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This book provides a comprehensive, systematic theory of moral
responsibility. The authors explore the conditions under which in-
dividuals are morally responsible for actions, omissions, conse-
quences, and emotions. The leading idea in the book is that moral
responsibility is based on “guidance control.” This control has two
components: the mechanism that issues in the relevant behavior
must be the agent’s own mechanism, and it must be appropriately
responsive to reasons. The book develops an account of both compo-
nents. The authors go on to offer a sustained defense of the thesis that
moral responsibility is compatible with causal determinism.

This major study will interest moral philosophers, legal theorists,
and those in religious studies concerned with the issue of moral
responsibility.






Responsibility and Control



Cambridge Studies in Philosophy and Law

GENERAL EprTor: Gerald Postema
(University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill)

ADVISORY BOARD

Jules Coleman (Yale Law School)

Anthony Duff (University of Stirling)

David Lyons (Boston University)

Neil MacCormick (University of Edinburgh)
Stephen Munzer (U.C.L.A. Law School)
Phillip Pettit (Australian National University)
Joseph Raz (University of Oxford)

Jeremy Waldron (Columbia University)

Other books in the series

Jeffrie G. Murphy and Jean Hampton: Forgiveness and mercy

Stephen R. Munzer: A theory of property

R. G. Frey and Christopher W. Morris (eds.): Liability and re-
sponsibility: Essays in law and morals

Robert F. Schopp: Automatism, insanity, and the psychology of
criminal responsibility

Steven ]. Burton: Judging in good faith

Jules Coleman: Risks and wrongs

Suzanne Uniacke: Permissible killing: The self-defense justification
of homicide

Jules Coleman and Allen Buchanan (eds.): In harm'’s way: Essays
in honor of Joel Feinberg

Warren F. Schwartz (ed.): Justice in immigration

R. A. Duff (ed.): Philosophy and the criminal law

Larry Alexander (ed.): Constitutionalism

R. Schopp: Justification defenses and just convictions

Anthony Sebok: Legal positivism in American jurisprudence

William Edmundson: Three anarchical fallacies: An essay on polit-
ical authority

Arthur Ripstein: Equality, responsibility, and the law

Heidi M. Hurd: Moral combat



Acknowledgments

This book began with a series of conversations about a dozen years
ago at Yale University and builds on our previously published work.
We wish to thank the philosophy departments at Yale and the Uni-
versity of California, Riverside, for providing the contexts for much
of our collaborative work.

Many philosophers have provided very helpful comments on pre-
vious versions of parts of this book, during colloquia and in the
course of other conversations. We are very grateful to them, although
we cannot mention all of their names here. We have especially bene-
fited from comments on the manuscript by Carl Ginet, Randolph
Clarke, Anthony Brueckner, Eleonore Stump, Chris Hill, Tom Senor,
Andrew Eshleman, David Aman, Walter Glannon, Ishtiyaque Haji,
George Thomas, Michael McKenna, Michael Otsuka, Ted Levine,
Victoria Koszowski, and Andy Coats. Paul Hoffman gave us
thoughtful and incisive comments on the entire manuscript. Michael
Bratman was the reader for Cambridge University Press; his thor-
ough, subtle, and insightful comments led to many improvements in
the text.

Various institutions have provided invaluable financial support
for our research. We would especially like to thank Yale University,
the University of California, Riverside, and Santa Clara University.
In the final stages of this project we have also been helped signifi-
cantly by a National Endowment for the Humanities Fellowship for
University Teachers and by a grant from the Franzia Family Jesuit
Fund.

We owe a tremendous debt to our teachers, colleagues, and stu-
dents. They have shaped our thinking deeply. Also, we are extremely
grateful to Jules Coleman, who has provided enthusiastic support for
this project from its inception.

Finally, we would like to acknowledge a substantial intellectual

vii



Acknowledgments

debt to two contemporary philosophers whose work on free will and
moral responsibility is path-breaking. Their work has stimulated and
challenged us. Even when we have disagreed, we have learned a
great deal from them: Harry G. Frankfurt and Peter van Inwagen.

viii



Contents

Acknowledgments page vii
1 Moral Responsibility: The Concept and the Challenges 1
2 Moral Responsibility for Actions: Weak Reasons-
Responsiveness 28
3 Moral Responsibility for Actions: Moderate Reasons-
Responsiveness 62
4 Responsibility for Consequences 92
5 Responsibility for Omissions 123
6 The Direct Argument for Incompatibilism 151
7 Responsibility and History 170
8 Taking Responsibility 207
9 Conclusion 240
Bibliography 261
Index 271






Chapter 1

Moral Responsibility: The Concept and
the Challenges

I. MORAL RESPONSIBILITY: WHAT’'S AT ISSUE?

An important difference between persons and other creatures is that
only persons can be morally responsible for what they do. When we
accept that someone is a morally responsible agent, this typically
involves more than holding a particular belief about him; it entails a
willingness to adopt certain attitudes toward that person and to
behave toward him in certain kinds of ways. Imagine, for example,
that you return home one evening and find your treasured Waterford
vase shattered on the dining room floor. Discovering that the vase
has been purposely shattered by a malicious houseguest will give
rise to a set of reactions much different than those which would seem
appropriate were you to discover that the vase had been accidentally
toppled from the shelf by your clumsy cat. In the latter case, you
might feel regret and perhaps even anger at your cat, but you would
hardly feel the same sort of resentment and moral indignation that
would seem warranted had your guest intentionally broken the vase
in order to hurt you. Moreover, it would be appropriate to blame
your guest and to hold him responsible for the misdeed in a way
much different from the way in which you might discipline your cat
and try to train him not to climb on the furniture in the future.

Of course, to make these claims is not to deny that there is one
sense in which both the guest and the cat are responsible for breaking
the vase in the respective scenarios. Each is causally responsible — each

Some of the material in this chapter is based on material previously presented in John
Martin Fischer, “Introduction: Responsibility and Freedom,” in Moral Responsibility
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), pp. 9-61; John Martin Fischer, The Metaphysics
of Free Will: An Essay on Control, Aristotelian Society Monograph Series, vol. 14 (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 1994); and John Martin Fischer and Mark Raviz-
za, eds., Introduction, in Perspectives on Moral Responsibility (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1993), pp. 1-41.
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plays a causal role in bringing about the destruction of the vase. But
whereas both persons and nonpersons can be causally responsible
for an event, only persons can be morally responsible.!

For many people, questions of moral responsibility are associated
primarily with wrongdoing like that described in the preceding ex-
ample. According to this view, questions concerning who may legit-
imately be held responsible are seen to stem from more practical
questions concerning who should be blamed and punished for their
misdeeds; similarly, a concern to understand the propriety of our
responsibility ascriptions is driven mostly by a concern to under-
stand what justifies the punitive measures we take toward those who
injure us and violate the norms of society. Such a view helps to give
expressions such as “I am going to hold you responsible” or “I prom-
ise to find out who is responsible for this” a mostly negative connota-
tion, calling to mind the retributive attitudes and harsh treatment
that await wrongdoers.

In contrast to this approach, however, others take a broader view
of moral responsibility. They associate responsibility not only with
negative responses like resentment and blame, but also with more
positive responses such as gratitude, respect, and praise. To see the
intuition behind this view, imagine that you once again return home
after work. This time, instead of finding a shattered vase, you dis-
cover that your neighbor’s exceedingly ugly tree (which had long
blocked the otherwise spectacular view from your living room) has
been knocked down. As in the previous examples, your reactions
will vary depending upon what you subsequently learn about the
causes that led to the tree’s demise. For instance, your reaction
would presumably depend on whether the tree’s uprooting was the
result of a fortuitous gust of wind or the efforts of your considerate
neighbor who removed the eyesore as a birthday surprise for you. In
the former case, you might feel fortunate or happy, but you would
hardly feel the gratitude and desire to praise that would seem appro-
priate had your thoughtful neighbor torn down the offensive tree
just to please you. The point stressed by the proponent of the broader

1 It should be noted that the term “responsibility” admits of a variety of uses in
addition to causal and moral responsibility. For example, the general term
“responsibility” also is used to refer to legal responsibility, corporate responsi-
bility, role responsibility (i.e., the type of responsibility the captain of a ship
assumes for the safety of his vessel), and so forth. In this book, we shall be
focusing primarily on the issues surrounding moral responsibility.
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conception of responsibility is that there is a spectrum of reactions
(including positive reactions) that are appropriately applied only to
persons.

To highlight the importance of the reactions typically directed
toward responsible agents, suppose that one day you learn some-
thing very startling about your best friend: you learn that he is being
electronically manipulated by a team of scientists at a neuroscience
institute in La Jolla, California. A group of University of California,
San Diego, researchers (devout adherents to the doctrines of “neu-
rophilosophy”) secretly implanted a sophisticated device in your
friend’s brain some years ago. (Let us say that your friend went in for
minor surgery two years ago; unbeknownst to him, the device was
implanted then.) This extraordinary device allows the scientists to
monitor all the activities of your friend’s brain; in particular, the
researchers are able to tell exactly when your friend is deliberating
about courses of action, both significant and mundane. Further, the
device is used to stimulate the brain electronically to induce certain
decisions in your friend. This direct manipulation is not something
that can be “felt” or detected by your friend. Whenever your friend
deliberates, the scientists briefly consult one another and agree as to
which decision to induce electronically. Over time, they attempt to
achieve a certain coherence in the pattern of induced decisions - the
decisions and actions of your friend are not in any sense “random”
or unpredictable.

At first it would be hard to know how one would react to such an
unusual situation. But, we think, once you had been convinced that
direct manipulation exists, a striking thing would occur: many of
your most basic attitudes toward your friend would change. Your
friend would no longer seem to be an appropriate object of such
attitudes as respect, gratitude, love, indignation, and resentment. It
would also seem somehow out of place to praise or blame your
friend on the basis of his behavior. Imagine, for instance, that your
friend fails to pick you up at the airport (although he had previously
agreed to do so); surely, it would be inappropriate to resent the
failure, for, after all, his decision not to pick you up was a product of
direct electronic stimulation by the neuroscientists from UCSD. If it is
fitting to be indignant or resentful on anyone’s account, it would
seem that the neuroscientists would be the appropriate targets of the
attitude. Furthermore, suppose that, instead of coming to pick you
up at the airport, your friend devoted his afternoon to collecting
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money for the United Way. It would not be in any way fitting to
commend him for his efforts. If anyone is to be praised for the chari-
table activity, it would seem to be the group of neuroscientists, and
not your friend.

It would appear to be impossible to maintain any sort of friend-
ship with an individual whom you knew to be under this sort of
direct manipulation. The whole range of attitudes characteristic of
friendship would have to be abandoned. But we needn’t imagine
such wholesale and systematic manipulation in order to see how our
attitudes toward others might change. Imagine that the scientists
very infrequently manipulated your friend, but on the occasion of his
failure to pick you up at the airport, the manipulation occurred. Now,
although you might still have many of the relevant attitudes toward
your friend (on the basis of other behavior or aspects of his person-
ality), it would nevertheless be inappropriate to be indignant at him
for his failure to pick you up. Similarly, if the charitable work was the
result of manipulation, it would not be fitting to praise your friend
for this activity. Our attitudes and responses to particular bits of
behavior, as well as whole ranges of activity, are sensitive to the
kinds of discoveries described here.

Other kinds of discoveries about individuals - similarly unusual
and alarming — would result in parallel changes in attitude. Imagine
that you discover that, on the morning of your birthday, a hypnotist
secretly hypnotized an acquaintance of yours, inducing her to call
you. Unhappily, your feelings of gratitude and affection after the
telephone conversation now seem wholly inappropriate. Or suppose
that you discover that someone secretly slipped a pill into the drink
of a friend of yours who, you believe, smokes too much. The pill
induces an aversion to the thought of smoking. When your friend
abstains from smoking, you might feel happy and relieved, but it
would seem out of place to give any credit to your friend for refrain-
ing from smoking — he does not deserve your respect for his decision.

When we make these sorts of discoveries, certain normal interper-
sonal responses seem inappropriate. These responses, it is quite
clear, are of central importance to our lives. Imagine, if you can, a life
without gratitude, respect, love, indignation, resentment, and so on.
Such a life would be very different from the lives we now lead. Upon
reflection, almost everyone will surely find this sort of life cold and
alienating —and highly unattractive. We care very deeply about these
attitudes and the activities of praising and blaming, rewarding and
punishing, that are bound up with them.
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