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Moral Responsibility and Foundationalism


Galen Strawson’s argument for the impossibility of moral responsibility attempts to undercut compatibilist and incompatibilist theories of responsibility.
 The basic version of the argument proceeds from the notion that you do what you do because of the way you are and concludes that to be morally responsible you must be responsible for the way you are. It then adds that you cannot be responsible for the way you are unless you are self-created and this is impossible.
 
In this paper, I provide a Strawson-inspired argument against people being morally responsible. My paper consists of two parts. The first part argues that people are morally responsible only if something grounds this responsibility (more specifically, something is the foundation of responsibility) and that there is no such ground. In the second part, I respond to objections to the argument. Here is the thesis. 

Thesis: No Responsibility. Individuals are not morally responsible. 

This applies to human beings, God, and even beings that circle in time.
 An example of a circular being is the mythical Chuck Norris who allegedly went back in time to impregnate his own mother.
 

Part One: Argument

It is helpful to begin by setting out some concepts that will play a central role in my argument. Because my argument is that responsibility requires a foundation and neither choice nor character state is an adequate foundation, it is helpful to lay out these notions. 

Responsibility is a basic notion by which I mean that it cannot be reduced to other notions. It is synonymous with apt for praise or blame. This assumes that responsibility is moral responsibility and that there is only one type. These claims are controversial and I shall not defend them here.
 Thus, I will always mean “moral responsibility” whenever I use the term “responsibility.”
 
Some beliefs (foundational ones) are justified, but not justified by another justified belief. Rather, they are self-justified or justified by something that is not a justified belief (for example, direct acquaintance). A self-justified belief is one that a person is justified in believing it in virtue of fully understanding it. On some accounts, Descartes’ statement, “I exist,” is self-justified. 
A character state is an individual’s psychology or, perhaps, her psychology at a time. A psychology is a complete set of mental states and the relations between them. A choice is the means by which a person cuts off deliberation. On some accounts, it is a mental event that generates an intention. Let us leave aside whether choice includes willing (that is, execution) of an intention as my argument is independent of this issue.
 

Here is my argument.
(P1)

If an individual is morally responsible, then there is a responsibility-foundation that 


makes him morally responsible.

(P2)

There is no responsibility-foundation that makes an individual morally responsible.

(C1)

Hence, an individual is not morally responsible. [(P1), (P2)]

Premise (P1) rests on the following principles. 

Principle #1: Act to Choice. If a person is responsible for an act, then he chose that act and is responsible for that choice. 

The background idea is that intuitively it is hard to see how someone can be responsible for an act if he did not choose it. If it were to result from an unconscious choice or something which is not chosen at all (and not volitional, if choice and volition are different), then it would intuitively seem not something that should be credited to the agent. A common view, although not one I hold, is that people are responsible for negligent acts. If this is correct, then this principle should be modified to the following: If a person is responsible for an act, then he chose that act or was negligent with regard to it and is responsible for that choice or negligence. My account is compatible with this modified principle. 


First, consider that what makes someone responsible must be something that ties what he thinks or does to him.   

Principle #2: Choice to Character State. If a person is responsible for his choice, then it flowed, at least in part, from his character state and he is responsible for that state. 

The central idea here is that if a person is responsible for a choice, then it (in part) flowed, at least in part, from who he is and he is responsible for who he is and that a person (at a time) is in part a character state. This principle rests on a central feature of responsibility, namely, that a person must have a connection to his thought or act. This connection-feature is essential to an adequate theory of responsibility.   


Second, consider that what makes someone responsible must be something under his control. 
Principle #3: Character State to Choice. If a person is responsible for his character state, then his choice brought about that state, at least in part, and he is responsible for that choice. 

Here the notion is that if a person is responsible for something, then he has control over it and if a person has control over something, then it resulted from a choice. This principle rests on a second central feature of responsibility, namely, that a person must have control over his thought or act. This control-feature is essential to an adequate theory of responsibility.   


If these principles are true, then there must be a foundation for responsibility. A foundation for responsibility is something that makes an individual responsible and that does not do so because of something else for which the individual is responsible. A foundation is a ground of responsibility. If these principles are true, then (a) an infinite series of choices and states grounds responsibility, (b) a circular series grounds responsibility, or (c) a particular choice or state (or a conjunction or disjunction of them) grounds responsibility. We should reject (a) and (b). In an infinite series of choices and states, there is nothing to add responsibility to the infinite series. The same is true for a circular series. The analogy here is to extrinsic value. Extrinsic value is value that something has in virtue of its relation to something else. Something has extrinsic value only if another thing has intrinsic value because the latter grounds the value of the former. A similar thing must be true for responsibility.

Another way to see that there must be a foundation is by considering God. If he makes an infinite number of choices that flow from a preceding character state and has an infinite number of character states that flows from preceding choices, then he has no states or choices that are not under his control or connected to him. Yet, this is insufficient for moral responsibility in that if no choice or character state (or conjunction or disjunction) grounds responsibility, then an endless series of them won’t do so either. If there is a choice or character state that grounds responsibility, then the individual has a responsibility-foundation.


Many libertarians can be interpreted as asserting that a choice is the ground of responsibility, whereas many soft determinists can be interpreted as asserting that a character state is the ground of responsibility. The former focus on things such as self-shaping acts, acts whose source is the person (not merely his psychology), and acts that break the chain of physical causation. The latter focus on whether acts reflect an individual’s deep self (who he really is), sane deep self, reason-responsive mechanism, alignment of different-order desires (or values), identification with effective desires, psychology, and so on. This focus is on states rather than choices.  


Premise (P2) rests in part on the following assumptions.
Assumption #1: Choice Not Foundation. An ungrounded choice is not a responsibility-foundation. 

If a choice grounds responsibility, then (i) the choice did not result from his character state or (ii) it did result from the character state but the individual is not responsible for the state. Respectively, the analogies for these two are to a foundational belief that is (i) self-justified or (ii) justified by something that is not itself justified.  
The first option, (i), is not a responsibility-foundation. I think it helpful to make this claim in way that fills out part of the first assumption. 
Assumption #1a: Not From Character State. It is false that a choice that did not result from an individual’s character state is a responsibility-foundation.

To see this, consider that either the choice resulted from something other than his mental states or it resulted from his mental states but did so in a way that did not reflect the relations between them (for example, preference- or value-ordering). If a person’s choice was grounded (justified and caused) by something outside his mind, it is external to him. The choice fails to connect his choices to him. The same is true for reordering content. If the choice was external to him, then it cannot ground responsibility. This is because it does not have the necessary connection to him. This is analogous to the criticism lodged against libertarianism that a choice that does not flow from a person’s mental states is a matter of luck (that is, random or arbitrary) and thus not something that grounds responsibility.


The second option, (ii), is also not a responsibility-foundation. Again, I think it is helpful to state this in a way that fills out part of the first assumption.  
Assumption #1b: From Character State/Not Responsible for State. It is false that a choice that resulted from a character state for which the individual is not responsible is a responsibility-foundation. 

A choice is largely a mechanism by which locally relevant mental states (for example, beliefs, desires, and intentions) and events (deliberation) get translated into an intention. The mere translating function does not intuitively appear special enough to be the fundamental ground of responsibility. The translating function is not more fundamental to responsibility than the input it translates. That is, a choice is not special enough to ground responsibility.  
By analogy, consider a computer function that translates various preferences encoded in the software. It does not seem more important to what the computer does than the preferences themselves. Similarly, choice translates an individual’s beliefs, desires, and intentions and the way in which he has deliberated about them into an intention (that is, a plan) that must then be executed (perhaps by a willing). It does not intuitively seem that the choice is more important than these other elements. 

An objection is that choices can be self-shaping in that they are in some sense independent of the agent’s character state and make the person who he is.
 In virtue of making him who he is, the choice is, in some sense, self-creating in that it creates the individual’s character state in a way that does not flow from a previous state. The not-flowing notion isn’t merely causal, the content of the choice (that is, what is chosen) does not depend on the preceding character state. 

The reason this fails is that were the content to depend on the preceding character state, which the objector denies, then the choice would seem to be no more than an implementation of the state, thus pushing the responsibility-ground back to the character state. Libertarian proponents of this view in some sense admit this when they explain that their theories do not yield contrastive explanations of why a person chooses one thing rather than another. 

[I]f an agent is capable of causing any of a range of intentions that would result in different corresponding actions, the reason(s) that inclined the agent to do what he in fact does serve to explain it even though there may be no explanation of why he did that rather than any of the alternatives.
 

It is the content of a choice that is precisely what does the work here because what needs to be explained is why he thought or did something or why a person is who he is. 


The underlying idea is that responsibility is an aggregate notion. A person is responsible for his life to the extent that he is responsible for the things that comprise it, specifically, what he thinks and does. This is analogous to the notion in political philosophy that the rights people have to things are a function of the particular rights they have to specific bodies, objects, and so on.
 An individual is responsible for a particular thought or act to the degree to which he is connected to it. The connection cannot come about via an event not tightly tied to him. 


If a choice is not a foundation, then perhaps a character state is the foundation.
 

Assumption #2: Character State Not Foundation. A character state that was not chosen is not a responsibility-foundation.
If a character state grounds responsibility, then (iii) the character state was not chosen or (iv) the character state was chosen but the individual is not responsible for the choice. The analogies for these two respectively are, again, a foundational belief that is self-justified or justified by something that is not itself justified. Let’s consider each option. 

The third option, (iii), is not a responsibility-foundation. I think it is helpful to make this claim in way that fills out part of the first assumption. 

Assumption #2a: Not From Choice. It is false that a character state that was not chosen is a responsibility-foundation.

Here the reason is that the individual did not have control over it because he did not choose it. To see this consider the following case. 


Case #1: Monster (Derk Pereboom)

Dr. Frankenstein creates an individual (the monster) with a complete psychology. A psychology is a complete set of mental states and the relations between them. The monster’s acts flow from his psychology, environment, and the laws of nature. Leave aside whether these determine or merely probabilistically shape his acts. His psychology is such that he is a rational egoist in all circumstances, except when he interacts with other monsters, then he is a pure altruist. The monster is weakly reasons-responsive, sane, has aligned desires, and freedom of action and the will. Immediately after creation, the monster kills a little girl because he enjoys doing so. We might even make him the (libertarian) source of his act. 

It intuitively seems that the monster is not morally responsible. This is because he did not choose his character state and hence he had no control over it or the choice that flowed from it. 
  


Some proponents of the notion that character state grounds responsibility might bite the bullet on this case and assert that the monster is responsible. The problem is that if the monster is responsible, then people are responsible even when their choices result from manipulation that changes thought content but protects the responsibility-relevant features, such as those found in Monster. Manipulation includes neurosurgery, hypnosis, brain-washing, and so on. But it is false that people whose choices result from manipulation are responsible. This is true even when the manipulation creates or preserves the individual’s reasons-responsiveness, sanity, aligned desires (or values and desires), identification with desires (or values), freedom of action and the will, and so on. 

Case #2: Igor
Dr. Frankenstein manipulates an individual (Igor) by redoing his whole psychology and destroying his memory of the old one. A psychology is a complete set of mental states and the relations between them. Igor’s acts flow from his psychology, environment, and the laws of nature. Leave aside whether these determine or merely probabilistically shape his acts. His new psychology is such that he is a rational egoist in all circumstances, except when he interacts with monsters, then he is a pure altruist. Igor is weakly reasons-responsive, sane, has aligned desires, and freedom of action and the will. Immediately after creation, Igor kills a little girl because he enjoys doing so. He might even be the (libertarian) source of his act.

The proponent of the notion that a character state grounds responsibility might respond that neither the monster nor Igor is responsible because enough time has not yet passed since the creation or manipulation. 
 Alternatively, the proponent might respond that neither monster nor Igor is responsible because neither has the opportunity to revise (or endorse, identify with, will, etc.) the particular features that comprise the character state. The problem with this notion is that time and the opportunity to revise one’s character is an attempt to sneak in a choice-foundation. What the proponent is doing is requiring that the individual approve of none, some, or all of his character state (or choose not to consider the issue) in order for him to be responsible. The approval is a choice and so the proponent is sneaking in the choice element, whether as a particular choice or decision not to choose. This returns us to the earlier notion that choice is the responsibility-foundation. 
One might wonder could the passage of time is necessary for the monster to be responsible not because he must endorse his character, where endorsement is a type of choice, but rather because his true character or deepest values take time to emerge. This is false because if the content of his mental states and the relations between them do not change over time, then there is no emergence of a true character or deepest values. Such things do emerge if they require reflection, reasoning, and approval, but this is to again sneak in choice. 

An objector might argue that the monster is not reasons-responsive in the way that matters to advocates of the reasons-responsive theory of responsibility. The objector notes that the monster can’t act virtuously except when he acts toward monsters. That is, there is nothing that can ever be done to make him respond much differently to non-monstrous children. That, the objector continues, is why he is not responsible. It is not, he argues, because his psychology was created by Dr. Frankenstein. 


There are two problems with this objection. First, the reasons-responsive theory put forth by Fischer and Ravizza asserts that a person is responsible just in case he is weakly reasons-responsive and he takes responsibility for his choices. On their theory, weak reasons-responsiveness means that in some possible worlds, she would have acted differently had reasons been different. The theory is not relativized to a certain type of situation or interaction with a certain type of individual. 
The objector might respond that the theory should be so relativized, even if the theory’s discoverers did not think so. Fair enough. The hypothetical can then be modified whereby the monster acts as a rational egoist relative to non-monsters except in those cases in which the non-monster very clearly exhibits a kind-and-caring character to the monster and in the case of the murdered child, she exhibits no such character. Again the intuition is the same. 

The objector might claim that what matters is that the monster have weak reason-responsiveness in the particular situation he is in. The version of the theory moves away from a theory about a reasons-responsive mechanism to a theory about reason-responsiveness in a particular situation. It also begs the question as to whether the monster is reasons-responsive in the particular situation he is in. Given his situation, were the child to have very clearly exhibited a kind-and-caring character (which she could have done), he would not have killed her. Thus, he is reasons-responsive in the situation he is in.   

On a libertarian account, perhaps one that incorporates reason-responsiveness, God could roll time back to the point at which the monster makes his decision and in 999 out of 1,000 times, the monster kills the child.
 The actual world is one of the 999. On this account, the monster’s character is the same in every case up until he makes a choice. Still, it intuitively seems to me that the monster is not responsible because his character is created in full and his choice flows from it. 

The objector might concede that the monster is not blameworthy because his character was created in full and his choice flowed from it, but argue that this case is indistinguishable from manipulation. Manipulation, he continues, undermines responsibility on any account (for example, Frankfurt’s and Watson’s deep-self theories, Fischer and Ravizza’s reasons-responsiveness theory, Wolf’s sanity theory, and so on). Manipulation involve an external agent imposing a new character on a persisting individual without her being related to the imposition in the right way. For example, she does not endorse the imposition beforehand or it does not come about via a responsibility-preserving causal pathway. This does not happen here because the monster had no character beforehand and would not have had one without Dr. Frankenstein’s imposing one on him.   

The objector might respond that part of an individual’s being related to his character in the right way involves it not coming about from external creation, but the most likely reason for this is that the individual did not choose it. It is hard to see why a being created in full would lack responsibility initially and gain it later because he comes to be related to it in the right way to it, if the right way did not involve his actively connecting to it via endorsement, wholehearted identification, volitional alignment, taking responsibility for it, self-revision, and so on. All of these ways of being related to something in the right way have a choice as a component. Specifically, with regard to one’s character (or a feature of it), an individual can endorse it, wholeheartedly identify with it (in a way that cuts off the issue from further consideration), volitionally align oneself to it, take responsibility for it, or revise one’s self to include it only if he makes a choice.

A different objector might argue that the monster is responsible in that from the monster’s first-person perspective, his mental states (for example, beliefs, desires, values, and intentions) appear to be responsibility-grounding. From this perspective, he has a deep self, wholeheartedly identifies with his deep self, knows the true and the good, is reasons-responsive, seems to have libertarian freedom, and so on. If we imagine ourselves to be the monster, it seems that we are autonomous or, more revealingly, that others could violate our autonomy immediately.
What this shows is that the first-person perspective is not sufficient for moral responsibility. The same perspective is present for someone who has recently been manipulated, whether the manipulation is just a small part of his psychology or all of it, and manipulation undermines moral responsibility. This is particularly true if the manipulation radically changes the individual’s deep self and her wholehearted identification with it. 
The fourth option, (iv), is not a responsibility-foundation. Here is a statement of this notion.   

Assumption #2b: From Choice/Not Responsible for Choice. It is false that a character state that resulted from a choice for which the individual is not responsible is a responsibility-foundation. 

Here again, the individual has no connection to the character state. It did result from his choice, but the choice is not tied to him in a meaningful way. The choice might as well be random for all the connection it has to the individual. A random or arbitrary event cannot make an individual’s character state his any more than a creative or manipulative act by someone else can do so. It is also worth noting that the control- and connection-conditions come apart. This is likely what prevents either character state or choice from being the responsibility-foundation.

A problem with both character-state theories is that what matters for responsibility is not the having of the relevant capacity (for example, reason-responsiveness or knowledge of the true and good), but the exercise of it. If an individual is morally responsible for a particular act or mental state, it is through the exercise of the relevant capacities. This is because it is through such an exercise that an individual controls these features and connects them to him. Thus, the mere capacity to do something (even to engage in a self-creating or -shaping act) is not sufficient for moral responsibility.
 Having a character state is a capacity, not the exercise of it, and so the character state is not by itself the sort of thing that can be a responsibility-foundation.


An objection to my argument is that even if the argument shows that responsibility must have a foundation and even if no one choice or character state grounds responsibility, a conjunction or disjunction might do so. Consider conjunction. The idea behind a conjunctive foundation is that the foundation would thereby have the necessary connection- and control-features. The problem is that it is hard to intuitively see how if a particular choice cannot ground responsibility and a particular character state cannot do so, how the two together provide such a ground. Worse, order matters here. If the choice comes first, its lack of connection to the person would deprive the resulting character state of its ability to ground responsibility. If the character state comes first, then there is a problem with control. If the order does not matter, then it might be choicen and character staten+1 or character staten and choicen+1. On this account, the particular foundation is arbitrary and an arbitrary fact cannot ground responsibility. A disjunction is just as arbitrary and cannot ground responsibility for the same reason. 

One might think that even if neither choice nor character can ground responsibility, the two together can do so because there is an organic-unities-type effect.
 An organic unity effect occurs when two things combine in a non-additive way. For example, on some accounts, it is an intrinsically good (or, perhaps, less bad) when an evil person suffers, even though evil people and pain are bad.
 By analogy, combining two poor-tasting ingredients can be combined to produce a delicious food. This will not do because choice and character can combine to produce responsibility only if each one flows from the other in the right way from the other. This order-requirement and the fact that it is not met prevents there from being an organic-unity effect from a finite subset of them. 

Another objection is that the ground is not a choice or character state, but the whole system (or, perhaps, the system at a time) including the relevant state (character state) and events tied to it (specifically deliberation, choice, and willing). Unfortunately, adding other elements to a character-state-choice conjunction does not solve the above problem with a conjunction theory and thus this purported basis fails for the same reason. 
In summary, I argued that if an individual is morally responsible, then there is a responsibility-foundation that makes him morally responsible, but there is no responsibility-foundation that makes him morally responsible. This rested on the notion that if there were a responsibility-foundation, it would be either an ungrounded choice or an ungrounded character state and that neither can serve as the foundation. If a choice does not flow from a character state, then it is not properly connected to the individual and cannot be the basis for responsibility. The choice would appear to be arbitrary and thus not something for which the agent can be credited. If the choice does flow from a character state and the individual is not responsible for it, then it is not special enough to be the basis for responsibility. The mere conversion of reasoned deliberation about the individual’s beliefs, desires, and intentions into a plan places too much emphasis on the conversion and not enough on other elements. 

If a character state does not flow from a choice, then the individual has no control over it and hence it cannot be the basis of responsibility. Like the monster and Igor, when the character state is created or imposed upon the individual, it is not something for which he can be praised or blamed. If the character state does flow from a choice, but the individual is not responsible for the choice, then the state is not properly connected to him. If the choice does not, in some sense, reflect a responsible self, then it is unable to transmit responsibility to the resulting character state.  Let us consider objections that are most directly target parts of this argument.


 This chart summarizes these arguments. 
	Claim
	Argument
	Analogy

	Responsibility requires a responsibility-foundation
	Neither infinite regress nor circular account explains responsibility
	Extrinsic value

	Choice not a responsibility-foundation
	1. If choice does not result from a character state, then it is not properly connected to individual

2. If choice results from character state but individual is not responsible for character state, then it is not special enough to ground responsibility
	1. Self-justified belief

2. Belief justified by something that is not itself a justified belief

	Character state not a responsibility-foundation
	1. If character state was not chosen, then the individual does not have control over it and hence it cannot ground responsibility

2. If character state was chosen but the individual is not responsible for the character state, then it is not properly connected to him
	1. Self-justified belief

2. Belief justified by something that is not itself a justified belief


Part Two: Objections


The objections to the argument target the two objections or rest on the notion that we have enough epistemic justification to reject the conclusion and hence justifiably infer that one of the premises are wrong even if we do not know which one. 
A. Objection to (P1)

An objector might claim that foundationalism is false or, at least, false in the context of responsibility. She might claim that responsibility is grounded by a network of choices, character state or states, and, perhaps, acts.
 It is hard to see how a network of mental states, choices, and acts can ground responsibility instead of a conjunction of a particular choice and character state. The oddity here is that if a conjunction cannot ground responsibility, for the reason mentioned above, then it is hard to see why a system of choices and character states along with related states and events do so. Also, if coherentism does not work for epistemic justification, then it likely does not do so for responsibility. The idea in both cases is that there is nothing to add the relevant property (justification or responsibility) to the system. 

The objector might argue, as responsibility-proponents sometimes do, that over time the sequence of choices and increasingly complex and self-endorsed character state ground responsibility. If, however, no one choice, character state, or conjunction or disjunction adds some responsibility to a system, then aggregations of them will not do so. By analogy, if one loses money on each sale, it cannot be made up on volume. The objector might respond that there is composition here, so the system as a whole grounds responsibility, much as an aggregation of interacting neurons is the basis for consciousness, even if no one neuron is conscious. The objector might further note that responsibility is a matter of degree and hence an individual’s responsibility might increase in the same way that complexity of consciousness increases. Still, on this response, there must be a change at some point in time that transforms an individual who is not responsible to one who has some degree of responsibility, however minimal. This requires a particular ground and this returns us to the no-foundation problem.  
The objector might respond by questioning why there is likely a foundation for knowledge, but not responsibility. A foundation for knowledge consists of beliefs that are justified, non-inferentially justified, and that justify other beliefs. A foundational belief might be self-justified or justified by something other than another justified belief. Similarly, a foundation for responsibility is a choice or character state for which a person is responsible and for which his responsibility does not depend on another choice or character state. The difference is that there is a truth-connectedness feature present for a knowledge-foundation that is not present for a responsibility-foundation. The truth-connectedness is some feature of the foundational belief that makes it true, makes it likely to transmit truth, links it to the external world, or something along these lines. This feature appears to be present whether one adopts an externalist account of justification (for example, reliabilism or proper-function theory) or an internalist account (for example, evidentialism or phenomenal conservativism).
 

In contrast, choice lacks a parallel feature to truth-connectedness. A character-state might be thought to be truth-connected if it tends to track the truth, external world, or morality, or something along these lines. However, this is not enough to make the character state a responsibility-foundation because having such a connection is not the essence of responsibility. The essence of responsibility is that an individual’s thoughts and actions are tied to him because they are under his control. For example, even if the monster has a character state that is truth-connected, he still is not responsible because his state was not under his control. Truth-connectedness is not enough for the connection and control conditions. 

B. Objections to (P2)

1. Responsibility rests on a character state with the relevant feature(s) because this is all the freedom that one can have or want
Here I will focus on objections that assert that a character state is the foundation of responsibility.  One objector might argue that a character state with the relevant features is the most freedom we can have or want and this is enough for responsibility.
 Depending on the account, the relevant feature might be weak reasons-responsiveness (able to understand and act on moral reasons), ability to revise the deep self (ability to revise one’s deep self), sanity (knowledge of the true and good), aligned desires (higher order desires or values align with lower order desires), and freedom of action and the will (individual does what she wants to do and wills what she wants to will).  
This is not all the responsibility we want. The monster and Igor have these features and are not morally responsible. These features might be sufficient for all the freedom we want, although I doubt it, but this merely shows that freedom and responsibility are not the same. It might also show that what we want is impossible. This is not a contradiction in that one can want contradictory things. For example, a woman might want to go back in time and kill her abusive father when he was still an infant. She also might want to have her cake and eat it too.

Even if this is all the freedom one can want or have, then perhaps what this shows is that we shouldn’t want responsibility. For example, maybe what we should want for our children is for them to be happy, have objectively good things in life (specifically, love, family, and knowledge), and be virtuous. If we discover that this is entirely a product of their genes and environment, this should not bother us, although perhaps it would. The same is true if we discover that our children lack whatever compatibilist feature grounds responsibility.  
2. Responsibility rests on a character state because moral norms focus on an individual’s psychology
An objector, such as George Sher, might argue that if responsibility entails control and control entails choice, then the searchlight theory is true. 

Searchlight Theory: if a person is responsible for something, then he is consciously aware of 
it.
 
But the searchlight theory is false. Here are three cases in which Sher argues that it is intuitively clear that the people are responsible despite lacking conscious awareness of what they do (or omit to do) or of the relevant facts.
  


Case #3: Hot Dog

Allessandra, a soccer mom, has gone to pick up her children at their elementary school. As usual, she is accompanied by the family’s border collie, Bathsheba, who rides in the back of the van. The pickup has never taken long so, although it is very hot, Allessandra leaves Sheba in the van while she goes to gather her children. This time, however, she is greeted by a tangled tale of misbehavior, ill-considered punishment, and administrative bungling which requires several hours of indignant sorting out. During that time, Sheba languishes, forgotten, in the locked car. When, Allessandra and her children finally make it to the parking lot, they find Sheba unconscious from heat prostration.


Case #4: On the Rocks
Julian, a ferry pilot, is nearing the end of a forty-minute trip that he has made hundreds of times before. The only challenge in this segment of the trip is to avoid some submerged rock that jut out irregularly from the mainland. However, just because the trip is so routine, Julian’s thoughts have wandered to the previous evening’s pleasant romantic encounter. Too late, he realizes that he no longer has time to maneuver the ferry.


Case #5: Bad Weather

It is 1968 and amerika (a nom de guerre) is a member of the Weather Underground. Sensitive and conscientious as a child, amerika has been rethinking his moral beliefs. In a series of stages, he has become convinced, first, that capitalism is deeply unjust; next, that nothing short of revolution will bring change; and finally, that the need to rectify massive injustice far outweighs the rights or interests of mere individuals. To procure funds for the Revolution, amerika takes part in a robbery in which a bank guard is killed. 

In these cases, Allessandra and Julian fail to be aware of relevant facts and amerika fails to be aware of the relevant moral norm. Sher argues that in the above cases, the three people’s blameworthiness rests on their having fallen below the applicable norms and their failure to recognize the relevant facts having resulted from their constitutive attributes. 

If Sher’s argument succeeds, then a choice need not ground moral responsibility. This is true if we make the following assumption: if a person chooses something, then he is consciously aware of it. Perhaps this is not true if people can make unconscious choices, but it is true in the sense of responsibility-grounding choice that is the focus here.
 This is because an unconscious choice does not have to involve an agent acting on behalf of her deep self. The deep self is the set of mental states with which a person most identifies or endorses. On one account, for example, these are an individual’s highest order desires. My assumption here is that the deep self is one that is consciously accessible. In attacking the searchlight theory, Sher provides an argument for an individual’s psychology as a responsibility-foundation.

There is a problem with holding the people in the above three cases responsible if two claims are true. First, a person is responsible for something only if he has control over it. Second, a person has control over something only if it resulted from a choice. The first claim is often viewed as intuitively obvious. The second results from the notion that control results from reason-guided deliberation and it is a choice that ends such deliberation by forming an intention. Sher argues that our intuitions about the above people, and ones like them, are strong and unclouded by theoretical assumptions that they give us reason to doubt that responsibility entails control.
 


However, it is not clear that the intuition about the above people doesn’t rest on the notion that they were responsible for a previous act that flowed through to the act or omission in question.
 If so, then the intuition that they are morally responsible also rests a theoretical concept (the flow-through notion) that is flawed. This is because it is unclear how a person’s being responsible for one act plus a causal statement can make him responsible for a second act. In any case, the flow-through theory just pushes the issue of responsibility one step back.    


Sher’s attributionism, however, fails to satisfy our intuition in Monster.
 Attributivism is the position that what grounds responsibility is an individual’s having a certain attribute, specifically, a psychology with a specific feature (for example, reason-responsiveness). In Monster, it intuitively seems the monster is not morally responsible for the killing because he did not choose his character. Sher might respond that if the absence of choice undermines responsibility for one’s character, then it should undermine responsibility for negligent acts and it doesn’t. Sher would likely argue that the intuition in Monster is either not as strong as the ones in cases #3 through #5, or cases like them, or the intuition has another explanation. Alternatively, Sher might argue that the monster is not responsible because he has not had the opportunity to change some or all of his character. As argued above, this would convert his theory into a choice-foundation theory and this is likely not what Sher has in mind. 

Note that on Sher’s account, the monster is likely morally responsible for his act (more specifically for the act’s morally or prudentially relevant feature) because it was voluntarily done. This assumes that the voluntariness condition can be met when an individual is created with a complete psychology. Citing voluntariness does not do much to address the responsibility-foundation issue. Alternatively, Sher might argue that moral norms focus on a person’s psychology because a certain type of psychology is what makes him responsive to reasons.
 However, this does not get us far. The having of a psychology (even one that is reasons-responsive, sane, has aligned desires, etc.) is just the having of a particular character state and it still has not been shown that an ungrounded character makes one responsible. Thus, even if the searchlight theory is false, we still need an argument that ungrounded character state is a responsibility-foundation. 

Also, there is reason to believe the searchlight theory is true. One such argument comes from Gideon Rosen.
 Rosen argues that if a person is blameworthy for acting on ignorance, it is because he is morally responsible for the ignorance. He further argues that if a person is morally responsible for the ignorance, then his ignorance is the upshot of a prior act or omission for which he is responsible. This is because an act from ignorance or being ignorant of a fact is not something for which an agent can be originally responsible. On this account, a person is derivatively responsible for an act or omission only because he is independently responsible for some other act or omission. A person is originally responsible for something when he is responsible for it and not derivatively responsible for it.  


On Rosen’s account, the prior act or omission that makes someone responsible for being ignorant about something must be a conscious failure to satisfy a procedural epistemic obligation.
 Such a failure must therefore be an akratic act. An akratic act, according to Rosen, occurs when an agent does an act despite a persisting judgment that all things considered, he should do something else. The requirement for akrasia in the context of blameworthy acts involves the type of conscious awareness required by the searchlight theory. On Rosen’s theory, no one is blameworthy if people do not actually do akratic acts or if akrasia undermines responsibility.
 I think the latter is true, but let us sidestep this issue here.   

If Rosen’s argument succeeds, then Sher’s support for character as a responsibility-foundation fails. Sher’s strategy depends on the claim that a person can be originally responsible for ignorance or because he is responsible for something other than an act or omission (for example, a character state). Again, going back in time to the first moment of responsibility, the subject of a character state is no more originally responsible for it than are the monster and Igor.     

C. Objection to (C1)

A third line of objection is that we have more justification for moral responsibility than for either or both premises. If phenomenal conservatism is true, then the having of a strong intuition is some evidence, albeit weak, of the intuitional content. The objector might argue that we have a strong intuition that people are responsible. This rests in part on our intuitions about a wide range of attitudes and practices that presuppose responsibility. Among the former are reactive attitudes such as gratitude, love, pride, shame, anger, blame, and indignation.
 Among the latter are the guilt- and proportionality-limitations on punishment. Another such practice is the prima facie requirements and legal excuses that prevent punishment such as incompetence, provocation, duress, and ignorance. Also, in politics, people often respond well to the notion that people deserve some benefits (for example, those that flow from their contribution, hard work, or sacrifice), but not others (for example, those that flow from luck). An example of the former includes the holidays, benefits, and praise lavished on veterans.
 An example of the latter is the poverty that results when disabled people are unable to make a living.

The problem with this objection is that we lack evidence for the objection to (C1). If there is widespread error on moral-responsibility-related beliefs, then we do not have much justification, if any, for this proposition. There is such widespread error. First, people often think that they are more responsible than they are. For example, people often see themselves as responsible because how they act depends on what they think, not on the situation in which they are located. However, social psychologists have argued that the situation explains their behavior and does so in a surprisingly uniform way. This suggests that the people are not morally responsible. On some psychological theories, for example, situations can make good people do horrible things. For example, this has been applied to the Milgram obedience experiment, Zimbardo prison experiment, and one of the main players in Abu Ghraib.
 One prominent theory of responsibility holds that people in the past were not fully responsible because they had mistaken beliefs about the true or good and were not in the position to know this.
 For example, Susan Wolf argues this applies to the racism of the founding fathers, confederate state sympathizers, and the sexism of earlier generations before the rise of women’s liberation.

The way in which people think and act is affected by priming effects. For example, wearing fake designer clothes, observing others’ dishonest behavior, and being tired all increase the likelihood that people will be dishonest, without their being aware of these effects. The underlying idea is that people will be more dishonest when it is easier to rationalize the dishonesty even if they do not actually rationalize the dishonesty or consider doing so.
 People sometimes can’t even identify their own motivation. In one famous case, people hypnotized to open a window on a cue explained what they did in terms of a motivation that did not in fact move them. 

On the responsibility theory, there is disagreement on different accounts of responsibility (libertarianism versus soft determinism), the particular accounts within these overall theories, whether people are responsible for negligence, and what room there is for responsibility after genetic and environmental effects are screened out. An example of this has to do with genetics and what children grow up to do. Parents think they can have an enormous influence on their children.
 However, genetic effects are quite strong, parental effects are surprisingly not. Twin research studies show that parents’ child-rearing practices have little to no effect on life expectancy, overall health, happiness, and self-esteem.
 Parents might have a small effect on smoking, drinking, and drug problems, but not a large one.  They have little effect on their child’s success. By “success,” I mean high income and educational achievement. Parents have little to no effect on their children’s intelligence, grades, income and wealth.
 Also, parents have little to no effect on character traits (for example, conscientiousness and agreeableness) and values (for example, religious attitudes and behavior and political attitudes and behavior).
 Parents have little or no effect on teen pregnancy and adult sexual behavior.
 None of this is consistent with the idea that people have a good understanding of whether they are responsible.
  

Here is a summary of the objections and why they fail. 
	Premise
	Objection
	Response

	(P1)
	In the context of responsibility, foundationalism is false
	There is no good reason to think that foundationalism is false in the context of responsibility

	(P1)
	Over time the pattern of choices and increasingly complex and self-endorsed character state ground responsibility
	If no choice, character state, or particular conjunction or disjunction adds responsibility to a system, then larger aggregations will not do so

	(P2)
	A character state with the relevant feature is the most freedom we can have or want. Hence, this is enough for responsibility
	1. This is not all the freedom we want

2. Even if this is all the freedom we want, it is still not sufficient for moral responsibility

	(P2)
	If responsibility entails control and control entails choice, then the searchlight theory is true, but it is false
	1. The searchlight theory is true
2. Even if the searchlight theory is false, there still is no reason to think that an ungrounded character state is a responsibility-foundation

	(C1)
	We have more justification for moral responsibility than for either premise or both premises together. Hence, one of the premises is false, even if we don’t know which one
	We do not have more justification for moral responsibility than for either or both premises. See situational and historical factors, priming effects, disagreements on the central issues in responsibility, and the role of genetics


Part Three: Conclusion
In conclusion, if an individual is morally responsible, then there is a responsibility-foundation that makes him morally responsible, but there is there is no responsibility-foundation that makes him responsible. This rested on the notion that if there were a responsibility-foundation, it would be either an ungrounded choice or an ungrounded character state and that neither can serve as the foundation. The paper then considered three types of objections. First, moral responsibility does not require a responsibility-foundation. Second, a character state can serve as the foundation. Third, we know people are responsible even if we don’t know what the foundation is. These objections fail.
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