accordance with “C,” Peter brings Joseph to a bar where Joseph meets a very attractive woman 

who flirt with him. He does not know, of course, that Peter secretly hired this woman. Peter tries to 

influence Joseph’s way of thinking and step by step by using suggestive coercive techniques and 

covert compulsive manipulative persuasion to lead him to forget his feelings, at least temporarily, 

with Klara. Ultimately he was placed in a situation in which Peter manipulatively talks Joseph's 

head off to make the decision “D” for cheating Klara. 

 Certainly, Joseph is not morally responsible for cheating on Klara hinges on the fact that 

Peter’s covert manipulation combined with the liqour and the flirting of the woman incapacitated 

his moral perception of proper values. This is what Peter wants to happen by his plan of manipula-

tion. This manipulative situation meets Vargas’s requirements (BASR) for responsible agency. Alt-

hough BASR conditions are satisfied, there is an intuition here suggesting that Joseph is not respon-

sible despite the fact that he retains a proper agential structure and the manipulation extends in time. 

However, I think that Peter’s plan and his manipulative trap leading Joseph to cheat on Klara de-

prives Joseph’s responsibility. 

Let us now suppose that in a different possible world, Joseph2—thecounterpart of Jo-
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seph—also cheats on his wife Klara2. Joseph2 goes through the events of “C” in the very same way 

as Joseph did, he also makes very the same “D” decision as well. The only difference is that the 

events of “C” and the decision “D” happen by bare accident without the intervention of Peter. For 

example, Joseph2 also meets a very attractive woman by accident in a bar who is flirting with him. 

Joseph2’s way of thinking and his capacity to evaluate his values and feelings towards his wife and 

towards the attractive woman happen to be distorted step by step and day by day until Joseph2 

make the decision “D” and cheats on Klara2. Klara2 figures out that Joseph2 has cheated on her and 

so eventually they have a divorce. I think Joseph2, in this case, is clearly responsible for cheating 

on Klara2. 

Behind the trap-intuition there are at least two reasons suggesting that the manipulated 

agents are not responsible. The first is that the manipulator takes the advantages of the subject’s 

weaknesses. The manipulator knows how best to manipulate the agent secretly, knows the factors 

by which the subject can be led to do certain things. The second reason is that the manipulated 

agent is trapped. Certain circumstances are intentionally arranged and set up in order to distort the 

agent’s general capacity to evaluate his or her moral status in the case properly. However, in the 

second case, without Peter’s trap, Joseph2 was unfaithful by his own volition. Joseph2 cheated on 

her wife without any purposeful manipulation. Nonetheless, Joseph and Joseph2 went on through 

the same circumstances “C” and made the same decision “D”. Both Joseph and Joseph2 control 

their actions in the very same compatibilist-like way. The only difference between them is the pres-

ence of Peter’s intentional trap that deprives Joseph of direct responsibility. 

 

Final Causation is Responsibility Depriving 

 

There is a definite significant difference between the agent’s act as a result of being ma-

nipulated and the way any normal human acquires his or her deliberative mechanism in a determin-

istic world. To illustrate the difference between the two types of causes, I will now apply the Aristo-

telian notion of  causes. Aristotle  (Phys. 195 a 6-8. Cf. Metaph. 1013  b  6–9)  distinguishes  the 

efficient cause, i.e., “the primary source of the change or rest” from the final cause, i.e., “the end, 

that for the sake of which a thing is done.” 

Deterministic states of affairs are caused only by efficient causes. Nature—in the case of-

determinism—does not have any purpose or end that it intends to follow. It is blind and unpurpose-

ful. However, cases of manipulation are caused by final causation which is governed by certain in-

tentions aiming at a certain goal. 

Importantly, these two notions of causes do not contradict one another. Once a person is 



 41/91 

manipulated by a manipulator, who follows an end for the sake of which the manipulation is done, 

such can also be described by an efficient cause in the sense of having a primary source of change. 

But, in this case, the manipulated agent is also caused to do certain things by final causation. Final 

causation, in the case of manipulation, is responsibility depriving because the manipulated person is 

intentionally governed. This character of being manipulated elicits the intuition that the agent is not 

responsible. He or she is trapped without even feeling the trap. There is no such intuition in the case 

of a deterministic agent. I admit, however, that from the frameworks in which the deterministic and 

manipulated agents may be viewed, there appears to be no empirical difference in the outcomes of 

their actions. Joseph2 does not feel any determinism in his action but believes he performs in ac-

cordance with his own free will and volition. Joseph does not notice the manipulation but is brought 

into the act by the devaluation of his values and the slow transformation of his thinking from proper 

into the improper one. 

This paper denies the second premise of the manipulation argument by maintaining that 

there is a significant difference in the actions of Joseph and Joseph2 in the sense that—from the 

perspective of blameworthiness—we can directly blame Joseph2 for his cheating on Klara2 . We 

cannot do the same with Joseph. Rather, we can directly blame Peter, the manipulator of Joseph, for 

the latter’s action. In the case of the manipulation argument, the efficient cause originates from Pe-

ter and the final cause can be traced back to Peter. In other words, in the case of manipulated Jo-

seph, final causation is responsibility depriving. 

Compatibilists attempt to save moral responsibility in harmony with efficient causation. 

Though no action is avoidable in the case of determinism, it is a matter of luck what traits and dis-

positions one may have and what circumstances in which one finds oneself that determine her moral 

development. Compatibilists (Fischer and Ravizza 1998, Wolf 1990) argue that agents can have 

control over their actions in the sense required for responsibility even though they do not have con-

trol over the causal factors of those actions. Note that blind efficient causation is the one which is 

taken for granted in these compatibilist accounts. It is a matter of pure luck (without any purpose) 

what sort of traits one is born into and the circumstances in which he or she grows up. This is not 

true in manipulation when one’s character traits are manipulated by purpose (see the “Zygote argu-

ment” by Mele 2006) and when one’s circumstances are set up for a certain end (see Derk Pe-

reboom 2001, with his “Four-case argument for incompatibilism”). The intuition presented in these 

cases seems to support the case of Joseph. Manipulated Joseph did not seem to be responsible while 

blindly determined Joseph2, who thought he was free, did. Manipulated Joseph cheated on his wife 

apparently on conditions beyond his proper control, while Joseph2, despite his deterministic back-

ground, apparently acted in full control of his wits. 
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Notethat,thisargumentisanexternalistandanon-history-sensitiveargument against the ma-

nipulation argument. It is an externalist argument since it argues againstthesecondpremisebut-

notinthewayhowhistory-sensitivecompatibilism does. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I examined the manipulation argument against compatibilism and various 

criticisms of it. I tried to explain the reason behind the first premise of the manipulation argument, 

stating that manipulated agents are not responsible in that they are captured in a trap situation. We 

intuit that manipulated agents contrary to their own intentions are trapped and deceived by a certain 

purpose. This cannot be true for determinism. Determinism is blind not having any purpose or goal. 

If Joseph, despite his past historical determinism, ever acted in a purposive way, it is because he 

thought he had his free will and volition. Hence, the rejection of the second premise renders the 

manipulation argument invalid. 

 

Notes 

 

1. This research was funded by the Hungarian Scientific Research Fund OTKA K-109456. 

I am grateful to Tihamer Margitay, Istvan Danka, and Ákos Gyarmathy for their helpful com-

ments on an earlier version of this paper. 

2. The argument presupposes an example in which an entire agent is created “in utero,” as 

Mele puts it (2006, 188). In a deterministic world, a divine person, Diana, created a zygote that-

was born and named “Ernie.”Thirty years later, Ernie performed what Diana exactly intended 

Ernie to perform at the very time he did it. Suppose also that Bernie, who was very similar to Er-

nie, but went through his life in a normal deterministic world, performed necessarily a similar 

act, like what Ernie did, at the relevant time. Mele poses the question whether a compatibilist 

can consistently say that Bernie is morally responsible when he acts while at the same time say-

ing that Ernie isnot? 

3. Pereboom’s example of manipulation involves four cases. In Case 1, an evil neuroscien-

tist creates a humanoid with remote controls in its brain and causes it to kill aperson. In Case2, 

some neuroscientists also build a humanoid with a computer for a brain and program it to be a 

murderer. In Case3, a human being is conditioned by rigorous behavior modifications to become 

a murderer. In Case 4, the murderer is a normal human being who grew up in a world where 

physical determinism is true. Pereboom suggests that the agents are not responsible in 1-4. 

2 
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III. Alternative Possibilities, Self-Determination and Responsibility
12

 

 

ABSTRACT: In this paper, we argue that flickers are indispensable in Frankfurt-type ex-

amples for metaphysical reasons. Frankfurt’s argument against the principle of alternate possibili-

ties (PAP) rests on a distinction between self-determined and coerced behavior of the agent. How-

ever, such a distinction requires at least a flicker-type difference in the two sequences of events re-

alizing the two types of behavior in the counterexamples used in the argument. ‘A flicker of free-

dom’ is a prior sign of an alternative decision of the agent must always be present in Frankfurt-type 

examples to call for the intervention of the evil manipulator. Firstly, we analyze the original Frank-

furt argument briefly and point out its preconditions. After that, pursuing the debate over the role of 

flickers we reconsider Hunt’s flicker-free example and show that it cannot meet the preconditions 

of Frankfurt’s argument because of Leibniz’s Law, that is, because Hunt’s case makes a distinction 

between self-determined and coerced action without there being any difference between the events 

realizing the two. Finally, we conclude that the Frankfurt-type argument against PAP is ineffective 

for logical and metaphysical reasons since it cannot work without relying on examples involving 

flickers. Flickers are not contingent but necessary components of Frankfurt-type examples. Since, if 

there can be no flicker when alternatives excluded then there can be no difference grounding the 

distinction between the sequence of events constituting a self-determined action and the sequence of 

events constituting a forced action. If there can be no difference between self-determination and 

coercion then there cannot be self-determination that is independent of coercion. Therefore if there 

can be no flicker when alternatives excluded then there can be no coercion-independent self-

determined action in which responsibility can be grounded.

                                                 
12

 This paper has been published in: Margitay, T., Ziegler, Z. (2014). Alternative Possibilities, Self-Determination and 

Responsibility. Polanyiana 23:(1-2), 40-50.  
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Introduction 

 

Harry Frankfurt's 1969 paper "Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility" purports to 

refute the principle of alternate possibilities (PAP) that “a person is morally responsible for what he 

has done only if he could have done otherwise” (829). Frankfurt offers a counterexample in which 

the agent had no alternatives (could not have done otherwise), yet he is clearly responsible because 

he acted on his own. In this paper, we analyze the sequences of events the agent’s action comprises 

of in the Frankfurt-type examples, and we shall conclude that Frankfurt’s project is deemed to fail 

for metaphysical reasons. The Frankfurt-type counterexamples are purported to satisfy two 

conditions that are inconsistent. They should be examples of clear-cut responsibility based on self-

determination and they should contain no alternatives. But, in fact, either they are not clear-cut 

cases of responsible self-determination or a certain kind of alternate possibilities is present in them. 

This inconsistency of the Frankfurt-type examples derives from the metaphysical structure of the 

sequence of events leading to the agent’s action. The Frankfurtian argument requires two different 

chains of events: one realizing a self-determined action and another realizing a forced one. But if 

there is no alternative then the two collapses into one. If the two are different then they are different 

because of germs of alternatives. 

We will also argue that the debate on intuitions concerning the robustness of flickers 

misses the point because it is the metaphysical function of flickers that matters in the Frankfurt-type 

examples. Finally, some lessons shall be drawn from the failure of Frankfurt's project for 

responsible agency. 

 

Frankfurt’s Argument and His Counterexample 

 

The principle of alternate possibilities is a central thesis of the libertarian account of moral 

responsibility entailing the incompatibility of determinism and responsibility. If determinism is true 

then agents have no alternatives (no one could have done otherwise) and, according to the principle, 

no one could be morally responsible.  

Frankfurt-type counterexamples are to show that the agent’s self-determination, by itself, is 

enough to confer responsibility on him for his action irrespective of whether he had alternative 

possibilities to act. If he acts exclusively by virtue of his self-determination then he is responsible 

even if he could not have done otherwise. This is a compatibilist undertaking to prove that a lack of 

alternatives in a deterministic world is compatible indeed with responsibility. 

In the well-known original example of Frankfurt (1969), Black wants Jones to kill a 

person, White. Let us suppose that Jones actually does on his own what Black wants him to do 



 

 46/91 

without any interference from Black. Libertarians would say that Jones is responsible for killing 

White only if he has an option not to do so. Nevertheless, if Jones were about to act differently then 

Black would know it and would get Jones to kill White by the help of his fancy neurological device 

(often called neuroscope). In this counterfactual scenario in which Black intervenes, Jones also kills 

White, just like in the actual scenario. Consequently, Jones does not have alternatives. He does the 

same in both cases—either on his own or by coercion. Nevertheless, Frankfurt claims, in the actual 

scenario Jones is morally blameworthy for killing White in spite of the fact that he could not have 

done otherwise. Therefore, alternate possibilities are not required for moral responsibility.  

Frankfurt (1969, 836) argues for Jones’ responsibility in the following way: 

 

…Black never has to show his hand because Jones, for reasons of his own, decides to 

perform and does perform the very action Black wants him to perform. In that case, it seems clear, 

Jones will bear precisely the same moral responsibility for what he does as he would have borne if 

Black had not been ready to take steps to ensure that he do it. It would be quite unreasonable to 

excuse Jones for his action, or to withhold the praise to which it would normally entitle him, on the 

basis of the fact that he could not have done otherwise. This fact played no role at all in leading him 

to act as he did. He would have acted the same even if it had not been a fact. Indeed, everything 

happened just as it would have happened without Black's presence in the situation and without his 

readiness to intrude into it. 

 

This argument rests on that Jones acts on his own independently of Black’s intrigue. Jones’ 

self-determination (that is, his own reasons and deliberation leading to his decision and action) 

alone brings about his action without any coercion.
13

 Coercion is only triggered by some change in 

Jones’ state, by some deviation of the expected course of events that would lead him to some 

alternative action. The role of (counterfactual) coercion is to exclude Jones’ alternative action by 

forcing the sequence of events back to track leading to the murder. Frankfurt (1969: 830) puts the 

general argument lying behind his counterexample in the following way: 

 

[t]here may be circumstances that constitute sufficient conditions for a certain action to be 

performed by someone and that therefore make it impossible for the person to do otherwise, but that 

                                                 
13 

 Hunt suggests (1997:203) the following formal explication of the relationship of the two 

causal factors: „[L]et Cα comprise all the conditions which actually contributed toward S’s Aing at 

t. Suppose further that there is a set of conditions CN, disjoint from Cα, given which S cannot do 

otherwise than A at t. The foregoing specifications, including most prominently the presence of a 

CN which is disjoint from Cα, define what I shall call a ‘Frankfurt scenario’.” (our italics) 



 

 47/91 

do not actually impel the person to act or in any way produce his action. A person may do 

something in circumstances that leave him no alternative to doing it, without these circumstances 

actually moving him or leading him to do it—without them playing any role, indeed, in bringing it 

about that he does what he does. 

It is clear from this and the previous passages that the argument presupposes a distinction 

between a self-determined action and a forced one. 

The obvious responsibility of Jones and so the cogency of the argument based on the 

counterexample springs from that Jones performed a purely self-determined action. His action was 

brought about solely by his deliberation and decision, and coercion had no role in it. Counterfactual 

coercion had the only role to exclude alternate possibilities. For this reason the example assigns the 

role of coercion excluding alternate possibilities to a counterfactual intervener who has absolutely 

no role whatsoever in the actual scenario in which Jones on his own brings about the action. 

 

The Flicker of Freedom Strategy 

 

One possible way—and indeed a prevalent one in the literature—to challenge Frankfurt’s 

case is to argue that Frankfurt fails to show the irrelevance of the alternatives since a prior sign of 

an alternative decision of the agent (called flicker) must always be present in Frankfurt-type 

examples to call for the intervention of the evil manipulator. Black follows Jones’ thoughts by his 

neuroscope in order to see whether or not Jones is willing to kill White. The neuroscope has to 

detect a sign of Jones’ intention not to kill White. This suggests that Jones was at least able to 

become inclined not to kill White before Black could intervene. Thus Jones does have a choice of 

some sort even if Black is ready to intervene if necessary. Flickers represent alternatives for the 

agent. To preclude Jones’ alternative actions, a counterfactual intervener has to rely on a trigger, 

thus it is not possible for him to preclude all the alternatives (i.e. the trigger itself) of Jones. So 

Frankfurt-type examples do include alternatives. 

According to libertarians, Jones does have alternative possibilities (he could have been, at 

least, inclined not to kill White), and this is precisely what explains why we hold him morally 

responsible. On this interpretation of the Frankfurt examples, we hold Jones responsible in the 

actual scenario not because he acted on his own but because he has not tried to do something else 

even if he could not have done otherwise eventually. 

For Frankfurtians this rejoinder rests on irrelevant and contingent components of the 

examples. They tried to play down the significance of the flickers, and, eventually, devised 

examples without flickers. Fischer (1995: 134-47) contended that flickers are not sufficiently robust 

to ground responsibility. His point is that the kind of alternatives found in the Frankfurt-type 
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examples are too “flimsy and exiguous” to play a part in grounding moral responsibility. For 

example, when Jones’ thought of not killing White begins to form at the unconscious level and 

when it is realized by a certain neural pattern then the neuroscope can intervene and turn Jones’ 

neural firings back to the path leading to his killing White. This unconscious mental episode could 

be, say, a bad feeling about the murder. If we take this interpretation of the flicker phenomenon 

then Fischer's point seems to challenge the libertarian rejoinder. It would be counterintuitive to say 

that the possibility of some unconscious mental episode can ground our moral assessments (see also 

Fischer 2008). 

In the last several years, it was part of the flicker debates to argue about the sufficiency of 

the “size” of the flicker phenomenon. We, nevertheless, do not want take part in this debate. We 

think that flickers have a different function in the examples and their robustness does not matter. 

We will argue that flickers play a metaphysical role in making coercion independent self-

determination possible. 

As a result of the robustness debate, philosophers devised examples with more and more 

insignificant flickers and finally they came up with examples involving no flicker at all. Preventing 

the flicker criticism, they wanted to eliminate even the flicker-type alternate possibilities, e.g., by a 

blockage (Hunt 1997 and 2006). Hunt’s blockage-example attempts to retain all the important 

characteristics of Frankfurt's original example but avoid the occurrence of flickers. In a blockage 

case, all alternative sequences of events other than the neural firings and muscle contractions of the 

causal chain that brings about the required decision and action are blocked. The agent is not able to 

do or try to do anything other than what he has decided for and what he actually does. The blockage 

is designed to leave the agent’s self-determined decision and action intact and to preserve the 

agent's moral responsibility. 

Nevertheless, the blockage-example failed to convince the critiques since it seems to them 

that the agent’s particular decision and action is forced by the blockage. The blockade does not only 

determine that the agent has no alternatives but it can also determine his decision and action. While 

compatibilists and libertarians could not agree on the reason why the agent is held responsible in the 

original Frankfurt-examples, now libertarians cannot see any responsibility in the examples without 

flickers at all. As if agents would lose responsibility as flickers are diminishing. Eventually the 

debate seemed to get stuck in the contrary intuitions.  

 

An Analysis of the Metaphysical Function of Flickers 

 

The significance of flickers might be proved without any reference to intuitions. We think 

that flicker-type alternatives have a metaphysical function in distinguishing the self-determined 
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action from the compelled one in the Frankfurt examples. In order to demonstrate the metaphysical 

role of flickers, let us examine the structure of the blockage-example. 

First of all an important tacit assumption should be made explicit: it is presupposed in the 

blockage example that the actual neural pathway is activated because otherwise Jones could also 

remain inactive and he would not kill White despite of the blockade. So ex hypothesi Jones’ process 

of self-determined action can involve either the stimulus running through the pathway leading to 

murder or its turning away from this path at a neural junction when Jones changes his mind but it 

cannot involve the extinction of the stimulus. 

Of course, the stimulus cannot turn away because of the blockade. Jones’ state of mind and 

brain at the time of the installation of the blockage activates exactly the same neurons and muscles 

of Jones as the blockade. That is self-determined and forced action can consist of exactly the same 

sequence of events. After the elimination of the flickers, the stimulus bumping into the blockage is 

exactly the same as its running directly toward the action. 

Note that the blockade by itself cannot bring about Jones’ decision and action. But once 

the blockade is in place and some stimulus from the early phase of the sequence of events realizing 

his decision and action is present in Jones’ brain then the blockade and the initial stimulus bring 

about exactly the same decision and action as Jones’ self-determination does. To maintain the 

analogy with the original example, let us assume that the blockade is mounted when, say, Jones 

realizes first time at t1 that he dislikes White.
14

 From this point two sets of factors can bring about 

the same deliberation, decision and action of Jones: (1) the stimulus present at t1 and the blockade, 

(2) Jones’ own reasons and deliberation leading to his self-determined decision resulting in his self-

determined action. 

It should be clear that the problem is not that they together bring about the same effect but 

that they can bring about the realization of his action separately. His self-determination on the one 

hand, and the blockade on the other (plus other necessary factors) constitute two sets of 

circumstances each of which are sufficient to bring about his action. His action is overdetermined 

by these two sets of factors. 

Overdetermination has the consequence that the division of labor between the two sets of 

causes required by Frankfurt’s argument does not hold anymore. Notably, the blockade by itself can 

make Jones realize his action and it does not only prevent him from doing something else. 

Similarly, his self-determination by itself can make him realize the same action and not something 

else. So when Jones kills White in the Hunt scenario, the two sets of conditions (why he did what he 

                                                 
14 

 Only that much is clear from the original Frankfurt example that Black begins his project 

before Jones’ decision, and he is only watching in the background while Jones' deliberating and 

deciding for the murder. 
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did and why he could not do otherwise) cannot be separated. It is impossible to attribute Jones’ 

decision and action to his self-determination and his not doing something else to the blockade. 

In Frankfurt’s argument Jones clear-cut responsibility rested on that his action was purely 

self-determined, independent of any coercion. His action being self-determined and independent of 

coercion presupposes a distinction between self-determined and coercive action. 

Well, how would it be possible to distinguish a sequence of events realizing Jones’s self-

determined action from a sequence of events realizing Jones’ action that he was forced to perform? 

They can be distinguished either by the causal factors that bring about them or by the events they 

consist of. In Frankfurt’s example the two types of sequence of events were different regarding both 

aspects. However in Hunt’s example the sequences of events cannot be different from either point 

of view. 

As to the distinction by the causes, in Frankfurt’s example the coercive force is triggered 

only by the flicker. Without a flicker, Jones’ decision and action are brought about by his self-

determination, if a flicker occurs then Jones is forced by Black to kill. Jones’ self-determined action 

is clearly different from his coercive action because the two have clearly different causal 

antecedents. This is not so in Hunt’s example. The two sets of causal factors—Jones' self-

determination and the blockade—are both present and causally effective in bringing about Jones’ 

decision and action. His action cannot be traced back to either of these sets of causes. Therefore the 

causal antecedent of his action cannot make a difference between self-determined and coercive 

action. The concurrent presence of two sets of causal factors derives from the structure of Hunt’s 

flicker-free counterexample. Both sets of factors should be there and they both should be causally 

effective if one of them is to produce the action and the other is to exclude even flicker type 

alternatives at the same time. 

If both sets of causes must be there then a self-determined action can be distinguished from 

a forced one only if the sequence of events realizing the first is different from the sequence of 

events realizing the second. However, in the Hunt example, there can be no difference between the 

two sequences of events because the blockade lets only one sequence of events happen that is 

exactly the same that is determined by Jones’ self-determination. And where there can be no 

difference, there should be no distinction according to Leibniz' Law. (Leibniz 1969: 308) Then it is 

merely a terminological issue, a rhetoric device (called framing) to call one and the same sequence 

of events as self-determined or forced action. Of course the entities, Jones and the blockage can be 

distinguished but once the blockage is in place, the Jones-blockage complex can produce only one 

relevant sequence of events, as opposed to the Jones-Black complex in the original Frankfurt 

example that can produce two different sequences of events and the flicker is the difference 

between them. This is why it is impossible to distinguish the agent’s self-determined action from 
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his forced action in the blockage case while it is possible in Frankfurt’s example including flickers. 

The flicker itself is the difference on which the distinction between the sequence of events realizing 

his self-determined and forced action can be based. 

It is a crucial condition of the application of Frankfurt’s argument to the blockade example 

that the fact that the blockage is there should not play any role in Jones’ action. However, the 

blockade example does not meet this condition without the distinction between the self-determined 

and forced action that was made possible by flickers. 

If such a distinction cannot be made then it is mere rhetoric to say that in the blockage 

example Jones’ action is a self-determined one. It makes even less sense to claim that the agent 

acted exclusively on his own independently of coercion. This knocks down Frankfurt’s argument 

for Jones’ responsibility because, as we have seen above, it rested on this premise. In sum, the 

blockade example is not an example of self-determination and thus no clear-cut example of 

responsibility, consequently no counterexample to the principle of alternate possibility. 

Our analysis can illuminate the intuition stalemate in the compatibilist-libertarian debate. 

In the blockage example, we have only one possible sequence of events and that, when viewed as a 

self-determined action, will establish the responsibility of the agent while the same sequence, when 

viewed as a forced action—because of the blockage—will exempt him from any responsibility. 

This is the reason for the stuck in contrary intuitions. It is due to a metaphysical mistake: parties in 

the debate want to make a distinction where there is no difference. Even though flickers as action 

germs may be insufficient to ground moral responsibility, as Fischer contends, they play a 

significant role in distinguishing self-determined action from forced one. Thus the significance of 

flickers is not the matter of intuition—as many philosophers seem to think. 

So Frankfurt’s argument does not work in the blockage example. If both self-determination 

and coercion are present and they bring about exactly one and the same sequence of events, then 

this sequence of events cannot realize a purely self-determined and coercion independent action. 

For the action to be brought about independently of coercion as it is required by Frankfurt’s 

argument, coercion should be removed from the scenario when Jones acts voluntarily. If coercion is 

removed then it needs some trigger in order to prevent Jones’ alternative action. Coercion must be 

triggered by some flicker, that is, by some deviation from Jones’ original, self-determined chain of 

events leading to his killing White.  

This implies that the possibility of flickers must be built in an example in which the agent 

can act on his own independently of any coercion and he is deprived of alternatives. The possibility 

of flickers (that is the agent can be inclined to do otherwise) is necessary for coercion independent 

self-determination without alternatives. If the agent had no alternatives and he did what he did as a 
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self-determined action independently of coercion, then, at least, he could have been inclined to do 

otherwise, even if he could not have done otherwise eventually because of some coercion. 

 

An Objection 

 

So far we argued that the blockade and Jones’ self-determination produce one and the 

same sequence of events. Therefore, on the basis of the actual sequence of events, it is impossible to 

distinguish between events realizing self-determined action and events realizing inevitable (i.e., 

forced) action. Now we should turn to an objection to our conclusion. 

Namely, perhaps there is another reason independent of the features of the actual sequence 

of events why we should take the only actual sequence of events as a self-determined action instead 

of a forced one. At this point the blockage-builder may come up with a different argument about 

how to use his case as a counterexample to PAP. He may contend that his example is a case of self-

determined action despite of the presence of the blockage. The blockade, so the argument goes, is 

causally irrelevant because the sequence of events would be the same if the blockade were 

removed. (Hunt 1998:218) Jones’ considerations and neural processes leading to his decision and 

his action would be exactly the same without the blockage. Therefore Jones’ decision and his action 

is the result of his self-determination and rather than the blockade. The latter rules out only the 

alternatives but does not contribute causally to the action. 

First we should note that this rejoinder refers to a counterfactual situation. It is true that 

Jones' decision and action are independent of the blockade in the counterfactual situation in which 

the blockade is removed but not in the actual situation in which it is in place. 

It is easy to show the weakness of the blockade-builder’s contention. As we have showed 

earlier ceteris paribus the blockade (and the stimulus at t1) brings about exactly the same sequence 

of events realizing Jones’ decision and action that Jones’ self-determination does. Thus we can 

come up with a counterfactual argument like the blockage-builder: When Jones realizes that he 

dislikes White at t1, the blockage would produce exactly the same sequence of event (i.e., Jones 

killing White) even if Jones had no reasons and did not want to kill White at all. Therefore Jones’s 

self-determination is causally irrelevant. It is clear that solely on the basis of the counterfactual 

situation it is impossible to argue the causal irrelevance either of the blockage or of Jones’ self-

determination in the actual situation. In the blockage case both are causally relevant and Jones’ 

action is overdetermined by them. 

The conditions eliminating alternatives in the original Frankfurt example are 

counterfactual while the similar conditions in the blockage example are actual. The other side of 

this is that the reason why we should take Jones' action self-determined refers only to actual 
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circumstances in the original Frankfurt example but involves a counterfactual premise in the 

blockage example. The first can properly establish his self-determination and responsibility in the 

actual situation while the second cannot. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Frankfurt and the Frankfurtian project trade on the separation of what leads to an action 

from what blocks alternative actions. In order to produce a scenario in which the agent can act on 

his own independently of coercion, coercion should be effective only in blocking alternatives.
15

 If 

there is nothing to be blocked, that is, if there is no flicker that would—without coercion—lead to 

alternative action, then no coercive factor should be present. 

It follows from our argument from Leibniz’ Law that flickers are not contingent but 

necessary components of Frankfurt-type examples. Because if there can be no flicker when 

alternatives excluded then there can be no difference (like in the blockage-example) grounding the 

distinction between the sequence of events constituting a self-determined action and the sequence of 

events constituting a forced action. If there can be no difference between self-determination and 

coercion then there cannot be self-determination that is independent of coercion. Therefore if there 

can be no flicker when alternatives excluded then there can be no coercion-independent self-

determined action in which responsibility can be grounded. Consequently, there can be no flicker-

free counterexample to PAP in which the agent is responsible because he acted on his own even 

though he had no alternatives. Flickers are necessary in any counterexample that can work in a 

Frankfurt-type argument against PAP. 

The Frankfurtian argument failed to refute PAP by a counterexample. We agree with 

Frankfurt that a coercion-free self-determination indeed grounds responsibility. In Frankfurt’s 

original example, Jones is responsible because he did what he did on his own, free from any 

coercion. However, as the above argumentation showed, the agent can perform a self-determined 

action that is independent of any coercion only if he is able to become inclined to do otherwise. If 

there is responsibility because of coercion-free self-determination then there must always be 

alternate possibilities as well. In principle Frankfurtian compatibilism cannot achieve its goal and it 

is a dead end. 

The failure of refutation of PAP, by itself, does not provide further support for it. However, 

the reason why the Frankfurtian argument failed can reinforce belief in PAP. The project failed 

                                                 
15 

In the compatibilist version of PAP, Frankfurt suggests (838) the opposite: „a person is not morally responsible for what he 

has done if he did it only because he could not have done otherwise”. But of course we discuss and defend the original PAP, the PAP 

of the Libertarians attacked by Frankfurt. 
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because it turned out that, on the one hand, if it is a self-determined and coercion-free action 

entailing responsibility then it should involve alternatives at some point. On the other hand, 

however, examples in which alternatives are eliminated are not cases of self-determined and 

coercion-free action and, thus, no clear-cut examples of responsibility anymore. This suggests that 

responsibility, in fact, depends on alternatives. 

We can go one step further and conclude from the failure of the blockade-type examples 

that the agent bears responsibility by virtue of his self-determination only if he has also alternatives. 

Our first premise is the uncontroversial connection between self-determination and responsibility 

that is the common ground of the debate between compatibilists and incompatibilists. (1) Self-

determination can establish responsibility only if it is coercion-free.
16

 The second premise is a 

version of our conclusion above: (2) Self-determination can be coercion-free only with (at least, 

flicker-type) alternate possibilities. Then it follows from these two that a responsible self-

determinate action must involve alternate possibilities. An agent is responsible for performing a 

self-determined action only if he could have been inclined to do otherwise.  

Eventually the criticism of Frankfurt’s argument seems to supply us—surprisingly 

enough—an argument bearing out what he wanted to refute, namely that alternate possibilities are 

indeed necessary for responsibility. 
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Frankfurt (1969) himself admits after having analyzed the Jones1 – Jones3 cases that coercion-

independent self-determination is the only kind of self-determination that can establish 

responsibility without provoking objections. He concedes this for the sake of the argument. 

(Though he suggests a modification to PAP at the end of his paper (838) that runs contrary to his 

earlier concession). 
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IV. A Relational Theory of Moral Responsibility
17

 

 

ABSTRACT: In my third chapter — my main paper — I introduce a new theory of moral 

responsibility that does not rely on any concept of human control. Since an understanding of 

determinism shapes the possible set of views one can take regarding control, and there is no account 

of control that could be held simultaneously by both compatibilists and libertarians, the ‘relational 

theory of responsibility’ is meant to create a common ground between compatibilism and 

libertarianism which are held to be mutually exclusive. Since the relational account of responsibility 

is to be a common ground, it must be neutral regarding the truth of determinism and indeterminism. 

Thus, it must also be indifferent concerning different concepts of control formed by compatibilists 

and libertarians. I argue that my view can be accepted by both compatibilists and incompatibilists. It 

makes the claim that, in order for a person to be responsible, she has to act in a certain type of 

situation that needs to be such that there is at least one relevantly similar situation in which the 

agent (be she the same person or not) refrains from performing the action that was executed in the 

original case. A Person cannot be held responsible for doing what she does if no person (including 

herself) refrains from performing that action in a relevantly similar situation. I claim that the 

relational theory of responsibility itself is sufficient for grounding responsibility. Since the 

relational account expresses responsibility without relying on any concept of control, a choice 

between determinism and indeterminism does not have to be made in order to establish a proper 

concept of moral responsibility. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

17
 This paper has been published in: Ziegler, Z. (2016). A Relational Theory of Moral Responsibility. Prolegomena: 

15(1), 71-88.  
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Introduction 
 

 

Philosophers concerned with moral responsibility believe that an agent is responsible for 

her act if and only if she has control over her action. (Fischer and Ravizza 1993, 1998, Haji 1998, 

Mele 1995, McKenna 2008, Ginet 2002, 2007, McCann 1998, O’Connor 2000,  2002, Ekstrom 

2003, Pereboom 2001, 2004, 2014) These philosophers of moral responsibility aim to describe 

whether a certain kind of control is sufficient for moral responsibility and whether it is compatible 

with a certain metaphysical structure of the world. One’s understanding of control determines the 

view she can take on determinism and indeterminism and vice versa. Fischer (2012 122), for 

example, says that concepts of control mark the difference between compatibilists and libertarians. 

Hence, these views on agency are committed to theories of certain casual structures of the world, 

having led these philosophers to disagree on what kind of control is required for moral 

responsibility. 

The account of moral responsibility that I shall argue for is a theory expressing conditions 

for being morally responsible that can be a common ground between compatibilists and libertarians. 

It is an intersection of compatibilism and libertarianism. I argue that there is a sense of 

responsibility that can be shared by compatibilists and libertarians. Both camps can connect their 

own view to the theory on relational responsibility. Compatibilist and libertarian theories shed light 

on agency by defining a concept of control (in accordance with a certain casual structure of the 

world) but responsibility can be expressed by the theory of relational responsibility without 

committing to the causal structure of the world. What my theory offers is a concept of moral 

responsibility, having an additional advantage that it is compatible with both compatibilism and 

libertarian views. The main aim of the theory is to provide a concept of responsibility. 

Being a common ground between compatibilism and libertarianism, relational 

responsibility must not be committed to either determinism or indeterminism and therefore, it must 

not define a concept of control for responsibility.
18

 If so, moral responsibility does not depend on 

the truth or falsity of determinism and control must not play a role in establishing moral 

responsibility. What depends on the problem of determinism and indeterminism is the concept of 

agency grasped by compatibilist or libertarian theories. Although I argue that relational 

                                                 
18 

Hard-determinists, deny the existence of free will, hence responsibility, because  there can be no concept of 

control establishing responsibility in a deterministic world and they hold that determinism is true. Hence, hard-
determinists deny responsibility on the ground that a specific concept of control is incompatible with determinism. 
However, if no specific control is necessary for moral responsibility then my notion of responsibility can be accepted 
by hard determinism. Relational responsibility establishes responsibility without referring to any specific concept of 
control. Therefore, the challenge of hard-determinism has nothing to do with my theory. 
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responsibility is compatible with both compatibilism and libertarianism in general, but how 

particular theories of agency and responsibility are related to my view in details has not been seen 

yet.  

The theory of relational responsibility was inspired by the debate over the manipulation 

argument which is relevant to the compatibilist-incompatibilist debate as being manipulated is a 

paradigmatic case of acting under determined conditions. The manipulation argument (Mele 2006, 

189, Pereboom 2001, 113) emphasises that the deliberative mechanisms created by various 

deterministic processes are no different from those seen in cases of manipulation. The argument 

then appeals to the intuition that just as manipulated agents cannot be held responsible for their 

actions, nor can agents in deterministic worlds. Some compatibilists that adopt an externalist 

position challenge this argument by arguing that all cases of manipulation are genuinely different 

from normal, causally deterministic courses of events, and that morally responsible agency is an 

essentially historical notion—i.e. determinism requires a causal history of agents that explains why 

an agent acts in the way she does. McKenna summarises externalist compatibilism as follows: 

Two agents who are nonhistorical duplicates at a time might very well differ with respect 

to their status as free and morally responsible depending upon differences in their respective histo-

ries – that is, depending upon differences in their “historical properties”. Hence, for the historical 

compatibilists, the concept of moral responsibility is historical in the same way that the property of 

being a sunburn or a genuine dollar bill is historical (McKenna 2012, 154) . 

Martin Fischer and Mark Ravizza (1998, 208, 210–1, 238), for example, argue that a delib-

erative mechanism leading the agent to act in a certain way grounds his responsibility only if the 

mechanism has the right history or causal origins. The right causal history differentiates cases of 

manipulated actions for which agents cannot be responsible with actions in a deterministic world 

for which agents are responsible (Fischer 2006, 230). Historical externalist theories attach im-

portance to external or causal features of an agent’s deliberative mechanism for responsibility. The 

circumstances within which an agent developed her deliberative mechanism, and through which she 

came to perform her acts, can have an impact on the status of her responsibility for those acts. Ex-

ternalism is a broader position than historical compatibilism, and it does not imply history-sensitive 

compatibilism. Although history is external to the agent, I will argue that it is not the only possible 

external factor that can be relevant to responsibility ascriptions. I will suggest a different one, a con-

trastive factor that is compatible with not only deterministic but indeterministic accounts of reality. 

The theory of relational responsibility I propose is thus an externalist (but not necessarily compati-

bilist) account of moral responsibility because it investigates features external to the agent in order 

to establish moral responsibility. It suggests that an agent’s moral responsibility can be understood 

only through an interpersonal context – that is, in relation to others’ behaviours in relevantly similar 
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circumstances. Its central idea is that in order for an agent to be responsible for her actions, she 

has to be in a situation such that there is at least one relevantly similar situation in which someone 

refrains from performing the same type of action. (This someone, as already noted, could be the 

same person on another occasion.) That is, one cannot be held responsible for doing what one does 

if there is no person (including oneself) who refrains from performing that action in a relevantly 

similar situation. Relational responsibility does not intend to revolutionise the discourse on moral 

responsibility. I only argue that the relational view of responsibility provides a unified, conceptual 

framework that can be accepted by compatibilists and incompatibilists. Since it is a common ground 

for contrary views on responsibility, relational responsibility provides the same relational schema 

for attributing responsibility irrespective of the causal structure of the world. Since different views 

on control are committed to the causal structure of the world, relational responsibility is a view that 

has nothing to do with control. Traditional compatibilist and libertarian views reveal crucial fea-

tures of the concept of agency, they suppose a complex causal structure (Ginet 2002, O’Connor 

2000), philosophical miracles (Lewis 1981, Beebee 2003) and describe significantly different struc-

tures of human agency. For human freedom to exist, libertarians demand that the world must be 

indeterministic, but some compatibilists argue that indeterminism is not compatible with freedom. 

They argue that if agents just probabilistically determine their actions then they cannot be the au-

thors of their actions in any meaningful sense (Nelkin 2001). Due to the structure of their theories, 

both compatibilists and incompatibilists must take sides in the debate over the metaphysical struc-

ture of the world. Grounding responsibility in relational conditions ensures its independence from 

considerations regarding the causal structure of the world (determinism or indeterminism). In my 

view, responsibility is a relation that holds between agents’ actions irrespective of whether they are 

determined or not. 

 In what follows, I shall begin with describing the general idea of a relational theory 

of responsibility which, I will argue, accurately captures a widely accepted sense of responsibility 

by showing that my theory fits to common practices of ascribing responsibility. In the following 

section, I will show that relational responsibility can be accepted by both compatibilists and incom-

patibilists. 

 

1. The General Idea of Relational Responsibility 

 

The general idea of relational responsibility is that one is responsible for his or her action 

in a certain type of situation if there is a person who refrains from performing the same type of 

action in the same type of situation. Let us suppose that Steve cheats on an exam. He is responsible 



 

 60/91 

for cheating on this exam if there is, was or will be at least one person, Cecilia
19

, who refrains from 

cheating on an exam. Their
20

 particular situations might be quite different in some irrelevant details, 

yet both situations fall into the same type. From the fact that Cecilia did not cheat, it follows that in 

that type of situation, it was possible to not cheat.
21

 Cecilia's case, being a contrast pair to 

Steve's,offers a ground for making Steve responsible for not doing the same in that type of situation. 

This can lead us to articulating the following concept of moral responsibility: 

 

Relational Responsibility: An agent P is responsible for performing an action a in an s-type 

situation
22

 at t iff an agent R refrains from performing an action of a-type in a situation s-

type anytime (even after t) and anywhere in the universe. (P and R can refer to the same 

person on different occasions.) 

 

Accordingly, if an agent ever performs an action of type a in a type of situation s then the 

responsibility ascribed to agents who fail to perform the same type of action in the same type of 

situation is different from the responsibility ascribed to the agent who did perform it.  

Instead of defining a concept of agency and control, relational responsibility thus contrasts 

agents’ actions in the same situation types in order to establish moral responsibility. Steve’s action 

can be contrasted with Cecilia’s behaviour in the same type of situation. It can be inferred that it is 

possible to act differently in that type of situation, therefore they are both responsible for their 

actions. Compatibilists and libertarians can connect the relational view to their theory. In a 

compatibilist way, with regards to Cecilia’s and Steve’s moral character (Wattson 1996), Steve is a 

kind of person who tends to cheat on exams, resulting in his cheating on the exam. For libertarians, 

with regards to alternate possibilities, Steve and Cecilia were both in a type of situation in which 

cheating was possible, with Steve choosing to cheat and Cecilia refraining from doing so. Either 

                                                 
19

Note that the members of the contrasted agent pairs need not be different persons. You may be responsible for 

your action if you yourself refrain from it in the same type of situation. 

20
Note that the members of the contrasted agent pairs need not be different persons. You may be responsible for 

your action if you yourself refrain from it in the same type of situation. 

21
Analogously, regularity theories (i.e. Lewis 1994) hold that laws of nature supervene on events of the universe. 

Hence, laws are not independent metaphysical agents – they do not govern events, rather events determine laws. 
This means that (in the case of determinism), if an event never happens throughout the history of the universe, there 
is no law governing the non-occurrent (possible) event. Similarly, according to relational responsibility, if determinism 
is true, from the fact that no one ever does otherwise (in a type of situation), it follows that it was impossible to do 
otherwise (in that type of situation). 

22 
 Later in my paper, I shall explain the function of action and situation types. 
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way, it seems that moral responsibility can be established without any reference to a concept of 

control as the only ground required for establishing it is a contrast pair to which a given case can be 

related. 

Now it is the time to specify cases in which agents are not responsible. According to the 

relational theory, agents cannot be responsible if and only if all agents perform the same type of 

action in a certain type of situation anytime and anywhere in the universe. Nonetheless, it can be 

supposed that all agents perform the same type of action (in a certain type of situation anytime and 

anywhere in the universe) but we still hold them responsible. For example, say that numerous 

people are offered one million US dollars in return for touching their nose with their fingers, and it 

so happens that nobody refuses the offer. The amount of money offered is so huge, and the effort to 

perform the action is so trivial that nobody resists in the history of the universe. 

If all agents do the same type of action in the same type of situation, determinism and 

indeterminism imply different consequences. In a deterministic world, if everybody does the same 

type of act in a type of situation through the history of the universe, nobody can do otherwise — in 

my contrastive sense of alternatives — in that particular type of situation and, as a consequence, 

nobody is responsible. 

In an indeterministic world, it is still reasonable to suppose that even if everybody accepted 

the offer in the history of the universe, refusing it was nonetheless an open possibility all along. 

Therefore, those who accepted the offer are responsible  even though nobody refused the offer in 

the history of the universe. This line of reasoning works only if the world is indeterministic. Later in 

my paper, I shall deal with the question of alternate possibilities that are provided only in 

indeterministic worlds when I discuss relational responsibility in relation to libertarian and two-

way
23

 compatibilist views. 

Now, I argue that accounts of control in fact rely on a comparative method. Most 

philosophers contend that an agent is not responsible for her actions if and only if she has no control 

over them. On such accounts, Peter is not responsible for the actions that he performed when he was 

drugged (secretly by another person) because he did not have control over his actions. In such 

cases, we need to ask what the basis of the claim that drugged Peter had no control over his actions 

is, or what indicates, if anything, his lack of control. In this case, the basis for ascribing a lack of 

control to Peter is a comparison: the behaviour of other drugged people. Even cognitive scientists, 

when they scan a drugged person’s brain, compare that person’s brain pattern to brain patterns of 

                                                 
23

I use ‘two-way compatibilism’ to refer to compatibilists who think that “the ability to do otherwise” can be con-

sistent with determinism. See, for instance, Hume (2008, 73), Ayer (1954), Hobart (1934), Lewis (1981), Vihvelin 
(2008). 
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non-drugged persons (Stone, Calhoun and Klopfenstein 1958). Scientists, in this way, can infer that 

the drug modifies a person’s thoughts and control – in science, there is always a control group.  

Therefore, a lack of control is explained by a comparison of people’s acts in the same type of 

situation. If a comparison here explains the lack of control, and the lack of control explains non-

responsibility then comparison itself explains non-responsibility. 

Relational responsibility requires the philosophical term of action types to be contrasted 

with each other. This idea is not unfamiliar for philosophers (Vendler 1957; Davidson 1967; 

Parsons 1990). The concept of action types is meant to enable particular actions to be categorised as 

being relevantly similar. We clearly understand action categories like stealing, running, eating and 

cheating. Although different causal structures lead to different actions, these actions are categorised 

as belonging to the same type. For example, two goals in two different football matches have 

radically different causal antecedents – the players of the matches caused their goals in a very 

different way – yet both goals are considered to be a particular type of action, namely, scoring a 

goal.  Their causal antecedent is irrelevant – what matters is what they did when we compare the 

actions of one with the other. 

In my view, the attribution of responsibility presupposes that, at some point, other people 

are in the same type of situation. Every situation in which people act is unrepeatable, but this does 

not mean that situations cannot be typified. It helps, here, if we shall introduce the concept of 

situation types,
24

 which can be determined by a finite list of conditions. For instance, in my 

'cheating' example, an exam is a type of situation that is characterised by certain relevant factors, 

like the examiner, questions, students, time-limit, etc. But there are irrelevant factors to any value 

judgments made about this situation as well, like the colour of the wall and the weather on that day. 

The exam in which Steve cheated was an unrepeatable event, as was Cecilia’s exam. Nevertheless, 

it is very reasonable to think that both Steve and Cecilia were present in the same type of situation, 

even if some particular factors were different. 

Situation types and action types must be identified neither too narrowly nor too broadly. 

That is, a level of elaboration that divides events of the world into reasonably narrow categories is 

needed. This system of categories is used in our everyday life even when we understand the 

sentence “Steven cheated in his exam last Friday”. The commonly understood term “cheated” 

identifies a certain type of action. Furthermore, “exam” also designates a particular type of 

situation. However, if situations are identified too broadly, almost every event will fall into the 

same type of situation. If the list of factors determining situation types are not sufficiently detailed 

                                                 
24

For the concept of situation types, see Austin (1950). 
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then different events will be counter-intuitively categorised as the same type of situation. For 

instance, if I categorised the event of an exam purely in terms of working whilst sitting in a room 

then when I just work in my office while sitting in a room, this would also be erroneously 

considered as an exam type of situation. However, individuating situations too narrowly falsely 

implies that every event forms an individual type. If too high a number of factors are used for 

identifying grounds for a proper comparison then there is possibly no room for situation types at all. 

However, we do think that there are similar situations. I do not wish to define a complete and 

universal system of criteria for categorising events and actions here. Contrasting suitably similar 

cases to each other is sufficient for a relational account of responsibility. 

These criteria might be understood in terms of a universal or a relativistic theory of 

morality. Situation types — as later will be specified — are determined by moral norms. If moral 

norms are universal then situation types are also but if moral norms are relative, types of situations 

are also relativistic. Categorisation requires considering social, cultural and scientific theories and 

conceptual schemes for dividing the world into morally understandable blocks. After having 

investigated a case, we (try to) find other similar cases, based on the social, cultural and scientific 

criteria considered to be relevantly comparable. All might play a role in structuring the actions of 

people and their conditions in order to ascribe moral responsibility. 

Legal systems, both common and civil law, ascribe responsibility in a similar way to the 

theory of relational responsibility.. In legal practice, systems of criteria are created for categorising 

cases as of the same type. In order to apply laws, certain predefined conditions called elements of 

crime must be satisfied. The concept of ‘elements of crime’ is used to define certain types of 

situations and actions by which courts decide if a law is applicable to a case by precedents or a 

referable system of codified core principles. Hence law defines situation types and action types 

according to which legal responsibility can be imposed. 

 

1.1 The metric of situation types 

 

There is a philosophical debate between moral generalists and particularists over the 

question whether the moral status of an action is determined by general moral principles. The 

parties understand similarity between situations in different ways but both are suitable for my 

purposes. Moral generalists hold that the moral status of an act is determined by its falling under a 

general moral principle. They assume that cases can be described in terms of general features: 

“Features of such acts as promise-keeping, lying, inflicting pain, being kind are building blocks of 

everyday morality that entertain an intimate connection with their moral import. Those are 

genuinely explanatory features for the moral status of acts and may be captured into defeasible 
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generalizations.” (Strahovnik 2008, 4) Moral generalism, thus, applies generalised principles to 

different but relevantly similar cases that constitute types of situations. The principle ‘do not steal’, 

for example, applies to types of situations in which one is exposed to steal something. Moral 

generalists rely on the concept of situation types to which generalised principles can be applied. 

Moral particularists criticise generalists by arguing that moral principles are not suitable 

for capturing the moral status of actions in different cases because the moral status is always 

context-dependent. Particularists argue that there are always exceptions to moral principles which 

are not sensitive to contexts. (Dancy 2004, 73). In practice, particularists contrast different 

situations in a way that their relevant features resemble each other. In doing so they typically accept 

the so-called “rule-following considerations”: 

 

What counts as going on in the same way, and the kind of necessity that binds previous instances to a new 

one. Competence with a moral concept (e.g. generosity) is knowledge of a rule, not a moral rule but a rule 

whose grasp is simply the ability to carry on using the word 'generous' correctly in new instances. Someone 

who comes to a new situation knowing what generosity is is someone who has learnt a rule (here the im-

portance of experience) and his knowledge of the rule is manifested now in his decision that this situation is 

another of the same sort (here again the importance of past cases). But there need be nothing one can point to 

in the past cases which can determine or even guide his choice; what makes his choice right is not that it is 

dictated or even made probable by principles created by the past instances, but simply our acceptance of the 

choice as an instance of carrying on as before. (Dancy 1983, 545—italics added) 

 

Unlike generalists, Dancy, for example, requires a “contentless ability” (1993, 50) “to 

drive us in what may seem a very simple-minded way from one case [...] to another which happens 

to resemble the first in some limited way.” (1993, 82) This resemblance,  

however, supposes a loose connection between cases. The good moral judge ‘perceives’ 

the moral relevance of the particular features of an individual case due to “having undergone a suc-

cessful moral education.” (Dancy 1993, 50) So even here we find a commitment to situation types, 

though they cannot be described in terms of general features. They are characterised rather by intri-

cate similarities between cases which the good moral judge perceives. One might perhaps hesitate 

to acknowledge that the set of morally similar cases consitute a genuine ‘type’, but the relational 

theory of responsibility does not have to insist on the term ‘situation type’. What really matters is 

the possibility to identify relevantly similar cases and contrast pairs, and the particularist stance 

does provide that. 

Generalism and particularism rely on sorting out relevant and irrelevant features of cases. 

The theory of relational responsibility is indifferent on the issues between generalism and particu-

larism, it is compatible with both views, both assume the kind of classification of situations the rela-
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tional theory requires. The theory of relational responsibility can use either generalist or particular-

ist accounts for individuating morally relevant features of cases determining contrast pairs. 

Suppose that there are two situations in both of which there is a suffocating person in wa-

ter. Now, it is a moral obligation for somebody near to there, he or she should try to rescue the suf-

focating person. However if in one situation the rescuer cannot swim, for him an other moral norm 

or another case pair shall be applied. For the non-swimmer, he has to save the suffocating one only 

if he can do it safely. Thus, the non-swimmer rescuer is in a different type of situation from the 

swimmer rescuer. 

 

2. Relational Responsibility in Deterministic and Indeterministic Worlds 

 

The general idea of relational responsibility can be applied in both deterministic and 

indeterministic worlds because it holds no metaphysical commitments about determinism. The 

relational theory is compatible with both models of the world. In this section, I will show how the 

relational theory of responsibility applies to these two different accounts. 

 

2.1 Relational Responsibility in a Deterministic World 

 

If the world is deterministic, the relational theory of responsibility should be applied to 

actions of the actual world alone. The reason is that, in this case, there can be no alternate 

possibilities. In this section I argue that relational responsibility can be accepted by compatibilists 

who hold that determinism is compatible with moral responsibility. A definition of relational 

responsibility in a deterministic world runs as follows: 

 

RELATIONAL RESPONSIBILITY: An agent P is responsible for necessarily performing 

an action a in an s-type situation iff an agent R necessarily refrains from performing an 

action of a-type in a situation s-type anytime (even after t) and anywhere in the universe. 

(P and R can refer to the same person on different occasions.) 

 

The theory of relational responsibility accounts for responsibility in a deterministic world. 

If an agent ever does something (or refrains from doing so) in a type of situation but some people 

do not, it shows that at least one agent can do that thing in that particular type of situation.
25

 If it is 

                                                 
25

Note that I do not wish to convince libertarians about the truth of compatibilism. In this section, I merely aimed to 
establish that relational responsibility is compatible with the compatibilists’ conditions of moral responsibility, and 
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possible for an agent to do something in a particular type of situation, agents in that type of situation 

are responsible for their actions in that type of situation. The appeal of relational responsibility 

derives from the intuition that a person is obliged to do something if any agent ever does that  thing 

in that type of situation. An agent acting otherwise (in a type of situation) is the proof that it is 

possible to act otherwise (in that type of situation) with respect to others’ action what I call a 

contrastive sense of alternatives. 

In fact, particular agents in particular situations cannot do otherwise metaphysically 

because they are determined to perform the acts they do. Yet, in the same type of situation, agents 

perform their actions differently because they are determined to do so. Thus, in a certain situation 

type, it is possible to act differently. Note that I am not talking about a metaphysical possibility 

here, but a contrastive sense of alternative. This says that if one person performs a particular action, 

it is a possibility for others to either carry out or avoid the same type of action under similar 

circumstances. I argue that the contrastive sense of possibility is compatible with compatibilist 

accounts of moral responsibility.  

Compatibilists assume that if determinism is true then every action in the course of the 

universe is unavoidable. For a one-way compatibilist, if agents are the (mediated) sources of 

actions, they bear responsibility. Accordingly, we praise or blame an agent not because ‘she could 

have done otherwise’ but for the personality she has. One-way compatibilism holds that persons are 

judged on the basis of their (moral) character – that is to say that a person can only be responsible 

for her actions if her will is determined by her reasons, motives, and desires. Contemporary 

accounts of compatibilism – e.g. reason-responsiveness theories (Fischer and Ravizza 1998, Haji 

1998), hierarchy theories (Frankfurt 1971) or action-autonomy theories (Mele 1995) – are different 

versions of source or one-way compatibilism. Such authors generally distinguish particular 

concepts of control to shed light on what they mean by responsible agency. However, the theory of 

relational responsibility provides an alternative to the attribution of control for ascribing moral 

responsibility in a deterministic world. 

Now, if I attach compatibilist commitments to the theory of relational responsibility, we 

get the following: if determinism is true, compatibilist theories account for agency in deterministic 

worlds, and my relational condition accounts for responsibility. Consequently, if there is an agent 

(as described by compatibilism) who does something because of the personality or reasons that she 

necessarily has then others necessarily failing to do the same (tpye of) thing (in the same type of 

situation) can be subject of moral evaluation. If there was, is, or will be a person who does 

                                                                                                                                                                  
hence that compatibilists do not need to worry about metaphysical possibilities, but can simply look to actions per-
formed by agents differently in the same type of situation. 
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something, it means that one can have the personality that determines the performance of that thing. 

According to contemporary compatibilism, either moral character or the integrity of 

reasons can be subject to moral evaluation. The reasons determining the action are different from 

the reasons of others who fail to do that thing. For example, according to the reason-responsiveness 

theory, the thief in the grocery store is responsible for stealing because he displays rational 

considerations about his possibilities (to steal or not) even though he could never avoid stealing as a 

result of determinism. This account, however, does not contradict my view because, if there is a 

person who avoids stealing in this type of situation then the thief is responsible. When we combine 

(source) compatibilism with the relational view, compatibilist theories account for agency (bodies 

that can be subjects of responsibility ascriptions), whilst my view attributes responsibility to them. 

However, if everybody performs an (type of) action (in a type of situation), or all failing to refrain 

from doing the same (type of) action (in the same type of situation) then they cannot be subject of 

moral evaluation. It means that they cannot have the personality or reasons that determine the 

performance of a certain action (in the same type of situation).If no personality determines an agent 

to do a certain type of action, it would be unfair to hold agents to have an obligation to do that 

certain type of action. Consequently, relational responsibility can be applied to compatibilist 

theories. 

We must, however, consider a possible objection to the combination of relational 

responsibility and compatibilism just described. It may be held that relational responsibility (applied 

to the actual world only) makes it impossible to ascribe responsibility to totally unique actions as 

unique actions do not have contrast pairs, and this result seems counterintuitive. However, the total 

history of the universe is so rich in actions that it is at least difficult to find any example of a 

morally unique action. Our world is complex enough to serve contrast pairs for most actions. 

However, there are unique actions, to which there is no contrast action to be found by which the 

moral content of the action could be determined.  For example, discovering the special theory of 

relativity was a unique and praiseworthy (not in a moral but in a scientific sense) action and it is 

difficult to find a contrast pair for such a discovery. The answer to this objection is that we praise 

Einstein for his discovery because other physicists failed to discover (or refrained from discovering) 

the special theory of relativity although they were situated in the same type of situation. All the 

relevant scientific evidence was available in the time of Einstein’s discovery, yet Lorentz, Poincaré 

and Minkowski, for example, all missed performing a step that Einstein did not. Now we have a 

contrastive relational pair of actions: the praiseworthy act of Einstein who discovered the special 

theory of relativity in contrast with the scientifically neutral actions/omissions of other physicists 

who did not. In cases of unique actions, there is a contrast pair – namely performing the unique 

action on the one hand, and refraining from it in a type of situation on the other hand. Unique 
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situation types that can occur only one time in the total course of the universe might be a serious 

counterexample for my view in a deterministic world. However, a situation type so unique that it 

does not have any morally relevant feature by which it could be contrasted with any other cases has 

almost no probability. Thus, relational responsibility accounts for unique actions by contrasting 

situations of the same type in which a (unique) action was performed with omitting the action in a 

same type of situation. 

Some might find it intuitive to think that, in the actual world, one is still responsible for not 

doing x, even though no one ever happened to perform x, because performing x was open for all 

agents in the history of the actual universe. (Note that this intuition does not make any sense in a 

deterministic world because if, in a type of situation, a type of action never happened in the whole 

history of that universe then its non-performance was necessary. Therefore, this intuition can only 

emerge from an incompatibilist framework in an indeterministic world.) This is the case in the 

example of accepting one million dollars to touch one’s nose in which everybody accepted the deal 

(in that type of situation through the history of the universe), where libertarians think that it was 

possible to refuse it all along. This intuition runs against compatibilism, but not against my theory 

of relational responsibility. Unperformed alternative actions (refusing one million dollars for 

touching one’s nose) submit open possibilities given only in indeterministic worlds. In order to 

respond to this intuition, I will now extend the theory of relational responsibility to modal relational 

responsibility that accounts for alternate possibilities. Importantly, I will argue that the modally 

extended form of relational responsibility accounts for responsibility in indeterministic worlds as 

well. The question of unperformed actions can be easily answered if relational responsibility is 

modally interpreted. 

 

2.2 Relational Responsibility in Indeterministic Worlds 

 

I will now argue that by modally extending relational responsibility it can be applied to 

libertarian commitments to freedom and responsibility. Libertarians generally believe that alternate 

possibilities are necessary conditions for freedom, and hence responsibility. For libertarians and 

two-way compatibilists, an agent S is free at time t to make a decision J or do otherwise. “Given all 

past circumstances relative to t and all laws of nature, (i) it can be the case that S makes J at t, and 

(ii) it can be the case that S does other than make J at t.” (Kane, 1985, 33) This can be put in modal 

terms. Accordingly, if there is a possible world in which the counterpart
26

 of the actual person acts 

                                                 
26 

 I use a Lewisian concept on counterparts according to which there is no transworld identity – counterparts 

are just similar to each other. But this concept is not an essential part of my relational view, hence any kind of under-
standing of counterparts is compatible with my view. 
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differently than the person in the actual world then the actual person is responsible for what he has 

done. Note that such libertarian views imply that the agent in the actual world is compared with his 

counterpart in a possible world, and recall that a comparison of the agents’ actions is one of the key 

elements of my relational view. And indeed, this is because philosophers analysing responsibility in 

modal terms in fact adopt a similar account to my relational view.  

However, there is a difference between libertarian theories and my view. Libertarians 

contrast the actual and the counterpart agent over their actions, whilst according to the theory of 

relational responsibility, the actions of any agents (actual or counterfactual) can be contrasted. 

Nonetheless, the contrasting method is used in both kinds of theories. I shall argue that the theory of 

relational responsibility can be extended modally over possible worlds. Agents can do otherwise if 

there are alternate possibilities exemplified by possible worlds, and by extending the definitions of 

relational responsibility to modal semantics, my theory can account for alternate possibilities. 

Doing so generates the following account of modal relational responsibility. 

 

DEFINITION OF MODAL RELATIONAL RESPONSIBILITY: An agent P is 

responsible for performing an action a in an s-type situation iff there is an agent R in a 

possible world who refrains from  performing an action of a-type in a situation of s-type 

anytime and anywhere in that world. (P and R can refer to the same person on different 

occasions.) 

 

The idea is that if, in any possible world, an agent (who is not necessarily a counterpart
27

 

of the actual person) avoids action a (in an s-type of situation
28

)then the agent in question is 

responsible for performing a (in an s-type situation). Therefore, it was an open alternative for all 

agents to perform action a (in s-type situations), and the fact that no one ever happened to perform a 

in the history of the actual universe does not excuse them for this omission, since an agent who 

performs the a-type action (in an s-type situation) is possible. As we have seen, libertarians compare 

the actual agent and her counterpart’s actions in order to establish her responsibility, and the 

relational theory of responsibility requires the comparison of agents’ actions in the same type of 

situation. Thus, libertarian and two-way compatibilist views are not merely consistent with 

relational responsibility, but in fact rely on the comparative method of my relational view. 

                                                 
27

In the case of the modal interpretation of relational responsibility, it is not only one agent and her counterparts that 

are considered in the same type of situation. Rather other agents in the same type of situation in a different possible 
world are contrasted with the actual agent. 

28
In this case, situation types ensure that we consider a close possible world. 
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Libertarian and two-way compatibilist theories focus on a subclass of modally extended versions of 

relational responsibility. They compare an actual agent’s action with a counterpart’s action to 

establish the concept of “could have done otherwise”. According to my theory, however, the actions 

of any two agents and counterparts who are in a relevantly similar situation can be compared. 

Libertarians can thus accept modal relational responsibility. Since the libertarian world is 

indeterministic, the performance of an action can be determined by the agent’s free will. However, 

libertarians agree that free agents who cannot avoid an action lack responsibility for that action. 

From modal relational responsibility it follows that, if in a certain type of situation no one refrains 

from action type a in any possible world in that type of situation, then no one is responsible for 

performing a. Moreover, if no one refrains from action type a in the relevant type of situation in any 

possible world, performing a is necessary in that type of situation. Libertarians hold that nobody can 

be responsible for necessary actions. What libertarians argue for is that if alternative courses of 

actions are provided – with other conditions also being met, depending on the particular libertarian 

theory – then agents are responsible. According to my view, if indeterminism is true, libertarian 

theories account for agency in indeterministic worlds, and my relational condition accounts for 

responsibility. Relational responsibility is not about control, and it is neutral to libertarian 

commitments regarding the causal structure of the world. Libertarian views also can be coherently 

attached to my view.  

Therefore, if a free agent (under libertarian theories) ever performs a certain type of action 

in the relevant type of situation then performing that action is an open possibility for other free 

agents, so they ought to do it (or no). 

The only difference between the theory of relational responsibility in a deterministic world 

and the modally extended version of it is that in the deterministic world, the theory quantifies over 

the actual world only, whereas the modally extended theory quantifies over possible worlds. 

However,  modally extended relational responsibility also accounts for responsibility in 

deterministic universes, except that here we should consider an agent’s actions in the actual world 

only in examining her responsibility. Therefore, modally extended relational responsibility is a 

comprehensive concept of responsibility which also accounts for deterministic worlds. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The central thesis of relational responsibility is that a particular relation among agents’ 

actions defines responsibility. This account itself is sufficient for grounding moral responsibility. 

The aim of the theory of relational responsibility is to provide a unified relational schema for 

attributing responsibility that does not rely on any specific apparatus concerning the metaphysical 
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commitments of determinism or indeterminism. Hence, any concept of agency – be it compatibilist 

or libertarian – can be coherently attached to my view. Therefore, the theory of relational 

responsibility establishes a common ground between compatibilists and libertarians. In my paper, I 

have also argued that libertarian and two-way compatibilist views use a very similar comparative 

method to the one my relational view relies on. That is, libertarian and two-way compatibilist 

theories use a subclass of the modally extended version of relational responsibility. Finally, I 

arrived at the conclusion that modally extended relational responsibility can account for 

responsibility in deterministic universes, except that when applied here to ground responsibility, we 

should consider only agents’ actions of the actual world. I claim that once we accept the concept of 

relational responsibility – which is independent of concepts of control and their metaphysical 

requirements – then no metaphysical consideration of the causal structure of the universe is relevant 

for moral responsibility. 

 

Postscript29 

 

Saul Smilansky provived
30

 a very interesting example posing a challenge to the relational 

theory. Let us imagine that there is a type of situation when everybody does the right thing hence, 

according to the relational view, they are not responsible but we somehow know that they were 

really struggling to do the right thing. For instance, suppose that in the total history of the universe 

everyone could resist razzing people falling onto their head  in a very funny way (while, let us say  

they were skateboarding).
31

 They did the right thing, did not razz but it required a great deal of self-

control that was bloody challenging, Smilansky suggests. We praise them because of their self-

control contrary what the relational theory holds.  

Admittedly, answering this objection is challenging. Nonetheless, I offer two rejoinders. 

First, it might seem arbitrary to say that not razzing was challenging and caused struggling if 

everybody in the total history of the universe succeeded doing the right thing. Without making 

obscure metaphysical assumptions regarding power of the will, the only legitimate basis to judge 

one’s effort to do the right thing is to compare her act with others. Similarly to the introductory 

                                                 
29

 This postscript is not present in the article published in Prolegomena 15 (1) 2016: 71–88 

30
 At the conference of Agency, Causality and Free Will Conference on january 27, 2016 in Zagreb. 

31
 Note that this objection only holds within deterministic conditions since in case of indeterminism, the theory takes 

into account contrafactual agents’ actions where there is certainly a non-razzing agent.  
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example of eating pancakes. Patrick Bertoletti
32

 managed to eat 50 pancakes within 10 minutes in 

September of 2012. In order to even understand the difficulty of this record, we must know how 

difficult to eat five pancakes. Similarly, we might have no idea about the difficulty of the world 

record of 100-meter running on all fours. In order to catch the difficulty, and its worth, we need to 

be informed how others could perform in this task. Just by saying, miraculously everybody did the 

right thing but struggled seems to be ad hoc. Again, if everyone could do that (through hundreds of 

thousands years) it could not be so difficult. 

Secondly, by extending the relational view of responsibility in deterministic worlds
33

 

opens a room for challenging the objection: 

 

RELATIONAL RESPONSIBILITY IN DETERMINISTIC WORLDS: An agent P should 

be/is evaluated to be responsible for necessarily performing an action a in an s-type 

situation iff there is an agent R in a deterministic possible world who necessarily refrains 

from performing an action of a-type in a situation of s-type anytime and anywhere in that 

world. (P and R might refer to the same person on different occasions.) 

 

What this definition suggests is that to evaluate one’s responsibility (accounted by compatibilism) 

the following must be true: if there is a deterministic possible world
34

 in which one, who satisfies 

compatibilist requirements for moral responsibility, performs an action in a certain type of situation 

then she is responsible for doing so and others in the same type of situation are also responsible for 

refraining from it. For example, if there is a deterministic possible world in which an agent makes 

the right decision
35

 in a certain type of situation, she is evaluated to be responsible for making the 

right decision and others in the same type of situation are also evaluated to be responsible for not 

making it. In this way, we can fairly expect agents to do something even if they are determined to 

do something else. Hence, it shows that in a certain type of situation for a deterministic agent it is 

possible to do something that others do not do. To evaluate a deterministic agent’s responsibility 

what I expect is that if in a certain type of situation somebody has a certain moral character 

                                                 
32

 Guinness World Records. (2012). Guinness World Records 2013. New York 

33
 Thanks for this idea to Brendan De Kenessey giving me the hint to solve Smilansky’s objection.  

34
 A similar view can be found in the work of Fischer (2012): “(W[eak] R[eason] R[esponsiveness]) As with strong 

reasons-responsiveness, we hold fixed the operation of the actual kind of mechanism, and we then simply require that 
there exist some possible scenario (or possible world)—with the same laws as the actual world—in which there is a 
sufficient reason to do otherwise, the agent recognizes this reason, and the agent does otherwise.” 125 
35

One has the moral characterproducing the right behavior as a result of her moral character by displaying rational 
considerations. 
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producing the right behavior under deterministic conditions then others should also have the moral 

character determining the same type of action in the same type of situation.  

For the view of relational responsibility I can consider deterministic possible worlds to find 

contrast pairs of actions because to evaluate one’s responsibility what in fact matters is the action 

performed in a certain type of situation. To see it in practice, let us imagine three agents in different 

possible worlds: 

1. An agent P is determined by LW1 (laws of the nature in W1) and PW1 (past of W1) to 

do A
36

 in a situation type X. 

2. An agent R is determined by LW2 (laws of the nature in W2) and PW2 (past of W2) to 

do not-A
37

 in a situation type X. 

3. An agent Q is determined by LW1 (laws of the nature in W1) and PW1 (past of W1) to 

do not-A
38

 in a situation type X. 

I claim that to evaluate agent P’s A-ing to be a responsible act, either R’s or Q’s not-A-ing 

is a sufficient condition under the situation type X. To evaluate P’s A-ing in the situation type X, it 

does not matter whether we contrast P with R(’s necessarily not-A-ing due to LW2 and PW2) or 

Q(’s necessarily not-A-ing due to LW1 and PW1). What matters is the fact that P, R, and Q were 

determined to do what they unavoidably did in situation X. In that type of situation R’s and Q’s 

moral character are revealed by their doings in contrast with P’s. Hence, even though R and Q are 

in different possible worlds determined by different laws and pasts, but by R’s and Q’s avoiding A-

ing reveal R’s and Q’s moral character in contrast with P’s who (also determinately) did the wrong 

thing in the same X type of situation. 

Importantly, even if they can be determined by different factors (LW1&PW1 and 

LW2&PW2), they all act in a situation type X. If they act differently in a situation X, the only cause 

of their different actions must come from their morally relevant intrinsic properties; moral character 

(and not the situation determines them
39

), that can be subject of moral evaluation. Therefore, even if 

they are determined by different factors, under the same type of situation their actions reveal their 

moral character. This is exactly what a compatibilist accounts for. 

 

 

 

                                                 
36

Commit adultery 
37

Do not commit adultery 
38

 Do not commit adultery 
39

If in every possible situation agents do the same, I think the situation itself determines them and not their intrinsic 
properties. 
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V. Closest Cases of Particularism: Moral Luck Disqualified
40

 

 

ABSTRACT: Pair cases of moral luck (Levy 2015, 1) are essential to form the problem of 

moral luck. It has been argued that the existence of moral luck is against the principle stating that 

“two people ought not to be morally assessed differently if the only other differences between them 

are due to factors beyond their control” — Control Principle-Corollary (Nelkin 2013). Similarly, 

Zimmerman, a leading figure of the moral luck debate writes that “Georg would have freely killed 

Henrik but for some feature of the case over which he had no control. This being so, it seems that 

we must conclude here, as before, that Georg is as culpable as George” (Zimmerman 2002, 565) 

Traditional pair cases of moral luck are very much alike sharing all morally significant features ex-

cept the luck factor. Moral particularism is the view that bounds morally similar cases and so as-

cribes moral judgment in accordance with the similarity that holds between cases (Dancy, 2004, 

2013). Instead of the traditional pair cases of moral luck, I am going to argue that the particularist 

framework offers pair cases that are (closer and) different pairs (than the traditional moral luck cas-

es). If this is right, the traditional pair cases of moral luck cannot be formed in accordance with par-

ticularism. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

40
 This paper has not been published but is under the ‘Revise and Resubmit’ phase at the Journal of Organon F. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Moral particularism is the philosophical view which binds together morally similar cases 

and in so doing ascribes moral judgment in accordance with the similarity that holds between cases 

(Dancy 1983, 1994, 2004, 2013). Originally, this view was developed for the purpose of challeng-

ing the idea that the moral status of an action is determined by general moral principles. 

 So-called pair cases (Levy 2015, 1) have been used as an important instrument to 

evaluate the problem of moral luck. In one such case, luck significantly affects the agent’s moral 

development or the result of her action. In the second case, by contrast, luck is of inverse or of no 

moral significance at all. Otherwise, traditional pair cases of moral luck are very much alike in that 

they share all other morally significant features except the luck factor.  

For instance, Michael Zimmerman, a leading figure in the contemporary moral luck de-

bate, presents two such cases that contrast the actions of an agent called Georg with the actions of 

another agent called George, both of which pertain to the agents killing a third agent called Henrik. 

Zimmerman imagines a case in which “Georg would have freely killed Henrik but for some feature 

of the case over which he had no control. This being so, it seems that we must conclude here, as 

before, that Georg is as culpable as George [the unlucky pair murderer killing a person]”
41

 (Zim-

merman 2002, 565—italics added). Hart formulates the relevant question for our moral assessment 

as follows: “Why should the accidental fact that an intended harmful outcome has not occurred be a 

ground for punishing less a criminal who may be equally dangerous and equally wicked?” (1968, 

131; italics added). In purporting to demonstrate that both agents are equally culpable, these pair 

cases offer an interesting take on the moral significance of control. 

Traditionally, it has been argued that the existence of moral luck contradicts the principle 

that “two people ought not to be morally assessed differently if the only other differences between 

them are due to factors beyond their control,” also known as the Control Principle-Corollary (Nel-

kin 2013). The control principle says that the agents in both cases deserve the same moral judg-

ment, on grounds of the assumption that, if a lucky or unlucky event had not occurred in one case, 

then the agent would have acted in the same way as the other agent did, or her action’s result would 

have been the same (Richards 1986, 171; Greco 1995, 91). Thus, if one can show that the two 

agents’ circumstances are in fact morally equivalent, even though one case was in fact relevantly 

affected by luck, then luck should not seem to influence moral judgments. Hence, both agents 

would deserve the same moral judgment. 

                                                 
41

 Zimmerman differentiates responsibility as degree and as scope. Later I will take account of this proposal. 
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In this paper, I am going to show that the pair cases of moral luck cannot be satisfactorily 

reconstructed within a particularist framework.I am arguing for the claim that if particularism is true 

then the problem of moral luck is only apparent.Instead of the traditional pair cases of moral luck, I 

am going to argue that the particularist framework offers pair cases that are in a relevant sense clos-

er pairs (than the traditional moral luck cases), as detailed below. A particularist approach can des-

ignate ‘better resembling’ case pairs to which we shall ascribe only a similar, but not the same mor-

al judgment. If this is correct, then the traditional pairing of cases of moral luck cannot be carried 

out in accordance with particularism. Therefore, cases by which the problem of moral luck can be 

established are no longer available. 

First, I am going to briefly summarize the traditional cases of moral luck the present the 

problem most clearly. Following other authors, I will focus only on resultant and circumstantial 

luck since other forms of moral luck (causal and constitutive luck) can be deduced from these two 

(Dworkin 2002, Rivera-López, 2016). Second, I am going to briefly summarize the position of 

moral particularism, which states that moral principles are incapable of capturing the moral status of 

actions in different cases because the moral status is always context-dependent. I also argue that the 

practical application of moral particularism can entail the closeness principle, which says that the 

more similar the cases are, the more appropriate it is to ascribe the most similar moral judgment to 

the cases. Finally, I am going to argue that traditional cases of moral luck cannot be construed with-

in a particularist framework. I claim that, from a particularist perspective, traditional cases of moral 

luck are not similar and close enough to ascribe the same moral judgment to them.  

 

2. Problem Cases 

 

To present the problem of moral luck, we need pairs of cases. In one case luck plays a role 

in determining the moral character of the agent or the result of her act. In the other case, luck does 

not affect it morally or it has moral consequences to the contrary. Now, it has become a standard 

that four kinds of moral luck are distinguished. These are resultant, circumstantial, constitutive and 

causal luck (Nelkin 2013). Examples are provided below.  

The last three kinds are relevantly different from resultant luck because these versions of 

moral luck in some way form the agent’s moral character, restricting her alternatives according to 

her upbringing, or in consequence of dispositions created by her genes and other causal factors. 

Resultant luck, by contrast, affects the result of the agents’ actions. Like other authors (Dworkin 

2002, Rivera-López, 2016), in my paper I will focus on resultant and circumstantial luck.  

An example of resultant luck is when a driver fails to follow by traffic regulations, drives 

fast and hits a child running in front of his car. It is clear that the driver had no control over the act 
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of the child. In the pair case, another driver fails to abide by the traffic regulations, drives fast, but 

because nobody runs in front of his car he does not run over anybody. In this latter case bad luck 

does not intervene. 

Circumstantial luck also requires pairs of cases. We can usefully develop Nagel’s (1979, 

26-28) example about the Nazi collaborator and his counterpart who by luck did not receive Nazi 

distorted ideology. Let us imagine two twins Hans and Günter whose parents divorced in 1925 

when they were just five years old. Hans was adjudged to his mother who later moved to Argentina 

while Günter stayed with his father in Germany. Günter, due to his historical conditions, was ex-

posed to Nazi propaganda and moral training distorting his moral sense. Finally, joining the SS, 

Günter performed horrible actions against humanity. Günter’s pair case, his twin brother Hans, by 

luck did not stay in Germany and grew up under normal circumstances. It is clear that neither Gün-

ter nor Hans fully controlled the circumstances influencing their moral characters. So in both result-

ant and circumstantial cases of moral luck, there is a scenario affected by luck and another that is 

unaffected. 

On the one hand, one might think that the two — lucky and unlucky — drivers and the 

Hans-Günter twins are equally culpable because the only other differences between them are due to 

factors beyond their control. (If the driver had not been lucky, he could have also hit the child. Simi-

larly, if Hans had not been lucky, he could have become a Nazi collaborator. Hence, it can be argued 

that the pairs are equally responsible.) On the other hand, others may maintain that the lucky driver 

or Hans is not responsible for any uncommitted crime, implying different responsibility of the lucky 

one and unlucky. These contrary intuitions form the problem of moral luck.  

It is important to see that the puzzle of moral luck is always “illustrated by comparing pairs 

of cases, in which similarly situated agents perform similar actions” (Levy 2015, 1). However, it 

has not been shown anywhere why these cases in fact are pairs of each other, except by invoking 

some intuitive appeal. Note, however, that to formulate the problem of moral luck it is essential to 

have these case pairs. If pair cases are not provided, and we have only one agent and his actions 

then we cannot know what element of his scenario is affected by luck. 

It may of course seem to be intuitive to compare the two drivers with one another, or to 

compare Günter with Hans. But, as I will argue, in a moral particularist framework these cases are 

in fact no longer pairs of each other and therefore the problem of moral luck is not a problem for 

particularists. 

 

 

 

 



 

 80/91 

3. Brief Summary of Moral Particularism and the Closeness Principle 

 

The main aim of moral particularists is to argue that moral principles are not capable of 

capturing the moral status of actions in different cases because the morality is always context-

dependent (Dancy 2004, 73).  

 

Some particularists claim that relying on principles tends to direct our attention only to the features which al-

ready figure in our principles and we may thus miss morally relevant features which we would have noticed, 

had we only given the details and nuances of the particular case the kind of attentive examination which par-

ticularists think can be sufficient for reliably acting well. (Väyrynen 2011, 257) 

 

Particularists argue that each and every moral case is unique and must be evaluated indi-

vidually. Particularism, when it comes to practice, compares various cases in the particular ways 

that their relevant moral aspects resemble each other. 

 

What counts as going on in the same way, and the kind of necessity that binds previous instances to a new 

one. Competence with a moral concept (e.g. generosity) is knowledge of a rule, not a moral rule but a rule 

whose grasp is simply the ability to carry on using the word 'generous' correctly in new instances. Someone 

who comes to a new situation knowing what generosity is is someone who has learnt a rule (here the im-

portance of experience) and his knowledge of the rule is manifested now in his decision that this situation is 

another of the same sort (here again the importance of past cases). But there need be nothing one can point to 

in the past cases which can determine or even guide his choice; what makes his choice right is not that it is 

dictated or even made probable by principles created by the past instances, but simply our acceptance of the 

choice as an instance of carrying on as before. (Dancy 1983, 545—italics added)  

 

 A “contentless ability” (1993, 50) that can “drive us in what may seem a very simple-

minded way from one case [...] to another which happens to resemble the first in some limited way” 

(1993, 82, and 2013) is requested for particularism. The afore mentioned “[r]esemblance, however, 

supposes a loose connection between cases. A good moral judge ‘perceives’ the moral relevance of 

the particular features of an individual case due to “having undergone a successful moral educa-

tion.” (Dancy 1993, 50) Resemblance is then identified by complex similarities between cases 

which a good moral judge can perceive. 

Some particularists (Berker 2007; Crisp 2000; Holton 2002; Kirchin 2010; Tsu 2010) ac-

cept the so called uncodifiability thesis suggesting that morality cannot be codified into a true and 

coherent set of natural-moral principles. Particularists hold that the moral status of an action is only 

determined by the action’s morally relevant features in a particular context. Tsu (2013, 2016) fur-

thermore argues for the shapeless thesis (that is entailed by the uncodifiability thesis) according to 
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which “actions to which a moral concept can be correctly applied do not have any natural shape or 

commonality” (Tsu, 2013, 2016). He also explains how in practice particularism works by using an 

analogy with Wittgenstein’s concept of ‘game’; 

 

Suppose that G1, G2, G3, and G4 are all instances of games. According to Wittgenstein, G1 and G2 may re-

semble each other in that they have a common property F1, so may G2 and G3 because they have another 

common property F2, and so may G3 and G4 because they have still another common property F3. However, 

G1, G2, G3 and G4 have no property that is common to them all. They all fall under the extension of the 

concept ‘game’ because of their overlapping similarities. (Tsu, 2013, 54) 

 

So, it is argued that moral concepts are family resemblance concepts just like the concept 

of ‘game’. Hence, actions to which moral concepts can be correctly applied have no properties in 

common. Nevertheless, it is assumed that there is a certain resemblance between G1 and G2, and 

between G2 and G3 etc.  

Practically, “particularists claim that past experience plays an important role in delibera-

tion, even for the morally mature agent—for instance, one often judges that R is a reason in the pre-

sent context because R was a reason in a relevantly similar context in the past” (DePaul, Hicks, 

2016). So a good moral judge using a ‘contentless ability’ is able to see the moral similarity 

amongst cases which happens to resemble the first in some limited way. Given two past ‘relevantly 

similar’ contexts, to have the most suitable moral judgment, we must apply the more similar context 

to the present case for moral deliberation. I find it intuitive to think that relevant similarity is a sca-

lar notion that involves the existence of more and less relevantly similar cases. Being able to inves-

tigate the relevant similarity of cases is a sufficient condition for being a good moral judge in a par-

ticularist framework. 

Take the following imaginary example. A moral judge wants to assess, in a particularist 

manner, a case in which a person, called Billy, drove fast and hence broke the rules of traffic. It was 

not just a regular fast driving because Billy’s wife was kidnapped by the mafia, threatening Billy 

that if he had not transported a suitcase with unknown content within an hour from place A to place 

B they would have killed Billy’s wife. So Billy took the risk and drove fast to transport the suitcase. 

Now a moral judge is supposed to assess Billy’s action by finding a relevantly similar case to that of 

Billy that is either a regular fast driving or a case in which someone is threatened that their relative 

will be killed unless he or she does something moderately bad. Let us suppose then two other cases, 

one in which just the regular fast driving occurs, and a second one in which Carol is threatened with 

her son being killed if she does not take a much riskier governance strategy in running her multina-

tional corporation endangering its employees’ job. Both cases at some level are relevantly similar to 
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Billy’s case, however Carol’s case is more similar (morally) then the first one. To fairly evaluate 

Billy’s case, a moral judge should compere it to Carol’s case. 

Hence, particularism can roughly work as follows; a person in the past was assessed using 

the judgment ‘Y’ hence now another person also deserves ‘Y’-like assessment if the past case and 

his case are pretty much alike. Past cases and their moral assessments help the moral judge in mor-

ally evaluating the current case. But since there are no morally identical cases and every single case 

must be evaluated individually, or so the particularist believes, past cases and their assessments only 

guide the moral judge in her moral evaluation, they do not determine, or force, the result of this 

evaluation.42 In fact, as much as the cases are similar, their moral evaluation should be similar too.  

In other words, the more similar the cases are, the more similar the process and the result of moral 

assessments should be. I call this statement the “closeness principle”.  

For instance, if there are two cases ‘a’ and ‘b’ in the present that should be evaluated mor-

ally, we shall find the closest cases of them, for instance, ‘α’ and ‘β’ in the past that were already 

evaluated morally. Assume that case ‘α’ was evaluated as ‘Y’ and case ‘β’ as ‘X’. If we find that 

case ‘a’ is more similar to case ‘α’ than to case ‘β’ then we should ascribe a ‘Y’-like moral judg-

ment. Also, if case ‘b’ is more similar to case ‘β’ than to case ‘α’, an ‘X’-like assessment should be 

ascribed to ‘b’.  

PAST PRESENT 

Case ‘α’ is evaluated with ‘Y’ Case ‘a’ should be evaluated with ‘Y’ 

Case ‘β’ is evaluated with ‘X’ Case ‘b’ should be evaluated  with ‘X’ 

‘α’ is relevantly similar to ‘a’  

‘‘β’’ is relevantly similar to ‘b’  

 

From this it follows that particularists can hold that the more similar the cases are, the 

more appropriate it is to ascribe the most similar moral judgment to the cases. According to particu-

larism, some cases are closer, more similar than others and to ascribe the most similar moral judg-

ment, we must find the closest pair cases. Though to my knowledge the closeness principle has not 

been articulated by particularists, it is certainly not contradictory to particularism and, I think, actu-

ally follows from it.
43

 Some particularists, however, might argue against the idea of proportionality 

                                                 
42

 Note that, there must not be any rule or regulation for determining case pairs. If there were any, they would blind the 

moral sense of the judge and “breed moral laziness, rigidity, or narrow mindedness” (Väyrynen 2011, 257) . 

43
After presenting my argument for the closeness principle , Amelia Hicks accepted my position; 

“your thesis is plausible, but not trivial”. (A. Hicks, personal communication, December 9, 2016) I 

am grateful to Amelia for her insightful remarks. 
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“because two cases can be very similar on the whole, even though there is one particular crucial 

difference between them that makes all the difference” (A. Hicks, personal communication, De-

cember 9, 2016). The closeness principle, nonetheless, does not involve the proportionality idea. 

Take Billy’s and Carol’s case, though their cases did not share as many factual properties as the 

regular fast driver they morally  are closer to each other. Hence, closeness is defined by moral and 

not factual similarity. This, however, does not mean that it is always the case that factually similar 

cases deserve different moral assessments. Just to the contrary, the Billy-like cases are still the ex-

ceptions. In most cases, a factual similarity of cases establishes similar moral judgment by which a 

morally mature judge perceives (Dancy 1993, 50) the moral significance.  

It seems to me that particularists do not provide a general framework for determining the 

overall level of similarity between cases and I think this is so for a reason. If they had provided such 

a systematic framework, they would lose what they are arguing for. The ability to perceive the simi-

larity of cases must be “contentless” — and “shapeless” (Tsu, 2013, 2016) —  otherwise they would 

be giving rules for determining moral assessments, which is exactly what particularists argue 

against. Therefore, no particularist will ever provide a systematic framework for determining moral 

similarity of cases. 

One might object that the closeness principle is simply contradictory to particularism be-

cause it gives a universal rule to assess moral judgements. This objection is false. What particular-

ists deny is that moral principles are suitable for capturing the moral status of actions. However, the 

closeness principle, not having any moral content, is not a moral principle. It does not say anything 

about rightness or wrongness. The closeness principle is in fact a methodological rule guiding the 

moral judge making her decision. Moral particularism, as a philosophical position, naturally in-

volves a general framework for operation. The closeness principle does not even involve a transitiv-

ity rule. Accordingly, if a case A is closer to a case B than to a case C even then it can be the case 

that case C and case A are the closest to each other. The closeness principle, hence, is flexible 

enough to get the hang of different moral situations but is not the sort of rigid rule that particularist 

would not accept. 

 

4. The Closest Case Pairs of Moral Luck 

 

This section argues that cases of moral luck cannot be construed within a particularist 

framework. I claim that, from a particularist perspective, traditional cases of moral luck are not sim-

ilar or close enough to ascribe the same moral judgment to them.  

Recall from above that those who support the control principle (Hart 1968, 131, Richards 

1986, 171, Greco 1995, 91, Zimmerman 2002, 560, 565, Nelkin 2013) believe that since in moral 
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luck cases the only difference between the contrasting pair of agents is due to factors beyond their 

control, they deserve the same moral judgment. They think that the lucky and the unlucky driver are 

equally culpable as well as the twins, Günter and Hans.  

There are two independent arguments to reject moral luck in a particularist framework. 

First of all, for particularists, there is no basis for the same moral judgment, nobody can be equally 

culpable, as the control principle demands. There are no two morally identical cases because each 

moral case is unique and should be evaluated particularly. Hence, the demand of the control princi-

ple for the same moral assessment in the cases mentioned above cannot be satisfied within a partic-

ularist framework.  

Secondly, particularism can evaluate resultant luck-like cases, such as the running-over-

driver case, according to the closeness principle: A particularist judge wants to find the closest pair 

of cases in the following way: If you do not take the necessary precautions, do not follow traffic 

regulations, drive fast and a little child runs in front of your car and you hit her, your act can have a 

pair case if in the past another person also did not take the necessary precautions, did not follow 

traffic regulations, drove fast and hit somebody who ran in front of his car. You deserve a very simi-

lar moral judgment (depending on the context) to that of the person who was judged in the past. 

Features of these particular cases sufficiently resemble one another enough for it to be possible to 

connect them, providing resembling pair cases of running-over-drivers. The similarity of the run-

ning-over-driver cases is obvious, since under similar circumstances very similar things happened. 

These cases are the closest to one another. These cases satisfy the closeness principle. 

In the driver cases of resultant luck, there are numerous similarities between the lucky po-

tentially-running-over-driver’s case and the unlucky actually-running-over-driver case. In both cas-

es, drivers do not take precautions while driving, do not abide by traffic regulations, drive fast etc. 

Nonetheless, despite all of the similarities of the traditional lucky and unlucky cases, there is always 

a case closer to the unlucky case: a case in which the accident also happens to which it is more ap-

propriate to ascribe the most similar moral judgment of the pair case. Hence traditional cases of 

resultant luck do not satisfy the closeness principle.  

Of course, those cases in which the very same thing happened under the same circum-

stances are closer to one another than the one in which the event happens only counterfactually. 

Consequently, for a particularist, the pair of two unluckyactually-running-over-drivers should be 

ascribed a (‘Y’)-like moral judgment and another (‘X’)-like moral assessment ought to be applied to 

the pair of two lucky potentially-running-over-drivers.
44

 If we just look at the two original moral 

                                                 
44

 Note that I am not arguing that two relevantly different cases should never be ascribed with the same moral judge-

ment. Of course, there might be cases that we happen to evaluate with the same moral judgement. But this is not the 

case now. Factually here, we ascribe different moral judgements to the two groups of close case pairs. We blame the 
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luck drivers’ cases we only see a case when something horrible happened (the unlucky case), and 

another one where there was no harm (the lucky one). From a particularist perspective, even though 

it is assumed that there are numerous similarities between the lucky and the unlucky drivers’ cases, 

these similarities are insufficient to ascribe the most similar moral judgment to the agents. These 

cases are not resembling case pairs of one another, hence different moral judgments should be ap-

plied to them. We cannot, in a particularist framework, blame the lucky potentially-running-over-

driver for the hitting a person with a car which was in fact performed by the unlucky actually-

running-over-driver. 

The same applies to circumstantial luck: the case of Günter acting against humanity is 

morally different from the actions of Hans living a normal life in Argentina. The only difference 

between Günter and Hans is due to some accidental factors which occurred in the past leading the 

twins to have a completely different life. It is true, there is a great deal of similarity between Gün-

ter’s lucky and Hans’ unlucky case. For example, in both cases, the twins share the disposition of 

genuine hyper-suggestibility and being subservient to authority etc. We know Günter was being 

hyper-suggestible and subservient to authority and performed horrible actions against humanity. 

From a particularist position, to evaluate Günter’s act we must find the closest case to his. Assume 

that, factually, another person, Sebastian, also raised in Germany in that time, was also hyper-

suggestible and subservient to authority and also performed horrible actions against humanity. As-

sume further that Günter’s and Sebastian’s cases are morally almost/closely identical. To Günter’s 

case, Sebastian’s case comes closer than that of his twin Hans who lived in Argentina. Hence, it is 

more appropriate to ascribe a similar moral judgment to Günter and Sebastian, than to Günter and 

Hans. The more similar the cases are, the more appropriate it is to ascribe the most similar moral 

judgment to the cases. Therefore, Günter and Sebastian deserve the most similar moral judgment, 

and not the twins. The cases in which the very same thing happens under the same circumstances 

are closer to one another than the ones in which the event happenscounterfactually. 

From a particularist position, if we just look at the cases of Günter and Hans, we only see a 

case when a person did horrible things (the unlucky case), and another where there was no misdeed 

(the lucky one). Even though it is assumed that there are numerous similarities between Günter’s 

and Hans’s cases, these similarities are insufficient for ascribing the most similar moral judgment to 

the agents.The traditional cases of circumstantial luck do not satisfy the closeness principle. Günter 

and Hans are not the most resembling pairs. According to particularism, we cannot blame Hans who 

                                                                                                                                                                  
two actually-running-over-drivers for killing the child and judge the two potentially-running-over-drivers for failing to 

follow by traffic regulations. 
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lived a decent life in Argentina in the same way that we blame Günter who performed horrible acts 

against humanity.  

Consequently, once moral particularism is accepted, pair cases of (both circumstantial and 

resultant) moral luck are not pairs of one another anymore.  

 

5. Possible criticisms 

 

A full-hearted particularist judge who also holds the control principle can object that she 

clearly perceives the moral similarity between the lucky and the unlucky driver (so between Hans 

and Günter) and can ascribe the same moral judgement to the pairs in accordance with the closeness 

principle.   This is a challenging criticism. But I do not think such a moral judge can assess that. I 

intuit a significant moral gap between the case in which a horrible crime was committed and in 

which it was not. Assessing the same moral judgement to the lucky and the unlucky cases is morally 

inapprehensible.  

One might also object that the closeness principle does not entail that the agents’ culpabil-

ity would be more similar in the cases pointed out by particularism than in the traditional cases, 

since it might be that measurements of culpability are not arbitrarily set. “Moreover, even if they are 

so fine-grained, the problem of moral luck could still arise: A and B might be due more or less the 

same amount of blame (even if not quite as similar an amount) despite the gross differences in the 

consequences of their actions.”
45

 

First of all, the discourse of moral luck follows a binary approach. Mentioned philosophers 

arguing for the control principle explicitly write claims like “Georg is as culpable as George [the 

unlucky pair murderer killing a person]” (Zimmerman 2002, 565—italics added) and “be equally 

dangerous and equally wicked?” (Hart, 1968, 131; italics added). It seems that proponents of con-

trol principle presume that pairs of moral luck deserve very the same degree of responsibility.  

I think moral particularism simply does not allow us to assess entirely equal moral judge-

ments. Due to the proportionality thesis (holding thattwo cases can be very similar on the whole, 

even though there is one particular crucial difference between them that makes all the difference) 

two cases would deserve very the same moral assessment if morally relevant features of the cases 

somehow miraculously were balanced even in the most fine grained way. Having closer pairs than 

the traditional ones implies they cannot be the same morally. 

Let us assume they accept a scalar account of blame and they claim that moral luck pairs 

are close enough to one another that they belong to the same unit of blame. They can form tradi-

                                                 
45

 I am grateful to an anonymous referee for calling my attention to this point. 
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tional pairs of moral luck deserving the same amount of blame. But in order to do so they need to 

define how fine-grained the units must be. Having closer pairs than the traditional ones, they have 

to show why a further case belongs to the same unit of blame. And hence, what ‘more or less’ exact-

ly means. 

One
46

 might also say that Zimmerman’s approach for moral luck is immune to my particu-

larist fashion argument. Very shortly I will summarize what Zimmerman holds and why it can be a 

problem to my argument. However, I will also show why this way out fails. Zimmerman denies the 

existence of moral luck by offering a compelling view of moral assessment. He refuses resultant 

luck by arguing that the actually-running-over-driver is responsible for more things (he did hit the 

child) than the potentially-running-over-driver. However, Zimmerman says that the term responsi-

bility has a twofold character: scope and degree of responsibility need to be distinguished. Both 

drivers are responsible to the same degree. The notion of degree of responsibility is the one, Zim-

merman argues, to which the Control Principle should be applied. Both driver did not take the nec-

essary precautions, did not follow traffic regulations, drove fast — these are that they could control 

— hence they are responsible for the same degree. The same is true for circumstantial luck, in our 

case for Hans and Günter. Zimmerman assumes that there is nothing that we hold Hans responsible 

for. Hans did nothing bad thus, his scope of responsibility is zero. Nonetheless, as a possible Nazi 

collaborator, he is responsible to the same degree as his twin brother Günter. Günter is responsible 

even if he is actually not responsible for anything. “It is precisely because George
47

 is responsible 

in virtue of the very same sort of fact (the fact that he would have freely killed someone, had he had 

the cooperation—as he did—of certain features of the case) in virtue of which Georg is responsible, 

that George and Georg are responsible to the same degree.” (2002, 565) Hans, even though he spent 

his entire life in Argentina, is responsible for his being a kind of person who could have freely acted 

the very same way against humanity if he had been lived in Germany as a Nazi collaborator. 

Hence, one might argue against the thesis presented in this paper by saying that even if a 

particularist method is accepted for ascribing responsibility, we should apply it to the degree sense 

of responsibility. A good particularist judge could perceive that Hand and Günter are the closest 

pairs of each other in the degree sense of responsibility. Therefore, they are equally culpable.  

My rejoinder is the following. Nelkin (2004) has criticized Zimmerman by saying that it is 

simply not true that, for our case, Hans is responsible without being responsible for anything. As a 

                                                 

46
 I am also grateful to László Bernáth for calling my attention this point. 

47
 Zimmerman uses different names but this passage discusses circumstantial luck as well.  
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matter of fact, there is a subject for which Hans is responsible for but it is a counter factual action—

a scenario in which Hans freely acted against humanity. The term “being responsible” conceptually 

involves an agent who is responsible and an action which the agent is responsible for, (and I think a 

perceiver for whom one can be responsible). Therefore, if Hans is responsible, he must be responsi-

ble for something—even if this thing is counterfactual. From a particularist position, for two agent, 

Hans and Günter, to be equally responsible, they must do very the same actions counterfactually. In 

other words, Hans and Günter should do the same in the same number of possible worlds in order to 

be equally responsible
48

. But since, Zimmerman admits that Hans would have freely performed the 

very same wrong actions, he implies that Hans is free. If he is free, it is conceptually impossible that 

he and another agent do the same things in the same number in different possible worlds. Conse-

quently, Hans and Günter cannot be entirely equally responsible. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

Paradigmatic cases of moral luck always require pair cases. In this paper I argued that if 

we accept particularism, the traditional pair cases of moral luck cannot be formed. I argued that 

from particularism there can follow the closeness principle, which states that the more similar the 

cases are, the more appropriate it is to ascribe the most similar moral judgment to the cases. In 

evaluating cases of moral luck, we could have closer cases providing better resembling case pairs to 

which it is more appropriate to ascribe the most similar moral judgment, rather than the original 

pairs. It is also true for particularism that there is no basis for the same moral judgment required by 

the control principle. These points imply that the problem of moral luck cannot be raised in the par-

ticularist framework. 

I must, however, admit that, though luck inevitably affects our life, it shall have nothing to 

do with morality. My argument does not discredit the control principle but shows that the principle 

misapplied and this is because case pairs of moral luck are also mistakenly compared one to anoth-

er. It is true that one might be lucky to be born in morally decent circumstances (or someone’s ac-

tions ended luckily that was not under her control) but this is not a moral issue. They are lucky but 

not morally. The false comparison makes us think that his being born (or the result of her action) 

was a lucky event. This miscomparison results in some philosophers applying the control principle 

to pairs of cases that are not true pairs in fact.  

 

                                                 
48

 Things are getting even more complicated if we consider the idea of proportionality: a slight difference in one possi-

ble world can result significantly different moral assessment between Hans and Günter. 
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VI.Final Words 

 

My view on relational responsibility emphasizes the fact that responsibility shall not be an 

individualistic notion, we do compare our actions in order to understand the weight of responsibility 

hence, alternate possibilities and the character of the agent. If there are no alternate possibilities, as 

we argued in the second chapter, we have no cases of self-determined and coercion-free actions. For 

having self-determination it is required to differentiate alternative course of events that the agent 

could have performed. One can only be responsible if it is possible to perform or refrain the action 

in question alternatively. Yet, the relational view does not need robust metaphysical alternatives — 

though it is compatible with them, only a contrastive sense of alternatives is sufficient to establish 

responsibility. The appeal of relational responsibility derives from the intuition that a person is 

obliged to do something if any agent ever does that thing in that type of situation. An agent acting 

otherwise (in a type of situation) is the proof that it is possible to act otherwise (in that type of 

situation) with respect to others’ action. This sense of responsibility, nevertheless, does not need to 

be committed to either deterministic or indeterministic world view.  

From my view it follows that two agent are equally responsible if they perform the same 

type of action in the same type of situation. I also find the intuition obvious that two agents deserve 

the most similar moral judgment if their cases are the most resembling pair cases. The idea of 

closeness principle suggesting that ‘the more similar the cases are, the more similar the process and 

the result of moral assessments should be’ is harmonious with the idea of relational responsibility. 

Two agent share the same moral judgment hence, responsibility if both of them act under very 

similar circumstances. This principle, truly a particularist one, offers a way to disqualify traditional 

cases of moral luck. Traditional pair cases of moral luck cannot be satisfactorily reconstructed 

within a particularist framework. I argued that the particularist with the closeness principle  

framework offer pair cases that are in a relevant sense closer pairs. Therefore, the problem of moral 

luck cannot be formed anymore.  


