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In the paper, I try to cast some doubt on traditional attempts to defi ne, 
or explicate, moral responsibility in terms of deserved praise and blame. 
Desert-based accounts of moral responsibility, though no doubt more 
faithful to our ordinary notion of moral responsibility, tend to run into 
trouble in the face of challenges posed by a deterministic picture of the 
world on the one hand and the impact of moral luck on human action on 
the other. Besides, grounding responsibility in desert seems to support as-
criptions of pathological blame to agents trapped in moral dilemmas as 
well as of excess blame in cases of joint action. Desert is also notoriously 
diffi cult, if not impossible, to determine (at least with suffi cient preci-
sion). And fi nally, though not least important, recent empirical research 
on people’s responsibility judgments reveals our common-sense notion of 
responsibility to be hopelessly confused and easily manipulated.

So it may be time to rethink our inherited theory and practice of moral 
responsibility. Our theoretical and practical needs may be better served 
by a less intractable, more forward-looking notion of responsibility. The 
aim of the paper is to contrast the predominant, desert-based accounts of 
moral responsibility with their rather unpopular rival, the consequence-
based accounts, and then show that the latter deserve more consideration 
than usually granted by their opponents. In the course of doing so, I as-
sess, and ultimately reject, a number of objections that have been raised 
against consequentialist accounts of moral responsibility: that it (i) doesn’t 
do justice to our common-sense theory and practice of responsibility; (ii) 
ties responsibility too closely to infl uenceability, thereby exposing itself 
to the charge of counter-intuitivity; (iii) assigns undeserved responsibil-
ity (praise, blame) to agents; (iv) confuses ‘being responsible’ with ‘hold-
ing responsible’‚ and (v) provides the wrong-kind-of-reason for praise and 
blame. My negative and positive case may not add up to a knockdown ar-
gument in favour of revising our ordinary notion of responsibility. As long 
as the considerations adduced succeed in presenting the consequentialist 
alternative as a serious contender to a pre-arranged marriage between 
moral responsibility and desert, however, I’m happy to rest my case.

Keywords: Moral responsibility, desert, blame, (reasons for) reac-
tive-attitudes, consequentialism.
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1. Introduction
Moral responsibility is one of our core moral notions. It fi gures promi-
nently in our concept of moral agency as well as in some infl uential 
accounts of moral wrongness and justice (mainly retributive, but also 
distributive). Still, in the last century or so, the idea that we are (at 
least sometimes) genuinely responsible—in the sense of being praise- 
or blameworthy—for what we think, feel and do has increasingly come 
into disrepute. My aim in the paper is not to defend the notion of moral 
responsibility against either traditional or more recent objections. My 
ambition is more modest. I try to cast some doubt over traditional at-
tempts to defi ne, or explicate, moral responsibility in terms of deserved 
praise and blame. Desert-based accounts of moral responsibility, though 
no doubt more faithful to our common-sense/ordinary notion of moral 
responsibility, tend to run into trouble in the face of challenges posed 
by a deterministic picture of the world on the one hand and the impact 
of luck on human action on the other. Besides, grounding responsi-
bility in desert seems to support ascriptions of pathological blame to 
agents trapped in moral dilemmas as well as of excess blame in cases 
of joint action. Desert is also notoriously diffi cult, if not impossible, to 
determine (with suffi cient precision). And fi nally, though not least im-
portant, recent empirical research on people’s responsibility judgments 
reveals our common-sense notion of responsibility to be hopelessly con-
fused and easily manipulated.

So it may be time to rethink our inherited theory and practice of 
moral responsibility. Our theoretical and practical needs may be better 
served by a less intractable, more forward-looking notion of respon-
sibility. The aim of the paper is to contrast the predominant, desert-
based accounts of moral responsibility with their rather unpopular 
rival, the consequence-based accounts, and then show that the latter 
deserve more attention than usually granted by their opponents. In the 
course of doing so, I consider, and ultimately reject, a number of objec-
tions that have been raised against consequentialist accounts of moral 
responsibility: that (i) it doesn’t do justice to our common-sense theory 
and practice of responsibility; (ii) ties responsibility too closely to infl u-
enceability, thereby exposing itself to the charge of counter-intuitivity; 
(iii) assigns undeserved responsibility (praise, blame) to agents; (iv) 
confuses ‘being responsible’ with ‘holding responsible’, and (v) provides 
the wrong-kind-of-reason for praise and blame. My negative and posi-
tive case may not add up to a knockdown argument in favour of revis-
ing our ordinary notion of responsibility. As long as the considerations 
adduced succeed in presenting the consequentialist alternative as a se-
rious contender to a pre-arranged marriage between moral responsibil-
ity and desert, however, I’m happy to rest my case.

Here is the plan of my paper. In section 1, I elucidate the core notion 
of moral responsibility, the so-called R(eactive)-responsibility. In section 
2, I discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the rival, desert-based ac-
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count of R-responsibility (DMR). Section 3 introduces a consequentialist 
alternative (CMR) and claims certain comparative advantages for it. In 
sections 4 and 5, I defend the consequentialist account of R-responsibil-
ity against some common objections and misconceptions. In the course 
of doing so, I sketch an (rather minimalist) account of the nature and 
function of blame. In conclusion, I summarize and qualify my view.

But let me begin with some stage-setting.

2. A multitude of meanings of ‘responsibility’
Ascriptions of moral responsibility serve a variety of purposes in a host 
of different contexts. Sometimes, when trying to apportion responsibil-
ity, we are really after authorship (“whodunnit?”). At other times our 
goal is to determine the appropriate sanction or reward; or to establish 
potential duties of reparation or restitution; or even just to make the 
agent feel bad about himself for having done something we dislike or 
resent. To make things worse, ascriptions of responsibility sometimes 
serve as a ground for statements about someone’s obligations to oth-
ers. More often, though, responsibility ascriptions ground claims about 
someone’s accountability or answerability for her behaviour.

This variety of purposes and meanings of “responsibility” is refl ect-
ed in the rich vocabulary we employ when we try to allocate moral 
responsibility in the broad sense of the word: we hold agents account-
able, blameable, culpable, liable, appraisable, reprehensible, deserving 
of praise or reproach… for something they have done or failed to do. 
A close examination of ordinary language use reveals that the word 
“responsibility” refers to a number of closely related, yet nevertheless 
different ideas.1

2.1. The notion of R(eactive-)responsibility
The fi rst task, then, is to isolate, or disentangle, from this interconnect-
ed heap, a core notion of moral responsibility. In the paper, I will be 
interested in the notion of responsibility that has been labelled blame-, 
remedial-, liability- or reactive-responsibility. To be morally responsi-
ble for some action (or state of affairs) in this, R(eactive) sense, is to be 

1 Faced with these variety of meanings of the word ‘responsible’, and a rich array 
of ideas that fi nd expression in it, different authors distinguish between as little 
as two (Miller 2007) and as many as six (Hart 1967/2007, Vincent 2011) different 
meanings of “responsibility”: (i) virtue-responsibility, (ii) role-responsibility, (iii) 
outcome-responsibility, (iv) causal-responsibility, (v) capacity-responsibility and 
(vi) blame and remedial/liability-responsibility. I myself have found it useful to 
distinguish between four different meanings of ‘responsibility’ in the past (Klampfer 
2004: 152–154). What Hart and Vincent call virtue- and role-responsibility I prefer 
to characterize in either descriptive (“Smith is a morally reliable person, i.e. the 
kind of person you can rely upon for doing the right thing.”) or deontic terms (“In his 
capacity as the captain of the ship, Smith ought to have protected people’s lives and 
possessions better than he in fact did.”).
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an appropriate object of a particular kind of reaction—praise, blame, or 
something akin to these—for having performed that action (or having 
brought that state of affairs about). And to hold someone R-responsible 
is to single that person/agent out as the (only, most) appropriate object 
of such reactive attitudes.2

Throughout the paper, I will employ the following notion of blame- 
or reactive-responsibility (in short, R-responsibility), unless indicated 
otherwise:

MR: to say that A is morally (R-)responsible for X is to say that it 
is appropriate (fi tting, correct, fair, and the like) to single A out as the 
object of (positive or negative) reactive attitudes, primarily praise and 
blame, in virtue of the fact that A did X (or some other fact(s) about 
either A or X).

Three brief points. First, note that the notion of ‘appropriateness’ or 
‘fi ttingness’ of reactive attitudes used here—which is the main source 
of MR’s intuitive appeal—is deliberately vague, so that it can be dished 
out in different ways, of which the one in terms of fairness or desert is 
not better simply by default; hence, the consequentialist proposal to 
understand these terms as substitutes for ‘usefulness’ or ‘effi ciency’ is 
not to be dismissed off-hand. Secondly, even though MR is pluralist in 
the sense that it allows a variety of reactive attitudes to play the defi n-
ing role, I will, for the sake of simplicity, concentrate on only one such 
attitude, blame (and its positive correlate, praise). Thirdly, the basis 
of, or the reason for, a reactive attitude, the thing that accounts for it 
being an appropriate, or fi tting, or correct response, is some fact about 
the object of the attitude, i.e. the agent. Which fact(s) about agents can 
serve this function, the defi nition should leave open. This once again 
makes room for a substantive account of when the attitude of blame is 
appropriate or fi tting rather than the desert-based one. A consequen-
tialist account, for example, which I prefer, thus meets this formal 
requirement, since it nominates the expected impact of blame on the 
agent’s future behaviour for this role, clearly a fact about the agent.

So here is the adjusted version of the notion of moral responsibility 
that I will work with in the paper:

MR*: to say that A is morally (R-)responsible for (having done) X (in 
C) is to say that it is appropriate (fi tting, correct, fair, and the like) to 
single A out as the object of blame (or praise), in virtue of the fact that 
X was the wrong (right, admirable) thing to do (for A in C).

2.2. Blame and punishment
Before proceeding, let me briefl y address another important issue. Blame 
is often conceived of as a younger sibling of punishment, as a milder, in-

2 Thus, in focusing on the reactive-type of responsibility, I follow Bruce Waller 
(and many others): “...Moral responsibility provides the moral justifi cation for 
singling an individual out for condemnation or commendation, praise or blame, 
reward or punishment.” (Waller 2011: 2, my emphasis)
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formal type of sanction. Consequently, it often receives the same kind 
of treatment, in the sense that whatever conditions are said to make 
blame (and praise) appropriate, they are also said to render punishment 
(and reward) appropriate. I disagree. I believe the two should be treated 
separately, and this for a host of reasons. One is the following:

To say that an agent is morally responsible (for an act, omission or attitude) 
is to say that the Strawsonian reactive attitudes are justifi ed in relation to 
her with regard to that act, omission or attitude. That is, it is appropriate 
for observers to have certain attitudes in relation to her and her act, espe-
cially the attitudes, partly cognitive and partly constituted by emotion, of 
praise and blame. It is a further question whether it would be appropriate to 
punish or reward the agent for her act, or even whether it would be appro-
priate to express the judgment. It may be that the expression of the reactive 
attitudes is justifi ed under stronger, or merely different, conditions than 
those under which it is appropriate merely to have them, and it is with the 
latter that we are here exclusively concerned. …For instance, the (quasi-) 
expression of attitudes the having of which is not justifi ed might be justifi ed 
on consequentialist grounds, as indeed might be the imposition of sanctions. 
But it does not follow, from the putative fact that treating an agent as if she 
were responsible is justifi ed, that the agent is responsible. (Levy 2005)

Hence, we might have consequentialist reasons for expressing atti-
tudes (such as blame) that we are not justifi ed in having. So from the 
mere fact that it would be appropriate to hold someone responsible (i.e. 
blame her), it doesn’t follow that she is responsible (i.e. blameworthy). 
The same seems to be true of punishment—we may have good con-
sequentialist reasons for punishing someone despite having no good 
reason to believe that they are responsible (blameworthy, deserving 
of punishment). By the same token, then, from the mere fact that it 
wouldn’t be appropriate to punish someone, it doesn’t follow that she 
isn’t morally responsible.

This is but one disanalogy between blaming and punishing, or 
praising and rewarding. There are many others that speak in favour 
of separate treatment. Blame has an irreducible psychological dimen-
sion and it is often warranted when punishment isn’t. Furthermore, 
if the agent’s behaviour is beyond infl uence, or irresponsive to blame, 
then perhaps we ought not to blame her; whereas if it is irresponsive 
to punishment, or beyond repair by legal means, we ought to choose a 
different form of punishment, one that secures the accomplishment at 
least of detention, the subordinate goal of punishment.

3. Desert-based accounts of moral responsibility (DMRs)
The most common and popular way of spelling out conditions of R-re-
sponsibility is in terms of deserved or fair blame.

(DMR) An agent, A, is morally responsible for X, if and only if she 
is praise-/blameworthy for it, i.e. deserving of praise/blame in virtue of 
having done, or brought about, X (freely, knowingly, intentionally, as a 
refl ection of one of your stable character traits, and so on).
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Is DMR conceptually true? There is a natural temptation to treat 
DMR as the, to borrow Vargas’ term (Vargas 2011), correct ‘diagnostic’ 
account of MR, i.e. as a description of the content and use/conditions 
of application of our common sense notion of moral responsibility.3 But 
I want to resist this temptation and urge the reader to do the same. 
Ascriptions of moral (R-)responsibility are best understood as claims 
about certain reactions being justifi ed, warranted and so on. This, how-
ever, doesn’t by itself commit us to a further, more substantive claim 
that the only proper justifi cation for reactive attitudes is one cast in 
terms of fairness or justice.

Despite its undeniable appeal, DMR is wrought with problems. Here 
is a tentative, but by no means exhaustive list: (i) strong metaphysical 
commitments; (ii) epistemological obstacles; (iii) methodological quib-
bles; (iv) pathological (self-)blame in moral dilemmas; (v) excess blame 
in cases of moral bad luck; and (vi) indeterminacy of personal desert in 
joint action.

These issues are neither all equally pressing nor all equally damag-
ing. (i), (ii) and (vi) all arise because of the ineliminable desert element 
in DMRs. (iii), on the other hand, plagues only those DMRs that defi ne 
the ‘fi ttingness-relationship’ in terms of ‘fairness’ or deservedness of 
reactive attitudes. And, fi nally, (iv) and (v) may turn out to be more or 
less accidental, affecting only very specifi c versions of DMR. How seri-
ous are, then, these problems? Let me briefl y address each in turn.

3.1. Strong metaphysical commitments
Metaphysical concerns about the basis of moral desert are not just the 
most basic, they are also by far the most serious. The argument for 
the groundlessness of (moral) desert is pretty straightforward—since 
in our deterministic world the necessary conditions for (moral) desert 
can in principle never be met, there is no such thing as desert.
(1) For someone to deserve something on some basis, B, he or she 

needs to be responsible for B.
(2) Responsibility presupposes genuine (libertarian) free will.
(3) There is no (libertarian) free will in our deterministic world.
Hence,
(4) no one is really responsible for anything.
But then (from 1 and 4),

3 Recall Waller’s hasty conclusion: „...whatever the conditions required for 
moral responsibility, it is meeting those conditions that makes punishment (and 
reward, blame, and praise) fair and just.” (Waller 2011: 2, my emphasis) Waller 
advances this as a purely formal account of moral responsibility, which can then 
be supplemented by various substantial accounts, i.e. sets of conditions that need 
to be met for someone to be morally responsible in this sense. My worry is that he 
has already built in substantive assumptions in his purely formal defi nition and 
thereby restricted, for no good theoretical reason, the range of plausible substantial 
accounts.
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(5) no one really deserves anything, including praise and blame 
(and hence no one is really blameworthy or praiseworthy for his 
or her attitudes and actions).

Now, of course, the above argument is only straightforward at the cost 
of its accuracy. What do we mean by ‘genuine, or libertarian, free will’? 
Do agents really need to be free in the sense of possessing such a capac-
ity in order to be responsible, and is it even true that such freedom of 
will cannot be found in a causally deterministic world? These are no-
toriously diffi cult questions that have been pondered by generations of 
the fi nest philosophical minds. (With little success, if I may add.) Lib-
ertarians have, of course, fl atly denied the truth of causal determinism. 
Compatibilists, on the other hand, have chosen to reject either premise 
(3), or, more recently, premise (2). Harry Frankfurt lifted their spirits, 
when he famously argued that you can be morally responsible for your 
action, even if you couldn’t have acted otherwise. Finally, determin-
ists come in two variations: the more pessimistic ones (Pereboom 2001) 
tend to write obituaries to our ordinary notions of responsibility, guilt, 
blame(worthiness) and even wrongdoing, while the more optimistic 
(Smilansky 2000) try to curtail the damage done to our ordinary moral 
thought and action by determinism. Not even premise (1) with its un-
deniable intuitive appeal has been spared criticism.4

I cannot enter these and related metaphysical disputes. Neither do 
I want to suggest that the scores in this game are settled once and for 
all. After all, powerful arguments have been advanced in support of the 
claim that the (non-)existence of free-will is largely irrelevant to moral 
responsibility (Strawson 1962, Frankfurt 1967). But the prospects of 
the so-called soft-compatibilism for securing our traditional notions of 
free agents and moral agency are still unclear and until this is so, de-
terminism will continue to pose a threat to our ordinary notion and 
practice of holding people morally responsible for what they do and 
omit.

3.2. Epistemological obstacles
It is an odd feature of an otherwise excellent systematic treatment of 
the topic in George Sher’s classical book on desert (Sher 1987) that 
while he devotes enormous energy and space to uncovering justifi ca-
tory grounds of various types of desert-claims, not a single chapter ad-
dresses the thorny issues of the epistemology of desert. Desert may 
have its own, independent normative force and making sure people get 
what they deserve (either because this is dictated by some plausible 
moral principle—the principle of gratitude or respect for persons as 
moral agents—or simply because it is a valuable state of affairs) may 
even come close to a self-evident moral truth, but can we ever deter-

4 See Feldman (1999) for a number of ingenious counter-examples to the idea 
that moral desert presupposes moral responsibility.
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mine what punishment, reward, opportunity, success, good or bad luck, 
prize, pay, compensation, and so on anyone deserves?

Doubts about the possibility of accessing the desert-bases come in 
two variations. According to the epistemological argument against des-
ert, the infl uence of natural and social factors on people’s actions and 
traits undermines some desert-claims (or all desert-claims to a certain 
extent). But since we do not know which ones (or to what extent), and 
since we cannot measure people’s deserts, we cannot reward or punish 
them (Moriarty 2005). The argument begins with a characterization 
of human agency. People’s actions, traits and achievements—their po-
tential desert-bases—are the product of two forces. The fi rst is what 
Sidgwick calls ‘gifts of nature’ and ‘favouring circumstances’ (what we 
would nowadays classify under the label ‘good luck’). These are the na-
tive abilities and social circumstances that vary so much from person to 
person. The second force is free choice. The argument next says that de-
termining what people deserve requires prying these two forces apart, 
for, it assumes, people can be deserving only in virtue of that part of 
their achievement which is the product of their own free choices, not in 
virtue of that part which is the product of natural gifts and favouring 
circumstances. But, it continues, prying these forces apart is ‘impos-
sible in practice’, ‘impracticable’, or ‘intractable’.

So here is the epistemological argument presented in a more formal 
way.
(1) Conscious effort, rather than achievement (which is to a large 

extent infl uenced by luck), is the only ground of desert.
(2) Conscious effort, however, results partly from the agent’s free 

will and partly from her undeserving natural and social endow-
ments.

(3) Rewarding desert requires separating the contributions that 
these two/three factors make to the agent’s conscious effort.

But since
(4) this cannot be done (with suffi cient precision and/or confi -

dence),
(5) claims of desert can never be suffi ciently justifi ed.
But then, on the plausible assumption that
(6) unjustifi ed propositions cannot provide grounds for other propo-

sitions,
it follows that
(7) desert claims cannot provide grounds for ascriptions of responsi-

bility.
Considerations other than these also speak in favour of moderate scep-
ticism about desert in general, and moral desert in particular. As Nor-
vin Richards (Richards 1993) points out, given our limited epistemic 
access to the bases of desert, what a person deserves for a particular 
deed can, and often will, differ considerably from the criticism we are 
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actually entitled to level against her for doing it. An agent, for example, 
can be much more culpable than anyone has grounds to realize, and in 
that case no one is entitled to criticize her as harshly as she deserves. 
Conversely, we may only have a very restricted epistemic access to ei-
ther the exculpating or mitigating circumstances. So there will often be 
an indeterminately big gap between the agent’s degree of responsibil-
ity and the degree of blame that we are entitled to ascribe to her, and 
this will provide one example of how the issue of responsibility and the 
practice of blaming can come apart. Things get even more complicated, 
if desert is, as some have argued (Hurka 2011), essentially holistic in 
nature, i.e. if it depends on a host of other facts in addition to those that 
concern the agent himself.

And as if that were not bad enough, when we turn to factors that 
typically shape people’s judgments of desert, we fi nd even less room for 
(self-)confi dence:

When we say that a person deserves a positive or negative outcome, we are 
making a judgment that is infl uenced by a number of variables. We might 
be infl uenced by the person’s own positive or negative characteristics, by 
our knowledge of what kinds of groups or social categories the person be-
longed to, and by whether we like or dislike the person. Information about 
these different variables has to be considered and integrated in some way, 
and our judgment of deservingness follows that psychological process, a pro-
cess that involves the cognitive-affective system. (Feather 2002)

In making desert-judgments, people seem to pay close attention 
to things, such as the value of outcome, the value of the action that 
brought this outcome about, whether the agent was responsible for it 
and to what extent, her perceived characteristics even her group mem-
bership and whether we like her or not, which should make very little 
or no moral difference at all.

3.3. Methodological concerns
Contemporary philosophical theories of moral responsibility attempt 
to develop universal criteria for fair assignments of blame and praise. 
With that aim in sight, they crucially rely on appeals to shared intu-
itions about key principles and cases to justify these criteria. Conse-
quently, theories of moral responsibility must make empirical assump-
tions about the universality or convergence of the intuitions upon which 
their theories rely. But are these assumptions warranted? Not neces-
sarily. Empirical evidence suggests that there are fundamental intui-
tive differences regarding the conditions for fair assignments of moral 
responsibility, differences suffi ciently deep and well-motivated to make 
it implausible that refl ection, concept disambiguation, dialogue, and 
agreement about non-moral facts could resolve them. But if so, then 
we have no principled means of establishing the truth of ‘universalist’ 
theories of moral responsibility and we are left with ‘metaskepticism 
about moral responsibility’ (Sommers 2012).



130 F. Klampfer, Consequentializing Moral Responsibility

The methodological argument, then, takes the following form:
(1) Conditions of moral responsibility are conditions of fair assign-

ment of praise and blame.
(2) In identifying conditions of fair praise and blame, we must rely 

heavily on intuitions.
But since
(3) there is not much convergence in these intuitions (across cul-

tures), or at least not enough to identify a single, unifi ed set of 
criteria,

(4) no theory of moral responsibility can claim universal validity.5

Consequentialist alternatives to DMR are, at least prima facie, im-
mune to these sorts of concern, since they don’t rely, in identifying the 
conditions of moral responsibility, on intuitions at all—let alone on 
intuitions about the fairness of praise and blame—but rather on em-
pirically informed predictions about the impact of praise/blame on the 
agent’s future performance instead.

3.4. Addicted to blame?
We share a deep psychological need for blaming (mostly) others and 
(only occasionally) ourselves (and vice versa with praising—we tend 
to praise ourselves excessively and others rather sparsely). Judgments 
of deserved blame and the corresponding reactive emotions that they 
validate may even be, as Strawson (1962) famously argued, an essen-
tial part of the fabric of our social world. And yet, psychologists have 
identifi ed a tendency of exaggerated or pathological (self-)blame. Peo-
ple, they say, are stubborn moralists, inclined to blame other people for 
their actions ahead, and even in spite, of the evidence of the absence 
of intention and/or control, ascribe agency and goal-directed behaviour 
even to inanimate objects, and even readily accommodate judgments of 
causality and intentionality to suit their moral judgments (Pizarro & 
Helzer 2010). And philosophers are by no means immune to this, as can 
be seen in their readiness to blame dilemmatic choosers and victims 
of bad luck. Also, in contexts of joint or coordinated action, we tend to 
apportion excess blame (Goodin 1995). So, there is at least some philo-
sophical need for trying to tame (our ‘natural’ need for) blaming agents 
for things they do, or reduce blame to its right proportions.

5 Angela Smith (Smith 2007), in her critique of attempts to defi ne moral 
responsibility in terms of when it would be fair to blame the agent from an 
outside perspective of an unbiased, emotionally detached judge, combines the two 
perspectives. Our intuitive judgments about whether and when it would be fair to 
blame the agent for her actions, she argues, are sensitive to factors that are too 
contextual to admit of a uniform account, and too irrelevant to be of real epistemic 
merit.
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3.4.1. Pathological (self-)blame in genuine moral dilemmas
According to a fairly popular view, an agent in a genuine moral di-
lemma is required to perform or refrain from performing both of two in-
compatible actions and since she will inevitably have done wrong, she 
is right to judge herself blameworthy, either for failing to perform the 
foregone action or for performing the prohibited action she did choose.

The key feature of the moral psychology of the agent who takes her-
self to be in a moral dilemma is that she will judge herself to have done 
something wrong no matter how she chooses. It is because this is how 
things look to such agents that the ‘remainder thesis’ is said to apply to 
them. The agent who has chosen in a dilemmatic situation is said to be 
subject to a moral remainder or residue: the moral force of the required 
but foregone option or the prohibited choice remain, and ought to do 
so, to haunt the conscience. The agent has failed morally, and ought 
accordingly to be blamed (i.e. blame himself) and to feel profoundly 
guilty. The agent comes to possess an objective moral taint after her 
choice.

Or so the popular story goes. The logically problematic move is, of 
course, from ‘the agent (cannot help but) believe(s) that she has done 
wrong’ to ‘the agent cannot but see herself as blameworthy’. We should 
resist this move. There are at least two ways of blocking this inference. 
One could block it by denying that the dilemmatic choosers have done 
any wrong at all. Those among them who agonize over their choice are, 
on this view, simply mistaken or confused. But there is another strat-
egy that I fi nd no less promising. It is to reject the implicit equation 
of wrongness with blameworthiness. So even if what’s at issue is not 
the objective facts of the matter (did the agent do something wrong or 
not?), but rather the agent’s perception of the situation (can she escape 
believing that she did something wrong or not?), I want to question the 
suggestion that insofar as she cannot help but see herself as a wrong-
doer, she must also see herself as blameworthy. It is fairly clear to me 
that you can consistently believe to have done some wrong and never-
theless deny deserving blame for that wrong. 

As Byron Williston has convincingly shown (Williston 2006), dilem-
matic choosers may not help but see themselves as wrongdoers. Still, 
they both can and should divorce this judgement from an ascription 
of self-blame. It is possible, as Williston correctly observes, to blame 
an agent robustly for what he chooses, even if the choice takes place 
in a dilemmatic situation, as long as the values guiding his choice are 
themselves morally bad. However, the sort of agent that the literature 
on moral dilemmas is overwhelmingly concerned with is the one whose 
core values are all morally sound, or at least not obviously corrupt. If 
an agent’s character is both strong and good, then so far as her actions 
are the product of that character, she will act blamelessly. Thus dilem-
matic choosers are morally sui generis in that although their actions 
involve a diminishment of personal integrity, their characters can still 
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be described as both strong and (at least moderately) good. This char-
acterization allows us to insert fully the wedge between wrongdoing 
and blame, and to treat dilemmatic choosers as blameless wrongdo-
ers. Not only is the notion of blameless wrongdoing as such perfectly 
consistent,6 moral dilemmas are its most natural environment.

3.4.2. Excess (self-)blame in cases of moral bad luck
Our differential intuitive judgments about the cases in which agents 
are benefi ciaries of moral good luck, or victims of moral bad luck, sug-
gest that we tacitly accept that:
(i) In order to deserve praise or blame for something (i.e. be a proper 

object of reactive attitudes, such as blame, reproach, contempt, 
and so on), the agent must be responsible for it; (‘responsibility 
constraint on desert’); and that

(ii) you can only be responsible for those things that are within your 
control (things you can infl uence, affect, make a difference to); 
(‘control condition on responsibility’)

and yet, 
(iii) we often blame (as well as praise) people for things over which 

they clearly have no or very little control (their character traits, 
the choices they make, what they do or fail to do and the out-
comes of their actions). (‘pathological blame’)

Now, even though the tendency to blame victims of bad moral luck 
(and, to a much lesser extent, to praise benefi ciaries of good moral luck) 
is neither confi ned to, nor rooted in DMRs, the two look very much 
like natural allies. It is, after all, the confl ation of two sorts of agent 
evaluations that facilitates ascriptions of excess blame: (a) evaluations 
concerning the agent’s moral record (or performance), and (b) evalua-
tions concerning the agent’s moral worth (or virtue). The former are 
judgments about what the agent did (what he can be credited for as 
the author), the latter judgments about what sort of person he is (vir-
tuous or vicious, better or worse than someone else). It is a common 
mistake to understand the agent’s worth as closely related to (or even 
entirely determined by) the agent’s record. But this is clearly false, 
given that the agent’s record depends on what the agent actually does, 
whereas his worth (virtue or vice) depends on what he is disposed to 
do (Greco 2006). We tend to blame victims of bad luck, when we do, it 
seems, because we falsely assume that if A did some wrong (if he, as 
in a well-known example from the literature, swerved his car onto the 
pavement and killed a pedestrian) that B didn’t do, then A must be a 
worse person (for that reason), and hence deserving of more blame, 
than B, even if it is true that had B been less fortunate, he would have 
done the same. And such an inference would surely appeal more to 

6 This is not a universally accepted view, of course. For a dissenting voice, see 
Mason 2002.



 F. Klampfer, Consequentializing Moral Responsibility 133

those who equate wrongness with blameworthiness and blameworthi-
ness with deserved blame than those who insist on keeping action- and 
agent-judgments apart.

3.4.3. Excess aggregate blame 
and/or indeterminable individual desert in cases of joint action
One of the tasks of philosophical accounts of R-responsibility, such as the 
DMR, is to reliably guide the distribution of R-responsibility, or blame, 
among several agents (wrongdoers). This purpose, however, seems to 
be rather poorly served by DMRs in those cases of joint actions where 
the undesirable outcome is either under- or over-determined (Goodin 
1995). In the former, the actions/omissions of individual agents are ei-
ther not individually necessary or jointly suffi cient to produce the out-
come. In the latter, the actions/omissions of individual agents are either 
all necessary or each individually suffi cient to produce, or prevent, the 
undesirable outcome. How, then, should blame be distributed in such 
cases? Intuitively, individual responsibilities should sum to less than 
one in cases of under-determination (where, for example, both drivers 
are 25 per cent responsible for a car crash, their liabilities shouldn’t 
add to one) and to more than one in cases of over-determination (where 
one person poisoned and other shot the victim, they are both fully liable 
for murder, making the sum of liabilities bigger than one). DMR, on the 
other hand, requires that the degree of each individual’s blame (liabil-
ity) strictly refl ect his or her individual contribution to, or responsibil-
ity for, the outcome. Accordingly, whenever individual responsibilities 
for the outcome sum up to more than one, so will the liabilities that we 
will need to distribute among contributing individual agents.

Why, if DMRs fare so badly, not follow Waller’s advice and sim-
ply abolish the reactive type of moral responsibility altogether? Why 
not say, when the shortcomings of desert-based accounts become so 
apparent, that we should never (again) hold anyone morally respon-
sible? Well, for one, holding people R-responsible is part of the fabric 
of our social world and it serves an important social function. Also, 
most of the problems with DMR have more to do with the presumed 
link between R-responsibility and desert than with R-responsibility or 
appropriateness of blame as such. So why not try to salvage this useful 
notion before we dispense with it once and for all?

4. Consequence-based accounts 
of moral responsibility (CMRs)
So, if we are to preserve the concept and practice of moral responsibil-
ity, we should sever the link between responsibility and desert and put 
responsibility on a fi rmer footing. And what better ground is there than 
the impact of holding people responsible on their performance? Which 
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brings us to our next candidate, consequentialist accounts of moral (R-)
responsibility.7

(CMR) An agent, A, is morally responsible for X just in case prais-
ing or blaming, rewarding or punishing her for X would produce good 
consequences by improving her (own as well as other people‘s) future 
moral performance.8

On the face of it, CMR has many attractive features. It promises to 
avoid (i) the threat of determinism—since it insulates moral respon-
sibility against the threat of determinism (admittedly, at the cost of 
severing its tie to freedom of choice and action); (ii) the threat of moral 
luck—since it insulates moral responsibility against the vagaries of 
luck (admittedly, at the cost of dissociating it from its natural ally, mor-
al desert); (iii) epistemological obstacles—since effects of praise/blame 
on people’s future are in principle epistemicaly easier accessible than 
the bases of desert; (iv) methodological worries—since identifying con-
ditions of moral responsibility no longer depends on convergent intu-
itions about the fairness of praise/blame; (v) ascriptions of pathological 
(self-)blame to agents in moral dilemmas—since no amount of praise 
and blame can possibly improve agents’ behaviour in future moral di-
lemmas; (vi) ascriptions of excess individual blame in joint action—
since it doesn’t insist on degrees of individual blame closely mirroring 
degrees of individual contributions.

On the other hand, CMR provokes even more criticisms. It is said to 
(vii) fail to do justice to our common-sense theory and practice of respon-
sibility; (viii) tie responsibility too closely to infl uenceability, thereby ex-
posing itself to the charge of counter-intuitivity; (ix) assign undeserved 
responsibility (praise, blame) to agents; (x) confuse ‘being responsible’ 
with ‘holding responsible’; and (xi) provide the wrong kind of reason for 
ascriptions of responsibility. In the remainder of the paper, I will focus 
on CMR’s putative weaknesses, rather than its advantages. My aim is to 
demonstrate that weaknesses are exaggerated and objections misfi red.

7 CMR has been revived by J.J.C. Smart (Smart 1961) and recently defended, in 
a somewhat revised form, by Richard Arneson (Arneson 2003) and Manuel Vargas 
(Vargas 2006). But the same idea can already be found in Moritz Schlick (Schlick 
1932) and Henry Sidgwick’s Methods of Ethics: “From a Utilitarian point of view, 
as has been before said, we must mean by calling a quality, ‘deserving of praise’, 
that it is expedient to praise it, with a view to its future production: accordingly, 
in distributing our praise of human qualities, on utilitarian principles, we have to 
consider primarily not the usefulness of the quality, but the usefulness of the praise” 
(Sidgwick 1962: 428).

8 More precisely, a revised, modifi ed Smart account that Richard Arneson defends 
looks like this: “To say that an agent is responsible for an act she has done is to say 
that she is accountable, that is, a fi t object of praise or blame, reward or punishment, 
depending on its quality. The condition that renders an individual a fi t object of 
praise and blame and so on for what she has done is infl uenceability. And an agent 
is infl uenceable with respect to what she has done if imposition on her of praise or 
blame and so on for doing it would improve the future by affecting the likelihood that 
the agent will act in a similar way in the future” (Arneson 2003; my emphasis).
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4.1. Incompatibility with our ordinary notion of R-responsibility
Let’s start with the unfamiliarity objection. According to a common 
complaint, CMR is diffi cult, if not impossible, to square with our or-
dinary, common-sense notion and practice of moral (R-)responsibility. 
Our common-sense notion is, critics of CMR insist, meritocratic in that 
it requires either that blame be well-deserved or that it passes the fair-
ness test, if it is to be determinative of responsibility. CMR, on the 
other hand, allows for the possibility that a person, A, is responsible 
for X, even though it would be either unfair to blame A, or A would not 
deserve to be blamed, for X.

But should we really try to accommodate our ordinary notion of R-
responsibility?9 Perhaps not. There is now ample empirical evidence 
that our ordinary notion of moral responsibility is simply too inconsis-
tent and confused for any philosophical account to possibly do justice 
to it. Ordinary people randomly switch criteria when attributing mor-
al responsibility; there is no one, identifi able set of criteria that they 
would predictably apply to all cases; their judgment is highly context-
sensitive; and their judgments seem to be infl uenced by features of sit-
uations that bear little or no relevance to the issue of agent’s R-respon-
sibility, such as whether the situation is described in very abstract or 
more concrete terms, whether the agent under consideration is a close 
friend or a complete stranger, whether her behaviour is morally good 
or morally bad, whether harm caused (or the risk of harm imposed) by 
her action is serious or relatively trivial, and so on.10 A further mark of 
the ordinary notion of R-responsibility is a stark asymmetry between 
praise and blame. It seems that (a) the fact that an outcome was merely 
a foreseen side-effect reduces the responsibility attributed to agents for 
morally good behaviours but not for morally bad ones, (b) the fact that a 
behaviour was the product of an overwhelming emotion reduces the re-
sponsibility attributed for morally bad behaviours, but not also for the 
morally good ones, and (c) the fact that the agent intended to do (but 
eventually didn’t do) something increases the degree of his responsibil-
ity for morally bad, but not also for morally good intentions. And that’s 

9 Note that this is but one of the many interrelated features of our ordinary 
notion and that we should judge any account of R-responsibility by how many 
features of our common practice of praise and blame it can accommodate. So, for 
instance, both the DMR and the CMR would have to explain, in addition to that, why 
we excuse agents for underperforming, when we do, i.e. come up with a plausible 
account of exculpating and mitigating circumstances as well. Another important 
feature of our ordinary concept and practice of blame is grading—we blame some 
agents more than others. Yet another is its distinct temporal dimension, or what 
Miranda Fricker (Fricker 2010) following Bernard Williams, calls ‘the relativism of 
blame’. In contrast to judgments of wrongdoing, which seem to stand the test of time, 
judgments of blame tend to be sensitive to the passage of time, in the sense that the 
more remote in the past certain wrongdoing lies, the less we are inclined to blame 
the agent for it.

10 For a full list, see Knobe & Doris 2010.
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not even the end of bad news. Judgments that are supposed to precede, 
and ground, judgments of moral responsibility, aren’t immune to this 
moralizing virus either—so much that people’s causal judgments (“Did 
the agent cause this thing or not?”) and judgments of intent (“Did the 
agent bring such and such about intentionally or not?”) also crucially 
depend on a host of features that no serious theory of causality or in-
tentional action would consider relevant.

Knobe & Doris prefer to characterize our ordinary notion of moral 
responsibility as ‘variantist’ and ‘contextualist’, rather than simply 
‘confused’. But it is not so much variantism that we should fi nd disturb-
ing about our ordinary concept of moral responsibility, as the arbitrary 
nature of the conditions of its application. I have no qualms about the 
fact that ordinary people consider certain features of situations morally 
salient, i.e. such that they either establish agent’s moral responsibility, 
or increase or reduce its degree, and others not. This fact alone doesn’t 
make them suspect. It is the morally arbitrary character of these fea-
tures that disqualifi es them as reliable indicators of moral responsibil-
ity. So even if we grant that variantism per se does not compromise our 
ordinary notion of R-responsibility, people are simply mistaken in their 
judgment of moral responsibility and hence the latter cannot be relied 
upon in our philosophical inquiry.11

4.2. Responsibility is not the same as infl uenceability
CMR seems to equate responsibility with infl uenceability. But aren’t 
these two rather different ideas? Thomas Scanlon is equally puzzled, 
it seems, by this kind of proposal, when he states, “The usefulness of 
administering praise or blame depends on too many factors other than 
the nature of the act in question for there ever to be a good fi t between 
the idea of infl uenceability and the idea of responsibility which we now 
employ” (Scanlon 2008; my emphasis).

Here is another complaint of a similar kind:
The deepest oddity about Pereboom’s world (i.e. the world of hard determin-
ism), however, lies… in the fact that the only problems wrongdoing appears 
to present to its inhabitants are future oriented. That, at any rate, is the 
11 As an alternative to dismissing the ordinary notion of moral responsibility 

as hopelessly confused and theoretically worthless, one could perhaps argue that 
at least some empirical fi ndings are quite consistent with, if not even supportive 
of, a consequentialist approach to responsibility. The praise-blame asymmetry, for 
example, lends itself well to a consequentialist justifi cation, since there are obviously 
good consequentialist reasons for giving priority to the elimination of moral defects 
over the strengthening of moral excellences. An alternative, non-consequentialist 
account of the praise-blame asymmetry is developed in Hindricks (2008). Hindricks 
accepts the suggestion implicit in the ordinary notion of intentional action, that the 
concept of intentional action is normative, not descriptive, and then offers his own, 
normative account of intentional action, according to which an agent does something 
intentionally, if she fails to be motivated to avoid the bad effect. I fi nd the idea of the 
normativity of the concept of intentional action diffi cult to fathom, but cannot afford 
to open another front here.
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clear implication of the three responses to wrongdoing—admonish, ignore, 
walk away—that Pereboom is willing to countenance; for all three recom-
mend themselves primarily as methods of preserving our future tranquil-
lity. This exclusively future-oriented stance toward wrongdoing, reminiscent 
of some of what Strawson says about the objective attitude, is bound to seem 
profoundly strange to anyone to whom the primary signifi cance of wrongdo-
ing lies not in what it augurs but simply in what it is. To such a person—that 
is, to all of us in our philosophically unguarded moments—nothing less than 
actual blame will do. (Sher 2006: 6; my emphasis)

So what is it that some critics fi nd so disturbing about the idea of re-
sponsibility as infl uenceability? If Scanlon’s and Sher’s misgivings are 
representative of this kind of worry, then CMRs, or any similar revi-
sionist proposal, will, by turning our attention away from the relation 
between the agent and her past action to the presumed future effects 
of reacting to that action in a particular way, inevitably fail to engage 
with wrongdoing per se (as such, in itself). R-responsibility is about, or 
should reside in, the agent’s contribution to the wrong-making features 
of her action which makes her liable to a particular sort of moral criti-
cism. By subscribing to CMR, however, we should expect our moral out-
look, or at least the part of it that governs our reactions to wrongdoing, 
to undergo substantial transformation, in that wrongdoing will come to 
be seen as, to borrow Kurt Baier’s (Baier 2003) words, a symptom of a 
system-failure to be repaired.

Severing the tie between the agent and his past action renders CMR 
vulnerable to counter-examples. Here are some implications of the ac-
count that most people will no doubt fi nd awkward, if not plainly ab-
surd: (a) If you can’t improve someone’s future behaviour by blaming 
her (for her past behaviour), then you ought not to do it; (b) of the 
two people who did pretty much the same thing for pretty much the 
same reason and with pretty much the same consequences, we ought to 
blame the fi rst one a lot more (since he is more resistant to incentives 
for a change of attitudes and/or behaviour) than the second one (who 
is much more responsive); correspondingly, (c) some wrongdoers will 
get away with no or comparatively little (self-)blame, and this seems 
unjust and/or unfair. Also, (d) it wouldn’t make sense to blame wrong-
doers as long as they are already dead.

So how bad is this news? I’m willing to bite this bullet. After all, 
we seem to tolerate relatively big differences in legal sentences admin-
istered to people who are found guilty of the same or similar offence. 
Also, when it comes to one-time offenders, the fact that there is no need 
to correct their future behaviour (at least not in this one particular 
respect) speaks in favour of a mild, reduced punishment. The proposed 
account, then, is no more of a challenge to logic, reason and imagina-
tion than current provisions of law which we readily accept and seldom 
question.



138 F. Klampfer, Consequentializing Moral Responsibility

4.3. Undeserved blame?
The previous objection could also be understood differently, as a com-
plaint over the undeservingness of blame—some people will get the 
blame that they don’t deserve and others will get away with no blame, 
even though they would clearly deserve it. In addition, many people 
are going to end up getting more blame than they deserve, while others 
will get less. Recall: when two people do pretty much the same thing for 
the same reason and with similar consequences, CMR may imply that 
we blame one a lot more than the other, as long as the fi rst one proves 
to be more resistant to incentives for a change of attitudes and/or be-
haviour and the second one is fairly responsive. Correspondingly, some 
wrongdoers will get away with no or comparatively little (self-)blame, 
and this strikes most people as plainly unjust and/or unfair.

How serious is this fl aw? Not particularly, I guess, and this for the 
following reasons. (a) Desert might be, for all we know, baseless (in 
which case there won’t be any such thing as deserved or undeserved 
blame anyway). (b) At any rate, desert is indeterminable (and so it 
is practically impossible to assess whether and how much blame the 
agent deserves for his or her wrongdoing). (c) And even if some judg-
ments of moral desert are warranted, considerations of desert could 
still be, and probably often are, overrated.

The fi rst two points I’ve made before and need no repetition: all the 
necessary conditions for either moral or reactive desert are not fulfi lled 
in our deterministic world; and even if we could put (claims of) moral 
desert on a solid metaphysical footing, desert could never be determined 
with suffi cient precision to warrant any judgment of moral desert. Let 
me therefore briefl y elaborate on the third. We usually take consid-
erations of desert and merit rather seriously. Charges of undeserved 
reward or punishment, praise or blame cannot be easily dismissed or 
sidestepped. But is such a high degree of normative priority really war-
ranted? That will depend on what we believe desert-claims amount to. 
McMahan (2005) and Boonin (2008), for example, propose an analysis 
of moral desert in terms of intrinsic betterness. In their opinion, “A 
deserves D” boils down to something like “The world in which A gets D 
is intrinsically better than the world in which A doesn’t get D”. Which, 
it seems, would rank undeserved blame among relatively minor moral 
offence(s)—on the assumption that blaming B for X would be unfair, 
the world in which A holds B responsible, would be intrinsically worse 
(by how much? to what degree?) than the world in which this isn’t the 
case. Now, on the assumption that the world, in which people perform 
better, morally speaking, is intrinsically better than the world in which 
their moral records are comparatively worse, the outcome of an ‘all-
things-considered’ moral equation won’t be easy to predict. Of course, 
the above account of moral desert in axiological terms can be, and is, 
disputed. When interpreted in deontic terms (“A deserves D” only if 
“prima facie, it ought to be the case that A gets D”, or “prima facie, it 
would be wrong if A didn’t get D”), desert carries much more normative 
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weight and cannot be lightly dismissed or exchanged for just about any 
other value. Still, this is only part of the whole picture. For even on 
this assumption, while it may be true that if someone deserves X, then 
prima facie she ought to get X, it is not equally evident that if someone 
doesn’t deserve Y, then prima facie she ought not to receive Y (particu-
larly if her getting Y will not deprive of Y someone else who is more 
deserving of Y than her); or at least it will be relatively easy to advance 
other considerations in favour of providing Y to her that may override, 
or trump, the (lack of) desert consideration.12

4.4. Being responsible vs. holding responsible
CMR is not so much an account of when someone is responsible for 
something, the critic might object, as an account of when it is appropri-
ate to hold her responsible regardless of whether she is responsible or 
not. In other words, what consequentialism can plausibly provide is an 
account of when, or under what conditions, we are justifi ed in holding 
someone responsible (or, to use Levy’s words, in ‘expressing our reac-
tive attitude of blame’), whereas what we are primarily interested in 
is when we are justifi ed in believing that someone is responsible (or, to 
use Levy’s words, in ‘having those attitudes’).

It is one thing to prove someone responsible (i.e. the appropriate 
object of reactive attitudes) and quite another to show that it is appro-
priate to hold her responsible, and yet still another to justify punishing 
her. Hence, we might have good consequentialist reasons for expressing 
or communicating to others attitudes (such as blame) that we are not 
justifi ed in having. So, from the mere fact that it would be appropriate 
to hold someone responsible (i.e. blame her), it doesn’t follow that she 
is responsible (i.e. blameworthy). The same goes for punishment—we 
may have good consequentialist reasons for punishing someone who 
we have no good reason for believing is responsible (culpable, guilty, or 
deserving of punishment). By the same token, then, from the mere fact 
that it would be appropriate to punish someone, it doesn’t follow that 
she is culpable or that she deserves to be so punished.

This presents a serious challenge to the proposed solution, because 
it threatens to restrict the scope of CMR and open the door for a hybrid 
account, one that combines a desert-based account of being responsible 
with a consequence-based account of holding responsible.13 As long as 

12 For instance, demands of equality or equal treatment. Is it fair to hold someone, 
A, responsible for something, X, if X was not in A’s control? Well, given that desert 
presupposes agent control and that by assumption A did not exert control over X, 
it cannot be fair in the sense of being deserved. It may, however, be fair in another 
sense, namely from the point of view of the principle of equality or equal treatment, 
as long as the alternative, namely not holding anyone responsible, would have 
been even more inegalitarian. For an argument along these lines, see Stemplowska 
2008.

13 Reminiscent, perhaps of the hybrid accounts of the morality of punishment, 
where the retributivist idea that in order to be liable to legal punishment, one has to 
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the former can be plausibly assigned some sort of lexical priority (in 
the sense that holding responsible is parasitic on being responsible, 
or that it can only be appropriate or fair to hold those responsible who 
are in fact responsible, or that we can justify public expression of only 
those feelings that we are justifi ed in having), the prospects of CRM for 
fi nishing the race ahead of DMR suddenly begin to look bleak.

The objection has a certain prima facie appeal. Note, however, that 
it doesn’t target specifi cally CMRs. Certain desert-based accounts will 
be equally hard-pressed to answering it. For if conditions for someone 
being responsible differ from conditions for (justifi ably) holding her re-
sponsible, an account of the latter will be only approximately true of 
the former. Furthermore, it seems perfectly legitimate to ask why hold 
anyone responsible unless that person really is responsible. However, 
it may turn out, upon refl ection, that in the actual world no one is re-
ally morally responsible for anything (either because there can be no 
free agency in a causally deterministic world and we need to be free in 
order to be responsible, or because given the prevalence of luck nothing 
we do or affect in this world is properly under our control and control 
is necessary for responsibility) and hence no responsibility ascription 
is literally true. In this case, we may still want to preserve the practice 
of holding people responsible because of its many psychological and 
societal benefi ts. For example, if, as a matter of empirical fact, blam-
ing and praising people for who they are and what they do actually 
improved their moral performance (or strengthened their compliance 
with moral norms),14 that would give us a good pragmatic, or practical, 
or even moral reason for maintaining this practice despite the fact that 
it lacked any ontological footing.

But we don’t even need to pull the determinism card to block the 
above objection. All we need to establish is that while it is undoubtedly 
true that being responsible makes you the primary candidate for being 
held responsible, this connection is defeasible. We can see this by con-
sidering an example discussed by David Miller. Miller draws a similar 
distinction as the one above, namely between identifying and assigning 
responsibility:

In the case of both of these notions of responsibility, we can distinguish be-
tween identifying responsibility and assigning it. Identifying responsibility 
is a matter of looking to see who, if anybody, meets the relevant conditions 
for being responsible. What these conditions are will depend on the form 
of responsibility at issue. In the present case, for the teacher to identify 
Johnny as outcome responsible for the messy classroom, she would at the 
very least have to establish certain matters of fact, such as whether he had 
been in the classroom during break. She could get this wrong, and judge 
Johnny responsible for the mess when in fact it was Katy who was respon-

be (proven) guilty of some criminal offense, is combined with the utilitarian insight 
that in determining the sentence one ought to be guided by its expected effects.

14 Which, admittedly, is still subject to dispute. For some doubts, see Springer 
2008.
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sible. Assigning responsibility, by contrast, involves a decision to attach 
certain costs or benefi ts to an agent, whether or not the relevant conditions 
are fulfi lled. The teacher may lack any concrete evidence about Johnny, 
but because she harbours suspicions based perhaps on past incidents, and 
because she feels the need to pin responsibility on someone, she says to him, 
‘I’m holding you responsible for the state of this room; you’ll be in big trouble 
if it happens again’.

Or, in the absence of any information about which child was in fact re-
sponsible for the chaos, she might assign responsibility to the whole class 
and impose some form of collective punishment or liability. Unlike identi-
fi cations, assignments of responsibility can be justifi ed or unjustifi ed, but 
they cannot be correct or incorrect.

A parallel distinction can be drawn in the case of remedial responsibil-
ity. Remedial responsibilities can be identifi ed where there are reasons for 
attaching them to one agent rather than another. In the classroom case, 
remedial responsibility would naturally fall on the children who were out-
come responsible for the mess by virtue of having created it. …However, the 
teacher might also simply assign remedial responsibility, picking out one 
child at random or choosing a child she dislikes. Here she would naturally 
say ‘I’m making you responsible for clearing up this room’. Again such an 
assignment might be justifi ed or unjustifi ed—it would be unjustifi ed if the 
teacher kept picking on a particular pupil, for instance—but it could not be 
correct or incorrect in the way that an identifi cation could be. (Miller 2007: 
84–85)

So here is Miller’s idea in a nutshell—identifying someone as (either 
outcome or remedially) responsible for something and assigning (ei-
ther outcome- or remedial-) responsibility to someone are two distinct 
practices, distinguished by the respective goals they serve and the re-
spective set of rules that govern them. Hence, even though we are most 
likely to assign responsibility for some action or state of affairs to the 
agent that we have identifi ed as responsible for it, this need not be so 
(and Miller, in the above paragraph, describes a couple of situations 
in which we might be justifi ed in pulling them apart). But if we can, 
at least in principle, justifi ably assign responsibility to those who we 
cannot (correctly) identify as being responsible, then this opens room 
for the possibility of a complete detachment of assignments of respon-
sibility from its identifi cations, one which would help to preserve the 
practice of assigning responsibility to agents in the absence of either re-
quired freedom of will or determinable personal desert. So the distinc-
tion, if sound, will be useful both to soft determinists and to advocates 
of consequentialist accounts of moral responsibility.

4.5. A wrong kind of reason?
The foregoing discussion has opened up another avenue of criticism for 
the foes of CMR. Their discontent with the kind of justifi cation of either 
our attitude of blame or our practice of blaming agents for what they 
think, feel or do, typically provided by CMR, is reminiscent of another 
famous controversy in contemporary philosophy, the dispute between 



142 F. Klampfer, Consequentializing Moral Responsibility

proponents and opponents of the so-called fi tting-attitude analysis of 
value (or FAVs, for short). FAVs try to give an (reductive) account of 
axiological properties in terms of deontic properties. More precisely, 
they defi ne (different kinds of) value, or goodness, in terms of norma-
tive reasons for (various kinds of) pro-attitudes towards the carrier/
locus of value.

Here is the classical FAV scheme:
FAV: X is valuable/good = def X has properties which make it a fi t-
ting object of certain pro-attitudes, such as favouring, desiring, admir-
ing, and the like.

There is a striking structural similarity between FAVs and CRMs. 
Just as FAVs try to give an account of value in terms of fi tting pro-
attitudes, CRMs (as well as DMRs) offer an account of moral (R-)re-
sponsibility in terms of a fi tting attitude of blame. Let’s call this group 
of views of MR the fi tting-attitude analyses of moral responsibility, or 
FAMRs for short. FAMRs, then, offer an analysis of the concept of mor-
al responsibility in terms of whether having and/or expressing certain 
reactive attitudes, foremost blame, is an appropriate (fi tting, warrant-
ed, justifi ed, and the like) response to the agent’s wrongdoing.

The following scheme is shared by all such views:
FAMR: An agent, A, is morally (R-)responsible (i.e. praise- or blame-
worthy) for X, just in case, and whenever A is a fi tting object of (a par-
ticular subset of) reactive attitudes, such as blame, resentment, and 
the like.

And if we replace the notion of ‘fi ttingness’, ‘appropriateness’ or 
‘what is called for’, with that of a ‘there being a reason for’, we can for-
mulate the above view in the language of reasons:
FAMR*: Agent A is morally (R-)responsible for X, just in case, and 
whenever there is a (suffi ciently good) reason for blaming A for X.

In their infl uential paper ‘The Strike of the Demon: On Fitting Pro-
attitudes and Value’ Wlodek Rabinowicz and Toni Rønnow-Rasmussen 
present a forceful objection against FAV. They call it the ‘Wrong Kind of 
Reason’ (or the WKR for short) problem for FAV.15 Here is how it goes. 
FAVs defi ne value or goodness as a second-order property of having 
properties which make it an appropriate, fi tting object of pro-attitude. 
Such an analysis, however, is too generous. It seems to commit the 
advocates of FAV to saying that if there are reasons for favouring X, 
then X is good/valuable. The problem is that we may have good reasons 
for adopting a pro-attitude towards something that is clearly worthless 
(just as we may have reasons not to have pro-attitudes to objects that 
are obviously valuable). For instance, if the Evil Demon demanded that 
we admire a saucer of mud or else he would punish us, this would pro-

15 More precisely, their point is that there is no non-circular, informative way of 
drawing the line between those reasons for various pro-attitudes towards an object 
that are constitutive, or indicative, of its value, and those that aren’t.
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vide us with a good reason for admiring a saucer of mud,16 even though 
the object of our admiration is clearly worthless. Hence, the inference 
from “there is a good reason for a pro-attitude to X” to “X is good/valu-
able” must be invalid. Examples like this compel proponents of the FAV 
to draw a distinction between the right and the wrong kinds of reasons 
for pro-attitudes—those that are and those that aren’t determinative/
indicative of value. That Evil Demon is going to punish me unless I ad-
mire a saucer of mud, may give me a good reason for admiring a saucer 
of mud, they say, but it is simply the wrong kind of reason.

The trouble with this otherwise logical move is that it is not easy 
to identify a principled ground for telling these two categories of rea-
sons apart. What makes a certain fact the right kind of reason and 
another one the wrong kind of reason for a certain positive or negative 
attitude to a particular object, as opposed to simply different kinds of 
reasons? Here are some proposals for how to conceive of this difference: 
it is supposed to coincide with the distinction between a) object- and 
attitude-given reasons; (b) reasons for fi rst- and second-order attitudes 
(favouring something vs. bringing it about that I favour something); (c) 
reasons that play a dual role (i.e. properties that both justify the atti-
tude and are represented in its intentional content as those properties 
for the sake of which I adopted that attitude) and those that don’t; and 
(d) reasons why the attitude is correct vs. reasons for adopting it.

So, does any of this help to solve the WKR conundrum? Hardly. 
First of all, the dividing line between these pairs of reasons is far from 
precise and clear-cut.17 Secondly, and even more troublesome, none of 
these proposals succeed in insulating the FAV against all counter-ex-
amples—for it seems that certain facts are going to constitute reasons 
for pro-attitudes such that even though the latter manage to pass the 
right-kind-of-reason test, they will nevertheless favour adopting pro-
attitudes towards clearly worthless objects. In other words, the above 
characterizations of the difference between the right and the wrong 
kinds of reasons for pro-attitudes all fail to distinguish cases of genuine 
value from cases of merely putative value. There will always be cases 
where we seem to have a reason of the fi rst kind for favouring some-
thing, and yet that thing is clearly not good/valuable. But if FAVs fail 
to characterize reasons of the right kind, as opposed to reasons of the 
wrong kind, then it is diffi cult to see how the WKR-type of objection 
could be used to settle the dispute between the DMR and the CMR 
about the correct account of moral (R-)responsibility. For in order to do 
so, the friends of the former would have to explain why the fact that ‘A 
deserves the blame for X’ is the right kind of reason for blame, whereas 
the fact that ‘blaming A will improve A’s future moral performance’ 

16 Which we will, if this is what the Evil demon demands from us on pain of 
punishment.

17 Every state-, or attitude-given reason, for example, can be in principle 
formulated in terms of object-given reasons. See Rabinowicz & Ronnow-Rasmussen 
2004.



144 F. Klampfer, Consequentializing Moral Responsibility

isn’t. If there is no principled way of telling, from the perspective of 
a FAV, ‘good’ cases of valuing from the ‘bad’ ones, why hope that we 
can fi nd a principled, non-ad hoc way of identifying, within the class of 
appropriate, fi tting blame, cases where blame is not only appropriate 
but where its propriety is determinative, constitutive or indicative of 
‘genuine’ moral (R-)responsibility?

Perhaps such expectations are indeed naive. But dismissing them 
outright would be premature. The WKR-objection against CMR was 
initially inspired by the WKR-objection against FAV. CMRs offer an ac-
count of moral responsibility of A for X in terms of the benefi cial impact 
that blaming A for X will have on A’s future moral performance. But 
since, so the objection goes, the only good reason for blaming wrongdo-
ers is that they are in fact blameworthy, i.e. deserving of blame, conse-
quentialist analyses of moral responsibility in terms of infl uenceabil-
ity provide us with the wrong kind of reason for blame. Consequently, 
CMRs will validate, as fi tting, appropriate, or called for, the having, or 
expressing, of a Strawsonian type of reactive attitude towards people 
when such attitudes are clearly not fi tting to have and/or express (i.e. 
when the agent is not in fact blameworthy, or R-responsible). Infl uence-
ability, or the agent’s responsiveness to blame, may be, and often is, a 
perfectly legitimate reason for blame; it is just not the kind of reason 
that is relevant to defi ning the reactive-type of moral responsibility, in 
the sense that it should fi gure in a correct analysis of this concept.18

Two quick rejoinders are called for. First, on one reading, the above 
objection confl ates the criteria for an accurate diagnostic account of 
our ordinary notion of responsibility with the criteria that we reason-
ably expect any plausible critical account will meet. It is probably true 
that moral desert is much more part of our ordinary, everyday notion 
of moral (R-)responsibility than infl uenceability. But since our ambi-
tion is not to give an accurate diagnostic account of B-responsibility, 
why feel bound, in attempting a critical analysis of this concept, by its 
currently predominant mode of employment? Furthermore, the WKR-
objection already presupposes what it would have to prove fi rst, name-
ly that infl uenceability, unlike deservingness, is not the right kind of 
reason for adopting the attitude of blame towards wrongdoers. Such 
a verdict should not be passed lightly, however. Instead, and ideally, 
it should follow from a general account of what kinds of objects call 
for, and validate, what kinds of attitudes. In assessing the merits of 
the WKR-objection against CMR, we need to look more closely into the 
general topic of reasons that one might have for adopting a particular 
kind of attitude towards a particular kind of object. So we can no longer 
ignore the issue that we have postponed so far, of the nature and logic 
of blame.

18 Just as many perfectly legitimate reasons for, say, desiring an object are 
irrelevant to its evaluation, and hence shouldn’t play a role in the analysis of the 
concept of value.
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4.5.1. The nature of blame
Three accounts of blame seem to prevail in philosophical literature:
(i) Blame as a negative character-evaluation/appraisal.
(ii) Blame as a (milder) form of punishment/sanction.
(iii) Blame as a re-evaluation of one’s relation with the agent in the 

light of the (perceived) meaning of her action.
For the purpose of evaluating the force of the WKR-objection against 
CMR, I will sketch an account of praise and blame that closely parallels 
David Alm’s account of admiration and disdain.19 My account belongs 
to the fi rst group, and characterizes blame as
(i) a form of negative (moral) appraisal 
(ii) of an agent 
(iii) for his substandard behaviour (i.e. wrongdoing in case behav-

iour falls short of moral standards)
(iv) that was due to some (corrigible) defi ciency in agent’s character, 

will or motivation.
Thus, I suggest to take (moral) blame to be (a) an attitude that we 
adopt and/or express towards (b) a wrongdoer for (c) his substandard 
moral performance (e) insofar it was due to some (fi xable) defect of will 
or motivation and, I’d like to add, (f) in order to effect a change in her 
behaviour to the better.

This, of course, is more of a sketch than a fully-fl edged, detailed ac-
count of what blame is. But since my aim is to assess the force of the 
WKR-objection against CMR, and I merely stipulate the above as a 
plausible enough account of what characterizes the attitude and prac-
tice of blame, it will have to do. Let me just fi ll in a couple of details. 
Blame, on my account, presupposes both that the agent underper-
formed (i.e. that his behaviour fell short of certain reasonable expecta-
tions) and that he is at fault for underperforming. As such, it is subject 
to the control condition—the agent could and should have done better 
than he did (if only he had tried harder);20 and it draws this failure back 

19 See Alm 2007. With one important difference—Alm is interested in an account 
of when someone is deserving of either admiration or disdain. I, on the other hand, 
am offering (a sketch of) an account of when someone is an appropriate or fi tting 
object of praise and blame.

20 Admittedly, the control condition is somewhat controversial. If ‘having been 
able to have done better, i.e. otherwise, at that particular occasion’ threatens to re-
introduce thorny issues of freedom and determinism that plagued DMRs, I would 
suggest to rephrase it in a metaphysically neutral way, i.e. in words that bring 
no such metaphysical commitments. For all we need to make sense of the blame 
in the above sense is the truth of the proposition ‘he could have done better had 
he tried harder’, whether or not it is also true that he could have tried harder on 
that particular occasion. Alternatively, we could weaken the control condition to 
something like ‘the agent’s ability to do better next time he tries’, which clearly 
doesn’t assign to the agent a mysterious power to change either the past or the laws 
of nature. There is an extensive literature on how to unpack the notion of ‘ability to 
do otherwise’ which attempts to answer Harry Frankfurt’s (Frankfurt 1969) original 
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to some fl aw or defi ciency in the agent’s character or will (rather than 
skill or talent, which may be beyond his control). Alm, following Grice, 
adds another condition of propriety of the attitude in question, namely 
‘maxim of relevance’—by criticizing the agent for not living up to a cer-
tain standard of evaluation, we imply that the person could have lived 
up to that standard. The reason for this is pragmatic—there is no point 
in criticizing people if they cannot do better anyway.21 I concur.

The described account of the nature of blame is perfectly consistent 
with CMR, as far as I can see. The last-mentioned feature, its orienta-
tion towards the future, even speaks strongly in its favour. At the same 
time, however, it manages to accommodate most of the central features 
of our ordinary notion of blame: it conceives of blame as an attitude and 
practice that is directed at agents, typically triggered by a belief that 
their behaviour was in some respect substandard, and adopted and/
or expressed with the aim of effecting a change, to the better, in their 
future behaviour. As such, it is oriented both backward and forward, 
balancing both elements without sacrifi cing either.

So when is it inappropriate to adopt the attitude of blame towards 
someone, according to the proposed account? Well, for one thing, when 
we have set the standards by which we judge him unreasonably high; 
also, when the basis of negative appraisal doesn’t really apply to the 
agent, i.e. when he didn’t underperform for reasons suggested or when 
his underperformance didn’t really uncover any defects of will or mo-
tivation. And, fi nally, blame is inappropriate when criticism implicit 
in the evaluative attitude is pointless, i.e. cannot possibly improve the 
agent’s future performance—when, for example, substandard perfor-
mance was due to some incorrigible factor beyond the agent’s control, 
such as stupidity, low intelligence, and the like. With this background, 
let’s return to our initial puzzle: how damaging is the WKR-objection 
against the CMR? If this account of both the nature and the function 
of blame (i.e. of what blame is and what it does) is more or less correct, 
is the fact that blame will affect a change in the agent’s behaviour the 
right or wrong kind of reason for blame? On which side of the divide 
does it fall? With respect to Parfi t’s method of drawing this distinc-
tion, it seems to be both an attitude- and an object-reason—the impact 
of blame is, fi rst of all, a fact about the attitude of blame; however, 
how blame will affect the agent is at the same time also clearly a fact 
about the agent, and so object-given. How about other proposals? Is the 

challenge. For some examples see van Inwagen 1999 and Šuster 2012.
21 Reasons for this may not be entirely pragmatic. Whenever we blame someone 

we impute, among other things, some sort of defect to her (character or will). The 
exact nature of this defect can be left to a theory of blameworthiness to specify, 
but as Richard Brandt (Brandt 1992: 232) plausibly suggests, it will be some sort 
of “dispositional feature of the agent, an incapacity or deleterious tendency”. If 
behaviour shows no such incapacity or objectionable tendency in the agent, it must 
be excused. By the same token, then, unless this sort of defect is corrigible, what’s 
the point of blaming the agent for it?
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agent’s infl uencebility a reason why the attitude of blame is fi tting, or 
rather a reason for holding such an attitude, for bringing it about that 
we adopt it? Is it that property of the object which makes the attitude 
correct, or a property of the situation which speaks in favour of adopt-
ing such an attitude? I fi nd these questions puzzling, primarily because 
the aforementioned distinctions are so blurred.

Is there a better way, then, to solve this issue? We could, I guess, 
ask the following question instead: Is CMR vulnerable to the same sort 
of counter-examples as the FAV? Would it assign moral responsibility 
to someone who is clearly not morally responsible, the same way FAV 
identifi es as valuable something that clearly lacks value?22 I don’t see 
that it does. True, it is a common complaint over CMR that as long as 
blaming the agent will improve his future moral performance, it doesn’t 
really matter, on this account, whether he has done what we blame him 
for or even whether what he did was wrong at all. And surely an agent 
who is morally and causally innocent of X, clearly shouldn’t turn out to 
be morally (R-)responsible for X on any plausible account of R-respon-
sibility. Hence, if CMR endorsed blaming morally innocent agents as 
(at least occasionally) appropriate, it would assign moral responsibil-
ity for things to people who are clearly not (R-)responsible for those 
things. However, the impression that this is exactly what CMR does, 
is mistaken. To see this, we only need to recall what we said about the 
nature of blame and its cognitive or doxastic preconditions—namely 
that a belief about the agent’s wrongdoing is either causally necessary 
for, or constitutive of, blame. Though you can in a sense blame someone 
without sincerely believing either that what he did was wrong or that 
he was at fault for doing the wrong thing, by uttering the words “It’s 
all your fault!”, thereby mimicking (outward expressions of) blame, you 
cannot genuinely blame someone unless you believe that he failed to 
do the right thing and ascribe his failure to some (corrigible) defi ciency 
of his will, character or motivation. But if this is correct, then CMR 
condones neither pretence blame (behaving as if we blamed someone 
for something) nor imposing blame on the morally innocent, and is in 
fact not vulnerable to the sort of counter-examples that threaten to 
undermine the FAV.23

22 Let me note my unease even with respect to the original case—is a saucer of 
mud really so clearly worthless, as assumed in the WKR-objection, if by admiring 
it I can escape severe punishment? Doesn’t the bizarre situation render it at least 
instrumentally valuable?

23 What about the kind of examples mentioned by Scanlon (Scanlon 2008: 125), 
where wrongness and blameworthiness seem to come apart and yet blame may be 
appropriate? For instance, when we blame someone for having done the right thing, 
but for a wrong reason? These, I suggest, are parasitic on the paradigmatic cases of 
character-fl aw-revealing-wrongdoing, in that the intuition about the appropriateness 
of blame in such cases is fuelled by the intuition, if indeed one shares that intuition, 
that doing the right thing for a wrong reason is a piece of morally substandard, and 
insofar morally objectionable, behaviour.
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5. Conclusion
In the paper, I compared the advantages and disadvantages of two rival 
accounts of moral (R-)responsibility, DMRs and CMRs. Even though 
the former are still considered the default option and the latter looked 
upon with suspicion, I have offered a much more balanced assessment. 
The advantages of the DMR are typically overestimated and their prob-
lems ignored. At the same time, the strengths of the CMR are down-
played and putative shortcomings overblown. Once both are seen in the 
correct proportions, CMR becomes a much more serious candidate for 
the correct account of moral responsibility. To establish this unambi-
tious claim was the modest aim of my paper. I can now rest my case.
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