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1.Background of the Research 
 

The issue of free will and responsibility is to define under 
what conditions one can be hold morally responsible. In the 
literature we can find two ways, I call the first as the control 
approach and the second is the Strawsonian one. 

 
In my dissertation, I am going to provide a third alternative. 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 an-
other action. 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 ambitious 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 metaphysical structure of the world.  
 
Some think that the conditions that must be met to establish 
control over actions are contradictory. 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 work-
ing on the issue of responsibility and freedom generally hold 
that agents 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 guarantees that the action “is up to the 
agent”. However, there is no consensus on what this “up to 
the agent” means. 
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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 ex-
pressing 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 — holding that “an agent is morally 
responsible for an action only if that person could have done 
otherwise” (Frankfurt, 1969, 829).  Since alternate possibili-
ties only occur in indeterministic worlds, one can have a 
choice over her action if it is not determined what she does. 
Having alternate possibilities means that the agent could have 
done otherwise and performed her action differently. 
 
The other feature of responsible agency is sometimes called 
the ownership condition. It expresses the idea that a respon-
sible 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. This idea of self-determination holds that our 
decisions are determined by our motives and deliberations, 
by our character and values, and by our feelings and desires. 
It may not necessarily involve indeterminism but it does in-
volve 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. For our thoughts and actions to be auton-
omous, (at least a part of) the world must be deterministic. 
Since only autonomous agents can be the proper target of 
moral responsibility, determinism is necessary for moral re-
sponsibility. It seems, then, that free will should be under-
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stood 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.  
 
The other approach was introduced by Peter F. Strawson 
(2003) who radically reshaped the debate over moral respon-
sibility. According to Strawson, participants of the compatibil-
ist - 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 metaphysical 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 hold-
ing one to be responsible is accompanied with certain atti-
tudes such as resentment, indignation, hurt feelings, anger, 
gratitude, reciprocal love, and forgiveness. 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 establishment 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 particularly some other people—reflect atti-
tudes 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 oth-
er person responsible as a participant of the social relation-
ship they are in. 
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I believe that neither the control nor the Strawsonian ap-
proach can provide a general view for moral responsibility. 
The control approach needs to bite the bullet. Either alternate 
possibilities or the ownership condition must be put forward. 
But a certain compromise must be made. The Strawsonian 
approach is an attractive alternative but is often criticized 
with psychologism. Some argue that reactive attitudes are 
only psychological reaction that cannot establish a general 
theory of moral responsibility.  
 
In my dissertation, I am going to provide a third alternative, 
the theory of relational responsibility, that is independent 
from the metaphysical structure of the universe (similarly to 
Strawson’s theory) but broad enough to be a general theory 
of moral responsibility. 
 
The general idea of relational responsibility is that one is re-
sponsible 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 for cheating on 
this exam if there is, was or will be at least one person, Cecil-
ia, who refrains from cheating on an exam. Their 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. 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 
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performing an action a in an s-type situation 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.) 
 
My work does not follow the traditional structure of a doctor-
al dissertation in philosophy. My dissertation has four chap-
ters, each of which is written as an original scientific article. 
While these chapters are capable of standing alone, inde-
pendently of each other, they also follow a loose order argu-
ing for a relational view of responsibility. Though the connec-
tion among them is loose it is nonetheless governed by my 
interest in philosophy of free will and questions of moral phi-
losophy. 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.  
 
Now, I am going to briefly summarize the main points I made 
in these papers. 

 

2. Scientific Aims and Findings 
 

One of the heated argument in the philosophical problem of 
free will and responsibility is the so called manipulation ar-
gument (Mele 2006, 189; Pereboom 2001, 113). The first 
premise of the argument claims that manipulated agents are 
not responsible. The second premise states that there is no 
significant difference between the agent’s act as a  result of 
manipulation in a way and the way any normal human ac-
quires her deliberative mechanism in a deterministic uni-
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verse. From these it follows that determinism precludes mor-
al responsibility. 

 

I will  challenge the manipulation argument, arguing that the   
moral  responsibility and determinism are incompatible. The 
first premise states that manipulated agents are not respon-
sible. By examining this intuition it will turn out that this 
statement can be traced back to the manipulators them-
selves, who intentionally set up a plan against their subjects. 
The second premise, which states that there is no difference 
between determinism and manipulation concerning responsi-
bility, will be claimed to be false. In deterministic worlds, ac-
tions are determined by blind causation. However, under the 
manipulation theory, agents are determined by the manipula-
tor. I claim that the first premise is true, but the second prem-
ise is false. We find different concepts of causation in deter-
ministic and manipulated situations accounting for why 
agents are responsible in determinism but not under manipu-
lation. 
 
The second paper of the dissertation is a collaborative work 
with my supervisor Tihamér Margitay. In the article “Alterna-
tive Possibilities, Self-Determination and Responsibility” 
(Margitay, T., Ziegler, Z. 2014) we argue that flickers are in-
dispensable in Frankfurt-type examples (1969) for metaphysi-
cal reasons. Frankfurt’s argument against the principle of 
alternate possibilities (PAP) rests on a distinction between 
self-determined and coerced behavior of the agent. However, 
such a distinction requires at least a flicker-type difference in 
the two sequences of events realizing the two types of behav-
ior in the counterexamples used in the argument. ‘A flicker of 
freedom’ is a prior sign of an alternative decision of the agent 
must always be present in Frankfurt-type examples to call for 
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the intervention of the evil manipulator. Firstly, we analyze 
the original Frankfurt argument briefly and point out its pre-
conditions. 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 (2006) 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 metaphysi-
cal 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 se-
quence 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 alterna-
tives excluded then there can be no coercion-independent 
self-determined action in which responsibility can be ground-
ed. 
 
The third chapter of my dissertation provides the main thesis. 
In this paper, I explicate 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 compat-
ibilists 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. 
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Since the relational account of responsibility is to be a com-
mon ground, it must be neutral regarding the truth of deter-
minism and indeterminism. Thus, it must also be indifferent 
concerning different concepts of control formed by compati-
bilists 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 (in-
cluding herself) refrains from performing that action in a rele-
vantly 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 deter-
minism and indeterminism does not have to be made in order 
to establish a proper concept of moral responsibility. 

 

One of key elements of a theory of a theory of relational re-
sponsibility is the concept of situation types by which the 
pairing of actions performed by different agents is possible. In 
the relational article I argue that the concept of situation 
types can be formed either in a moral generalist or a moral 
particularist manner. Without applying the full apparatus of 
the relational theory, a particularist concept of situation types  
can disqualify the problem of moral luck within a certain par-
ticularist framework. 

 

Pair cases of moral luck (Levy 2015, 1) are essential to form 
the problem of moral luck. It has been argued that the exist-
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ence 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 de-
bate 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) Tra-
ditional pair cases of moral luck are very much alike sharing all 
morally significant features except the luck factor. Moral par-
ticularism is the view that bounds morally similar cases and so 
ascribes moral judgment in accordance with the similarity that 
holds between cases (Dancy, 2013). Instead of the traditional 
pair cases of moral luck, I am going to argue, the particularist 
framework offers pair cases that are (closer and) different 
pairs (than the traditional moral luck cases). If this is right, the 
traditional pair cases of moral luck cannot be formed in ac-

cordance with particularism. 
 

 

 

3. Publications related to thesis findings 
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