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Mental illness, exemption & moral exclusion: the role of 
interpretative generosity
Anna Hartford and Dan J. Stein

ABSTRACT  
Exemption from blameworthiness is bound to implicit or explicit 
claims of diminished agency, or even non-agency. This poses a 
dilemma in navigating moral relationships affected by mental 
illness. While it is crucial for assessments of responsibility to be 
responsive to the significance of mental illness, must this 
responsiveness come at a cost to symmetrical moral relations? In 
this paper we argue, contra recent critiques, that Strawsonian 
accounts of responsibility are able to navigate this dilemma, and 
can accommodate significant exculpation on the basis of mental 
illness while maintaining symmetrical relations. We understand 
this to be part of the larger recognition that while we have 
certain fundamental entitlements within our moral relationships, 
it is also possible to be over-entitled, and to expect too much of 
others. Our account draws, in particular, on the moral significance 
of difficulty. Difficulty is inherently scalar, and in drawing on this 
explanatory framework we explicate a theory of both excuse and 
exemption by degree. We argue for a significant realm of excuse 
on the basis of mental illness that is fully compatible with 
symmetrical relations. However, we also acknowledge the limits 
of this accommodation on Strawsonian grounds, and argue that 
these limits are justified and appropriate.
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1. Introduction

Our practice of blaming one another, and holding one another responsible, has a funda
mentally double nature. In one sense it is a moral burden to be deemed blameworthy. 
From this vantage, the desire to exempt can seem like a generous impulse. In another 
sense, however, an assertion of blameworthiness, and its extent, is implicitly bound to 
an assertion of moral agency. In turn, the withholding of blameworthiness, or its dimin
ishment, is often bound to implicit or explicit claims of diminished agency. On prominent 
Strawsonian accounts of responsibility, these assessments are intimately related to evalu
ations of membership within, and exclusion from, moral communities established by 
mutual interpersonal demands and expectations.

Various philosophers have expressed this double nature of blame, and its essential role 
in our moral relationships. Angela Smith writes that ‘being held responsible is as much a 
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privilege as it is a burden. It signals that we are a full participant in the moral community’, 
and in turn that ‘to deny someone this status … is a serious matter’ (2005, 269). 
T. M. Scanlon argues that withholding blame often ‘involves an attitude of superiority 
toward the person in question (something like the attitude of a parent toward a very 
young child) and thus represents a failure to take that person seriously as a participant 
in the relationship’ (2008, 168).

In P. F. Strawson’s seminal paper Freedom and Resentment ([1962] 1993) he describes a 
theory of moral responsibility founded on ‘the demand for the manifestation of a reason
able degree of good will or regard, on the part of others’. Call this (following Watson 1993) 
the basic demand, which turns on the bearing of agents towards one another. In some 
respects the mutual assertion of this demand (and the mutual recognition of its legiti
macy) establishes our shared participation in the moral community: we take ourselves 
to be answerable to each other on these grounds, and appropriately blamed where we 
fall short without a valid excuse. This shared acknowledgement underwrites relations 
of moral reciprocity and equality, or what we will be calling symmetrical relations.

So where we take the basic demand itself to be misplaced – where we think someone is 
not answerable to these expectations, and not appropriately blamed for disappointing 
them – we necessarily abandon symmetrical relations. At an extreme, Strawson describes 
the ‘objective stance’, where we treat people not so much as moral participants, but 
rather (in his now infamous phrase) as individuals to be ‘managed or handled or cured 
or trained’ ([[1962] 1993] [1962] 1993, 52). This framing has been extremely influential, 
including for accounts that are not explicitly Strawsonian, and many existing theories 
of moral responsibility quickly dispatch with cases of mental illness by evoking exemption 
(without giving much thought to the costs of such exemption).

The double nature of blameworthiness poses a dilemma in navigating our moral 
relationships affected by mental illness. While it is of course crucial for assessments of 
moral responsibility to be responsive to the significance of mental illness (and to the par
ticular significance of particular mental illnesses), must this responsiveness come at a cost 
to relationships of moral equality and reciprocity?

Various philosophers have interpreted this dilemma as posing a serious challenge to 
Strawsonian accounts of responsibility. This challenge has been expressed both descrip
tively and normatively.

With regards to the descriptive challenge: some have argued that such accounts are 
inadequate explanations of our actual blaming practice when it comes to mental 
illness, especially in close relationships, which often admit far more complexity than 
such accounts acknowledge or allow (Pickard 2011; Brandenburg 2018; Svirsky 2020).

With regards to the normative challenge: some have raised concerns about the moral 
inadequacy of the Strawsonian recourse to ‘exclusion’ in cases of mental illness, especially 
insofar as withholding moral responsibility invariably involves withholding other forms of 
recognition and regard (Strawson [[1962] 1993] [1962] 1993; Shoemaker 2022; Glover 
2014). David Shoemaker deems such exemption ‘a form of morally objectionable discrimi
nation against those viewed as having what I will label as accountability disabilities’ (2022, 
33). While Jonathan Glover refers to the intractability of exemption and exclusion as ‘poss
ibly insoluble’, elaborating: ‘blaming [people with relevant mental illnesses] may be unfair. 
But just as the reactive responses are at the core of relationships, exclusion from these 
responses is exclusion from part of that core’ (2014, 274).
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Our aim in the present paper is to respond to both of these challenges: to demonstrate 
(in response to the descriptive challenge) that Strawsonian frameworks can account for 
enormous complexity and nuance in interpersonal relationships affected by mental 
illness; and to show (in response to the normative challenge) that such frameworks are 
able to offer significant accommodation for mitigation on the basis of mental illness 
without recourse to asymmetrical relations.

In making this case, we will draw on the moral significance of difficulty in our assess
ments of responsibility, and particularly on what difficulty reveals about appraisals of ade
quate concern.1 We will endeavour to sketch a theoretical terrain that reconciles what 
might superficially appear contradictory: that the basic demand can be both asserted, 
and in some respects met, even while someone (consciously and deliberately) fails to 
meet associated normative demands in their treatment of others. (We use ‘normative 
demands’ here to refer to demands of conduct. Superficially, the basic demand for due 
regard is closely related to normative demands regarding appropriate treatment. When 
X consciously and deliberately mistreats Y, we often assume this conscious and deliberate 
mistreatment necessarily reveals a lack of due regard. In the present paper, we will 
attempt to complicate this picture).

We understand this to be part of a broader recognition that while we are entitled to 
certain basic expectations within our moral relationships, it is also possible to expect 
too much of others (to have an inflated sense of what we are owed), and the demand 
that individuals meet certain normative demands with regards to their treatment of 
us – irrespective of the specific difficulties they face in meeting these demands – will at 
times be to demand more than we are owed.

Yet, as we will also acknowledge, there are limits to the significance of difficulty on 
Stawsonian accounts in reducing blameworthiness. We aim to defend the appropriate
ness of these limits. In §5, we distinguish between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ difficulty: 
where difficulty arises from lack of concern or motivation itself (i.e. internal difficulty) 
rather than from forces external to it (i.e. external difficulty) it does not have the same 
exculpatory strength. At such junctures the available accommodation diminishes, and 
we must either uphold blameworthiness, at least to some extent, or abandon equal 
and reciprocal relations. That is to say: exemption based on internal difficulty will necess
arily have costs to symmetrical relations. These assessments are often complex, given the 
coexistence of internal and external difficulty, in various degrees, and we argue that this 
complexity tracks an appropriate ambivalence and multiplicity in our interpretation of 
these cases.

Importantly, we do not endorse any straightforward inference from the fact of mental 
illness to any particular assessment about moral responsibility (King and May 2018).2 The 
framework we defend responds to certain dynamics, so in any given instance the crucial 
question will be ‘what dynamics are present’, rather than ‘what condition is present’. Any 
particular assessment will therefore not only have to be considered on a condition-by- 
condition basis, but also on a case-by-case basis. That said, like many others within this 
debate, we are especially interested in how best to navigate complex cases, where agen
tial capacity and incapacity coexist (and where it is not straightforward to say that 
someone was acting without knowledge or control in their harmful conduct, even if it 
is also true that their behaviour was affected by mental illness (Cf. Pickard 2017; 
Kennett 2003; Brandenburg 2018; 2019; Brandenburg and Strijbos 2020)). We take our 
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framework to be applicable to such complex cases, and will consider an example in the 
final section.

2. Excuse, exemption & agential status

An important distinction to consider within this debate is that between exemption and 
excuse. In general, excuse is taken to operate by indicating that what someone has 
done is not indicative of moral disrespect or insufficient regard (despite, perhaps, the 
way it may first appear). In this sense, it is compatible with the persistence of the basic 
demand, and excuse does not generally impute agential status in this deeper sense 
(though it can acknowledge other forms of incapacity). In contrast, exemption is an 
assessment that the basic demand itself is inappropriate, given the individual’s lack of 
agential capacity. Exemption therefore inherently imputes agential status.

As others have pointed out (notably Brink and Nelkin 2013), it may be a mistake to 
over-invest in the distinction between excuse and exemption, or to treat them as 
wholly different classes. A complicating factor is that one can be exempt ‘for a time’. 
That is to say: one can be temporarily ineligible for the demands of ordinary interpersonal 
relationships, but one can again be eligible for them at other times (or in other contexts). 
A transient incapacity may mean that the basic demand is temporarily out of place, but it 
should not deprive a person of membership in the moral community in an enduring 
sense. We can sometimes be temporarily ineligible for interpersonal demands that we 
are, at other times, able to meet. Here exemption encourages a temporary suspension 
of these demands, but not necessarily a sustained or permanent suspension. One can 
also be exempt with regard to a certain class of actions (i.e. locally exempt), but fully 
responsible with regard to others, depending on the specific agential incapacities on 
which the exemption is based. Given this potential variability in the duration and 
scope of exemption, there is perhaps more of a continuum between variations of 
excuse and variations of exemption than is often supposed when this distinction is 
evoked.3

Despite these qualifications, we will be drawing on this distinction going forward, and 
particularly on the relationship between exemption and the appropriateness of asserting 
the basic demand. Withholding blame on the basis of mental illness has often been 
viewed primarily through the paradigm of global or local exemption, where exemption 
requires withholding the basic demand, and therefore invariably implicates symmetrical 
relations (Shoemaker 2022). As noted above: to adopt the objective stance towards 
someone is inevitably to enter into a profoundly asymmetrical relationship with them. 
More recently, less extreme asymmetries have been proposed in the form of more accom
modative stances, which might be compatible with the assertion of some forms of 
reproach or rebuke, even if they are not compatible with the robust forms of responsibility 
associated with fully symmetrical relations (Cf. Pickard 2011 (and many subsequent devel
opments of ‘responsibility without blame’); Brandenburg 2018; 2019; and Brandenburg 
and Strijbos 2020).

A popular comparison within this debate is that between individuals with mental 
illness and children.4 The purpose of this comparison is to reveal that our interpersonal 
practice allows for a vast realm of moral engagement that does not rely on nor presup
pose fully developed agency. But these comparisons also reveal, or concede, the 
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ongoing tension with regard to upholding symmetrical relations while making the sorts of 
allowances that the facts of mental illness seem to necessitate. There are many things we 
could say about the relationship between adults and children, which no doubt admit of 
great moral and interpersonal complexity despite our sometimes-reductive treatments of 
them, but it cannot be denied that these are not relationships of moral equality and 
reciprocity.

So even with regard to these more accommodative stances, our central dilemma 
asserts itself. If we err in the direction of attributing responsible agency, we will some
times make the mistake of blaming over-readily. Many people are so averse to this pro
spect that they prefer the alternative. But if we err in the direction of withholding 
responsibility, we will sometimes make the mistake of needlessly undermining a sym
metrical relationship. The normative challenge, which we described in §1, emphasised 
that this sort of withholding is not something we should resort to without conflict as 
the lesser of evils. There is a great deal at stake in such assessments. As Smith writes: 

For anyone who has had the unpleasant experience of having her emotions or reactions dis
missed in this way, it should be clear that being denied responsibility for one’s attitudes has 
its costs. Such denials can be deeply patronizing and disrespectful, and we should not be too 
eager to resort to them, either in our own case or in our treatment of others. (2005, 269)

To answer the normative challenge it is therefore necessary to find different ways to 
describe the bases of diminished responsibility that arise in response to mental illness. 
As we will argue in what follows: an appreciation of the moral significance difficulty on 
Strawsonian frameworks, and the relevance of difficulty to assessments of adequate 
concern, enables us to navigate some of the dilemmas, contradictions and complexities 
generated by interpersonal relationships affected by mental illness. In the next section, 
we will explore these dynamics as they pertain to ‘external difficulty’, or difficulty that 
arises from outside of moral concern itself. We suggest that the accommodation that is 
possible on the grounds of external difficulty, while simultaneously maintaining sym
metrical relations, is considerable, including with regards to mental illness. We explore 
this scope further in §IV, when we consider the role (and the possibilities) of interpretative 
generosity.

In §5, however, we turn to the limits of this accommodation. Here we turn to ‘internal 
difficulty’, which arises from insufficient concern itself. As we argue: unlike external 
difficulty, exculpation on the basis of internal difficulty necessitates withholding the 
basic demand, and therefore necessitates forms of relational asymmetry and moral exclu
sion. We argue, however, that at this point the asymmetries are justified, and the norma
tive challenge is adequately answered.

3. The significance of difficulty

Difficulty is an important consideration in assessments of moral responsibility. When 
someone fails to do the right thing, but it would have been incredibly difficult for 
them to do it, we often think that the difficulty they faced is blame-mitigating. But 
while exempting on the basis of incapacity is quite straightforward (you are not respon
sible, because you were unable to comply), the significance of difficulty is more compli
cated: after all, when something is difficult, it is not impossible. Through what means does 
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difficulty diminish responsibility? In what respect does a wrong action (perhaps deliber
ately and consciously undertaken) become less culpable merely because it was difficult 
to avoid?5

One powerful explanation relies on Strawsonian frameworks (Hartford, 2022). Difficulty 
allows us to see that wrongful conduct is not necessarily indicative of inadequate concern. 
When it has this implication, it is a version of what we are calling ‘external difficulty’, which 
will be our focus until §5.

Let us begin with a simple example in order to describe the dynamics involved. Let’s 
say Das is deeply afraid of the dark, but her little brother is severely ill and her mother has 
requested that she cross a dark field at night to urgently retrieve some medication. Here it 
might simultaneously be true that Das is capable of such a journey (there is no question 
that she would run through the field if chased by an assailant, for instance, or while fleeing 
a fire) while it is nevertheless true that undertaking it will be exceptionally difficult for her 
depending on how excessive her fear is. Should Das set out on this mission and fail, her 
blameworthiness for this failure would seem significantly mitigated on account of the 
unique difficulty she faced given her fears. Furthermore, and crucially for our purposes, 
the sense in which her failure implied a lack of concern for her little brother and her 
mother would also be significantly reduced. Depending on how overwhelming her fear 
was, it could simultaneously be true that the interests of her mother and her little 
brother mattered deeply to her, and yet that she nevertheless failed to retrieve the medi
cation even though she was capable of doing so.

The crucial dynamic here is that the basic demand can be asserted, and indeed met 
(Das can possess appropriate regard for those involved) while she nevertheless fails to 
meet the associated normative demands on account of the unique difficulties she 
faced. Furthermore, this can remain true even if her failure is ultimately deliberate, con
trolled and consciously chosen; even if, for instance, she made a firm decision, at some 
point, not to persevere further, but rather to relent and give into her fear. In this 
respect her failure could arise from her agency, to a significant degree, but the conditions 
and circumstances under which she exercised this agency could nevertheless be substan
tially mitigating, insofar as they revealed that her failure to act appropriately was not 
necessarily indicative of a failure to care appropriately.

Insofar as the basic demand is the bedrock of symmetrical relationships, acknowl
edgement of the moral significance of difficulty therefore allows that in many cases 
the basic demand can be asserted, and symmetrical relationships sustained, even 
where someone fails to meet associated normative demands in their conduct (and 
even, in some cases, where they do so deliberately and with control). Das is not ren
dered outside of the moral community on account of her fear; her mother and 
brother need not adopt a different sort of interpersonal stance towards her. Rather, 
the facts about her experience become important in analysing the content of her atti
tudes, and ultimately allows them to diminish affective blame without diminishing sym
metrical relations.

Part of what is acknowledged here, in the recognition of Das’s situation, is that while 
we are each entitled to robust demands from other members of the moral community, it 
is also possible to demand unfairly, or to be overdemanding in what we ask of others. 
Hanna Pickard talks about ‘entitlement’ as a foundational aspect of evaluations of 
moral responsibility and blameworthiness. And in our discourse about what we 
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‘demand’ in our interpersonal moral relationships, we can see the resonance of this enti
tlement. Yet what we have also been hoping to explore (and will elaborate on further in 
the next section) is that one can be entitled – one can assert the basic demand – without 
being over entitled, or without demanding in a way that is insensitive to and unresponsive 
to the challenges and difficulties another agent encounters.

4. Responding to the normative challenge: the role of interpretative 
generosity

If responsibility is ultimately an assessment of another agent’s pattern of moral concern, the 
endeavour to establish an individual’s responsibility necessitates the endeavour to occupy 
their standpoint and to understand how their subjective experience impacts on our assess
ment of what constitutes an objectionable attitude, and (in turn) of whether such attitudes 
were genuinely evinced in their conduct. This can never be perfectly achieved; we can never 
genuinely know someone else’s experience. Nevertheless this practice is indispensable to all 
forms of interpersonal evaluation. It is the ‘interpretative project’, through which we ascribe 
intentions, desires, wishes, attitudes, feelings and beliefs. Within this project, all agents wish 
to be appraised with generosity, especially with regards to their moral failures (as when we 
desperately implore others, one way or another, to understand where we were coming 
from in our harmful or wrongful conduct).

This practice potentially has vast application to cases of mental illness. Moreover: in 
conjunction with an appreciation of the significance of difficulty for assessments of 
sufficient concern, it may allow us to recognise that the deepest, most fundamental 
dynamic of symmetrical relations is in fact compatible even with profound failures to 
meet normative demands on the basis of mental illness.

Our emphasis on interpretative generosity in such relationships – and the moral impor
tance in attempting to undertake the interpretative project even in our relationships with 
people with profoundly different experiences from ourselves – aligns with other work, 
such as Jonathan Glover’s and Jeannette Kennett’s, which emphasises the importance 
of the project of interpretation when it comes to disordered minds.

It is easy enough to imagine fear of the dark (we have probably all experienced a 
variety of it); it is much harder to imagine, let alone inhabit, the sorts of alien terrors, press
ures, beliefs, sensations and perceptions that might arise in disordered minds. As Glover’s 
project indicates, it is no simple matter to put ourselves in the shoes of people with severe 
psychiatric problems. In one respect, it seems presumptuous to even suggest it. And yet 
the refusal to make the attempt could be all the more harmful: deciding that someone’s 
experience is unreachable and uninterpretable is a profound form of disengagement with 
that person; to opt to turn away from ‘the gulf that defies description’, rather than endea
vouring to cross it, or rather than being open to believe that even the most seemly inex
plicable behaviour might actually be explicable if it were understood properly within its 
circumstances.6 As Kennett writes, on Glover: ‘we extend [our normal framework of 
interpretation] by being open to the thought that others’ reasons might be very 
different given their different circumstances – and features of a disorder might provide 
very different circumstances’ (2017, 741).

The effort to understand the subjective contexts that other people inhabit is indispen
sable to the project of interpersonal interpretation generally. The more different those 
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subjective contexts are, the more important it is to attend to the testimony and experi
ence of people affected by various disorders, and to endeavour to cultivate the under
standing we lack (Kennett 2017). This is not a simple undertaking. As Kennett notes, 
the project of interpretation as applied to disordered minds requires both moral 
wisdom and commitment, as well as ‘humility, charity, open-mindedness, patience, care
fulness, respect and good will’ (2017, 742).

Returning to the significance of difficulty: better recognition and understanding of the 
phenomenology of various conditions, and the sorts of obstacles a person potentially 
faces in meeting normative demands, can therefore help to preserve and extend, 
rather than undermine, symmetrical relationships.

Insofar as we succeed in extending the project of interpretation to disordered minds, 
we might similarly discover that in certain circumstances – contrary to first appearances, 
perhaps – it is possible that someone had sufficient concern even if, in the scheme of what 
they were called upon to manage and endure, that concern was unable to manifest in 
their conduct. We need not withdraw the basic demand, in such circumstances, in 
order to consider them less blameworthy.

With this in mind, let us return to the normative challenge we introduced in §1, 
which charged Strawsonian accounts with over-readily resorting to asymmetrical 
relations in order to navigate cases of mental illness. As we have argued: the accommo
dation that is available to withhold blameworthiness on Strawsonian accounts, while 
simultaneously upholding symmetrical relations, is in some respects as vast as we 
are able to make it. The more we are able to practice the virtues that Kennett describes, 
the greater the possibility of retaining symmetry even in relationships that are severely 
affected by mental illness. Many of us will fall far short of what is possible here. But if 
we fall short, it is not an indication that such accommodations were not possible within 
the more nuanced Strawsonian framework we are proposing. They are possible, and the 
framework does not necessitate any quick recourse to exclusion, or to exemptive 
stances.7

There are various strengths to this approach. Firstly, it is able to recognise, and take 
seriously, the burdens and difficulties an individual might face on account of mental 
illness – and to explain the basis of diminished or withheld blame on these grounds – 
without necessarily resorting to asymmetrical relations. Secondly, it is co-extensive with 
our normal practice of interpersonal interpretation, and does not require the adoption 
of a different stance, or a different practice, in order to make the necessary 
accommodation.

Thirdly, this approach is particularly applicable to complex cases where agential 
capacity and incapacity coexist. Being ‘incapable’ can be interpreted as a threshold 
concept: either you are beneath the relevant threshold, or you aren’t. But there are 
many cases where it is inaccurate to characterise particular conditions as generating ‘inca
pacity’ in the binary sense. In many cases there will be much more knowledge, delibera
tion and control than such wholescale incapacitation allows. Yet it is not only at extremes 
that the grounds for diminished blame become compelling, and we can draw on scalar 
notions of the relevant capacities as affected by different impairments. As Brink and 
Nelkin write: ‘insanity and immaturity are clearly scalar concepts. But so are the ideas 
of paralyzing emotions, irresistible urges, and a disabling depression. So too is the hard
ness of choice’ (2013, 309). Emphasising the significance of difficulty, and its relevance to 
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appraisals of sufficient concern, allows a scalar approach that is responsive to these more 
ambiguous cases.

Relatedly, as Sofia Jeppsson has pointed out, paradigms of exemption (and associated 
asymmetrical stances) are often hard to reconcile with self-appraisal from the perspective 
of the affected individual (Jeppsson 2021; 2022). It is awkward to occupy a state of ‘self- 
exemption’ on the basis of mental illness, especially for decisions that you recognise that 
you consciously participated in and experienced as involving a degree of deliberation and 
choice at the time. Under such circumstances, it is hard to think of oneself as a non-agent, 
or outside of the moral community, in the relevant sense. Yet, particularly when agency is 
exercised under immense strain, pressure or difficulty, it is nevertheless possible to extend 
self-compassion and reduce self-blame.

For all we have said, however, it remains the case that there comes a point where this 
difficulty-oriented approach will be insufficient, and where a different (non-participant) 
stance becomes necessary (or, alternatively, an assertion of blameworthiness). Our 
present objective has been to establish that this is not a near point, nor one we need 
to hasten to in order to avoid being overly entitled in our interpersonal moral relation
ships affected by mental illness. But it is also interesting to consider the limits of this 
accommodation on Strawsonian grounds, and where they leave us; we turn to this in 
next section.

5. Varieties of difficulty & the limits of accommodation

As we have explored in the previous two sections, the fact that someone faces particular 
difficulty (and potentially extraordinary difficulty) in meeting particular normative 
demands seems to be of immense relevance in our appraisals of their culpability for 
the relevant failures. But, importantly, the fact of difficulty does not universally reduce 
blameworthiness.

Return to frightened Das: the difficulty she faces is external to her moral concern. For 
this reason, it allows us to recognise that her failure to act as she ought does not necess
arily imply a failure to care as she ought. Matters become more complicated when we 
consider difficulty that is not external to an agent’s moral concern, but rather internal 
to it.

Again, let’s look at a simple example in order to describe the dynamics involved. 
Imagine that Das has another brother, Zed. Zed is not afraid of the dark, but when he 
is asked to help, he too does not comply. Seeing his mother’s worry, his brother’s 
illness, he feels nothing but irritation (his brother, as far as he’s concerned, is just trying 
to be the centre of attention). Now Zed also faces difficulty here: it’s very difficult to do 
what you feel no reason, impetus or desire to do. It’s difficult to act as though you care 
when you don’t care. However, unlike the case of Das, this difficulty is internal to Zed’s 
moral concerns (it arises from his lack of moral concern itself) rather than from factors 
external to it. This fact changes matters fundamentally: and while most of us would 
feel that the difficulty Das faced mitigates her blameworthiness, few of us would feel 
(all else remaining equal) that the difficulty Zed faced would mitigate his.

While external difficulty complicates the inference from moral conduct to moral 
concern, internal difficulty does not. How to explain this duality? Again Strawsonian 
accounts are particularly explanatory: since blame is justified in response to insufficient 
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concern, difficulty does not mitigate when it stems from (or exacerbates) lack of concern 
itself.

Let’s further imagine that the difficulty Zed faces on this occasion is attributable, in 
part, to an impairment of sorts. Perhaps he has a combination of personality disorders 
that contribute to his lack of concern in this case. If we isolate this aspect, and stipulate 
that it is on the grounds of such an impairment that Zed fails to do what he ought, what 
position are we placed in with regard to his blameworthiness for this failure? Zed has not 
met the basic demand, and there is no sense in which the difficulty he faces indicates that, 
despite appearances, he has.

Some philosophers argue that such internal difficulty should also be relevant to miti
gation, and have argued on this basis against Strawsonian accounts (Rosen 2008; Lamb 
2022). After all: if we bear in mind that the relevant impairments are beyond Zed’s 
control, and that they generate significant difficulty for him in meeting normative 
demands, surely we should be as understanding about his circumstances as we are 
about Das’s?

For our present purposes, we needn’t take a side in this particular dispute. Our point is 
not that someone who faces internal difficulty is always blameworthy, no matter the 
reason. Rather, and crucially, our point is that while withholding blame on account of 
external difficulty is compatible with symmetrical relations (as we have argued at 
length above), withholding blame on account of internal difficulty necessitates the adop
tion of asymmetrical relations. In determining that the basic demand cannot fully be made 
of Zed, we therefore abandon the central tenet of equal and reciprocal moral relations. 
Where blame is withheld on the basis of internal difficulty it therefore must be, at least 
to an extent, at the expense of symmetrical relations.

Earlier we described interpretive generosity as a key feature of our interpersonal 
assessments: we can consider the sorts of obstacles an agent faced in their failure to 
meet normative requirements; we can try (in our imperfect way) to see how things 
were from their perspective, and often this process will lead us to reconsider our initial 
appraisals. This undertaking would be effective in the case of Das, but it would have a 
very different implication in the case of Zed. If we tried to understand where Zed was 
coming from, and correctly perceived his profound indifference, we would hardly, on 
account of this perception, come to feel that he was not a fault for his failure to assist.

We do not mean to imply that diminished blame and asymmetrical relations are the 
only appropriate ways to respond to Zed. There is also a case to be made for the full asser
tion of blameworthiness. It is important to acknowledge and affirm the humanity of 
people on all sides of these relationships. In §3, we warned against over-entitlement in 
what we demand of others, but it is also possible to recognise the point at which entitle
ment is legitimate, and with it: blame, anger and disappointment. There is a point at 
which it is too much to be required to ‘rise above’ ill treatment that is founded in ill 
regard, and there is moral value to asserting that a person in this position is entitled to 
feel hurt, wounded and angry. In their best incarnations, the emotions of blame and 
moral anger can affirm self-respect and self-protection, and condemn contempt and 
harm.

Furthermore, given the interpersonal costs of asymmetrical relations, there may also be 
moral defences for the assertion of blameworthiness in such cases. This is especially so if 
we view responsibility and blame as intractably bound to the web of other reactive 
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attitudes that constitute the core of our relationships (Glover 2014). If such intractability 
holds, the person from whom we withhold blame (despite their genuine moral disregard 
for us) is also the person from whom we ultimately withhold much else; we do not, in 
Christine Korsgaard’s phrase, ‘risk [our] happiness or success’ on those who we cannot 
ask to care for our humanity (1992, 306). While all sorts of relationships may be possible 
with this person, these relationships will invariably be shallower than those which are 
bound to mutuality, reciprocity and answerability. Asserting blame, and asserting this 
mutuality, may therefore also be a bid for this deeper sort of relationship, rather than 
just being a cruel and pointless expression of hostile emotion. This is particularly true 
when these dynamics emerge in our closest personal relationships: between partners, sib
lings, children and their parents, or old friends.

On the framework we are advancing, the extent of this asymmetry can admit of 
degrees. This is distinct from conceptions which treat exemption as an all-or-nothing 
affair.8 This scalarity is also a response to the normative challenge: in addition to the 
expansive accommodation for sustaining symmetrical relations despite withholding 
blame on account of mental illness that we argued for in §3 & §4, we can also argue 
for the possibility of degrees of asymmetry even at the point where this accommodation 
ceases, and where withholding blame necessitates asymmetrical relations.

We acknowledge, however, that even these lesser asymmetries carry interpersonal 
costs. We further acknowledge that there is a point – pertaining specifically to internal 
difficulty – where a Strawsonian account demands that we either assert blame, or else 
adopt asymmetrical relations. Our goal over the preceding three sections– in answering 
the normative challenge– has been to demonstrate that this is by no means a near point, 
and that there is substantive room to manoeuvre (and to both withhold blame and 
uphold symmetrical relations) before it is reached.

In the next and final section, we will turn to the descriptive challenge: the sense in 
which such an account could align with our actual blaming practice in the context of 
close relationships.

6. Responding to the descriptive challenge

To close, it will be helpful to consider the proceeding discussion in the context of a 
specific case. As we said at the outset: the framework we defend responds to certain 
dynamics rather than to any specific condition. In the case of any particular condition 
or combination of conditions, different confluences of the relevant dynamics could be 
at play:the sense of contrast and continuity between self and illness might be different 
in each case, as might the mix of internal and external difficulty, and their inculpating 
and exculpating forces.

Let us consider a marriage affected by the husband’s substance addiction. Let’s say the 
husband has, over the years, had various lapses into severe substance abuse, as well as 
periods of recovery. He has also been, at times, selfish and self-interested in ways that 
aren’t straightforwardly attributable to any disorder. Let’s suppose that during a 
relapse, the husband accrues significant financial debt that both he and his wife are 
legally liable for. Let us grant that in accruing this debt in her name, he has wronged her.

One way for the wife to respond to this state of affairs is with resentment and anger; 
that would be the natural reaction in a symmetrical relationship. However, we might think 
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that she ought to temper these affective reactions given the facts of his substance addic
tion, and the sense in which it impaired his control over his conduct. From one vantage, if 
we emphasise the sense in which addiction is a disease et cetera, a Strawsonian perspec
tive might recommend that the wife suspend the basic demand and associated forms of 
responsibility for her husband’s harmful behaviour, and detach from affective blame 
responses to the harm that he has caused her.

The normative and descriptive challenges we described in §1 would potentially apply 
to such a ‘straightforward’ application. The normative challenge would emphasise the 
costs of the switch to asymmetrical relations, especially in such an intimate context. 
The point of this challenge is not necessarily to assert that all asymmetries are wrong: 
asymmetrical relationships take many forms, and in some cases, they will be entirely 
appropriate. However, there are also costs of these asymmetries, particularly in certain 
contexts. Having the same stance to your husband (for instance) as you do towards an 
irresponsible teenage son is not without interpersonal loss. Something might be 
gained in adopting such a stance (perhaps it allows you to better manage affective 
blame), but something valuable is also lost.

On the other hand, the descriptive challenge would counter that such an application 
simply does not capture the complex interpersonal dynamics at play in such a case. In 
practice, there is often no easy recourse to ‘detachment’ to manage affective blame 
when you’ve been wronged by someone very close to you, and this is especially so 
when their conduct, even if impacted by disorder, was also knowing and deliberate in 
other respects.

On the more nuanced application of the Strawsonian framework we are proposing, to 
the extent that the husband’s addiction generated external difficulty relevant to his 
wrongdoing – i.e. external to his moral concern for his wife – it is possible for her to miti
gate or exculpate without abandoning symmetrical relations. Insofar as his addiction gen
erated external difficulties (through intense cravings, withdrawal symptoms, other 
overwhelming stresses and pressures et cetera), and insofar as his wife was able to 
access the necessary ‘charity, open-mindedness, and patience’ in interpreting the 
impact of these external difficulties on his wrongful conduct, there is potentially enor
mous scope for her to mitigate blame while still upholding symmetrical relations. I.e. 
There is scope for her to recognise that his conduct, while harmful to her, was not incom
patible with her assertion of the basic demand within their relationship. In response to the 
normative challenge, therefore, there need not be any easy or quick recourse to asymme
trical relations in order to make the relevant accommodations.

However, insofar as his addiction also generated internal difficulty – i.e. insofar as it gen
uinely made him less concerned for her, and more inclined to disregard her rightful claims 
and interests – it is much harder for her to mitigate on account of his addiction while 
retaining symmetrical relations. Part of the way in which his addiction has manifested 
is precisely in his lack of concern for her, and in withholding blame despite this, she invari
ably has to cease asserting the basic demand, at least to a certain extent.

In many cases all of these forces will exist at once. Part of our aim is to draw out the 
immense complexity and ambiguity in close relationships affected by particular disorders, 
but also affected by all the difficult dynamics that emerge in any close relationship. It is 
not always perfectly apparent where the features of a disorder begin and where other 
more enduring parts of a person’s nature end. It is not always clear when someone 
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was acting under immense external difficulties, or when their conduct actually evinced 
disregard and disdain for those they hurt, or in which combination these different 
forces existed.

This multiplicity can generate deeply complicated, and even ambivalent, assessments 
when it comes to appraising the conduct of particular individuals. While the forces we 
have been describing are relatively simple when abstracted, their manifestation in 
reality is anything but. Intractable epistemic difficulties remain: how can we really 
know what obstacles someone faced in meeting normative demands? How can we 
know the source of those obstacles, and their nature? How can we appraise whether 
they were external or internal to moral concern and motivation itself?

Sometimes these determinations will be relatively straightforward, but often they will 
be very hard, and it will be very hard to determine how to weigh these various factors. 
Even in our relationships with a specific individual, it’s something we might come back 
to over and over again (as we interpret, and reinterpret, the different forces at play; or 
as future conduct leads us to reappraise the past). The complexity of these judgments 
is a far cry from the detachment of the objective stance; it demonstrates the descriptive 
nuance that is available on Strawsonian frameworks, and the many alternatives to simple 
detachment on such paradigms. This reflects the complexity often evinced within inter
personal relationships affected by mental illness, where people grapple with the contra
dictory spaces that both recognise and acknowledge our interpersonal entitlements, but 
also recognise and acknowledge the limits of these entitlements.

Notes

1. We focus here on agent-relative notions of difficulty, where something is difficult in the rel
evant sense insofar as it is difficult for a particular agent (Cf. Bradford 2017 and von Kriegstein 
2019 for further debate on the agent-relativity or agent-neutrality of difficulty).

2. King and May (2018) have even argued that mental illness can sometimes enhance 
responsibility.

3. ‘Scope’ and ‘duration’ are taken from Brink and Nelkin (2013); they propose that exemptions 
should be considered ‘as comparatively global or standing excuses.’

4. Svirsky looks at both an addict in one case, and a child in another, to show how our personal 
relationships with so-called ‘marginal agents’ impacts blameworthiness and standing to 
blame (Svirsky 2020). Pickard compares the detached clinical stance she encourages to 
‘good parenting,’ and acknowledges that there is an ‘inherent power imbalance’ between 
clinicians and service users, as there is between children and parents. Brandenburg also 
draws on the comparison in developing her nurturing stance and indicates that ‘carers can 
be seen to respond to children as young as two or three in a nurturing manner’; elsewhere 
she makes a sustained comparison between our relationship with children and the relation
ship of clinicians and service users (Brandenburg 2019).

5. These and related questions about the significance of difficulty in agential appraisals have 
been the subject of growing philosophical attention (Cf. Nelkin 2016; Bradford 2017; von 
Kriegstein 2019; Hartford 2022).

6. To use Glover’s quotation of Karl Jaspers (Glover 2014).
7. Work on moral responsibility navigates normative and naturalistic realms. In responding to 

the normative challenge, we are drawing on the normative possibilities of the account we 
are supporting, rather than only on our blaming practice.

8. Our account therefore aligns – in these cases of exemption on the basis of internal difficulty – 
with theories which have proposed more accommodative exemptive stances, and do not 
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view the basic demand as an all-or-nothing affair (Cf. Brandenburg 2018). We hold, however, 
that there remain interpersonal costs even to less extreme asymmetrical stances.
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