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MORAL LUCK
THOMAS NAGEL
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KANT believed that good or bad luck sﬁo_uld influence neither our moral
judgement of a person and his actions, nor his moral assessment of himself.

The good will is not good because of what it effects or accomplishes or because of its
adequacy to achieve some proposed end; it is good only because of its willing, i.e., it
is good of itsell. And, regarded for itself, it is to be esteemed incomparably h)gher
than anything which could be brought about by it in favour of any inclination or even
of the sum total of all inclinations. Even if it should happen that, by a particularly
unfortunate fate or by the niggardly provision of a stepmotherly nature, this will
should be wholly lacking in power to accomplish its purpose, and if even the greatest
effort should not avail it to achieve anything of its end. and if.there remained only th

good will (not as a mere wish but as the summoning of all the. mieans in our fower), it ,
- would sparkle like a jewel in its own right, as something that had its full worth in

itself. Usefulness or fruitlessness can neither diminish nor augment this worth.!

He would presumably have said the same about a bad will: whether it

accomplishes its evil purposes is morally irrelevant, Anq@ course of actiog
that would be condemned if it had a bad outcome cannot be( ind icaded if by

luck it turns out well, There cannot be moral risk. This view scems to be™~—

wrong, but it arises in response to a fundamental problem about moral
responsibility to which we possess.no satisfactory solution.

The problem develops out of the grdinary conditions ofmoraljudgement
Prior to reflection it is intuitively plausible that people cannot be morally
assessed for what is not their fault, or for what is due to factors beyond their
control. Such judgement is different from the evaluation of something as a

good or bad thing, or state of affairs. The latter may be present in addition.

From: Mortal Questions, by Thomas Nagel (Cambridge Universily Press, 1979), pp. 24~
38. Reprinted by permission of Cambridge University Press.

! Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, s. }, par. 3.
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pént, but when omieony for his actions we are not
aying it is bad that they ot bad that he exisfs: we are
fudging Aim, saying he is bad) which is different from his-being a bad thing,

This kind of judgement takes only a certain kind of object. Without being
able to explain exactly why, we feel that the appropriateness of moral -
assessment is easily undermined by the discovery that the act or attgibute,
no matter how good or bad, is not under the person’s control. While other
““evaluations remain, this one seems to lose its fooling. So a clear absence of -
control, produced by involuntary movement, physical force, or ignorance of
the circumstances, exciises what is doné from moral judgement. But what
we do depends in many more ways than these on what is not undd""@r
control—what is not produced by a good or a bad will, in Kant's l)hrase,
And external influences on this broader range are not usually thought to
excuse what is done from moral judgement, positive or negative.

Let me give & few examples, beginning with the type of case Kant has in
mind, Whether we succeed or fail in what we try to, do nearly always -
depends to some extent on factors beyond our. control: This is true of
murder, altruism, revolution, the sacrifice of certain interests for the sake of
others—almost any morally important act. What has been done, and what
is morally judged, is partly determined by external factors. Howevcr jewel-

o Mrl like the good will may be in its own right, there is a morally significant
difference between rescuing someone froma burmng building and dropping

Tm from a twelfth-storey window while trying to rescue mm. Similarly,
ere is_a morally significant difference between reckless driving and
manslaughter. Bt whether a reckless driver hits a pedestnan depends on
the presence of the pedestnan at the point where he recklessly passes a red
light. What we do is also hmxted by the opportunities and choices thh

control. Someone who was an officer in a concentration camp might have
led a quiet and harmless life if the Nazis had never come to power in
Germany. And someone who led a quiet and harmless life in Argentina
might have become an officer in a concentration camp if he had not left
Germany for business reasons in 1930. .

1 shall say more later about these and other examples, I. mtroduce them
here toillustrate a general point. Where a significant aspect of what s jeone
does depends on factors beyond Hiscmmm)m—'—_r——_’m}lﬂrn in
that respect as an object of moral judgement, it can be called moral luck.
Such luck can be good or bad. And the problem posed by this phenomenon,
which led Kant to deny its possibility, is that the broad range of extetnal
influences here identified seems on close éxamination to undermine moral
aSsessment as surely as does the narrower range of familiar excusing’

~ w which we are faced, and these are largely deterinined by factors beyond our




6¢l

176 THOMAS NAGEL

conditions. If the condition of control is consistently applied, it threatens to
&Toae most of the moral assessments we find it natural to make. The things
for which people are morally judged are determined in more ways than we
at first realize by what is beyond their control. And when the seemingly
natural requirement of fault or responsibility is applied in light of these
facts, it leaves few pre-reflective moral judgements intact. Ultimately,
nothing or almost nothing about what a person does seems to be under his
control. , i ;

Why not conclude, then, that the condition of control is false—that it is
an initially plausible hypothesis refuted by clear counter-examples? O
Could in that case look instead for a more refined condition which picked out
the kinds of lack of control that really undermine certain moral judgements,
without yielding the unacceptable conclusion derived from the broader
condition, that most or all ordinary moral judgements are illegitimate.

What rules out this escape is that we are dealing not with a theoretical
conjecture but with a philosophical problem. The condition of control does
not suggest itself merely as a generalization from certain clear cases. It
seems correct in the further cases to which it is extended beyond the original

set. When we undermine moral assessment by considering new ways in’

whichcontrol s absent, we are not just dicovering what would fol]%iven
the general hypothesis, but are actually beinp persuaded that in jtself the
fBSence of control 18 relevant 1n.thcse cases too. The erosion of moral
fTdgement emerges not as the absurd consequence of an over-simple theory,
but as a natural consequence of the ordinary idea of moralassessment, when
it is applied in view of a more complete arid precise account of the facts, It
would therefore be a mistake to argue from the unacceptability of the
conclusions to the need for a different account.of the conditions of moral
responsibility. The view that moral luck is paradoxical is not a mistake,
thical or logical, but a perception of one of the ways.in which the intuitively
acceptable conditions of moral judgement threaten to undermine it all.

It resembles the situation in another area of philosophy, the theory of
knowledge. There too conditions which seem perfectly natural, and which
grow out of the ordinary procedures for challenging and defending claims to
knowledge, threaten to undermine all such claims if consistently applied.
Most sceptical arguments have this quality: they do not depend on' the
imposition of arbitrarily stringent standards of knowledge, arrived at by
misunderstanding, but appear to grow inevitably from the consistent
application of ordinary standards.? There is a substantive parallel as well,
for epistemological scepticism arises from consideration of the respects in

*See Thompson Clark, “The Legacy of Skeplicism', Journal of Phitosophy, 1972, 754-69. -

an '\luc\kin the way one's actions and projects turn o, A%
o them present a common problem. They are all opposed- by the idea that .
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which our beliefs and their relation to reality depends on factors béyond our -
control. External and internal causes produce our beliefs, We héy subject
thfase processes to scrutiny in an effort to avoid error, but ouf conclusions at
this next level also result, in part, from influences which we do not control

~ directly. The same will be true no matter how far we carry the investigation.

;Our‘be]iefs are always, ultimately, due to factors outside our control, and the -
impossibility of encompassing those factors wifhout, being at the mercy of ’
others leads us to doubt whether we know anything. It looks as though, if
any of our beliefs are true, it is'pure biological luck rather than knowledéé.

Moral luck is like this because while there are various respects in which -
the natU{al gbjects of moral assessment are out of our control or influenced
by wh.at Is out of our control, we cannot reflect on these facts without losing
our grip on the judgements, .

There are roughly four ways in which the natural obje;cts of moral
assessment are disturbingly subject to luck. One is the phenomenon of

nistitutive fuck=2the kind of person you are, where this is not’ just a
question of what you deliberately do, but o inclinations, capacities
and.temperament. Another category i N ’Tx"c'E:the,
kind of problems and situations one faces, The other two ave to do with the
causes and effects of actign: in how one is determined Y an et

one c{annot !)e more culpa timablé"for anything than one is for that .
fraction of -1t.wh1ch is under one’s control. It seems irrational to take or
dispense credit or blame for matters over which a person has no control, or

- for their influence on results over which he.has partial control. Such things

may create the conditions for action, but action can be judged only to the

f;l(le_nt that it goes beyond these conditions and does not Just result from
em,

) Let us first considef luck, good and bad, in the weiy things turn out. Kant
in the above-quoted passage, has one example of this in mind, but .thei
category covers a wide range. It includes the truck driver who accidentally
runs over a child, the artist who abandons his wife and five children.to
devote himself to painting,® and other cases in which the possibilities of

) i i
. imj: a cads_e‘ modelled on the. life of_»Gauguin, is discussed by Bernard Williams in ‘Moral
uck’ Proceedings of ghe Aristotelian Society, supplementary volume, 1976, 115-35 (to which the
ong(,;_nalge.rswn of this essay was a reply). He points out that'though success or failure cannot be -
g:t: icte énbad;ancc! Gauguin's most busic retrospective feelings about the décision will be
: ‘]crmlnc y the development of }{15 talént. My disagreement with Williams is that his account
ails to'explgm 'why _such retrospective attitudes can be called moral. If success does not penﬁit
‘Ghaugl‘un to;ustx(y hxm_self to others, but still determines his most basic feelings, that shows only
at his most pasu; feelings need not be moral. It does not show that morality is subject to luck. If
the relrospective judgement were moral, it would imply the truth of a hypothetical judgeménl )
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success and failure are even greatef. The driver, if h; is epliirel{ l\;v;;t;ox
i i i le in the event, but will no
fault, will feel terrible about his ro , v
reproach nimsell. T Heretore, this example o(,age'r\t-regret4 is nof yﬁt; case
of moral bad Tuck. However, if the driver was guilty of ean z}mmor ;‘geree
i ili his brakes checked recently, for example—
of negligence—failing to have' e e
i i i to the death of the child,
then if that negligence contributes . ¢
merely feel terrible. He will blame himself fo:jt;;e deatht;IAnd [:“:;1:??;?;
i is that he would have to blame
this an example of moral Juck is he w .

Tiehtly for the negligence itself if no situation arose wiich TequITed him t.o
Z‘ ezud iolently 10 jtting a child, Yet the negligence is
ake suddenly and violentl) :
l;e same in both cases, and the driver has no control over whether a child

will run into his path. 3
The same is true at higher levels of neghg;nce. If someone has :a'\d tg;
much to drink and his car swerves on to the sidewalk, he can count hims 3
morally lucky if there are no pedestrians in its path. If there were, he »;ot;
be to blame for their deaths, and woqld probably be prgsecute} lc:r
anslaughter. Butif he hurts no one, although his reckl‘ezssnesslls exactly t ;
:me he is guilty of a far less serious legal offence and will certamlg reprotz;]c:
hisas P thers much less severely. To take another
himself and be reproached by o . g o
. for attempted murder is less than
legal example, the penalty  al ‘ , ; s 2
{ lar the intentions and motiv ‘
successful murder—however simi . s e
i i . His degree of culpability can dep 3
ssailant may be in the two cases abili el
?vould seem, on whether the victim happened to be wearing a b;lleéh;zjr%(zs
vest, or whether a bird flew into the path of the bullet—matters bey
trol. ’ R '
cOrk]:irnoally there are cases of decision under uncertz\t;nty—;corgm:gnuzg {)eualil:;
e i arenina goes off with Vronsky, Ga :
and in private life. Anna Karenina g A 5 St L
i [ in si agreement, the
family, Chamberlain signs the Munic _ L
E:-suadeythe troops under their command to ;evolt;gfmstyt()kri;ﬁ;h;z:
i ies ir independence from Britain,
American colonies declare their in . ‘ A
i ¢ t match-making. It is tempting ]
abeepiedD A0 IS i in the light of what is known at
isi¢ t be possible, in the lig .
to feel that some decision mus _ o b
i i i ach unsuitable no matter how gs tu
the time, which will make reproac . g e
is i : ne acts in such ways he takes .,
out. But this is not true; when someo ‘ e Bh S,
is ¢ ition, i is hands, because how things turn ou T
or his moral position, into his hands, 18! ada L el
i i 50 to assess the decision from p
what he has done. It is possible a . e dec oty
' ime, but this is not the end of the :
iew of what could be known at the time, | : . .
;,li the Decembrists had succeeded in overthrowing Nicholas I in 1825 an

smi P at pai will be justified
ade in advance, ol the focm 1] {cave my {smily und. beecome a gfﬂ:&})&d)nlcr. i )
:: succesy: i 1 don't become a great painter, the act will be unforgivable.

S Willtums's term ihid.

e
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establishing a constitutional regime, they would be heroes. As it is, not only
did they fail and pay for it, but they bore some responsibility for the terrible
punishments meted out to the troops who ‘had been persuaded to follow
them. 1f the American Revolution had been a bloody failure resulting in
greater repression, then Jefferson, Franklin and Washington would stj]]
have made a noble attempt, and might not even have regretted it on their
way to the scaffold, but they would also have had to blame themselves for
what they had helped to bring on their compatriots. (Perhaps peaceful
efforts at reform would é,_ventu‘aﬂy havesucceeded.) If Hitler had not overrun
Europe and exterminated millions, but instead had died of a heart attack -
after occupying the Sudetenland, Chamberlain’s action at Munich would ’
still have utterly betrayed the Czechs, but it would not be.the great moral
disaster that has made his name a household word.$
In many cases of difficult chojce the outcome cannot be foreseen with
certainty. One kind of assessment of the choice is possible in advance, but
another kind must await the outcome, because the outcome determines
what has been done. The same degree of .culpability or ‘estimability in
intention, motive, or concern is compatible with a wide range of judgements,
positive or negative, depending on what happened beyond the point of
~decision. The mens rea which could have existed in the absence of any
consequences does not exhaust the grounds of ‘mora) judgement, Actual
results influence culpability or esteem in a large class of unquestionably
ethica] cases ranging from negligence through political choice, 20
That these are genuine moral judgements rather than expressions of -
temporary attitude is evident from the fact that one can say in advance how
the ‘moral verdict will-depend :on the resuits. If one negligently leaves the
bath running with the baby in it, one will realize, as one bounds up the stairs
toward the bathroom, that if the baby has drowned one has done something
awful, whereas if it has not one has merely been careless. Someone who
launches a violent revolution against an authoritarian regime knows that if
he fails he will be responsible for much suffering that is in vain, but if he
succeeds he will be justified by the outcome. I do not mean that any action
can be retroactively justified by history. Certain things are so bad in
hemselves, or so risky, that no results can make them all right: Nevertheless,
when moral judgement does depend on the outcome, it is objective and
timeless and not dependent on a change of standpoint produced by success
or failure. The judgement after the fact follows from an hypothetica}

.

or 4 fascinating but morally repellent discussion of the topic of justification by history, sce
Maurice Merlcau-Ponty, Humariisme ef Terreur (Paris; Gallimard, 1947), translated as Humanism
and Terror (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969),

%
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judgement that can be made beforehand, and it can be made as easily by
someone else as by the agent. R i
From the point of view which makes responsibility dependexl\t on cc:ntr&t
e . . y
i t possible to be more or less culpa
all this seems absurd. How is 1 : : i e
i ild gets into the path of one’s car, or
depending on whether a chi int e,
: i 7 Perhaps it is true that what is don per
the path of one’s bullet? : . ke gt
' y ind or intention. The problem ;
more than the agent's state of min e I
is i irrati sment on what people do,
is it not irrational to base moral asses . by
i onsible for the contribution ¢
sense ? [t amounts to holding them resp T
i — ided they have made some co
as well as.for their own—provi | th el
in wi f negligence or attempt, the p
begin with, If we look at cases o ;
to gbe that overall culpability corresponds to. the producftdofi;ri);::lar:dzr
intentional fault and the seriousness of ‘ht? outcome, pases o hec[ e
uncertainty are less easily explained in this way, for x‘t seems t z:i‘ i
iudgement can even shift from positive to negative depending on :
Jout%ome But here too it seems rational to subtract the effects ohfoc?urrenc ;
. ic i time, an
that were merely possible at the 1
subsequent to the choice, bl the
conceitrate moral assessment on the actual decision in hgh;;l)(g ;1}:;:
probabilities. Ifthe object of moral judgement is t:eperson, 'thenk;g tc()) &y
as done in the broader senmse is a
accountable for what he has ense. 5
liability, which may have its legal uses but seems irrational as a mor |
osition. : 50 ' .
4 The result of such a line of thought is to pare down eacl}‘ act [(zjl;i:g:{iony
essential core, an inner act of pure will assessed by motive an[ S mimenm.
g Adam Smith advocates such a position in jjhe Theoryt of Moral Se s
but notes that it runs contrary to our actual judgements. .
But how well soever we may seem to be persda'ded i;yi; tht‘; l;:ihw(;\[e;h;s/eez:;ibzlg
j nsider it after this manner, in abstract, ‘ :
max_)m,l Whe:e:ethceoaclual consequences which happcr} to .procecgi fron('; anyr?tct;onnd
kpazlexcau évlér(;/agre‘al effect upon ous sentiments concerning its merit or demerit, and
na

Y: i y one
almost alwa either enhance or dimir ish our sensc of both. Sca ce, In an €
S ther el . I (o}

// instance perhaps will our sentiments be {Ound, after examination, to be entuely

1 6
regulated by this rule, which we all acknowledge ought entirely to regulate them.

Joel Feinberg points out further that restricting.the' domlalnkoanl?;:sl
ibili 1 orld will not immunize it to luck. “actor
responsibility to the inner WO . e o
; ! I, like a coughing fit,.can in .

beyond the agent’s control, : : T g g
isi th-the path of a bullet fro ¥
cisions as surely as they can wi ’ v
(I{Ieevertheless the tendency to cut down the scope of moral assessment Is

-4PL 1, s. 3, Introduction, par, S. ' : g
*Problematic Respénsibimy in Law and Morals', in Joel Feinberg, Doing an S5 g
(Princeton University Press, 1970).,
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pervasive, and does not limit itself to the influence of effects, It attempts to
isolate the will from the other direction, so to speak, by separating out
constitutive luck. Let us consider that next. . ;

Kant was particularly insistent on the moral irrelevance of qualities of
temperament and personality that are not under the control of the will. Such
qualities as sympathy or coldness might provide the background against
which obedience to moral requirements is more or less difficult, but they
could not be objects 6f moral assessment themselves, and might well
interfere with confident assessment of its proper object——the‘ determination
the will by the motive of duty. Tm&kiou; moral judgement of many of
the virtues and vices, which are states of character that influence choice but
are cerfainly not exhausted by dispositions to act deliberately in certain
ways. A person may be greedy, envious, cowardly, cold, ung'e‘n'é?sus,
unkind, vain, or conceited, but behave perféctly by a monumentat effort of
will. To possess these vices is to be unable to help having certain feelings
under certain circumstances, and to have strong spontaneous impulses to
act badly. Even if one controls the impulses, one stii] has the vice. An
envious person hates the greater success -of others. He can be morally
condemned as envious even if he congratulates themi cordially and does
nothing to denigrate or spoil their success. Conceit, likewise, need not be
displayed. It is fully present in someone who cannot help dwelling with
secret satisfaction on the superiority of his own, achievernents; talents,
beauty, intelligence, or virtue. To some extent such a quality may be the
product of earlier choices: to soie extent it may be amenable to change by
current actions. But it is largely a matter of constitutive bad fortune. Yet
people are morally condemned for such qualities, and esteemed for others
equally beyond control of the will: they are assessed for what they are like. -

To Kant this seems incoherent because virtue is enjoined on everyone an
therefore must in principle be possible for everyone. It may be .easier for
some than for others, but it must be possible to achieve it by making the
right choices, against whatever temperamental background.? One may want
to have a generous spirit, or regret not having one, but it makes 1io sense to
condemn oneself or anyone else for a quality which is not wiihin the control
of the will. Condemnation implies that you should not be like that, not that
it is unfortunate that you are,

Nevertheless, Kant's conclusion remains intuitively unacceptable. We

8Jf nature has put lite sympathy in the heart of a man, and il he, though an honest man, is by
temperament cold and indifferent to the Sufferings of others, perhaps because he is provided with
special gifts of patience and fortitude and expects or even requires that others should have the
same—and such a man would certainly not be the meanest praduci of nature- would not he find
in himsell 2 source from which to give himself a far higher wortl than he could have got by having
4 good-natured temperament?* (Foundation af the Metaphysics of Moraofs, s, 1, par. 11.)
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may be persuaded that these moral judgements are irrational, but they
reappear involuntarily as soon as the argument.is over. This is the pattern
throughout the subject.

The third category to consider is luck in one’s circumstances, and I shall
mention it briefly, The things we are called upon to do, the moral tests we
face, are importantly determined by factors beyond our control. It may be
true of someone that in a dangerous situation he would behave in a cowardly
or heroic fashion, but if the situation never arises, he will never have the
chance to distinguish or disgrace himself in this way, and his moral record
will be different.?

A conspicuous example of this is political. Ordinary citizens of Nazi
Germany had an opportunity to behave.heroically by opposing the regime.
They also had an opportunity to behave badly, and most of them are
culpable for having failed this test. But it is a test to which the citizens of
other countries were not subjected, with the result that even if they, or some

_of them, would have behaved as badly as the Germans in like circumstances,

they simply did not and therefore are not similarly culpable. Here again one
is morally at the mercy of fate, and it may seem irrational upon reflection,
but our ordinary moral attitudes would be unrecognizable without it. We
judge people for what they actually do or fail to do, not just for what they
would have done if circumstances had been different.'®

This form of moral determination by the actual is.also paradoxical, but
we can begin to see how deep in the concept of responsibility the paradox
is embedded. A person can be morally responsible only for what he does;
but what he does results from a great deal that he does not do; therefore he
is not morally responsible for what he is and is not responsible for. (This is

not a contradiction, but it is a paradox.)

°Cf. Thomas Gray, 'Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard™:
. Some mule inglorious Milton here may rest,
Some Cromwell, guiltless of his country’s blood.
An unusual example of circumstantial moral luck is provided by the kind of moral dile
which someonc can be faced through no fault of his own, but which leaves him with nothing to do
which is not wrong. See ch. 5 of Morral Questions, and Bernard Williams, *Ethical Consistency’,
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supplementary volume, 1965, reprinted in Problems of the

Self (Cambridge University Press, 1973), 166-86.
ircumstantial luck can extend to aspects of the situation other than individual behaviour.

Forexample, during the Vietnam War even U.S. citizens who had opposed their country’s actions
vigorously from the start often felt compromised by its crimes. Here they were not even
responsible; there was probably nothing they could do to stop what was happening, so the fccling
of being implicated may seem unintelligible. But it is nearly impossiblc to vicw the crimes of one’s
own country in the same way that one views the crimes of another country, no matter how equal
one's lack of power to stop them in the two cases. One is a citizen of one of them, and has a
connection with its actions (cven if only through taxes that cannot be withheld)-~that one does
not have with the other’s. This makes it possiblc to be ashamed of one's country, and to fecl a

victim of moral bad luck that one was an American in the 1960s.

mma with
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connection with the other types. :
outside of the will’s contro]? E

=
“The
Seemminkenulg ey, anFl therefore of legitimate moral judgement
under thls:scrut;ny to an extensionless point. Everything"

itmay remain possible to tak ' :
P e up the aesthetic or other ¢ i
ofIthc? moral attitudes that are thyg displaced s L
tis als i N hh
it ;hticﬁo.sscxible, of course; to brazen it out and refuse to abcept the
b arg,umem u/g;ed. Seem unacceptable as soon as.we stop ihinking about
bk S. mlttqdly, if certain surrounding circt'lms'tances‘had bee:
t, then no unfortune}te consequences would have followed froxﬁ : :

but since the circumstances were not different, and the agent in fact
ent, and " Jac

succeeded j i i
htecedons oo s resonsible for. Simitariyyswe miy-adnrit AT GEray.
b s ances had been different, the agent would iever Rave .
ST ;A’ rson who.would do such a thing;. but since he
Py a(‘i result of those antecedent circumstancesyigto
ot 2. e‘ Wis blamabl mfto the person who committed such a murder,
e e ¢ or. In bgt Cases one is responsible. for what
ways on what is not witl?'] wh’al mmém
WL jud- gem—ems * ldL_Q_gg § control. This compatibilist account of our
Rl iy abou leave room- for the- ordinary conditions of
e A seRce of coercion, ignorance, or involuntary move-
part of the dete_r,mlnauon of what someone has done—but it is

understood not to excluc i
Eas ¢ the influence of a great deal that he has not

""The corr. i . .
(o in.ce:;};gns:;ngs P;):’a“‘:: . epistemology would be that knowledge consists of true beli
knower's control aclu);lll a it docs not require alj aspects of the process to be y cd el

> ¥ or potentially. Both the correctness of these beliefs and the Prgc:r me
d 55 oy
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. : . . . . i o ! v
The only thing wrong with this solution 1s its faxlur; to e{([?laln F(;\n
sceptical problems arise. For they arise not {rom thg xmposilFlodn eomem
arb?trary external requirement, but from the nature of mora Jut Ex .
itself. Something in the ordinary idea of Wl’;at sor_rtleone):/tckil?sz rrtm;:zt m;;rely
| to subtract from it an at o
how it can seem necessary e e Sendan
Itimate consequence of such s
happens—even though the u nate . j . et
@:i@ i i the ordinary idea of kn
) emains. And something in . idez i
hon i why it seems to be undermined by any mguencesvon‘;e;x(;:sfﬁr;ie
? ject—so that knowledge seems i1 _
ithin the control of the subjec =t ‘ e
:;Ig;m an impossible foundation in au[onom9us reason. But let:s;fjral
epistemology aside and concentrate on action, character, an
t. v . . .
assTe;SemT'Zblem arises, 1 believe, because the self which acts and is t.he Ob}ii';
fmorgl judgement is threatened with dissolutxonl by the abso;phoenrs(()m .
ths and impulses into the class of events. MoraUudgemem 0 'zslal; o
him, bu
j ent not of what happens to ’ e
Jtll:d%eamcertain event or state of affairs 1s fortunate or unfortupa;?v?dual "
t arible It is not an evaluation of a state of the World, or of an :n ;f el
ear,t of ihe world, We are not thinking just that it would bg bet ;é‘-has e
g'ﬁ'e ent, or did not exist, or had not done some of the thu}g§ i eﬂ'eci
V‘i’ : e '::dging him, rather than his existence or charac.te:nstwsi G e
fz:r:cejmrating on the influence of what is not under his cintrgdlesr o make
(t)his responsible self seem to disappear, swallowed up.by the o

: bject
evi’fv}/:&t however, do we have in mind that a person must be to be the obj

i i dermined,
of these moral attitudes? While the concept of.age.ncy is easx.lyrl;r;miar i
it is very difficult to give it a positive characterization. Thatis
literature on Free Will., ‘ i
theI believe that in a sense the problem has no :solutxor'l, becaus:,; sz?]peopli
in the idea of agency is incompatible with actions bﬁmg even ; i
i j | determinants of what someon .
ng things. But as the externa s cone
:re:: graduaiy exposed, in their effect on consequences, character, a?:things |
'tseﬁ” it becomes gradually clear that actions are events and pe:or;])Sibh3 i
lIE,ven’tually nothing remains which can be ascribed to the responstble self,

¢ le Wmmmquence of events,
MA/L” T pae it .

elebrated, but not blamed or pr :
Wmﬁ'befdéﬁlored o idea of the active self that is thus undermmgd,
““Though Tcarmot define the ide

i i nnectipn
it is possible to say something about its sources. There is-a~close-connectip

between our feelings about ourselves an

which they are arrived at would therefore be impo;t::cr P
awarded to pcople who turn out to be wrong, no m

r\f;ce}ingsza/boui\qt,hers. Guilt
ntly subject to luck. The Nobel Pjizc is not
nt their reasoning.
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and indignation, shame and contempt, pride and admiration are internal
and external sides of the same moral attitudes. We are unable to view
ourselves simply as portions of the world, and fropd :
idea of the botifidary between what js us and what is not, what we.

wihat happens—to-us,what 1s.our personality and-what-is-an-aecidental '
andicap, Weapply

h the same essentially internal conception of the seif to
others. About ourselveswe eel pride, shame, guilt, remorse—and agent-

regret. We do not regard our actions and our characters merely".as fortunate

—‘—

or unfortunate episodes—though they may also be that. We cginnot simply

take an external ey ive view of ourselves—of what we tally .

are and what we do. And this remains true even when we have seen that we
are not responsible foMe
have to make, or the circumstances that give our acts the consequences they

haVe™"TTose_acts remain ours and We remain_our e

persuasiveness of the reasons that seem to argue us out of existence.
It is this internal view that we extend to others in miora Judgement—
wh )

en we judge them rather than their desirability or utility, We ‘extend to

others the refusal to Jimit ourselves to external evaluation, and we accord to

them selves like our own. But in both cases this comes up against the brutal
inclusion of humans and everything about them in a world from which they
cannot be separated and-of which they'are nothing but’ contents, The
external view forces itself on us at the same time that we résist it. One way
this occurs is through the gradual erosion of what we do by the subtraction
of what happens.!2 S ey
The inclusion of consequences in the conception of what we have done is
an acknowledgement that we are parts of the world, but the paradoxical
character of moral luck which emerges from this acknowledgement shows
that we are unable tg operate with such a view, for it leaves us with no one
to be. The same thing is revealed in the appéarance’ that determinism
obliterates responsibility. Once we see an aspect of what we or someone else
does as something that happens, we lose our grip on the idea that it has been °
done and that we can Jjudge the doer and not just the happening. This
explains why the absence of determinism is no more hospitable to the
concept of agency than is its presence—a point that has been noticed often.
Either way the act'is viewed externally, as part of the course of events.
The problem of moral Juck cannot be understood without an account of .

"?See P. F. Strawson's discussion of the conflict between the objective attitude and personal
reactive attitudes in 'Freedom and Rescntmc.m‘, Proceedings of the British Abademy, 1962,
reprinted in Studies in the Philosophy of Thought and Action, ed. P, F. Strawson (Oxford University
Press, 1968), in P. F. Strawson, Freedom and Resentment and Other Essays (London; Methuen,
1974), and above, Essay V in this collection. . b
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the internal conception of agency and its special connection with the moral

attitudes as opposed to other types of value. I do not have such‘an account.
The degree to which the problem has a solut‘lo'n.can be deterrmned only_by
seeing whether in some degree the incompatibility between this conc'epuolq
and the various ways in which we do nqt cgntrol wh.at‘ we do is only
apparent. 1 have nothing to offer on that topic either. Butitis nt()jt en;ugh to
say merely that our basic moral attitudes toward ourselves and others arer
determined by what is actual; for they are also.threatgned by 1h§ SOUICES O

that actuality, and by the external view of action which forces itself on us
when we see how everything we do belongs to a world that we have not

created.
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