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Introduction

András Szigeti and Matthew Talbert

One of those memorable phrases Bernard Williams was so apt at turning out says: “The starting point of philosophy is that we do not understand ourselves well enough” (Williams 2014, 406). The starting point of this collection and of the workshop where most of the contributions collected here were first presented1 is that we do not understand Williams’s work well enough and that more philosophy is required to understand it better. No doubt, Williams was and remains a highly influential and respected figure, not just as a philosopher but also—most unusually for analytical philosophers—well beyond the world of academe. During his dazzling academic career, he held prestigious positions at universities in Britain and the United States, and he was also sought after as a public intellectual and a policy advisor. And yet he is not infrequently regarded as a bit of a maverick, a Socratic figure who asks the right questions but does not supply the answers and, truth be told, more often than not has not even seriously attempted to do so. This volume joins the hopefully growing number of attempts to decisively counter this characterization.

Granted, there are a few things everybody with even a minimal interest in analytical philosophy will (more or less grudgingly) acknowledge about Williams: that he was a brilliant and original moral philosopher who eschewed the dry conceptual analyses favored by some of his contemporaries in preference for a more historically oriented approach, that he was deeply critical of attempts to resolve difficult moral problems by invoking abstract and technical distinctions, and that he did not think it was desirable or possible to present one’s views as a philosophical system. In light of this skeptical and anti-theoretical attitude, even many fans of Williams’s work tend to emphasize its negative aspects. In particular, he is widely recognized for his sustained and many-faceted critique of the morality system—that is, the system of modern moral practices which Williams himself referred to as the “peculiar institution” and which he associated with a set of distinctive philosophical, mostly Kantian but also Utilitarian, ideas.

We agree with those commentators (Heuer & Lang 2012; Herrera & Perry 2013; Russell 2017; Chappell & van Ackeren 2018, etc.) who argue that this depiction is woefully one-sided and simplistic even in its praise, let alone its criticisms. Not just because it underplays the coherence of Williams’s key ideas but also because it ignores Williams’s intention to make a positive contribution to several areas in ethics and metaethics, including debates on the problem of free will and moral responsibility, the nature of moral emotions and reactive attitudes, the scope of rational motivations in morality, the possibility of moral knowledge, and much more. This anthology has been put together in the spirit of the latter assessment of Williams’s work. Specifically, our aim has been to select chapters that focus on the substantive and original ideas and methods Williams developed as part of his distinctive “outlook” in ethics. Needless to say, in analytical philosophy the elaboration of new ideas and methods nearly always proceeds by way of criticizing extant alternatives. This is perhaps especially so in Williams’s work, given the above-mentioned historical and skeptical orientation of his entire approach. Consequently, it should come as no surprise that the chapters collected here also reflect extensively on the critical and negative side of Williams’s philosophy. That said, the primary interest of the authors contributing to this volume has been to focus on Williams’s conceptual and methodological innovations. Our hope, in short, is that these chapters will add some new strokes to the emerging picture of Williams’s philosophy as a fully fledged alternative approach in ethics.

The chapters collected in this volume cover a range of interconnected topics. We have divided the chapters into two broad parts, though there is significant overlap in the themes covered in these parts. The first group of chapters is entitled “The Morality System and Its Discontents.” These chapters deal with and in part criticize Williams’s attempts to explore theoretical options beyond the confines of the morality system. The chapters show how, through a critical confrontation with the morality system, Williams has found new ways to think about the concept of moral obligation; morally relevant emotions such as shame; the relevance of the history of philosophy, especially that of ancient Greek philosophy; and also how these new ways of thinking are linked to Williams’s novel metaethical ideas concerning the possibility and limitations of moral knowledge.

The second group of chapters is collected under the subtitle “Agency, Blame, and Luck.” Here readers will find chapters related to Williams’s discussions of freedom and responsibility, the role that luck plays in our moral lives, and the reasons that agents can be said to have. Williams’s concerns about the morality system still loom large in these contexts. For example, Williams was skeptical about the prospects of putting our responsibility practices—and the conception of free will with which these practices are associated—on a firm footing. But, as more than one author in the second half of the book shows, Williams’s skepticism is largely confined to conceptions of free will and responsibility that are conditioned by the morality system’s uneasiness with luck and its commitment to implausible requirements on voluntary behavior. Williams has a much more vindicatory story to tell about the prospects for freedom and responsibility once these concepts have been untethered from the assumptions of the morality system.

We turn now to brief summaries of the individual contributions to this volume.

Part I: The Morality System and Its Discontents

As the first of two chapters in the history of philosophy at the beginning of Part I, Brian Leiter’s contribution (Chapter 1) presents an original and much needed (re-)assessment of Williams’s intellectual relationship to Nietzsche. This relationship is often assumed to be close, which interpretation is of course supported by some of Williams’s own pronouncements. Leiter argues that while Williams’s debt to Nietzsche is indeed greater than that of most analytical philosophers’, the relationship is more superficial than is commonly believed. An obvious point of affinity between Nietzsche and Williams is the recognition of how decisively important it is for philosophy to engage with history, including the history of philosophy. Another link between the two—a link itself rooted in the recognition of the historicity of philosophical ideas—is their commitment to a critique of morality in the modern era. As far as Leiter is concerned, however, the affinities do not run much deeper than that. In particular, the chapter sets out to show that Nietzsche’s historical orientation and his critique of modernism are both far more radical than Williams’s. Leiter identifies a number of crucial differences. First, while Nietzsche is thoroughly skeptical of the possibility of free will and moral responsibility, Williams embraces some form of compatibilism. Second, they draw very different lessons from the study of the culture and philosophy of ancient Greece. Williams emphasizes the fundamental similarities, which some unfortunate excesses and illusions of modernity and modern philosophy can only obscure but not eradicate; Nietzsche, by contrast, emphasizes the fundamental differences, which render any thought of reconciliation or synthesis illusory. Third, and relatedly, Williams’s criticisms present the morality system as an overly intellectualist and imperialistic philosophical outlook that in the modern era has tended to encroach upon but not render inaccessible a more sensible way of living life and doing philosophy, whereas Nietzsche rejects the whole modernist ethos of egalitarian justice and the good life.

The second historically oriented contribution, Marcel van Ackeren in Chapter 2, takes a critical look at Williams’s charge that the modern morality system is too demanding. Williams’s concern is that the morality system neglects or diminishes the importance of agents’ personal projects and goals and seriously hinders the pursuit of nonmoral values. In short, the morality system is said to be demanding because it can require considerable sacrifices in terms of agents’ well-being. Van Ackeren relativizes and contextualizes the “demandingness objection” by systematically exposing the demandingness of dominant moral theories in ancient Greece, such as Stoicism or the Platonic-Socratic school of thought (Aristotelianism being the major exception). This finding does offer additional support for those who think that there is more continuity between ancient Greek and modern ethics than meets the eye, a position, it will be recalled, Williams sympathized with (and Nietzsche did not). Although Williams did complain of the “gritty moralism” and “lethal high-mindedness” of Stoicism (Williams 2014, 343), this may not be the kind of confirmation of the continuity-thesis Williams was after. One of his main reasons for recommending a deeper engagement with ancient Greek ethics was precisely that the latter seemed to him to offer a more realistic and relaxed view of the stringency and scope of ethical demands. By contrast, van Ackeren aims to show that ancient ethics is demanding in its own peculiar way: namely, demanding not in spite of, but precisely because of its eudaemonistic orientation. Van Ackeren focuses on two salient features of ancient eudaemonism to support this thesis. First, ancient concepts of eudaemonia often include the idea that virtue is the only genuinely life-enhancing good. Second, the ancient Greeks have also sought to secure the congruence of virtue and eudaemonia against the influence of luck and contingency. In other words, ancient ethics is trying to achieve something that is also the principal objective of the modern morality system as it is characterized by Williams: to provide a shelter against luck and contingency. Williams and others have located the source of the problem of demandingness only on the moral side of the conflict. However, van Ackeren’s diagnosis reveals that certain theories of well-being can be a source of demandingness too, as was the case in much of ancient ethics.

We then have two chapters that suggest what are essentially friendly improvements on Williamsian ideas, lessening the distance between his outlook and the morality system. Chapter 3 by Stephen Bero and Aness Kim Webster offers a lucid reconstruction as well as some insightful criticisms of Williams’s ideas on shame and its relevance for morality. Bero and Webster focus on the extent to which shame contributes to the development of one’s ethical identity, wondering whether Williams might “ask too much of shame” in this regard. Based on this critical inquiry, they outline a more modest rehabilitation of shame which improves on Williams’s account while preserving his main insights. Williams himself identifies two distinctive features of shame that enable it to play a crucial role in ethical life. First, one experiences shame in front of the real or imagined gaze of another person whom one respects. Second, shame is selective insofar as the same thing may be experienced as shameful in front of people with whom one shares the relevant norms but as not shameful in front of others. Bero and Webster endorse this characterization but, diverging from Williams, set out to show that there is no special link between shame and the ethical life. For one thing, they argue that we may feel ashamed about failing to meet not only moral norms, but also standards of physical appearance, professional competence, aesthetic taste, or athletic prowess. Furthermore, they highlight the possibility of “oppressive shame.” This kind of shame is based on internalized but oppressive (e.g., racist or sexist) norms and so it cannot be said to reveal one’s ethical identity. If there are kinds of shame, however, which do not track ethical norms and sometimes actually track unethical ones, Williams may have overrated the role shame can and should play in ethical life, Bero and Webster conclude. They agree with Williams that shame and its structures can, under appropriate circumstances, further the development of a conception of one’s ethical identity and can contribute to mediating between ethical demands and the rest of life. However, we should abandon the idea that shame is sufficient for establishing the contours of one’s ethical identity or for interfacing between moral and nonmoral practices and dispositions.

In Chapter 4, Stephen Darwall develops an interesting response to an important aspect of Williams’s critique of the morality system. Specifically, he takes issue with Williams’s claim, developed in most detail in chapter 10 of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Williams 1985), that the concept of moral obligation at the heart of the morality system tends to crowd out all other normative considerations and that therefore we would be better off without the concept as well as the whole system based on this concept. The reason that Williams thinks that the “morality system” is oppressive is that, in his analysis, the system, by its own conceptual logic, gradually converts all morally relevant considerations into moral obligations. The principal problem, according to Darwall, is that Williams fails to see that the distinction between what moral reasons most recommend and what we are obliged to do can be made within the morality system itself. And once we have distinguished between what is advisable, on the one hand, and what is obligatory, on the other, we can open up conceptual space within the morality system to accommodate a robust domain of the permissible. Within this domain, any person can pursue other ethical concerns or their own personal projects without violating moral obligations and therefore without attracting blame. What is especially interesting, then, in this chapter is that, according to Darwall, the resources for establishing this distinction can be found in Williams’s account, too. After all, as Darwall points out, Williams himself has spent considerable amounts of time and ingenuity to show that what we have most reason to do is not necessarily what we are obligated to do. This is because pro tanto obligations can be defeated by pro tanto agent-relative prerogatives or permissions, and, in such cases, the agent will not be blameworthy for not discharging the obligation. Moreover, it is also true that even when valid obligations are discharged, the agent may still face residual demands to provide restitution and can be expected to feel agent-regret if the action involves moral costs. Williams has recognized all or at least most of these considerations, Darwall claims. Where he goes wrong is to think that the morality system does not have the resources to accommodate them.

Part I concludes with two chapters showing how Williams’s ideas in normative ethics and the critique of the morality system is bound up with his innovative views on some metaethical issues. Agata Łukomska’s Chapter 5 focuses on Williams’s ideas on confidence, a topic that is fundamental to understanding the challenge that Williams’s own constructive views face. It is also a topic that has been somewhat neglected by commentators. Łukomska shows how the problem of confidence arises for Williams and describes his way of dealing with it. On the basis of this analysis, she goes on to give her own account of how the issue of confidence should be understood. In her view, faced with any challenge to our existing values, we are under pressure to provide secure foundations for our existing ethical practices and orientation. In order to do this, we must begin from somewhere. However, advocates of the “morality system” are wrong to think that there is a neutral point of departure—a “view from nowhere”—for such an evaluation. Here we see once again Williams’s skepticism with regard to the excessively intellectualist and disengaged ideals of the morality system. On the other hand, a crude or bald existentialist assertion of mere choice would not only be arbitrary, it also would undermine any sense that we are able to justify our position even to ourselves or to carry on with it. Much less will we be able to persuade those who do not share our particular ethical stance. In these circumstances, we arrive in a predicament where “moral knowledge” is undermined by reflection, as forced on us by “confrontation” with others, but where we also seem to lack any obvious sources to escape from this predicament. In response to these threats, Łukomska suggests that we follow in Williams’s footsteps and combine external and internal considerations. Since we must begin from somewhere, we must begin from our own situated location with our concrete and specific historical identity. At the same time, merely to affirm our view would be arbitrary and complacent. We need to actively engage with others, both in our community and outside of it, in order to question what our own priorities and values are or might become. This is a reciprocal process of social dialogue that will not “leave everything where it was” (Williams 1985, 177). It is in this sense an open-ended and dynamic process, but it does not aim to satisfy illusory “intellectualist” or “rationalist” standards of justification.

Gideon Rosen’s Chapter 6 aims to restate and regiment Williams’s main metaethical theses in light of advances in metaethics during the past three decades. His main interpretative conclusion is that, despite appearances, Williams’s metaethical position is not a metaphysical view and has nothing to do with the mind-independence or practice-independence of ethical facts. It is true that, like much metaethical writing of the 1980s, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy aimed to find a middle way between full-strength realism about ethical judgment and the various forms of skepticism and noncognitivism formed in reaction to full-strength realism. In Williams’s version, the claim is that while ethical judgments are sometimes simply true and so correspond to genuine facts, ethical judgments are “perspectival” and so enjoy at best a “limited objectivity” by comparison with judgments in science and mathematics. However, according to Rosen, this view is best understood as an epistemological thesis according to which the warrant for ethical judgment can never be intersubjectively compelling in the broadest sense. More specifically, the view Rosen imputes to Williams includes the following four claims. First, ethical knowledge is possible, though we have less of it than we once did thanks to a growing awareness that we cannot justify the views we hold as the only reasonable views on contested questions. Second, this condition is permanent, since the prospects for a philosophical foundation for ethics are bleak. Third, in light of this difference, we should say that ethical judgment is a less objective enterprise than natural science. But, fourth, we are nevertheless entitled to carry on with ethics, holding firm views and revising them as we can in response to local pressure. Rosen argues that, even if Williams was strongly anti-Rortian in many other respects, this position has affinities with Rorty’s idea that while ethical confidence may be warranted, it must be tempered by the recognition that when we disagree with others about how to live, there may be no more to be said for our view than that it happens to be the view we hold. The chapter closes by raising some objections against this position.

Part II: Agency, Blame, and Luck

The first chapter in the second half of the book is by Paul Russell. Chapter 7 offers an interpretation of Williams’s various contributions as they concern the issues of free will and moral responsibility. It seeks, in particular, to explain how Williams’s contributions are related to each other and how his views on this subject developed and evolved over the years. Although Williams’s contributions are plainly relevant to the free will debate, Williams seldom engaged directly with the leading contemporary figures or their contributions. Part of the explanation for this rests with Williams’s general dissatisfaction—which grew more pronounced in his later work—with analytic philosophical methods and techniques. More importantly, Williams rejected many of what he took to be the core assumptions that frame the contemporary free will debate. All the major parties in this debate, as Williams sees it, are in the grip of the “morality system” which, as mentioned, posits forms of agency and control that are taken to transcend luck and secure forms of absolute justice. Russell finds in Williams’s work (particularly Shame and Necessity [1993]) a “genealogy” of freedom and responsibility that is both vindicatory and pessimistic. Williams’s genealogy is vindicatory to the extent that it identifies and describes—consistent with a thoroughgoing naturalism—powers and abilities of genuine agency that allow us to lead lives of ethical significance, in terms of which we are capable of achieving reflective confidence. However, as Russell argues, Williams’s position here diverges in important ways from the dominant views of contemporary compatibilists in the free will debate. More specifically, what is not secured, on this account, is the aspiration to any form of ultimate justice of a kind that would support or justify our blaming practices as understood by “the morality system.” It is this that serves as the fundamental source of Williams’s pessimism on this subject. Any effort to satisfy these stronger ambitions and aspirations, as encouraged by “the morality system,” is, according to Williams, doomed to failure and leads to a mistaken skepticism about moral responsibility of an unqualified form. We need to reject any unqualified skepticism, but this requires abandoning the deep assumptions of “morality” that have motivated much of the traditional free will debate. Williams, Russell concludes, does not so much aim to offer a solution to the problem of freedom and responsibility (as traditionally understood) as to discredit the assumptions and aspirations of “the morality system” that have generated this problem.

Matthieu Queloz, in Chapter 8, reaches conclusions related to Russell’s, though Queloz’s focus is broader. Queloz identifies four building blocks of the morality system: the moral/nonmoral distinction, the idea of obligation, the voluntary/nonvoluntary distinction, and the practice of blame. In the context of the morality system, these elements are given maximally stringent articulations, which generates the problems that Williams takes to be inherent in the system. However, this does not lead Williams to a wholesale skeptical rejection of the four building blocks. In fact, Williams believed that, on more relaxed articulations, these building blocks respond to genuine, preexisting, and quite general needs of human society. Part of Queloz’s aim is to explain how primitive, socially functional concepts gave rise to and became distorted within the morality system. The basic picture is that an elemental concern for fairness, under the influence of, for example, Platonism and Christianity, issued in a striving toward ultimate justice. But ultimate justice requires “a shelter from luck” (Williams 1995b, 41); that is, an immunity from contingency. Stringent conceptualizations of the four building blocks provide this shelter: moral value, in the context of the morality system, is taken to be incomparable to other values and to generate absolute moral obligations that agents accede to, or not, by exercising a power for unconditioned willing, which creates room for a fully justified practice of moral blame. The morality system that resulted from this process is open to several criticisms, but Queloz argues that, for Williams, the fundamental problem is the system’s “frictionless purity.” The worry here is that the conceptualizations mandated and employed by the morality system get no traction in our everyday world because they have been purified to such a point that they have lost contact with that world. This puts us on the road to skepticism about the concepts out of which the morality system is constructed, a point that Queloz makes by focusing on blame (as the system conceives it) and its attendant notion of utter voluntariness, which has no application in the naturalistic world that we inhabit. Queloz concludes by considering the prospects that Williams saw for recovering alternative, more functional conceptualizations of the constitutive elements of morality.

In his celebrated essay “Moral Luck,” Williams considers a fictionalized (though not entirely ahistorical) account of the decisions that Paul Gauguin made in pursuit of his aim to become a great artist. In Chapter 9, Ulrike Heuer takes up Gauguin’s case in her contribution to this volume. In Williams’s version of the story, Gauguin chooses to turn away from “definite and pressing human claims [made, e.g., by his family] . . . in order to live a life in which, as he supposes, he can pursue his art” (1981b, 22). Williams claims that “the only thing that will justify [Gauguin’s] choice will be success” in becoming the sort of artist that he sought to become (1981b, 23). And since whether Gauguin is successful in his effort will depend at least partly on luck, the potential justification of his earlier choices is also partly dependent on luck. Williams observes, further, that while artistic success might justify Gauguin’s choices, failure to achieve success would not necessarily “unjustify” them. It would matter, Williams argues, what form such a failure took. Williams says, for example, that an unlucky accident “is too external [to Gauguin’s project] for it to unjustify him” (1981b, 25). The only type of failure that would unjustify Gauguin’s earlier choices would be his own failure in the terms of the project that motivated his choices in the first place. With respect to this example, a central early contention of Heuer’s is that Williams’s reflections are better cast as having to do with Gauguin’s responsibility for his earlier choices (and his later successes) than with whether his earlier choices are retrospectively justified. Heuer motivates this conclusion by arguing (i) that there simply is no clear sense in which Gauguin’s successes can justify his earlier choices and (ii) that casting the matter in terms of responsibility makes better sense of Williams’s distinction between internal and external factors that might contribute to the success or failure of Gauguin’s project. The sort of responsibility that Heuer has in mind is the sort that, were it to obtain, would allow Gauguin to reasonably see himself as involved in his subsequent success such that it makes sense for him to take responsibility for it. As an illustration, Heuer turns to an example of responsibility for a failed project: the unhappy case of Isabel Archer, the heroine of Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady. Heuer argues that Archer reasonably accepts responsibility for her unhappy marriage because she recognizes how her unfortunate choice of a husband reflected and issued from features of her earlier self. The picture that emerges on Heuer’s account is one according to which an agent is responsible for the success or failure of a project if it results—as in Archer’s case and Gauguin’s—from the agent’s success or failure in the exercise of her abilities.

Another important theme in Williams’s “Moral Luck” is agent regret, a topic that Daniel Telech expands on in his contribution to this collection (Chapter 10). Williams asks us to imagine a truck driver who, through no fault of his own, hits and kills a child who darted into the street. Certainly the driver played a causal role in the child’s death, but he is not morally at fault or blameworthy for the death since, by hypothesis, he conducted himself faultlessly. Still, Williams maintains that it would be strange for the driver to simply take up a perspective similar to that of a bystander who regards the child’s death as tragic, but not as grounds for anything like first-personal feelings of guilt. Instead, we anticipate that the driver will have feelings in the vicinity of guilt simply because he was the agent, though a faultless one, of the child’s death. This guilt-like feeling is agent-regret. Telech—following other authors—grounds the agent-regret that the truck driver feels in the way his role in the child’s death shapes his practical identity. Telech then asks whether there might be other types of negative events for which we are not at fault and that yet shape our practical identities in ways that ground responses analogous to agent-regret. Telech reasons that since our practical identities are partly constituted by the relations we have with others, it may be that the actions of others can—if we are appropriately related to them—affect us in just this way. In particular, it may be that when others with whom we are appropriately related (by, e.g., familial ties) are responsible for serious harms, we may, despite our own faultlessness, reasonably experience a guilt-like state that Telech calls “relation-regret.” Telech takes as his main examples of this phenomenon two real life cases: one involving the mother of a teen-aged school shooter and the other the grandson of a Nazi war criminal. Telech argues that, in virtue of the ways that the mother and the grandson identify as the mother of a killer and as a grandson of a war criminal, it makes sense for them to feel regret for what their relations have done. Telech suggests that this points to a novel form of moral luck (“associative luck”): one is liable to guilt-like feelings on the basis of the associations that one happens to have and on how the other terms in these associations happen to behave, both of which may be out of one’s control.

Given Williams’s skepticism about unified moral theories, there is a tendency to view his work merely as presenting a set of commitments, without any particular commitment playing a unifying role or having priority over the others. Against this interpretive tendency, in Chapter 11, Miranda Fricker argues that the contours of Williams’s thought are clarified by recognizing a core organizing conviction that shapes his work in moral philosophy as a whole.2 This core conviction of Williams is a commitment to a conception of human beings as “ethically free.” The freedom at issue here is not the sort around which the free will debate revolves (a debate that Williams took to be deeply confused); it is, rather, a type of freedom that arises out of the fact that rationality underdetermines how we should live. In view of this underdetermination, it is up to individuals to be—that is, we are free to be—the authors of our own values and ends and therefore also of our own practical reasons. However, possession of this freedom does not entail that we create our ends and reasons out of whole cloth or that we typically discover them through isolated reflection. Rather, on Fricker’s reconstruction of Williams’s view, while we are the authors and owners of our ends, they emerge out of and are discovered through dynamic dialogical processes in concert with those toward whom we bear a reciprocal attitude of trust—those with whom we can enter into “trustful conversation” (Williams 2002). Through these processes, we discover what we believe and what we care about, and we determine how to prioritize the various competing values that we discover to make claims on us. Fricker argues that signature elements of Williams’s moral philosophy—his internalism about reasons, his relativism of distance, and his thinking about the connections between philosophy and history—are best understood as emanating from this core commitment to ethical freedom, to our freedom to authentically choose our own ends insofar as these are left open by the standards of rationality.

In several places, Williams defends an internalist perspective on reasons according to which an agent has a reason to φ only in virtue of facts about her own desires, dispositions, motivations, projects, loyalties, etc.—that is, in virtue of the facts about the agent’s “subjective motivational set” (Williams 1981a, 102). In Chapter 12, Geraldine Ng notes that if we accept Williams’s internalism and we assume that moral blame has fundamentally to do with what reasons an agent has, then we must accept a significant restriction on the scope of blame: appropriate blame will be restricted to those instances in which a wrongdoer had internal reasons to refrain from the behavior for which he is blamed. This is problematic insofar as many intuitively blameworthy agents may lack internal reasons to refrain from their apparently blameworthy behavior. The problem is to some extent addressed by Williams’s proposal that blame can serve its characteristic function not just in virtue of the elements in an agent’s subjective motivational set that are directly related to her objectionable behavior, but also insofar as an agent has—as most people do—a quite general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect. In this way, more agents than it might have initially seemed will have internal reasons to avoid acting in ways that typically attract blame. Ng argues that this strategy still leaves the scope of blame too narrow, but she agrees with Williams that the assumption that people have a general interest in others’ respect is central to the practice of blame. On Ng’s distinctive approach to blame, we should reject Williams’s focus on the person who is blamed and on the possibility of harnessing this person’s reasons to good effect. Instead, Ng advocates what she calls a “practice-based” approach that focuses on the issuer of blame and the role that blame plays in constituting the blamer’s interpersonal relationships with others. Ng holds that a blamer’s “submission” of the claim that a blamed party has an interest in others’ respect has “disruptive” ethical significance (and partly constitutes the ethical relationship between blamer and blamed) regardless of whether the submission is accurate in the way that Williams’s account requires. Thus, for Ng, blame can have application even in those instances that Williams must concede are “hard cases” in which blame is inapt (Williams 1995a, 39).
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Part I

The Morality System and Its Discontents


1

Bernard Williams’s Debt to Nietzsche

Real or Illusory?

Brian Leiter

Bernard Williams was one of just two prominent figures within the mainstream of Anglophone moral philosophy in the second half of the twentieth-century to devote serious attention to Nietzsche. Philippa Foot was the other comparably famous figure to do so, and she, unsurprisingly, shared with Williams skepticism about many orthodoxies of analytic moral philosophy during this time.1 Derek Parfit, slightly younger but probably more influential (unfortunately) on the shape of the Anglophone profession, also ended up professing to take Nietzsche seriously—or at least giving him a lot of attention—in his final work On What Matters. Unlike Williams and Foot, however, it was rather too obvious that Nietzsche was Parfit’s enemy to be alternately defanged, defamed, and ultimately disposed.2 Williams, by contrast, was clearly a friendly and appreciative reader of Nietzsche, even referencing him explicitly on many occasions in his two most important monographs, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy from 1985, and Shame and Necessity from 1993.3 My aim here is to assess the Williams–Nietzsche relationship, the extent to which Williams learned from Nietzsche, and the extent to which he retreated from or ignored Nietzsche’s actual views. Williams’s reaction to Nietzsche will also tell us something about the distinctive and conservative nature of Anglophone philosophy over the past century. This deserves some further comment at the start.

Of the various fault lines between Anglophone philosophy of the past century in the “analytic” tradition and the multiple, and often conflicting, traditions in post-Kantian Continental European philosophy, two are especially important in connection with the relation between Williams and Nietzsche. First, in Germany, beginning arguably with Herder in the eighteenth century,4 there was a strong “historicist” turn in philosophy. Historicism, for our purposes, consists of two theses, one stronger than the other. The first “weak” historicist thesis is that the reference of concepts or terms typically varies by historical context, so much so that the same concept or term can pick out radically different referents at different historical moments, and thus it is a mistake to assimilate them or assume the concepts have the same meaning across historical periods. The second, “strong” historicist thesis holds that these concepts have no “correct” referent that transcends the historical period. The concept “good” may, as Nietzsche argues, pick out “elevated, proud states of the soul” (BGE, 260) and “nobility” (GM, I: 4–5, 11) in antiquity and then, in the Christian world, pick out “the warm heart, patience industriousness, humility, and friendliness,” until “the words ‘good’ and ‘stupid’ . . . come close together” (BGE, 260). Neither is the correct meaning of “good,” although the claim is stronger than one about semantics: it is that “good” qua metaphysical fact does not exist but rather is created and projected onto the world by people with very different interests and attitudes. Even Hegel, perhaps the most famous (albeit atypical) historicist, can mostly agree with this characterization of historicism, with the caveat that he thinks historical fluidity comes to an end in which the semantics and the metaphysics coincide on God’s intentions for His creation as interpreted by Hegel. But Hegel is an outlier in the historicist tradition, unlike Nietzsche. And Williams, as I will argue, is in an important sense an anti-historicist, unlike Nietzsche, but very much like most analytic philosophers who write as though they are illuminating the right and the good—or, in Williams’s case, “the ethical life.”5

There is, however, a second view distinctive of most, but not all, of the post-Kantian traditions in European philosophy,6 one that should be unsurprising in light of the historicism. These post-Kantian philosophers eschew appeals to “common sense,” or “our moral thinking,” or current “intuitions” since these are simply historically contingent data points suitable for diagnosis—for example, as artifacts of capitalism or the slave revolt in morals, or the modern era of bio-power, and perhaps all three—but not for understanding the world. These post-Kantian philosophers all embrace the idea that, on the one hand, philosophers should aim to diagnose and assess what is really happening in culture and society—politically, psychologically, and sociologically—and, on the other hand, philosophers should help human beings (or some human beings) achieve a kind of liberation. Marx, Nietzsche, Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, and Foucault are all what we might call “emancipatory realists” in this broad sense—aiming at emancipation by giving a realistic diagnosis of our cultural situation—even though the Marxian idea of emancipation of the individual is rather different from Nietzsche’s, needless to say. (Roughly, we might say that Marx thinks individuals are liberated when they can engage in free productive activity unrelated to securing the means of survival, while Nietzsche is only concerned with liberating certain higher human beings from their false consciousness about the dominant morality, which in fact is incompatible with their flourishing.) What these Continental emancipatory realists all share is a rejection of the conservative conception of philosophy well-articulated by Judith Jarvis Thomson, a leading Anglophone analytic philosopher at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology: “[T]he main, central problems [of philosophy] consist in efforts to explain what makes certain pre-philosophical, or non-philosophical, beliefs true . . . [namely] those that we rely on in ordinary life.”7 She associated this conservative approach to philosophy, quite rightly, with G. E. Moore and Wittgenstein, but it is utterly foreign to those who begin with the assumption that “ordinary life” is shot through with falsehood, illusion, and historically contingent commitments. Williams, it turns out, is closer to Thomson than he is to Nietzsche on this score—and closer than he often pretends to be.

I begin my discussion with Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy and then turn to Shame and Necessity, although I will note certain continuities of concern between the two and between these monographs and some of Williams’s articles.

1.1 Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy

In an article in Ethics more than twenty years ago (Leiter 1997), I proposed a distinction between two kinds of criticisms of morality then common in Anglophone moral philosophy. Revisiting that distinction will be useful here. “Theory Critics” as I named them—including Williams, but also Annette Baier and Charles Taylor, among others—are those who deny that our “particular moral assessments and commonsense moral principles” are apt subjects for a “theory,” in some precise and technical sense of the word “theory.” “Theories,” in this objectionable sense, have two characteristics: first, they try to reduce all value to a single, unitary source (I will call this “Reduction”), and, second, they try to articulate an explicit, mechanical decision procedure for generating answers to ethical questions (or explicit criteria for ethical decision and a decision procedure for their application; I will call this, unsurprisingly, “Mechanical Decision”). The two attributes are closely related (but need not go together): it is precisely Theory’s reduction of value to a single source that makes possible Theory’s goal of a Mechanical Decision procedure—namely, one that uses the privileged basic value to “churn out” (we might say) moral directives. Against these aims, the Theory Critics argue that value is not unitary (there are, in Taylor’s phrase, a “diversity” of goods) and that (partly as a result) Mechanical Decision procedures are simply impossible in the ethical life: ethical decision and action, these critics say, requires practical wisdom, virtues, or sensitivity to the particular context, all things which (allegedly) cannot be captured within the confines of Theory.

A common refrain among Theory Critics, including Williams, is that the rejection of Theory (in the technical sense) does not entail the rejection of ethical reflection. Of course, it would seem that if something is to count as reflecting at all—as opposed, say, simply to emoting—then it must aim for some degree of abstraction, simplification, generality, and coherence, so Theory in the problematic sense must involve something more. My proposal was that this “something more” is captured by the joint aims of Reduction and Mechanical Decision: it is these that mark the line between bad Theory and good ethical reflection.

This aspect of Williams’s views in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy and elsewhere obviously has nothing to do with Nietzsche, and I do not take Williams to claim otherwise. Nietzsche thought “practical reflection” was an epiphenomenal illusion and that philosophers invoke “practical reason” precisely when “reason has nothing to do with it” (A, 12).8 I have defended this view at length in my recent book Moral Psychology with Nietzsche (Leiter 2019a), and I will return to this issue later in the context of Williams’s Shame and Necessity.

Those I dubbed Morality Critics, by contrast, are those—like Michael Stocker, Susan Wolf, and, again, Bernard Williams—who criticize moral theory not because of its theoretical ambitions, but because of either the substantive content of the morality endorsed or the weight assigned in practical reasoning to moral demands. Admittedly, the Morality Critics often present themselves as critics of morality itself—in that sense they echo Nietzsche rhetorically—but, on examination, it becomes clear their targets are specific philosophical theories of morality, consequentialist and deontological. The Williams of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy is illustrative in this regard. Williams calls “morality” “the peculiar institution” and says this morality “is not an invention of philosophers . . . [but rather] the outlook, or, incoherently, part of the outlook, of almost all of us” (1985, 174).9 He goes on to worry about the “several natural ways in which” this morality’s special notion of obligation “can come to dominate a life altogether” (1985, 181–182). In passages like these, Williams seems to be objecting not that the best moral theory requires obligation to dominate life, but rather that once moral obligation is allowed to “structure ethical thought” (1985, 182) it has a “natural” tendency to rule out all other considerations.

Yet appearances here are deceiving. While Williams wants to align himself with Nietzsche as a critic of morality as a genuine cultural phenomenon—hence the rhetoric about “the peculiar institution” (an allusion to slavery, which was obviously a real social institution) and morality not being “an invention of philosophers”—it is far from clear that the notion of moral obligation he discusses is anything other than a philosopher’s “invention” or, at best, such a severe systematic reworking of the ordinary notion as to be only a distant relative of the mostly tepid notion of obligation actually at work in our culture.10 The domain of the demanding notion of obligation appears to be strictly found among those committed to orthodox religions: hardly anyone else in the neoliberal world order of the capitalist countries, after all, thinks anything must be done regardless of the costs except, as far as I can tell, some moral philosophers and religious fundamentalists.

Indeed, morality’s purportedly threatening notion of “obligation” is, in fact, constructed by Williams entirely from the works of Kant and W. D. Ross, with no gesture at showing what relation their philosophically refined notions of “obligation” bear to those in play in ordinary life. Yet where is the evidence, one might ask, that real people treat “moral obligation[s] [as] inescapable” (Williams 1985, 177) and that they accept the idea that “only an obligation can beat an obligation” (1985, 180)? Surely the evidence is not in the way people actually live, in the way they actually honor—or, more often, breach—their moral obligations, a point Nietzsche well understood. What is the evidence that, in our relativistic and neoliberal culture, individuals think that “moral obligation applies to people even if they do not want it to” (1985, 178)? Even Williams, in motivating the specter of morality dominating life, says that “the thought can gain a footing (I am not saying that it has to) that I could be better employed than in doing something I am under no [moral] obligation to do, and, if I could be, then I ought to be” (1985, 181, emphasis added). But surely this “thought” might only gain a footing for Kant or Ross, or some rabid utilitarian philosopher like Shelly Kagan. It is a pure philosopher’s fantasy to think that real people in the moral culture at large find themselves overwhelmed by this burdensome sense of moral obligation. Like the other Morality Critics, Williams writes as though he is attacking “morality” when what he is really attacking is “morality” as conceived, systematized, and refined by philosophers. Such a critique may be an interesting academic exercise, but it is quite different from Nietzsche’s worry that the various forms of morality we have inherited from the Judeo-Christian tradition are “detrimental to the higher men” (BGE, 228), that they “would be to blame if the highest power and splendor possible to the type man was never in fact attained?” in real life (GM, Pref: 6). I return to this point shortly.

Can we salvage the supposed alliance between Morality Critics like Williams and Nietzsche? Consider Thomas Nagel’s useful way of framing the issue.11 According to Nagel, there is a potential conflict between the “Good Life” (one which is valuable along nonmoral dimensions) and the “Moral Life” (one in which moral considerations govern)—or between “living well” and “doing right.” For philosophers like Williams (think of his discussion of Gauguin) and Wolf (think of her discussion of “moral saints”), the Good Life and the Moral Life can conflict and, for those unlike Williams and Wolf who think moral considerations are always overriding, that is so much the worse for the Good Life. Nagel is clear about where he locates Nietzsche in the debate thus framed: “The good life overrides the moral life. This is Nietzsche’s position. . . . The view is that if, taking everything into consideration, a moral life will not be a good life for the individual it would be a mistake to lead it” (1986, 196).12 Thus, like the Morality Critics, Nietzsche is supposed to side with the importance of the Good Life against the encroaching demands of the Moral Life. Even granting that Nietzsche is perhaps more extreme in his rejection of the demands of the Moral Life, he still counts as the first in a line of Morality Critics that includes Williams, Wolf, and others who recognize the conflict between the Good Life and the Morality Life but, at the same time, reject the idea that moral considerations are overriding.

But even this reframing significantly understates the differences. As Richard Miller aptly observes,


Nietzsche often seems to recommend that the constraints of morality be ignored, but it would be a misreading of his intentions to infer that morality ought to be ignored by someone of middling abilities, or a primary interest in family life, or by someone whose characteristic striving is a successful leveraged buy-out. In contrast, the troubling recommendations at the center of current disputes are very broadly addressed. In particular, Bernard Williams’ influential warnings about morality are addressed, primarily, to people with normal attachments and their own projects, projects which may be of ordinary sorts.13



Consider: the academic Morality Critics speak of the Moral Life conflicting with, for example, “love, friendship, affection, fellow feeling, and community” (Stocker 1976, 461); with “a healthy, well-rounded, richly developed” life which might include “reading Victorian novels, playing the oboe, or improving [one’s] backhand” (Wolf 1982, 421); with “the importance of individual character and personal relations” (Williams 1976, 201). They worry, in short, about the incompatibility between morality and the kind of pleasant bourgeois life these philosophers enjoyed.14 These worries strike a somewhat different note from Nietzsche, who speaks of morality posing a threat, for example, to “the highest power and splendor actually possible to the type man” (GM, Pref: 6); to “the self-reliant, independent, unprejudiced men, the pillars of a strong civilization” (D, 163); to “all that is rare, strange, privileged . . . the higher soul, the higher duty, the higher responsibility, and the abundance of creative power and masterfulness” (BGE, 212); to the “men of great creativity, the really great men according to my understanding” (WP, 957). Here the objection is not merely that the Moral Life will interfere with various mundane personal goods important to the self-absorbed bourgeoisie, but rather that it is incompatible with the highest forms of human excellence: the Moral Life, for Nietzsche, is not a threat to the Good Life but, we might say, to the “Extraordinary Life.”

Nietzsche, it bears emphasizing, was fundamentally worried whether our culture was making it impossible as a matter of empirical fact for anyone to live an Extraordinary Life anymore. It is one of the few themes that animated all Nietzsche’s writings from start to finish. In an early essay of the mid-1870’s, “Schopenhauer as Educator” (U, III), Nietzsche speaks of “the goal of culture” as “the production of genius” (U, III: 6), though there he worries not primarily about the deleterious effect of morality on culture but about “the crudest and most evil forces, the egoism of the money-makers and the military despots” (U, III: 4), as well as “the greed of the state” (U, III: 6). His major work of the early 1880’s, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, begins with Zarathustra’s image of a world in which all human excellence and creativity is gone, in which all that will remain is the “last man.”


Alas, the time of the most despicable man is coming, he that is no longer able to despise himself. Behold, I show you the last man.

“What is love? What is creation? What is longing? What is a star?” thus asks the last man, and he blinks.

The earth has become small, and on it hops the last man, who makes everything small. . . .

“We have invented happiness,” say the last men, and they blink. They have left the regions where it was hard to live, for one needs warmth. One still loves one’s neighbor and rubs against him, for one needs warmth. . . .

No shepherd and one herd! Everybody wants the same, everybody is the same: whoever feels different goes voluntarily into a madhouse.

“Formerly, all the world was mad,” say the most refined, and they blink.

One is clever and knows everything that has ever happened: so, there is no end of derision. One still quarrels, but one is soon reconciled—else it might spoil the digestion. (Z, Prologue: 5)



In his last productive year of 1888, Nietzsche speaks of Christian morality as having “waged war unto death . . . against the presupposition of every elevation, of every growth of culture” (A, 43), and he claims that acting in accord with what “has been called morality . . . would deprive existence of its great character” (EH, IV:4). The distinctively Nietzschean worry is that our moral culture—not our best moral theory—is ushering in the reign of the last man, of complete mediocrity and banality. This approach to critique places Nietzsche not in the company of Anglo-American morality critics, but rather in that European tradition of modernist discontent with bourgeois Christian culture that runs, we might say, from Baudelaire to Freud, with echoes audible in the critical theories of Adorno and Marcuse.

Nietzsche’s explanation of how modern moral culture threatens “the highest power and splendor . . . possible to the type man” (GM, Pref: 6) depends on a speculative psychology about how a culture suffused with morality will affect the flourishing of higher human beings. Here I will give just one example. Consider Nietzsche’s objection to the utilitarian emphasis on eliminating suffering and promoting “happiness”: “Are we not, with this tremendous objective of obliterating all the sharp edges of life, well on the way to turning mankind into sand? Sand! Small, soft, round, unending sand! Is that your ideal, you heralds of the sympathetic affections?” (D, 174). In a later work, Nietzsche says—referring to hedonists and utilitarians—that, “Well-being as you understand it—that is no goal, that seems to us an end, a state that soon makes man ridiculous and contemptible” (BGE, 225). By the hedonistic doctrine of well-being, Nietzsche takes the utilitarians to have in mind “English happiness,” namely, “comfort and fashion” (BGE, 228)—a construal which, if unfair to some utilitarians, may do justice to our ordinary aspirations. In a similar vein, Nietzsche has Zarathustra dismiss “wretched contentment” as an ideal (Z Pref: 3) while also revealing that it was precisely “the last men”—the “most despicable men”—who “invented happiness” in the first place (Z, Pref: 5). His underlying idea is clear: suffering is a spur to creativity, at least in higher human beings, and a culture that treats suffering as an evil and happiness as the most important end, will divert higher human beings from their potential as they pursue pleasure and the cessation of suffering. An allegedly too-demanding notion of “obligation” plays no role for Nietzsche.15 His attack, unlike Williams’s, is vulnerable to the empirical evidence about how a culture suffused with morality really affects individual geniuses, but the entire debate between Anglophone moral philosophers, in which Williams is such an important figure, is irrelevant to Nietzsche’s concerns. This same mismatch in concerns plays a role in Nietzsche’s and Williams’s different approach to the Greeks, to which I now turn.

1.2 Shame and Necessity

In Shame and Necessity, Williams explicitly defends one anti-historicist thesis, namely, that the folk psychology of action and motivation in the Homeric world—as well as certain allied notions that are part of our “ethical outlook” (as he calls it), such as responsibility and shame—are not really different in kind from ours. His particular target is scholars like Bruno Snell who took the Homeric Greeks to be morally inferior on most of these counts. Nietzsche would certainly disagree with Snell, but it is less clear how much he would agree with Williams: there are points on which Williams seems convincing, probably even by Nietzschean lights, but there are respects in which Williams systematically downplays the radical differences between us and the Greeks that were so important to Nietzsche. Williams, himself, is no doubt aware of the tension. He describes Nietzsche as a thinker “with whom my inquiry has relations that are very close and necessarily ambiguous” (1993, 9). But when Williams claims that “if we can come to understand the ethical concepts of the Greeks, we shall recognize them in ourselves. What we recognize is an identity in content” (1993, 10), he is affirming something that Nietzsche often denies. As Nietzsche puts it in an early essay on “Homer’s Contest”: “What a gulf of ethical judgment lies between us and him” (HC) (i.e., Homer). But for Nietzsche this observation has nothing to do with Snell’s moralizing condescension: Nietzsche takes the normative content of ethical thought in the Homeric world to be dramatically different from ours and largely superior. Because this assessment is so unfamiliar, even in Williams’s treatment, it requires some further attention at the start.

Nietzsche’s understanding of the Greeks was profoundly influenced by that of his University of Basel colleague Jacob Burckhardt, probably the most important historian of the Italian Renaissance and classical Greece that nineteenth-century Europe produced.16 Burckhardt’s vision of both historical epochs was distinctive: the cultural excellence of the fifth century bc in Greece and then the Italian Renaissance was due to the extraordinary competitiveness of the different city-states, not just politically but also in the intellectual and artistic realms. In our neoliberal era, it bears emphasizing that the agonistic spirit of the Greeks and Renaissance Italians was not about success in the capitalist marketplace (which did not exist) but about excellence in the domain of cultural achievement as adjudged by elites. Nietzsche, in his first book, The Birth of Tragedy, from 1872, had already emphasized the central place of Greek tragedy in the competitive Dionysian cult festivals that were the central public event of the year in the life of the Greek polis. This competitive atmosphere produced Sophocles and Aeschylus, just as that of the Italian Renaissance produced its own geniuses, da Vinci and Michelangelo being only the two best-known. And both Burckhardt and Nietzsche took this culturally fertile competitive environment to be inseparable from its political competition: competition in pursuit of excellence and dominance was essential to both epochs.

This productively competitive ethos reflects the radically different values of the Homeric world and much of subsequent classical Greece and Rome until the Socratic, Platonic, and Stoic reactions with which we are all now familiar. Homeric ethics valorized honor, power, wealth, the ability to exact revenge, martial prowess, bodily pleasures, and facility with lying and deception, and these were all values that Christianity inverted, as my colleague Michael Forster has documented at great length17 and as Nietzsche himself famously argued in the First Essay of On the Genealogy of Morality: Christianity values honesty, humility, chastity, and “turning the other cheek”; it condemns wealth, revenge, and sexual pleasure.

We comfortable bourgeois academics of the current era, understandably, find such claims difficult to assess. The correlations between intense and localized political and military conflict and cultural achievement in both ancient Greece and the Italian Renaissance are striking, and they certainly impressed Burckhardt and his junior colleague Nietzsche. But how should we think about this kind of evidence in the twenty-first century? At the present historical moment, when until recently the monster-child Donald Trump ruled the United States, it bears emphasizing that, just as Nietzsche and Burckhardt hated Bismarck, they would have certainly been gripped by paroxysms of contempt and bafflement by the comical Trump. Consider that Trump undoubtedly valorized, in some sense, most of the things Homer does, but he was unable to achieve any of them. He is, for example, a transparent liar who fools no one and whom no one believes other than the “rabble,” as Nietzsche would say, and his lies serve no purpose other than satisfying his vanity, “the selfishness of the sick” (Z, I:22) as Nietzsche’s Zarathustra puts it. Contrast Odysseus, who lies his way out of the grips of the Cyclops and lies his way into his former home in order to surprise and slaughter the suitors of his wife Penelope and thus exact his just revenge. Trump has no martial prowess and no honor, and he could not even wield political power effectively due to his narcissism and stupidity. Even in the domain of bodily pleasure, Trump is basically a consumer of prostitution, both short- and long-term. Trump aspires to the simulacra of the Homeric values that the actual Homeric heroes realize. The relevant contrast, for understanding Nietzsche, is with Napoleon, one of those in the standard nineteenth-century pantheon of “geniuses,” as he was for Nietzsche, along with Goethe and Beethoven. Napoleon himself cultivated the myth of his own genius, but it is also true that Napoleon really did have martial prowess, that he was honored and renowned, that he wielded extraordinarily effective power (modern Europe still bears the imprint of his vision of the state’s bureaucracy, in part due to Napoleon’s own competence and focus on detail), and that he was in so many respects a Homeric hero, complete with his disregard for human life.

We have now explored Nietzsche’s reasons for disagreeing with Snell’s moralizing condescension toward the agonistic ethos of the Greeks. Bernard Williams’s disagreements with Snell are more modest, and they are our real topic. Williams finds the “ethical outlook” of the Greeks more appealing because they lack “the accretions of misleading philosophy” (1993, 21), such as Kantian ideas of freedom, responsibility, and obligation (1993, 41; cf. 1993, 159, objecting to “a rationalistic metaphysics of morality”), “a dualistic distinction between soul and body” (1993, 23), and the idea of “the will” (1993, 29). In each case, it is clear that Williams thinks much of our current “ethical outlook” can be reconstructed quite adequately without the “accretions of misleading philosophy,” an ambition obviously foreign to Nietzsche even if he shares Williams’s allergy to Kant. As Williams puts it, the differences between us and the Greeks “cannot best be understood in terms of a shift in basic ethical conceptions of agency, responsibility, shame, or freedom. Rather, by better grasping these conceptions themselves and the extent to which we share them with antiquity, we may be helped to recognize some illusions about the modern world” (1993, 7). This obviously stands Nietzsche’s project on its head, even if on its own terms, Williams is sometimes right: the Greeks, for example, may have enough of the conceptual framework for talk of voluntary action (i.e., actions brought about by people who took themselves to intend that action), but this completely ignores the radically different content of matters of normative concern for the Greeks.

Even with respect to the philosophical psychology, however, it seems clear Nietzsche would dissent from Williams’s picture. Williams acknowledges that the Greeks lack the idea of “the will” (1993, 29) and that they have no word for “intention” (1993, 33), yet he claims that none of this separates the Greeks fundamentally from us. Homer, says Williams, recognizes “the capacities to deliberate, to conclude, to act, to exert oneself, to make oneself do things, to endure” (1993, 40); the addition of a “will” is an “invention of bad philosophy” he says (1993, 36). So, too, with intentional action according to Williams: “People’s deliberations, their thoughts about what to do, issued in their actions. . . . [T]hese truths are obvious” (1993, 66). And although Williams goes on to claim that “there is a problem of free will only for those who think that the notion of the voluntary can be metaphysically deepened” (1993, 68), he ends up endorsing a familiar philosophical response to the problem of free will, namely, compatibilism:18 “human beings are not ‘free’ in the further sense demanded by some metaphysics, of being free from the laws of nature: this freedom they do not need. . . . Human beings are metaphysically free in the negative sense that there is nothing in the structure of the universe that denies their power to intend, to decide, to act, indeed to take and receive responsibility in the fundamental and intelligible sense that we found, in an earlier chapter, already in Homer” (1993, 142).

Nietzsche, however, repudiates this entire philosophical psychology, although it is beyond my competence to determine whether he would deny Williams’s claim that this philosophical psychology is really to be found in the early Greeks.19 This is a large topic that I have treated at length in my recent Moral Psychology with Nietzsche (Leiter 2019a), so I will just say a few words here. According to Nietzsche, “Consciousness is a surface [Oberfläche]” (EH, II: 9), and it is a surface that conceals what is actually causally efficacious in our actions, namely, our unconscious mental states, especially our drives (i.e., our dispositions to have certain affective responses, such as sexual arousal). When we talk of the “will” or of the “motive” that precedes an action we are referring to “error[s]” and “phantoms, . . . merely a surface phenomenon of consciousness—something alongside the deed that is more likely to cover up the antecedents of the deed than to represent them” (TI, VI: 3). Only our “ridiculous overestimation and misunderstanding of consciousness” (GS, 11) leads us to fail to recognize that “the greatest part of our spirit’s activity . . . remains unconscious and unfelt” (GS, 333), that “everything of which we become conscious . . . causes nothing” (WP, 478). I elide many details here regarding different kinds of conscious mental states, but the crucial claim for Nietzsche is that conscious deliberation is an epiphenomenon and that talk of our “reasons” for acting is a post hoc just-so story. Thus, Nietzsche rejects compatibilist as well as incompatibilist views of free will and responsibility: our will does not stand outside the causal order, but what we take to be our reasons for acting are also causally unconnected to what we do. What Williams deems “obvious” truths about action—for example, that deliberation issues in action—Nietzsche deems falsehoods.20

Unsurprisingly, given the preceding, Nietzsche rejects the idea that we are ever responsible for what we do. In an early work, Daybreak, he writes,


Do I have to add that the wise Oedipus was right that we really are not responsible for our dreams—but just as little for our waking life, and that the doctrine of freedom of will has human pride and feeling of power for its father and mother? (D, 128)



We may have other motives for thinking ourselves free, but we are as little responsible for what we do in real life as what we do in our dreams. The same themes are sounded in one of his very last works, The Antichrist.


Formerly man was given a “free will” as his dowry from a higher order: today we have taken his will away altogether, in the sense that we no longer admit the will as a faculty. The old word “will” now serves only to denote a resultant, a kind of individual reaction, which follows necessarily upon a number of partly contradictory, partly harmonious stimuli: the will no longer “acts” [wirkt] or “moves” [bewegt]. (A, 14)



Since the faculty of the will “no longer ‘acts’ or ‘moves’ ” (A, 14)—that is, it is no longer causal—then there remains no conceptual space for the compatibilist idea that the right kind of causal determination of the will is compatible with responsibility for our actions. If, as Zarathustra puts it, “thought is one thing, the deed is another, and the image of the deed still another: the wheel of causality does not roll between them” (Z, I: 6), then there is no room for moral responsibility: I may well identify with my “thoughts” or my will, but if they do not cause my actions, how could that make me responsible for them? Unlike Williams, compatibilism about free will is not an option for Nietzsche.

Williams acknowledges, throughout Shame and Necessity, that there are “differences we must approve, between ourselves and the Greeks” (1993, 7) because there has been “progress” (1993, 6–7), meaning moral progress. He points particularly to our ideas about women and slaves but says this is not a matter of “some new structural conception called ‘morality’ ” (1993, 8). Here the word “structural” is doing a lot of work: for it was plainly a radically new conception of morality that viewed all human beings as moral equals in virtue of being human, a view with which Nietzsche, the only serious inegalitarian of modernity, had no sympathy.21 Williams’s efforts to dismiss this difference as not being “structural” is indicative of how deep the anti-historicist impulse runs in Shame and Necessity, but perhaps also how little Williams veers from Judith Jarvis Thomson’s conception of philosophy as vindicating “what makes certain pre-philosophical, or non-philosophical beliefs true . . . [namely] those that we rely on in ordinary life” (2013, 54).22

My conclusion, then, is that Bernard Williams’s debt to Nietzsche is superficial although not illusory.23 Yet it marks such a dramatic departure from the creditor’s main ideas and claims as to make the suggested affinity more misleading than illuminating. This need not strike one as an objection to Williams, of course. As a political theorist, reviewing Williams’s Shame and Necessity at the time of its publication, put the point nicely,


[O]ne pervasive feature of the book is the way the carefully modulated sentences of Williams the analytic philosopher seem to resist the heroic and romantic project he takes over from Nietzsche. . . . [T]he Nietzschean Williams resists the smugness and trivializing fastidiousness of most philosophical analysis, while the Analytic Williams keeps any inclinations to wretched excess of the Nietzschean . . . sort well under control.24



Comfortable professors, in comfortable liberal democracies, have good prudential reasons to be wary of “wretched excess”—unless of course it has no consequences for our actual lives, as with Derrida or Žižek, or other excrescences of bourgeois academic life. Certainly, Williams avoids Nietzsche’s perhaps more consequential excesses. Let us not forget, however, William Blake’s quip more than three hundred years ago that, “The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.” On the chance that Blake is right, we might do well, then, to keep both Williams and the very different Nietzsche in view.25
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Virtue, Luck, and Other Goods

On Williams’s Question and the Demandingness of Ancient Ethics

Marcel van Ackeren

Bernard Williams is famous for being critical of modern moral theories. In what follows, I focus on only one influential strand of this criticism, namely his doubts concerning the impact of ethical theories on our well-being. Williams argues that some moral theories neglect or diminish the importance of agents’ personal projects, goals, and the pursuit of nonmoral values. His idea that this is a reason to reject these theories makes him one of the most influential protagonists in the current debate about the demandingness of moral theories and related objections against them.

Nagel famously labeled the question concerning the relation between the moral and the personal good life “Williams’s Question” (Nagel 1986, 186). Though the ongoing debate about “Williams’s Question” has greatly evolved, its historical aspect is still underappreciated. It is not an accidental detail that, according to Williams, Susan Wolf, and many others, demandingness objections are something distinctly modern. First, demandingness objections are viewed as a “typical modern perversion of truth” (Raz 1993, 1297; ironically), which should be taken to mean that these objections are, historically speaking, a rather recent phenomenon. Second, and more importantly, current demandingness objections target only modern moral theories from Kant onward, especially consequentialism.

My aim is to challenge this narrow historical scope of the debate by discussing the demandingness of ancient pagan ethics. According to the common narrative, the debate on demandingness started as a reaction to impartial act consequentialism or as a criticism of Peter Singer’s “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” or William Godwin.1 However, Kant already complained about the demandingness of Stoic ethics.2 Then Hegel objected to Kant’s moral theory.3 And the main theme goes back to Socrates’s discussion of the sophistic and popular view that the virtuous person is not necessarily living the best life (see Plato’s Republic, II). In sum, in the history of demandingness objections, the current focus on consequentialism is only a very late chapter. Moreover, the fact that Stoic and Kantian ethics have been criticized for asking too much already indicates that demandingness might be a problem for theories different from consequentialism.

Williams himself gives us another reason to discuss the demandingness of ancient ethics because he famously argued that the ethical thinking of the ancients is a better alternative to modern moral theories.4 By relating Williams’s question to ancient ethics, I relate it to historical forms of ethical thinking that Williams himself made more fashionable in current ethics. So, the discussion of the demandingness of ancient ethics also inquires into the relation of two strands in the thinking of Bernard Williams: on the one hand, his complaints about modern moral theories which do not allow agents to care enough about the quality of their own lives and, on the other, his view that ancient ethical thinking is a better alternative.

I am not the first to discuss Williams’s question with regard to ancient ethics. Thomas Nagel, in The View from Nowhere, has argued that ancient ethics successfully avoids being demanding, and Julia Annas, in The Morality of Happiness, has maintained that ancient ethics is very demanding because ancient ethics is a proper moral theory in the modern sense. Against Nagel, and siding with Annas, I claim that ancient ethics is in fact demanding. And against Annas, I argue that we should resist the temptation to view ancient ethics as a modern moral theory. My aim is to show that ancient ethics is demanding in its own peculiar way. Annas holds that ancient ethics is demanding despite being eudaemonistic, but in fact it is demanding precisely because of its eudaemonistic character. I will focus on two features of ancient eudaemonism in order to explain its demandingness: first, ancient concepts of eudaemonia are fleshed out by different accounts of what is good for us. Also, these accounts are part of the second feature; that is, of the ancients’ ambition to secure the congruence of virtue and eudaemonia against the influence of luck (tyche) or contingency. Thereby, ancient ethics is trying to achieve something that, according to Williams, is also the point of the modern morality system: “[T]he point of this conception of morality is, in part, to provide a shelter against luck, one realm of value (indeed, of supreme value) that is defended against contingency” (Williams 1995, 241; see Chapter 8 by Matthieu Queloz). Ancient ethics can be targeted by a modified version of Williams’s integrity objection. Thus, my hope is to be able to explain the demandingness of ancient ethics in a way that is more in line with Williams’s views.

The argument is structured as follows: two short preparatory sections will set the stage, as I have to start by explaining what I take demandingness to be and why we should distinguish demandingness from demandingness objections (i.e., questions concerning overdemandingness; Section 1). Then, I address two methodological arguments against the discussion of the demandingness of ancient ethics (Section 2). This will be followed by a rejection of Thomas Nagel’s view that ancient theories successfully exclude excessive demandingness (Section 3) and a critical examination of the previous explanation of the demandingness of ancient ethics by Julia Annas (Section 4). Finally, I will offer a new explanation for the demandingness of ancient ethics. A comparison between the Stoics and the Socratic-Platonic tradition, including a brief contrasting glance at Aristotle, will reveal that the demandingness of these theories largely (but not completely) depends on whether virtue is considered the only life-enhancing good or whether luck and other things have the status of goods contributing to the well-being of persons. In the terminology made famous by Susan Wolf, my central claim is that ancient theories have a strong tendency toward promoting moral sainthood. The same objections Williams and Wolf held against Kantian or consequentialist theories can be used to target ancient theories, although for different reasons.

2.1 Demandingness and Demandingness Objections

We should distinguish between acceptable demandingness and extreme, and therefore unacceptable, overdemandingness. Philosophers such as Kant and Singer can agree that there is demandingness in ethics but no such thing as overdemandingness, while philosophers such as Williams or Parfit share the view that a certain quality or level of demandingness (i.e., overdemandingness) can render a moral theory implausible. Demandingness is the more fundamental concept because it is not possible to assume that a demandingness objection can be plausible without, at least implicitly, drawing on some concept of demandingness. Yet the converse is not true: the concept of demandingness does not rely on any idea of demandingness objections.

I take demandingness to be cost to the moral agent. This phrase needs unpacking. The first part implies that demandingness is only a matter of cost.5 According to the second part of the formula, demandingness is only about the “cost to the moral agent.”6

I take the view that demandingness is a matter of cost to the agent not only to be the most plausible account of demandingness today, but also to be in line with Williams’s criticisms of moral theories for threatening the agent’s integrity or not allowing the agent to care for life-enhancing projects. It is important to note that my account of the demandingness of ancient ethics is compatible with his assumptions for two reasons. First, as mentioned at the beginning, I take Williams to be one of the main initiators of the contemporary debate on demandingness. Second, because the aim of this chapter is to relate Williams’s question to ancient ethical theories; that is, theories that Williams himself suggested as an alternative to overdemanding modern moral theories.

This leads me to demandingness objections. Demandingness comes in degrees, but demandingness objections presuppose that demandingness can reach a threshold and therefore become unacceptable overdemandingness. In what follows, I will only claim that ancient ethical theories can be demanding, very demanding indeed, but I will not argue that they are overdemanding. This claim would presuppose that we settled the questions concerning the general plausibility of demandingness objections and also established precisely which version of these objections is the most pertinent.7

2.2 Anachronisms

There are two arguments claiming that asking about the (over-)demandingness of ancient ethical theories involves a distorting anachronism.

The first argument claims that the problem of demandingness cannot be adequately discussed with regard to older historical ethical theories (see, e.g., Vogt 2008, 222) because it is a distinctly modern question. This argument in turn relies on two assumptions: first, that the problem of demandingness was raised only very recently and, second, that earlier theories should not be confronted with subsequent problems, questions, or standards. I have doubts about both assumptions. As indicated earlier, there is sufficient evidence that the debate on demandingness and demandingness objections did not start with complaints about consequentialism around forty years ago. Socrates already defended the view that the virtuous life is never second best, in terms of eudaemonia, against challenges, inspired by the theories of the Sophists, according to which most persons would not choose to act virtuously if that led to serious harm or loss (see Plato Resp. II and Williams 2006a). Thus, the first assumption is simply not correct. As to the second assumption, I would say that even if the first assumption was correct, it can be fruitful to confront ancient texts with a later and alien problem when asking about demandingness. Anachronisms are not necessarily distorting, at least as long as we self-consciously and explicitly make use of them; that is, make clear what is part of the historical theory and what is part of our interpretational question or toolbox taken from later periods.8

The second argument is harder to deal with. If demandingness is all about costs that the agent bears because of their compliance with a moral duty, obligation, or requirement, it might be asked how a pagan ancient ethical theory can be demanding in that sense. The background of this argument is the unlikely alliance between Elizabeth Anscombe and Bernard Williams, both of whom claimed that the conceptual apparatus of the pagan ancients’ theories differs from that of modern moral theories because concepts like duty or obligation are not central in ancient ethics.

Accordingly, one might argue that asking about the possible demandingness of these theories involves a serious anachronistic fallacy because the problem of demandingness can only arise concerning those ethical theories that are more contemporary and that argue for moral requirements, duties, or obligations. However, I doubt that it is really impossible to apply the concept of demandingness to pagan ancient ethical theories. One way of making this possible was suggested by Roger Crisp, who has argued against Anscombe and Williams that “we have more in common, ethically, with Aristotle and the Greeks” (2004, 77) because there is “a general conception of practical necessity or ‘bindingness’ running from the Greeks, through Old English, into the modern day” (2004, 84). To Crisp, Aristotle’s dei “is not purely moral, but it does cover many cases of what we would call a moral duty” (see, in Crisp’s translation of the Nicomachean Ethics, his glossary on dei: Crisp 2000, 206). Crisp’s argument contributes to a strategy against the second argument from anachronism because Crisp’s claim dissolves the anachronism by arguing in favor of conceptual continuity.

Relying on Crisp’s arguments and responding to counterarguments (see Kraut 2006) would require further discussion, so I will not take Crisp’s route here. Instead, I will suggest that the question whether the ancients used concepts like duty, obligation, and so forth is not decisive for asking about demandingness. Rather, we can phrase the demandingness problem in a way that does not make use of these concepts and that is completely compatible with concepts used in ancient ethical theories. Ancient theories assume that persons have an interest in the quality of their life, they want their lives to go well, and ancient theories also provide arguments in favor of acting in certain ways, for example, acting justly or “as Socrates would have acted.” The problem of demandingness can be viewed as a conflict between these two things: Is it possible that there are conflicts between the quality of a person’s life and the fact that the person lives or acts in accordance with these theories? Or, can the virtuous activity be bad for the eudaemonia of the virtuous person?

So it is possible to phrase the demandingness problem in a way that is applicable to ancient theories without any anachronism. Even for those who prefer to avoid all anachronisms, there is no methodological problem.

2.3 The Alleged Impossibility of Demandingness

Besides coining the phrase “Williams’s Question,” Nagel also argued that ancient philosophy is not troubled by the problems that the question raises. He held that ancient philosophers made conflicts between the good life and morality (i.e., the virtues) “logically impossible because of their internal relation” (Nagel 1986, 196).

First, note that there could be another form of impossibility of conflicts for we can deny logical impossibility but argue that conflicts between morality and well-being are empirically impossible. It matters whether we see this impossibility “as a happy empirical circumstance rather than as a conceptual truth.” (Scheffler 1992, 54). Nagel opts for the latter and points to two ways in which ancient philosophy made the conflict conceptually impossible.


1. The moral life is defined in terms of the good life. This is Aristotle’s position, more or less. It does not mean that the two ideas are equivalent, but it does mean that the content of morality is defined in terms of the necessary conditions for a good life so far as this depends on certain aspects of the individual’s conduct, such as his relations with other people, the fulfillment of his social role, and the expression and control of his emotions. The test of moral principles will be their contribution, either instrumental or constitutive, to the good life as a whole. Since we are social beings, this may entail some of the familiar moral virtues.

2. The good life is defined in terms of the moral life. This is Plato’s position. It can allow that there is more to the good life than morality so long as it assigns absolute priority to the moral component—so that although two moral lives may not be equally good (because of differences in health, for example), a moral life is always better than an immoral one, however good the immoral one is in other respects (Nagel 1986, 195–196).



I doubt the accuracy of Nagel’s description of the ancient arguments and therefore his claim that they successfully show demandingness to be impossible. To start with, the ancients did not establish a necessary congruence of the virtuous life and the good life by defining one life in terms of the other. If there was something like an overarching strategy to avoid demandingness in antiquity, it aimed at establishing the congruence of arête and eudaemonia by assuming that these two are both related to some third thing in a way that necessitates this congruence. I will not be able to provide the extensive exegetical survey that would be needed to substantiate this claim here. Instead, I will only make a brief indication of why I am skeptical about Nagel’s description.

Consider Plato. It seems to me that, for him, what is virtuous and also what is a life-enhancing good is determined by reference to the so-called Forms and especially the Idea of the Good. The Idea of the Good is the cause for the goodness of all good things and thus contributes to the quality of life (Resp. 505a-b). It is equally needed in order to act correctly, in individual and collective matters (Resp. 517c-d). The Idea of the Good is the one telos—that is, the aim for those who want to achieve a good life for themselves, but also the aim that makes virtuous action correct. It is therefore the cause of the complete congruence of the moral and the good life.9

Now consider Aristotle. According to Nagel, Aristotle defines the moral life in terms of the good life. But again, this misses the decisive relations between the good life and the moral life and a third concept, namely physis, in Aristotle and also later in the Stoics. In Aristotle, a teleology that is natural, first, settles the question of what is good for a being because goodness is conceived as the flourishing of what something naturally and essentially is. Second, the virtues are a natural activity of a being insofar as the virtuous agent performs the activity that is natural and peculiar to it, its so-called ergon, very well. Thus, nature is decisive in making something good for a person and also in making an activity virtuous. And because nature allows only one and final telos, the morally right and the good life are congruent (see EE 1219a8–12, Met. 1050a21–23): doing one’s ergon well (acting virtuously) is also one’s natural telos (and, therefore, a life-enhancing good). Nagel’s account does not even allow us to see why the (in)famous “ergon argument” at the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics is said to rest on a naturalistic fallacy (as Moore claimed).

I now turn to the idea that ancient ethics is in fact demanding.

2.4 The Demandingness of Ancient Ethics According to Julia Annas

In her seminal book The Morality of Happiness, Julia Annas argues that ancient ethics is not egoistic but demanding because it is a moral theory like the modern ones (see Annas 1993, 223–224, 322–325).10 In her own summary, she mentions Williams’s critique of the morality system.


If Bernard Williams is right, for example, in the suggestion that the modern concept of morality is essentially one of obligation, then, since ancient theories are wide of that mark, they will not count as theories in that sense. . . . I hope to have established that ancient theories are theories of morality, rather than theories of something else. (Annas 1993, 452–453)



I will now critically examine three arguments with which she tries to bypass Williams’s complaints. She wants to show that ancient ethics is demanding without assuming that the ancients used the concept of “obligation” as do modern moral theories.

In her first argument, Annas claims that eudaemonia is a formal or “thin and unspecific notion” (Annas 1993, 426). In her view, the ancients conceptualized eudaemonia only as an empty concept, namely as the final, complete, and self-sufficient telos, but not as a thick concept which also specifies what content makes a life a good one. To her this is an argument in favor of the demandingness of ancient ethics for she believes that this empty concept of eudaemonia allows for a specification of the content of the good life that asks a lot from agents.

Annas can only point to one famous passage in Aristotle’s Ethics (I, 4) to support this thin conception of eudaemonia: “Verbally there is very general agreement; for both the general run of men and people of superior refinement say that it [the highest of all goods] is happiness, and identify it with living well and faring well with being happy; but with regard to what happiness is they differ” (NE 1095aI7–26).

But this does not support Annas’s claim about eudaemonia for Aristotle actually says two things: namely, (i) that everyone takes eudaemonia to be a thick concept, as everyone says that (ia) it is the highest good and also (ib) that it answers the question of what constitutes the good life. Furthermore, Aristotle says (ii) that there is convergence regarding the status of eudaemonia as the highest good and the final end (iia), but not about what actually constitutes the good life (iib). From the fact that there is widespread and stable disagreement about the content, Annas cannot infer that the ancients believed eudaemonia to be a thin concept without any specification of the content. The disagreement (iib) that Aristotle mentions exists only because the ancient philosophers had different views about the constituents or content of the good life. In other words, the disagreement exists only because ancient philosophers did not think that eudaemonia is a thin or unspecified concept. They just specify the content of the good life differently. So Annas cannot rely on Aristotle’s account because, if it is correct, it contradicts her claim. If Annas is right and eudaemonia is indeed a thin and unspecified concept, she implies that Aristotle’s claim (iib) is wrong. In that case, we again have to conclude that she cannot rely on his passage for her claim.

In her second argument, Julia Annas claims that ancient ethics acquired the status of a theory about morality by adopting impartiality as a fundamental perspective. However, she goes too far in “Kantianizing” Stoic ethics by saying that it is about “people, not in their actual empirical relations, but as members of a kingdom of ends” (Annas 1993, 267). But is the Stoic ethical theory really based on an impartial perspective? Like Inwood (1995), I doubt that Stoic ethics is based on such a moral perspective. It is true that some actions which the Stoics take to be virtuous and in agreement with nature are also actions that a moral theory based on impartiality would prescribe. However, this does not mean that the Stoics reach their conclusion by adopting the moral perspective of impartiality. Oikeiosis, the Stoic theory of “appropriation,” culminates in an agent acting in a way that is both virtuous and also required by the demands of impartial morality. Yet, as Annas admits, this impartiality is only “the end of the process of social oikeiosis” (267). Thus, oikeiosis and the entire ethical theory needs to start from another perspective, one different from impartiality. I suggest that the Stoics have been quite clear about all this when referring to concepts like nature, rationality, virtue, and especially the idea that all persons want their own life to go well.

With her third argument, Julia Annas wants to show that ancient ethics is demanding because it is other-regarding in the sense that virtues, especially justice, require agents to promote the good of others and not the agent’s own good (see Annas 1993, part III, e.g., 223). Given that ancient theories tend to stress the political aspects of human nature, it would be surprising if other-regardingness did not play a role in ancient ethics. The question is how this other-regardingness is motivated and how it relates to the agent’s own well-being. Annas’s view seems to imply that acting virtuously contributes only to the good life of others or, at least, that it contributes more to this than it contributes to the good life of the agent.11 But ancient theories do not take virtue to be the promotion of the good of others as something intrinsically good. It might sound odd to modern ears, but to ancients, others and the quality of their lives are not ends in themselves (see the influential argument in Plato’s Republic [book I and the beginning of book II], where Socrates argues against the view that justice is the good of others [allotrion agathon]). According to Plato’s picture, it is part of the Sophistic and common-sense complaints against ethical theories that being virtuous mainly promotes the good of others and not that of virtuous persons. It is safe to assume that it is a key idea of all virtue ethics in antiquity, including Aristotle’s, that virtue is good for the virtuous person. That others benefit from the actions of the virtuous person does not necessarily imply any departure from this idea.

I will now suggest a different explanation of how ancient ethics can be demanding.

2.5 Virtue, Luck, and Other Goods

Williams made a few remarks about ancient ethics that indicate that he was also critical of the aim of “rational self-sufficiency” in ancient ethics.


Impressed by the power of fortune to wreck what looked like the best-shaped life, some of [the Greeks], Socrates one of the first, sought a rational design of life which would reduce the power of fortune and would be to the greatest possible extent luck-free. This has been, in different forms, an aim of later thought as well. (Williams 2006a, 5)



He mentions the aim of “rational self-sufficiency” in two shorter passages, one in “The Legacy of Greek Philosophy” (see Williams 2006b, 45) and, very prominently, in the opening lines of “Moral Luck” (see Williams 1981, 20). A further, more specific hint can be found in his review of Martha Nussbaum’s The Therapy of Desire, where Williams writes about the “gritty moralism” of Stoicism.


The Stoics held that everything except virtue and reason was adiaphoron, “indifferent.” Nussbaum tries to argue that this need not mean that those other things have no value at all, but she finally admits defeat. Without some credible account of this, Stoicism seems attached to a lethal high-mindedness. (Williams 2014, 343)



Williams never says expressis verbis that ancient ethics can be very demanding, but in these few passages he mentions exactly those claims in ancient ethics that lead to very high demandingness. So he points in the right direction.

In a first step, I will explain Williams’s remark about the gritty moralism and lethal high-mindedness in terms of the Stoic theory of goods and indifferent. The Stoic Sage is a Moral Saint, in the sense of Susan Wolf, but Stoics also fall prey to Williams’s Integrity Objection, which originally targeted only consequentialism.

As one might think that Stoicism is demanding because of its seemingly outlandish and exceptional theory of what is good for us, I will, in a second step, indicate that it was more than foreshadowed by Socratic-Platonic ethics. The idea that virtue is the only life-enhancing good is a rather common feature of ancient ethics.

Third, and in order to make this point clearer, I will briefly compare the demandingness of Stoic and Socratic-Platonic ethics with Aristotelian ethics. This will also reveal the importance of luck. The demandingness of ancient ethics also depends on how far philosophers go in providing “a shelter from luck.”

2.5.1 The Stoics

The Stoic conception of eudaemonia is fleshed out by their theory of what is good. The underlying distinction is that between things which are in our control (ta eph’hemin) and things which are not (ta ouk eph’hemin; see Epictetus Ench. 1). The theory distinguishes between good things, bad things, and indifferent things. The Stoics take only the virtues which are in our control (and which always come as a unity) to be a life-enhancing good and the opposite, the vices, to be the only bad thing. All other things, which are contingent and not in our control, including health, pleasure, relationships, power, and all kinds of possessions, are neither good nor bad (see DL VII, 101–103). In this way, the Stoics could claim that every agent can entirely secure their own well-being for it only depends on their own virtue, and neither other agents nor luck might influence it. The relation between virtue and eudaemonia is protected from luck.

Before coming back to the importance of luck, I need to explain in what way Stoicism is demanding. I will focus on the category of the so-called indifferents (adiaphora). The problem is not the existence of such a category, but the range of items that is assumed to be irrelevant for a person’s well-being. The Stoics are quite right: some things, such as the fact that the number of my hairs is even or odd, are irrelevant for my well-being (see DL VII, 104), but many other things, for example, heath or disease, pleasure or pain, and relationships or social isolation, are not. That the Stoics take all these things to be indifferents has disturbing consequences. Epictetus, for example, reminds us that our children may die just as cups may break and that neither the death of a child nor the breaking of a cup is bad and a reason for sadness because death and destruction are natural phenomena (Epictetus, Ench. 3). The Stoics also hold that being raped or tortured to death does not diminish your well-being one bit12—as long as you remain virtuous. (This claim was already made by Plato, as I will argue in the next section.)

In what way does that make Stoicism demanding? I will take a route that was spearheaded by Susan Wolf in “Moral Saints.” One of her key arguments is that moral sainthood is not good for the saint herself or, in other words, that becoming as moral as possible is demanding for the saint because it involves a loss of well-being:


For there comes a point in the listing of virtues that a moral saint is likely to have where one might naturally begin to wonder whether the moral saint isn’t, after all, too good—if not too good for his own good, at least too good for his own well-being. For the moral virtues, given that they are, by hypothesis, all present in the same individual, and to an extreme degree, are apt to crowd out the nonmoral virtues, as well as many of the interests and personal characteristics that we generally think contribute to a healthy, well-rounded, richly developed character. (Wolf 1982, 421)



This was meant to be an argument against modern moral theories, Kantianism and consequentialism, but it also holds true for Stoicism. To start with, the Stoic Sage is a moral saint avant la lettre because he is as morally good as possible by having all the virtues. The sage


does everything well—that is to say, everything that he does . . . the doctrine that the wise man does everything well is a consequence of this accomplishing everything in accordance with right reason and accordance with virtue, which is expertise concerned with the whole of life. (LS61 G = Stobaeus 2.66, 14–67,4 = SVF 3.560)



Susan Wolf has claimed that Kantian or consequentialist versions of morality do not leave enough room for nonmoral goods, which Wolf takes to be a necessary part of a complete, “well-rounded” good life. Similarly, the life of the Stoic Sage is a life completely devoted to the virtues and therefore also devoid of nonmoral goods.

So far, I have only established that Stoicism implies moral sainthood, but it is a different and even more radical version. According to Wolf, Kantianism and consequentialism are based on a morality that leads to sainthood because it is “apt to crowd out” the nonmoral goods, like health or relations. Unlike Kantian or consequentialist ethics, which acknowledge the importance of nonmoral goods for our personal well-being, the Stoic version of sainthood operates on a different level, denying that any of these things can be good for us in the first place. Let me illustrate this from four different angles.

First, Kantians or consequentialists, which were Wolf’s target, can defend themselves by claiming that Wolf wrongly assumes that morality will “crowd out” all other nonmoral goods in the life of the agents. These defenders can claim that even those who fully comply with their theories can still enjoy some life-enhancing nonmoral goods, maybe even to a high degree. But Stoicism cannot be defended in this way for it argues that there is only one life-enhancing good, namely virtue, and it denies the existence of other goods.

Second, let me flesh out Williams’s claim that Stoicism comes with “lethal high-mindedness.” Imagine that Stoicism, Kantianism, and consequentialism agree that, given the circumstances, you should accept to be tortured to death if, for example, it is the virtuous thing to do, or your duty requires it, or because it eventually yields the best consequences. According to the Stoics, this is the chance for you to actually get all the goods that exists. You will not miss one good thing as long as you remain virtuous and agree to be tortured to death.

Third, the denial that there is something good besides virtue has severe metaethical consequences. For the Stoics, every loss of something that is not a virtue is by definition not a loss in terms of well-being. Kantians or consequentialists can at least conceptualize demandingness and self-sacrifices and even give the loss of well-being of the agent some rational or normative weight. But Stoicism does not allow for that. Denying that demandingness is even possible is what makes Stoicism demanding.

Fourth, and finally, Kantians and consequentialists, in principle, allow for some pursuit of nonmoral goods precisely when there is no conflict with moral requirements. To Williams and Wolf, demandingness is a matter of how much space moral requirements leave for the agents’ well-being. Hence, their complaints about the “seed of sainthood” in moral theories (Wolf) or the “morality system” (Williams). If demandingness is a conflict between morality and personal well-being, Williams and Wolf find the culprit only on the moral side. The demandingness of Stoicism teaches us that demandingness can also be caused by a concept of well-being that is too rigorous by not acknowledging what things are good for us. This is why Stoicism is not demanding despite being eudaemonistic, as Annas sees it, but precisely because of its eudaemonism.

Let me now turn to a defense of Stoic ethics against the demandingness objection. Modern interpreters defending Stoicism refer to an important extension of the Stoic theory of the good in the form of the theory of preferred or selected things with value (axia). Some, but not all Stoics,13 introduce subclasses of the third class; that is, of the indifferents (adiaphora). First, there is the subclass of things that are always and completely indifferent, like the question of whether the number of my hairs is odd or even. It is neither according nor contrary to my nature to have an odd or even number of hairs, and, therefore, I have no reason or inclination to select or reject an odd or even number of hairs (see LS 58 D, 1). Second, there is the subclass of things that can be more in accordance with or against nature; that is, more or less appropriate for the constitution of a being. This subclass is further divided into things that are indifferent but in accordance with nature, like survival, health, strength, or the functioning of organs, but also wealth, good reputation, and noble birth. Then, there is the opposite class of things, which are indifferent but against nature. Like other animals, humans have impulses (hormai) and also reasons to act toward these things which are in accordance with or against nature (see LS 58c). It is therefore natural and rational for us to select things which have value (axia) and which are called proegmena (preferred or selected things) or to reject things (apoproegmena) (see LS 57 A, 2).

Is this a plausible defense? Does the theory of selected goods moderate demandingness? This additional theory of selected or preferred things is an improvement because it solves some other problems, but it is not a remedy for the problem of high demandingness. In any case, the Stoic theory of goods and values is not, as Williams suggested, incoherent. Let me explain my counterargument.

This distinction between things that we naturally and rationally select and those that we reject certainly makes Stoic ethics look much less otherworldly or saintly. After all, even the Stoic Sage selects surviving or health and rejects death or illness. According to the Stoics, there can be pro tanto reasons for pursuing a nonmoral good. This theory allows Stoic ethics to have some bearing on our everyday life because it entails some guidance for the many decisions in our lives for which morality does not play a role. Stoic ethics can claim to provide a kind of rational choice for all cases, including questions of marriage or brushing one’s teeth.

My counterargument against the defenders of Stoicism does not doubt that this additional theory of preferred or selected goods makes Stoicism more plausible, but it does not affect the demandingness of the theory—not one bit. This is so because the Stoics distinguish between the value of the preferred things and the goodness of virtue by claiming that only later does it contribute to well-being. The naturalness and rationality of the preferences and selection of the sage are completely detached from the goodness of their life. And this is why the theory of selected goods makes rational choice possible but, and this is crucial, it is no remedy for the demandingness problem. If acting virtuously leads to a loss of some selected indifferent, virtuous persons indeed lose something they prefer, but they do not lose something that contributed to their well-being.

According to the Stoics, value and goodness are only “neighboring” (because of their relation to nature and rationality) but remain separate categories.14 So it is not the case that the idea of selected goods does not change the basic assumption of the theory of goods, according to which only virtue is a life-enhancing good and only a loss of virtue is bad. Given that this claim was the reason for the problem of demandingness, the idea of selected indifferents does not help to ease the problem of denying that things like death and suffering are bad for persons.

There is another argument against the claim that the additional theory of preferred indifferents moderates the demandingness of Stoic ethics. This argument will introduce another perspective, namely that of luck (tyche) or contingency.

Stoics want to make luck irrelevant for eudaemonia. According to the Stoics, only what we judge to be the case—and therefore also our virtues, which completely depend on our judgments—is completely up to us. Contingent circumstances are not up to us, but luck influences selected goods like survival or health, which, in turn, is one of the reasons why they are not up to us. And if only virtue and vice influence our well-being, the Stoics can argue that well-being is completely within the control of the person who’s well-being it is. Luck, of course, also influences the circumstances in which we act, but the Stoics think that all circumstances are equally good for the sage. No matter what luck has in store for the sage, the circumstances are equally suited to act virtuously and live a good life. The sage deals with luck like “a stomach assimilates every kind of food and a blazing fire turns whatever you cast it into flame and light” (M. Aur. Med. 11, 31). This, too, is an extraordinarily demanding position because circumstances may of course influence well-being considerably.

I will come back to theories of what is good for us and luck in relation to demandingness in the next section, which will compare the Stoic position with earlier ones by Socrates-Plato and Aristotle. But before doing so, I conclude my account for the demandingness of Stoicism by relating Williams’s Integrity Objection to it.

My argument rests on a distinction between two aspects of Williams’s Integrity Objection against consequentialism. On the one hand, he focuses on consequentialism’s neglect of the fact that agency is always some particular person's agency, which cannot be separated from that person’s attitudes and projects. (Note that the Integrity Objection is not complaining that consequentialism requires the wrong actions from agents, but that Williams argues that it is an absurd view of agency that amounts to a loss of the first-person perspective.) On the other hand, he explains why a certain theory becomes problematic by offering an explanation of how certain elements of the theory cause the problem. In the case of consequentialism, these elements are impartiality and the maximization of utility.

Because of this distinction, my claim that Stoic ethics faces an Integrity Objection does not have to show that Stoicism, or ancient ethics in general, and consequentialism or any other morality system are made of the same building blocks. Also, with this distinction in mind, I refer to the following famous key passage from Williams, in which he argues that an agent


is identified with his actions as flowing from projects or attitudes which . . . he takes seriously at the deepest level, as what his life is about. . . . It is absurd to demand of such a man, when the sums come in from the utility network which the projects of others have in part determined, that he should just step aside from his own project and decision and acknowledge the decision which utilitarian calculation requires. It is to alienate him in a real sense from his actions and the source of his action in his own convictions. It is to make him into a channel between the input of everyone’s projects, including his own, and an output of optimific decision; but this is to neglect the extent to which his projects and his decisions have to be seen as the actions and decisions which flow from the projects and attitudes with which he is most closely identified. It is thus, in the most literal sense, an attack on his integrity. (Williams and Smart 1973, 116–117)



Similar to consequentialism, the ideal of the Stoic sage ignores that a person’s actions are rooted in that person’s attitudes and projects. Stoics, of course, do not want actions to be determined by an impersonal calculation of utility, but they, too, want the agency to be impersonalized. According to the Stoics, the main end (telos) or point of living is to be happy, and this end is reached by a “life in accordance with nature” (see LS 63). This famous formula needs to be spelled out, for the Stoics mean to say that one should follow the supreme active principle, that is, the reason or fate that determines everything in nature or the cosmos. By saying that we should live in accordance with this cosmic principle, they actually want us to act only in accordance with that and abandon any personal ambition, attitude, or project. Take the following two quotes from Epictetus:


Lead me, Zeus and Destiny, wherever you have ordained for me. For I shall follow unflinching. But if I become bad and am unwilling, I shall follow none the less. (LS 62 B)

 . . . if I actually knew that I was fated now to be ill, I would even have an impulse to be ill. For my foot too, if it had intelligence, would have an impulse to get muddy. (LS 58J)



As far as Williams is concerned, consequentialism neglects the fact that each agent evaluates, thinks, decides, and acts from their own perspective. This is problematic for Williams because these personal projects and concerns make up our character and make us exactly the agents that we, each individually, are. “My life, my action, is quite irreducibly mine, and to require that it is at best a derivative conclusion that it should be lived from the perspective that happens to be mine is an extraordinary misunderstanding” (Williams 1995, 170).

Williams argues that consequentialism wants us to abandon our own point of view and adopt “what Sidgwick, in a memorably absurd phrase, called ‘the point of view of the universe’ ” (1981, xi). Stoics want us to do that, too. Marcus writes (Med. 4, 23): “Everything is good for me that is good for you, o universe, nothing is too early or too late which suits your time.”

The Stoics’ argument that we should view ourselves as agents that view their actions and lives from the perspective of the rational active principle and the cosmos is exactly what Williams describes with regard to consequentialism, or rather all philosophers who “urge one to view the world sub specie aeternitatis; but for most human purposes that is not a very good species to view it under” (Williams and Smart 1973, 118). According to the Stoics, there is no other perspective than the cosmic one because the reason of an individual agent is a part of the divine reason that determines everything in the cosmos. Thus, the agent is virtuous if and only if they adopt the perspective of which it is a part (see Marcus Aurelius Med. 7, 9; 4, 4).

Nonetheless, the Stoics’ call for adopting the perspective of the universe (i.e., for accepting fate) is not completely identical with the call for an impartial perspective that Williams finds in the modern morality system. The difference is that Stoics stick to the perspective of individual well-being. Marcus, in the quote (Med. 4, 23), is still asking about what is good for himself, and he, like all Stoics, just thinks that the perspective of the universe provides the only and complete answer to that question. To consequentialists, the “point of view of the universe” is decisive for settling the question of what is impartially and morally good by also holding the view that what is impartially and morally good might be in conflict with the self-interest of the agent. The Stoics use of the cosmic perspective does not allow for any dualism of practical reasons. This does not only allow us to see why Stoicism has found its peculiar way of neglecting integrity. It also, again, shows why the Stoics have a concept of well-being that becomes highly demanding, namely because it denies that the agent’s self-interest and morality may come apart.

So much for the demandingness of Stoicism. Their theory relating virtue, goods, luck, and well-being certainly is extreme, but it is not an outlandish exception far away from the mainstream of ancient ethics. In what follows, I briefly indicate that the most influential Socratic-Platonic tradition prepared the ground for the Stoics and that it is no less demanding. Then, even more briefly, I will contrast Plato’s account with Aristotle’s position on luck and external goods, which indeed is the exception in antiquity.

2.5.2 Plato and Aristotle on Goods Besides Virtue

In the Euthydemos, we find a rather elaborate argument (278–282) about which goods benefit us. Socrates and his interlocutors conclude that wisdom (representing the unity of virtue in this dialogue) is the only good that contributes to the eudaemonia of the virtuous person. Plato’s view can easily be seen as the first version of the Stoic claim that virtue is the life-enhancing good, for he also argues that all those things, like health and wealth, that are conventionally taken to be goods are “in themselves or by nature” (Plato Euthyd. 281d) neither good nor bad, but indifferent.

However, the Socratic-Platonic theory is not completely identical with the later Stoic one, but it is similarly demanding. Plato specifies his position on indifferents as follows: “if they are guided by ignorance, they are greater evils than their opposite, according as they are more capable of ministering to their evil guide, whereas if understanding and wisdom guide them, they are greater goods; but in themselves neither sort is of any worth” (Euthyd. 281d-e).

This is an important qualification, this taking indifferent things to be indifferent things only if they are not used in actions. Unlike the Stoic indifferents, which can never make a difference to the well-being of a person, Plato argues that they can be good or bad for a person, depending on their usage: if their usage is guided by virtue, they add to well-being. If their usage is guided by vice, they diminish well-being. Though Plato thinks that indifferents can be good (or bad), he does not think that they are necessary for eudaemonia. Both claims, that concerning the sufficiency of virtue and that concerning the indifferents, can go together like this: The virtuous person always lives well, because of their virtues. But if the virtuous person uses things like money or political power, these things add to their eudaemonia.

Following a famous account by Gregory Vlastos (1991, ch. 8), we can call Plato’s position the Sufficiency Thesis and distinguish it from the Identity Thesis held by the Stoics, which completely identifies the good life with the virtuous life so that there can be no other additional good. Vlastos takes the Sufficiency Thesis to be the more plausible alternative. This is because he assumes it to imply a “multicomponent model,” holding that moral and also nonmoral goods can contribute to well-being. This is contrasted with a “unicomponent model” of happiness, which knows only one good, virtue (Vlastos 1991, 217).

I think we should be hesitant to accept Vlastos’s interpretation, as it stands, for two reasons. First, it needs clarification because the label “multicomponent” suggests that the different components or goods are goods independent of each other. Plato, however, clearly says that only the guidance of virtue makes things like wealth a good. Second, Vlastos’s “multicomponent model” is not the only way to make sense of Socrates’ central claim that some things like wealth can become goods if their usage is guided by virtue. What kind of good does Socrates have in mind when he claims that using wealth in a virtuous way makes it a good?

According to Vlastos’s interpretation, things like wealth or political power can become nonmoral goods contributing to the well-being of the virtuous person that makes use of wealth and power. This reading argues that well-being can be enriched or enlarged by nonmoral goods due to the virtuous use of otherwise indifferent things like wealth. Let us call this the “pluralistic version” of the Sufficiency Thesis.

However, it is also possible to argue for another version of the Sufficiency Thesis. This takes Socrates to argue that the virtuous usage of money makes money a moral good. For if a virtuous person possesses things like political power, money, or strength, the virtuous person can use these things to perform more extensive or different virtuous tasks (e.g., the saving of [more] lives). According to this reading, wealth and strength can become additional goods by opening up new possibilities for morally good actions that contribute to the well-being of the virtuous person as a display of virtue. In other words, these things become instrumental goods for further moral goods and are not an independent nonmoral contribution to well-being. Let us call this the “reductionist version” of the Sufficiency Thesis.

Both versions of the Sufficiency Thesis might find some exegetical backing. I will in fact pursue my argument assuming that Vlastos’s multicomponent or pluralistic version is correct because the pluralistic version seems to be closer to the concept of well-being that Susan Wolf, in “Moral Saints,” has characterized as “well-roundedness” because it takes a diversity of goods, moral and nonmoral, to constitute a contribution to well-being. This certainly is a less demanding version of the Sufficiency Thesis for it allows us to view the loss of nonmoral goods as a loss of well-being.

However, even according to Vlastos’s less demanding interpretation, Plato’s theory does not appear to be significantly less demanding than Stoic ethics. Take Vlastos’s own summary: “virtue, remaining the invariant and sovereign good, would of itself assure a sufficiency of happiness—enough of it to yield deep and durable contentment—but would still allow for a small, but not negligible, enhancement of happiness as a result of the virtuous possession and use of non-moral goods.” (Vlastos 1991, 217). Similarly, according to the Stoic account, this is extremely demanding because even the most horrible life of constant torture, lacking all imaginable nonmoral goods, is regarded to be sufficiently good, securing “deep and durable contentment” as long as the person is virtuous.

The only difference to Stoicism is that Plato’s virtuous person might additionally profit from some external goods. This is so because, in cases of conflict between a virtuous choice and a nonmoral choice that might lead to some other good, we have no reason not to opt for the virtuous action. This is why the pluralistic version does not allow us to lead the really pluralistic life that Wolf and Williams suggested to be the good life: a life in which we pursue various ground projects, obtaining a set of independently good things of various kind.

So the problem of demandingness does not only come from one or the other version of the Sufficiency Thesis, but also from its basic claim that being virtuous guarantees enough well-being regardless of the circumstances. According to the Sufficiency Thesis, no virtuous action and no circumstances can lead to a substantial loss of well-being. This, however, is wrong. The Sufficiency Thesis, even in Vlastos’s version, leads to absurdly demanding claims like the one in the Republic, where Socrates argues that the just man will live the happiest life even if “our just man will be scourged, racked, fettered, will have his eyes burned out, and at last, after all manner of suffering, will be crucified” (Resp. 362a).

The Sufficiency Thesis leads to very high demandingness in cases in which doing what is morally good (i.e., acting virtuously) implies giving up lots of possible additional goods. The Sufficiency Thesis wrongly holds that the virtuous person remains sufficiently happy. Like Stoic ethics, Plato’s Sufficiency Thesis cannot even acknowledge that being crucified for having acted virtuously is highly demanding. This is, again, because both ethical theories exaggerate the contribution of morality to well-being.

Let me now turn back to luck. So far, I have only discussed virtue and goods. But there is another side to all this because luck may cause us to lose something, and theories can be demanding by requiring a certain attitude to losses. This, finally, leads me to Aristotle, who seems to complain about the passage from Plato’s Republic I just quoted: “those who assert that the person broken on the wheel or encountering great disasters is eudaemon, if he is virtuous, are, intentionally or not, talking nonsense” (EN 1153b19–21, see also 1100a4–9).

Aristotle differs from the Socratic-Platonic and Stoic theory as he takes external goods, which are highly influenced by luck, to be necessary for eudaemonia: “such person is eudaemon who expresses complete virtue in his activities, with an adequate supply of external good, not just any time but for a complete life” (EN 1101a14–16).

Scholars are divided over the importance of external goods for Aristotle. One group (see, e.g., Cooper 1985) considers them necessary for well-being insofar as they are needed as conditions that make virtuous activity possible. According to this interpretation, well-being completely springs from virtue, provided that it is possible to act that way. Losing all my friends is a loss of well-being because I am losing the opportunity to act benevolently and generously toward them.

The other group (see, e.g., Annas 1993, 364–384) takes Aristotle to say that external goods are necessary for eudaemonia as an independent, nonvirtuous good. Both interpretations can rely on some passages, and both have their advantages and disadvantages. But the salient point for our purposes is that, according to both interpretations, bad luck and the loss of external goods can lead to a significant loss of well-being. And this is the important point on which Aristotle differs from the Platonic or Stoic versions of a Sufficiency Thesis. Both interpretations of Aristotle’s view allow us to speak of demandingness in cases in which the morally good or virtuous activity involves a loss of external goods. Precisely because Aristotle’s account allows morality and well-being to come apart, he is the great exception in antiquity. That is why his position concerning the necessity of external goods or luck was ridiculed by the majority of later philosophers, such as the Platonist Atticus who regarded Aristotle’s ethics as unacceptable and “vulgar” (see Atticus Frg. 2). According to Aristotle, virtue is no “shelter from luck.”

2.6 Conclusion

The first three concluding remarks concern the current debate on demandingness, while the final one is about Williams’s critique of the morality system in modern moral theories.

First, the debate on demandingness and demandingness objections, at least since Williams’s integrity objection, has focused on modern moral theories from Kant onward. After landmark publications in the 1980s, in which early proponents of the debate, such as Williams and Wolf, also discussed Kantian philosophy, the debate has become even more historically short-sighted by almost completely focusing on contemporary versions of consequentialism or contractualism. This debate would profit from widening its historical scope. It has made a first step in this direction by returning to Kant and thereby picking up Williams’s and Wolf’s discussion (see, e.g., Timmermann 2018). But if my reading of ancient texts proposed herein is on the right track, then it is worth going back further, to the very beginning of ethical theorizing. Ancient theories can be not only very demanding, as we have seen in the brief discussion of Stoic and Socratic-Platonic ethics, but also the discussion whether some conceptions are too demanding was already initiated in antiquity, as Aristotle’s criticism of Plato has indicated. There is of course a lot of exegetical work to be done, but the study of ancient ethics is not only interesting from an exegetical-historical perspective, but also as a contribution to the current debate, as the next two remarks will indicate.

So, second, the current debate on demandingness criticizes certain types of normative theories. Since the Integrity Objection, consequentialism was and still is the main target of demandingness objections. Though (Kantian) deontology and contractualism recently received some attention, virtue ethics did not (see Swanton 2009 for a notable exception). Ancient virtue ethics is demanding for very different reasons than Kantian deontology or consequentialism. Focusing on consequentialism (or Kantianism) is misleading if we assume that those aspects of consequentialism (or Kantianism) explaining its demandingness (e.g., impartiality or maximization) are the only aspects that can lead to demandingness in ethical theories. Therefore, the study of the demandingness of older theories can increase our awareness that demandingness may have very different explanations and is potentially a problem for all kinds of normative theories.

Third, if demandingness is a conflict between moral demands and the agent’s well-being, it is striking to note that Williams and those who have followed him have located the source of the problem of demandingness only on the moral side of the conflict. Hence their focus on the criticism of modern concepts of morality. However, if my claim about the demandingness of ancient theories of eudaemonia is right, then certain theories of well-being can be the source of demandingness, too. Theories with a very rigid or moralistic conception of well-being, which neglect the importance of many deeply personal life-enhancing (nonmoral) goods can turn out to be highly demanding as well.

Finally, let me come back to Williams or, better, his critique of the morality system and the significance of luck. Queloz (see Chapter 8 in this volume) argues that providing “a shelter from luck” and a “defense against contingencies” is the foundation or overarching aim of the morality system rather than obligation, blame, guilt, practical reasoning, or necessity (see again the quote from Williams 1995, 241). If Queloz is right, then we have to conclude that already ancient philosophers had the same ambition of immunizing against luck. It seems that what Williams describes as the point of the morality system was already the point of Platonic or Stoic ethics as well.
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1 Godwin argued that if only the chambermaid or the archbishop can be saved, morality demands from you to prefer the saving of the archbishop even if you are the chambermaid (or your mother is the chambermaid) because the archbishop is more valuable (see Godwin 1993).

2 Kant took the Stoics to be overly demanding due to “straining the moral capacities of a human being far beyond all the limits of his nature” (CPrR, 5: 127.2–3). The Stoic conception of virtue is said to be unfit for human beings since the ideally virtuous agent, the Stoic, is more like a “divinity, an entity independent of nature for whom happiness is of no special relevance” (5: 126.14–127.16). Kant takes the Stoics to present a “fantastically virtuous character,” a person who is “too virtuous.”

3 For Hegel’s criticism, see, e.g., his Elements of the Philosophy of Right §133, 135; Phenomenology V.C.c., VI.C, and for Hegel scholars who read this as an early form of the demandingness objection, see as a prominent example Habermas (1991).

4 After having discussed the ancients’ focus on virtue and eudaemonia in the first three chapters of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, he concludes that “the general outline of the description of the ethical life we have recovered from the ancient writers is correct” (Williams 2006a, 52–53). This positive statement is qualified and conditional for he is also critical about many features of ancient ethics, for example, Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean or the content of his concept of eudaemonia: “we must admit that Aristotelian assumptions . . . collapsed” (Williams 2006a, 53). In later works, notably Shame and Necessity, he seems to limit his admiration for ancient ethical thinking to early nonphilosophical writers and seems to have dismissed philosophical theories starting with Plato. This, of course, raises the question whether he changed his view, but my argument does not depend on a specific answer to this question.

5 Recently, this cost view of demandingness has been challenged by accounts according to which demandingness cannot be reduced to costs because it is in part or exclusively a matter of the restriction of options (see Benn 2016) or of the difficulty of acting rightly (McElwee 2016; Chappell 2019). However, I see no reason to reject the cost view, as restrictions of options or difficulty do not contribute to demandingness if they are separated from costs. However, we should not completely dismiss these new accounts of demandingness for they help us to give a more fine-grained picture of demandingness: a more sophisticated cost view thus includes restrictions of options, difficulty, and also risk as potential contributors to demandingness, but only as long as they lead to higher costs (see van Ackeren 2018).

6 Consequentialist critics (see Kagan 1989 and 1993; Sobel 2007) claimed that the patient’s cost should count as demandingness as well and that the agent’s costs matter only as a factor influencing the overall cost-benefit-balance, not as something independent. But it is plausible to distinguish the agent’s costs from the patient’s costs and to assess the costs to the agent independently because they are self-imposed. It is equally important to distinguish between different costs to an agent. “Demandingness” should be interpreted as referring only to moral costs and not to prudential costs, which are self-imposed for prudential reasons, such as the cost of seeing a dentist or climbing a mountain. Another way of putting the same idea is to say that “demandingness” is short for “moral demandingness.” Another reason for singling out cost to the moral agent is our practice of referring to these costs when we decide if and how much we blame an agent for noncompliance (see Haydar 2003).

7 There are different ways to use this notion of a moral agent’s costs when defining overdemandingness for we can take different aspects of the agent’s cost as the decisive criterion, be it (i) the level of well-being, (ii) the magnitude of costs, or (iii) its relation to the benefit of the action. Accordingly, we can say that demandingness becomes overdemanding if compliance with a moral requirement (i) reduces the agent’s well-being below the absolute threshold T (Threshold View), if it (ii) reduces the agent’s well-being by a loss L that is too big (Loss View), or (iii) if it does not yield a benefit that is X times higher than the cost to the agent (Relational View). To my knowledge, we still lack a list and analyses of different demandingness objections (but see a first and very valuable distinction in Hooker 2009).

8 Consciously applied anachronisms are part of recognizing differences between historical and contemporary theories. This is what I take to be the core idea of Williams’s alienation effect (Williams 2006b, ch. 17; see also van Ackeren 2018 and 2019). Finding that historical philosophers did not discuss certain problems or that they provided answers in completely different contexts and conceptual frameworks is exactly what can make the study of historical texts a contribution to current philosophy. Adrian Moore put this point succinctly: “The contribution [of the history of philosophy to philosophy] was not, as philosophers in the analytic tradition used to think, to indicate voices of yore which could be heard as participating in contemporary debates: precisely not. It was to indicate voices of yore which could not be heard as participating in contemporary debates, and which thereby called into question whatever assumptions made contemporary debates possible” (Moore, quoted in Williams 2006, ix).

9 Nagel attributes a second claim to Plato: namely, that his good life is open to other, nonmoral goods as long as the “priority” of the virtues is guaranteed. I will come back to this in Section 5.2.

10 There is one other attempt: Joseph Raz wants to renew the ancient position, which he takes to be demanding, too. He thinks that acting morally is always a contribution to the well-being of the agent, but it is possible that situations arise in which agents have another, nonmoral option that would more contribute to their well-being (Raz 1999, 314). Yet the ancients believed that “a moral life is always better than an immoral one, however good the immoral one is in other respects” (Nagel 1986, 195–196). Raz admits that he does not aim to be “faithful in detail to the ancient texts” (Raz 1999, 304). However, his explanation is at odds with key assumptions held by the ancients. For a more comprehensive discussion of his view on demandingness, see van Ackeren (2016).

11 Compare this with the account by Raz (1999) mentioned in the previous note.

12 This leads to further problems that I cannot discuss in detail: If being tortured is not bad for you, why should you refrain from torturing someone else? The Stoics’ answer that torturing is against nature and, therefore, irrational and a vice, which makes it bad for you, the torturer. But their theory does not allow for arguing that the badness of torturing has do with what torture does to the tortured person. Their theory makes us miss something important.

13 Aristo, a first-generation Stoic, was the first to argue against this theory and in favor of strict indifference (see Diogenes Laertius, 7, 10; Sextus Empiricus Ad. Math. 11, 64–67 = LS 58F). His position was more influential than older studies suggested, for it was accepted by some of the late Roman Stoics like Marcus Aurelius (see his Meditations 11, 16 or 7, 31), but never became mainstream (see Sedley 2003, 14).

14 “No good thing is preferred since they possess the greatest value. But the preferred, since it has the second place and value, is in some way adjacent to the nature of goods” (Stobaeus 2.84.18–85, 11 = SVF 3.128 = LS 58 E).
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Shame and the Ethical in Williams

Stephen Bero and Aness Kim Webster

3.1 Introduction

“There must,” insists Bernard Williams in Shame and Necessity, “be options for ethical thought and experience that the Kantian construction conceals” (1993, 77).,1 In seeking to elaborate one of these options, Williams famously develops and draws on a conception of shame and shame culture that is informed by his understanding of the ancient Greeks.

Shame possesses at least two important features for Williams. First, shame and our susceptibility to shame are relatively basic and are not essentially ethical in character; they are thus prior to our ethical thought and experience. This means that shame can provide some explanatory purchase by grounding ethical thought and experience in more basic concerns and attitudes relating to our motivations, characters, identities, and social relations. Shame, in other words, offers a way to naturalize, humanize, and demystify the ethical. Relatedly, according to Williams, the structures and propensities of shame make possible a demystification of the ethical that is accurate rather than distorting. Williams’s development of this second point has made Shame and Necessity an influential early contribution to what has become a broader movement to rehabilitate shame as an ethical emotion.2

However, despite the undeniable depth and subtlety of Williams’s treatment, there is a tension between the features of shame just identified. The more basic shame is, and the more free of any essential connection to the ethical, the harder it is to see how shame could be specially suited to shed light on the nature of the ethical in the way that Williams envisions. Conversely, the better suited shame is to shed such light, the less plausible it becomes that shame (so conceived) is basic or free of any essential connection to the ethical in the way required for the desired demystification to succeed.

This tension is not addressed in Shame and Necessity and has not been well appreciated since. Williams can—and we argue, should—be read as avoiding the difficulties stemming from this tension, but this requires a reinterpretation of several of his central claims in Shame and Necessity about shame’s role in ethical thought and experience. For instance, his broad claims that the “structures of shame” can “give a conception of one’s ethical identity” (93) and that shame “mediates . . . between ethical demands and the rest of life” (102) cannot be taken at face value. What emerges is a view that is in a sense less ambitious but also more in tune with the spirit of Williams’s larger body of work.3 Moreover, and more generally, this reevaluation of Williams’s views serves as an illustration of the dangers of asking too much of shame: “rehabilitating” shame by seeking a special connection between shame and ethical life risks distorting our understanding of both.4

Williams’s extended treatment of shame was groundbreaking and contributed to a burgeoning theoretical interest in this emotion.5 Yet more recent work on shame often treats Williams’s discussion as a useful source of isolated, quotable insights, rather than engaging with his account in depth.6 At the same time, shame often retreats into the background in work on Williams’s broader ethical views, where it tends to appear, if at all, only through its connection to other topics like moral luck or reasons internalism. For these reasons, Williams’s rich exploration of shame is ripe for a thorough examination.

We first lay out Williams’s larger ethical project in Shame and Necessity and his conception of shame and its role in ethical life (Sections 2–4). We then identify the tension between what Williams takes shame to be and what shame can do, and we explore four different ways that Williams can be read to avoid the difficulties stemming from this tension before settling on our preferred interpretation (Section 5). We conclude with some brief observations about the project of rehabilitating shame as a moral emotion (Section 6).

3.2 Shame in Williams’s Ethical Project

Williams seeks to show that Greek thought, especially that of Homer and the tragedians, contains resources that can help us to better understand ourselves and our ethical situation. In particular, Williams is concerned, in Shame and Necessity and elsewhere, with resisting a specific set of assumptions about our modern ethical outlook, which sometimes finds expression in the idea that that the Greeks lacked a distinctively moral outlook, or a conception of moral agency, of a kind that we possess (4–8). In this way, Shame and Necessity builds on and elaborates Williams’s other critical writings concerning what he called “the morality system.”7

The set of assumptions that Williams resists is mostly closely associated with the work of Immanuel Kant. Among other things, Williams rejects the Kantian ideas that practical injunctions come in essentially two basic kinds, categorical and hypothetical, and that morality is a distinct sphere that is concerned solely with categorical imperatives.8 He sees these ideas as concealing a broad and important dimension of ethical life that is reflected, for instance, in Ajax’s resolution that he must end his own life or Oedipus’s insistence that he must learn the truth (75). These injunctions are not categorical in the Kantian sense—they are grounded in the agents’ specific characters, commitments, and situations. Yet they are not merely hypothetical in the sense of being relative to a desire that the agent merely happens to have. They are, rather, necessities that are ethical in some broader sense. This sets Williams off on his search for “options for ethical thought and experience that the Kantian construction conceals” (77).

Williams thus uses “ethical” to designate a dimension of our lives that is broader than the realm of categorical injunctions that is the stuff of morality on the Kantian conception. But he means at the same time to pick out something narrower than practical reason in general or simply what matters or is important to us. Shame and Necessity is, he explains, “directed to what I call, broadly, ethical ideas of the Greeks: in particular, ideas of responsible action, justice, and the motivations that lead people to do things that are admired and respected” (4). This is in line with Williams’s characterizations of the ethical throughout his works, as for instance in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy:


However vague it may initially be, we have a conception of the ethical that understandably relates to us and our actions the demands, needs, claims, desires, and, generally, the lives of other people, and it is helpful to preserve this conception in what we are prepared to call an ethical consideration. (1985, 12)9



This is also consistent with the common-sense notion of the ethical, according to which matters of responsibility, justice, honesty, and the like are properly described as ethical, whereas certain other values and aspirations—beauty, renown, athletic excellence—are not. The same contrast is again indicated when Williams asserts, for instance, that “[t]he question ‘what should I do?’ and its answer . . . are not necessarily or peculiarly ethical; ethical considerations are one kind of input into the deliberation” (1985, 127, emphasis added). Hence, Williams insists that there are pursuits and dispositions—such as “creative and cultural” ones (1985, 46)—that are valuable without being ethical.

Williams aims in Shame and Necessity to develop a conception of ethical thought and experience, in the sense just indicated.10 But having rejected the Kantian-influenced conception of moral obligation, he requires a different understanding of the apparently distinctive force of the sort of injunction that confronted Ajax and Oedipus. His twofold aspiration is an understanding that will, first, ground the force of these injunctions in a realistic and intelligible way in our lived experience (rather than, for instance, appealing as the Kantian system does to a sui generis and ultimately inscrutable notion of obligation); second, it will do justice to the conviction that these injunctions are ethical in a recognizable sense. In developing such an understanding, Williams seizes on shame as a key concept.

The reasons for this choice are never directly stated, but they emerge over the course of Williams’s discussion. First, the ancient Greeks—particularly the Homeric Greeks—are often described as inhabiting a shame culture, in contrast to our own guilt culture (5, 78, 88–89). In developing this distinction, Williams presents the differences between shame and guilt as a key to understanding Greek ethical thought in relation to the modern alternative that he wants to resist.11 In particular, he suggests that guilt contrasts unfavorably with shame in being more convoluted, less transparent, and more apt to be moralized—and indeed warped—by its close association with the morality system (88–95, 219–223).

Guilt’s association with the morality system contrasts with shame’s relative independence of it. Thus, Williams’s approach to understanding shame can be helpfully illuminated by contrasting it with a central theme in the Western tradition of philosophical moral psychology reaching back to Plato, which Williams repeatedly criticizes. Plato is said to have invented


the idea that the basic theory of action itself, the account of what human beings are and how they do anything, is a theory that must be expressed in ethical terms. . . . The idea is . . . that the functions of the mind, above all with regard to action, are defined in terms of categories that get their significance from ethics. This is an idea that is certainly lacking in Homer and the tragedians (42).



Accordingly, Plato’s tripartite soul is designed to organize conflicts between different internal impulses so as to assign the impulses that he saw as rational and good and those that he saw as irrational and bad to different psychic organs.12 A distant but direct descendant in this line of moralized psychology is Kant’s idea of a “will,” distinct from mere desire or inclination, that “serves in the interest of only one kind of motive, the motives of morality” (41).

Throughout his philosophical career Williams was fundamentally opposed to this moralizing tendency.13 Truth and Truthfulness, for instance, finds him returning again to advocate a “project of ethical naturalism” that consists in “explaining the ethical in terms of an account of human beings which is to the greatest possible extent prior to ideas of the ethical” (2002, 26–27).14 And in Shame and Necessity he urges, as an antidote to the moralizing tendency in theorizing about psychology, a return to Homeric conceptions of agency and action. Homer, he contends, had “the basic items that we need, and he lacked several things that we do not need, in particular the illusion that the basic powers of the mind are inherently constituted in terms of an ethical order” (46). Prominent among the things that Homer did have, of course, is the idea of shame that is central to Homeric shame culture.

Finally, shame presents itself to Williams as a promising point of focus because shame, as he conceives of it, has a structure that connects it naturally to the ethical as a category. He understands the ethical, we have seen, as centrally concerning the relation between “us and our actions,” on the one hand, and, on the other, “the demands, needs, claims, desires, and, generally, the lives of other people,” including “the motivations that lead people to do things that are admired and respected” and the capacities that enable people “to shape their behaviour in some degree to social expectations.” And shame is for Williams (as we will see in more detail in Section 4) precisely the emotion that is most directly involved in relating our characters and identities to the attitudes and reactions of other people.

In sum, Williams’s interest in and admiration for Homer and the Greek tragedians, his mistrust of the modern “morality system,” his relational understanding of the ethical, and his commitment to naturalism all converge on the focal concept of shame. The following two sections sketch how shame is put to work in Williams’s project of developing a conception of ethical thought and experience that seeks to be at once realistic and faithful to our intuitive notion of the ethical.

3.3 A Realistic View of Shame

Williams opens his discussion of the nature of shame, in chapter 4 of Shame and Necessity, by observing that “[t]he basic experience connected with shame is that of being seen, inappropriately, by the wrong people, in the wrong condition” (78). But, of course, if Williams is to avoid the moralizing error that he attributes to Plato and others, the terms “inappropriately” and “wrong” cannot be understood in a moral or ethical sense. And this is borne out in the more detailed discussion of shame in his first endnote, “Mechanisms of Shame and Guilt.” There Williams clarifies that “[t]he root of shame lies in exposure in a more general sense, in being at a disadvantage: in what I shall call, in a very general phrase, a loss of power. The sense of shame is a reaction of the subject to the consciousness of this loss” (220).

This “loss of power” conception represents shame in very basic, nonmoralized terms while providing sufficient flexibility to accommodate a wide range of shame phenomena within a unified account. Thus the “elementary situation of actually being seen naked” can provoke shame because, and to the extent that, being seen naked is experienced as a “powerful expression” of a disparity of power. That is, under specified circumstances, “the loss of power is itself constituted by actually being seen” (220). In other cases, the loss of power does not consist merely in being seen, but in having some behavior, feature, or circumstance revealed to another person in a way that puts the subject at a felt disadvantage. Consistent with this account, the revealed feature need not itself be of moral significance: as Williams notes, “we, like the Greeks, can be as mortified or disgraced by a failure in prowess or cunning as by a failure of generosity or loyalty” (92). Hence, his account of shame is supposed to avoid the moralizing tendency.

Moreover, the aspect of the agent that is revealed to the other need not itself be judged negatively either by the other or by the agent herself. This Williams illustrates through the case of an artist’s model who has been posing for a painter for some time but only comes to feel shame when she realizes that the artist sees her not primarily as a model but rather in a sexual light (220–221).15 Here the model may find no fault in her appearance or conduct—after all, prior to realizing the artist’s attitude she experienced no shame. Similarly, the artist may see the model only in a positive light.16 The model’s shame, then, may consist instead in the way in which the artist’s revealed attitude puts her at a felt disadvantage: “the change in the situation introduces the relevant kind of unprotectedness or loss of power. . . . She had previously been clothed in her role as a model; that has been taken from her, and she is left truly exposed, to a desiring eye” (221).17

The flexibility of Williams’s basic account of shame also accommodates a further category of shame experiences that Williams does not discuss but which has become an important focus in some more recent discussions of shame. (We also return to these cases when we explain the tension that we see in Williams’s views about shame.) These are shame experienced in the face of attitudes with which the subject may not agree. If shame is a matter of power or advantage relative to an audience (rather than, say, direct negative self-assessment) then the subject need not agree with her audience that she is, for instance, ridiculous or contemptible in order to feel shame in the face of their judgment that she is so. A vivid illustration of this possibility is provided by the shame that members of marginalized or subordinated groups sometimes experience in the face of demeaning attitudes toward themselves that they do not share.18 If shame is conceived as a form of self-assessment that does not essentially involve the gaze or appraisal of another, shame experiences of this type can seem puzzling.19 But if shame is understood as a felt recognition of a loss or disparity of power in relation to an audience (in this case, a disparity in the social power attached to group membership), then these cases are rendered intelligible as instances of shame. The ability to accommodate this class of shame experiences can thus be seen as a significant virtue of Williams’s conception of shame.20

The addition of another psychological mechanism allows Williams to extend his account of shame further still. He proposes that the other whose gaze is an essential element in shame need not be an actual other but may instead be an imagined or internalized figure: “Even if shame and its motivations always involve in some way or other an idea of the gaze of another, it is important that for many of its operations the imagined gaze of an imagined other will do” (82). The imagined other may be a specific person—for instance, a childhood authority figure (222)—but it need not be; it can instead be a figure who is in various ways abstracted or idealized. In this way, “the imaginary observer can enter very early in the progression towards more generalized social shame” (82). This begins to explain how it is that shame can play an important role even in conduct undertaken outside of anyone else’s view. As discussed in the following section, this feature of shame is crucial to Williams’s effort to understand ethical life in terms of shame.

3.4 Ethical Shame

We have seen that Williams conceives of shame, at the most basic level, in nonmoralized terms, as a felt disadvantage or loss of power relative to another person who stands in the position of a “watcher or witness” (219). A significant virtue of this realistic and flexible conception is that it accommodates a wide range of shame phenomena (reaching beyond the cases specifically mentioned by Williams) in a plausible way.21 But Williams, while seeking always to avoid the moralizing tendency that he criticizes, is nonetheless most interested in a particular class of shame experiences that, he argues, are central to ethical life.

Here, two features of shame are crucial. The first, mentioned at the end of the previous section, is that shame can be experienced before an imagined or internalized other; it does not require an actual person to occupy the role of watcher or witness.22 The second is that a given person need not be, and ordinarily is not, equally susceptible to shame before all possible audiences; in this regard, shame can be selective. As he writes elsewhere: “Sometimes you would be ashamed only in the eyes of a particular person (‘I am glad my mother did not live to see this’); in other cases, you will be ashamed in the eyes of a stranger, or a crowd of strangers, but not of your old friends or your family” (1997, 28). Similarly, in Shame and Necessity he claims that people “need not be ashamed of being poorly viewed, if the view is that of an observer for whom they feel contempt” (82). Rather, under favorable circumstances, people may develop shared standards and values—“some kinds of behaviour are admired, others accepted, others despised” (83)—and shame may come to be attached to the gaze or appraisal of others whose judgments and attitudes the subject respects. It is then versions of these others who are internalized, abstracted, and idealized in the course of developing the complex susceptibility to shame that is the mark of a mature member of a shame culture.

It is the combination of these two features that makes it possible for shame to play an important role in Williams’s conception of ethical life.23 Through the process of internalization, shame becomes more than merely a matter of saving face, while the selectivity of shame allows it to become associated with specific values and commitments, including ethical ones. Thus, Williams explains that the internalized other before whom more complex and developed versions of shame are felt


need not be a particular individual or, again, merely the representative of some socially identifiable group. The other may be identified in ethical terms. He . . . is conceived as one whose reactions I would respect; equally, he is conceived as someone who would respect those same reactions if they were appropriately directed to him. (84, emphasis added)



This is the pivotal moment in Williams’ deployment of shame, in which shame takes on ethical content. Having taken this step, Williams can then draw on shame’s unique resources and “mechanisms” (103) to develop an understanding of several important features of the ethical.

We noted earlier that the ethical, as Williams conceives of it, is closely connected to social expectations and shared standards of evaluation. At the same time, the ethical is about much more than merely maintaining an appearance of outward conformity: it is a matter of character and integrity. Williams emphasizes that this was true also for the Homeric Greeks.24 The ethical thus bridges the domains of social expectation and inner conviction in a way that can be elusive. Williams proposes that the mechanisms of shame hold the key to understanding this complex relation between inner and outer in ethical thought and experience.

In the first place, shame becomes more than merely a matter of responding or conforming to others’ expectations when the figure of the audience is internalized in the way just discussed. The trigger for shame is then not the gaze of any social other whatsoever, but rather the appraisal of a figure whose judgment the subject respects. The subject can “identify with this figure, and the respect is to that extent self-respect” (103), and acting out of shame or out of a desire to avoid shame becomes a matter not merely of prudence, but of integrity.25

At the same time, however, Williams is at pains to emphasize that even in these circumstances the internalized other does not “merely shrink into a hanger” for the subject’s own ethical values and thus drop out of the equation. Rather, the other retains its identity as an other: it is “potentially somebody rather than nobody, and somebody other than me” who can “provide the focus of real social expectations, of how I shall live if I act in one way rather than another, of how my actions and reactions will alter my relations to the world about me” (84).26

In addition to shedding light on the special way in which inner and outer dimensions are united in the ethical, Williams proposes that when the internalized audience comes to be an object of respect and identification, then the “structures of shame” can serve to “give a conception of one’s ethical identity” (93) and “of what one is and of how one is related to others” (94; cf. 102, 103). At the same time, because the internalized figure represents a genuine other who is connected to social expectations and more generally to the subject’s social reality, the process of internalization tends to involve the inculcation of shared standards and values. Williams observes that shame, together with indignation or a sense of honor, are “shared sentiments with similar objects [that] serve to bind people together in a community of feeling” (80). Thus, the structures of shame are “essentially interactive between people, and they serve to bond as much as to divide” (81). In sum, shame can function both as an important source of ethical self-knowledge and as a force that fosters ethical community and shared ethical sensibility.

Return now to the question that launched Williams’s investigation of shame: the distinctive force of practical injunctions of the sort faced by Ajax and Oedipus—injunctions that were left out of account by the Kantian division of categorical versus hypothetical. The “mechanisms of shame,” Williams suggests, provide the right kinds of materials to make sense of the special force of these injunctions (103). In an ethically well-developed subject, the force of shame is more than merely hypothetical. This is because it is connected to standards the subject respects and to an evaluative perspective with which the subject identifies but, at the same time, the force of shame is not categorical because it is firmly grounded in the particular social context and sensibilities of the subject. As Williams summarizes: “By giving through the emotions a sense of who one is and of what one hopes to be, [shame] mediates between act, character, and consequence, and also between ethical demands and the rest of life” (102).

What thus emerges from Williams’s discussion is not only an ambitious alternative conception of our ethical thought and experience in terms of shame, but also an ambitious ethical reclamation of shame itself. As Williams remarks, from the perspective of the modern “morality system,” shame often appears unprincipled, unruly, and generally more likely to disrupt or undermine ethical thought and practice than to support it. “In the scheme of Kantian oppositions,” he observes, “shame is on the bad side of all the lines”—superficial, egoistic, and above all heteronomous, since “I lose face or save it only in the eyes of others” (78–79). Shame’s essentially social orientation may appear to put the subject at the mercy of the evaluative perspectives of others, impairing her ability to exercise her own evaluative judgment and function as an autonomous agent. But Williams’s account redeems shame, suggesting instead that shame can serve as the most authentic and reliable voice of the subject’s autonomous self—a self which is, in his view, inherently socially situated and constituted. The distinctive ethical injunctions of shame are, he concludes, “internal, grounded in the ēthos, the projects, the individual nature of the agent, and in the way he conceives the relation of his life to other people’s” (103).

3.5 Our Challenge: Tension in Williams

There is a tension between the ambitious and central role in our ethical life that Williams attributes to shame and the rudimentary conception of shame as a felt loss of power. In essence, the tension is this: in order to play its assigned role in Williams’s account, it appears that shame would need to become somehow exclusively, or at least distinctively, connected to the ethical; but in light of the broad scope of shame under the loss-of-power conception, such a special connection is unrealistic.

To see this, recall that, in Williams’s conception, shame registers the subject’s loss or disparity of power relative to an audience, consisting either of actual other people or of internal figures who may be abstracted and idealized. It is consistent with this account, and confirmed by the wide range of experiences that are intelligible to us as instances of shame, that various and quite disparate dimensions of power or advantage can serve as the material for shame. In the elementary case of nakedness, it is the simple fact of exposure that is experienced as disadvantageous; in the case of bullying or abuse, the relevant dimension of power may be more concrete, consisting in the brute physical inability to defend or assert oneself. In addition, as Williams argues, in certain cases the relevant dimension of power may itself be moralized, as in the case of a subject who feels shame in the face of a respected other’s moral disapproval. These examples illustrate the many different dimensions of power or advantage to which shame can attach itself.

This range of shame experiences poses a challenge for Williams’s claims that the “structures of shame” can “give a conception of one’s ethical identity” (93) and that shame “mediates . . . between ethical demands and the rest of life” (102). We might ask: why should shame be expected to give a conception of the subject’s ethical identity, rather than simply a conception of the salient or significant ways in which she is subject, in a wide variety of different dimensions, to the power of various observers? Or, similarly, why should shame be expected to mediate between ethical demands and the rest of life, rather than simply between the demands of relative power or position and the rest of life?

Williams’s account suggests how ethical content can enter into the mechanisms of shame, but it does not suggest that other dimensions of relative power or advantage would be excluded or displaced. Nor could it, without sacrificing psychological plausibility. After all, a subject who is liable to shame in the ethical domain can equally be liable to shame in other domains—for instance, relating to bodily privacy, to standards of appearance and attractiveness, to athletic or aesthetic abilities, and so on. Once allowance is made for the basic nature and broad scope of shame, it becomes difficult to see how, for a subject with a normal and familiar range of susceptibilities, shame could help to locate her ethical identity in particular, as distinct, for example, from her other (social) identities, or how it could mediate between ethical demands and the rest of life, precisely because her shame will draw much of its material from the rest of life.

This tension is not irresolvable, and there are resources within Williams’s account to resolve it, but this raises an interpretive dilemma: either we can read Williams as claiming a tight relationship between shame and the ethical so that all shame experiences are grounded in and thus reveal our ethical commitments and identities, or we can accept a weakening of the relationship between shame and the ethical, with the result that resources beyond our shame experiences will be required to reveal our ethical identities and lend force to ethical demands. Ultimately, we suggest that the second horn is preferable, but either option will require a significant reassessment of the connection between shame and what we ordinarily understand as the ethical, thus revealing several central claims about shame in Shame and Necessity to be less ambitious than they may appear.

Before examining the two horns of the dilemma, we briefly consider, and reject, one attempt to escape the dilemma: one might argue that Williams need not accept that the cases of shame we have appealed to are indeed shame experiences, insisting instead that some additional feature must be present for these emotional responses to count as shame.27 However, this is not open to Williams given his basic conception of shame: “In contrast to guilt . . . [a]ll that is necessary [for shame] is that [the observer] should perceive that very situation or characteristic that the subject feels to be an inadequacy, failing, or loss of power” (221).28 We therefore proceed on the assumption that the cases on which we rely must be accepted under Williams’s view as genuine shame experiences.

3.5.1 First Horn: Shame as Tightly Connected to the Ethical

On the first horn of the interpretive dilemma, we read Williams as holding that all shame, at least in ethically well-developed subjects, will reveal our ethical identities, impose ethical demands, and so on. Readers sympathetic with Williams’s broader naturalistic project might be immediately inclined to resist an interpretation of Shame and Necessity which connects shame so tightly to the ethical. However (as mentioned in note 3), a version of this interpretation is prominent in the shame literature.

There are two versions of this interpretation available. The first version draws on some additional resources within Williams’s discussion. In particular, Williams conceives of ethical shame in terms of an internalized other whose reactions the subject respects, and his claims about shame’s role in ethical life could be understood in relation to this feature. According to this reading, it is shame before a (typically internalized) other whom the subject respects and identifies with that is claimed to give the subject a conception of her ethical identity and to mediate between ethical demands and the rest of life.29

Cheshire Calhoun’s influential interpretation of Williams follows this line. According to her understanding of his view, “ethically well-developed agents . . . choose whose standards to respect and thus whose eyes have the power to shame. . . . They care how they appear because they have a general respect for the other’s evaluative commitments, skill at moral reasoning, and perceptiveness. That general respect grounds the power to shame” (2004, 133).30

Calhoun understands this to mean that the ethically well-developed agent will feel shame only in the eyes of others whose ethical judgment they respect. This becomes clear, for instance, when she characterizes Williams as rehabilitating shame in the face of the objection that shame is heteronomous and “incompatible with autonomous moral judgement” by “claiming that mature agents only feel shame in the eyes of others whose ethical reactions they respect” (2004, 129, emphasis added). This reading has the important advantage of furnishing a compelling justification for Williams’s more ambitious-sounding claims about shame’s ethical role. If the ethically well-developed agent only feels shame that is grounded in her respect for others’ ethical judgments, then there is a clear sense in which shame can serve as a source of knowledge of her ethical identity and as a mediator between ethical and other demands.

This reading, however, carries a steep cost. As Calhoun complains, by grounding our liability to shame in our respect for others, the view that she attributes to Williams has the unfortunate result that “we must discount as irrational or immature much of the shame suffered by socially disesteemed populations—racial minorities, women, the poor, lesbians and gay men” (2004, 135). But this line of objection is somewhat perplexing in light of our prior argument that it is one of the virtues of Williams’s loss-of-power conception that it can account for precisely the sorts of cases that concern Calhoun. Given Williams’s claim that “[t]he other may be identified in ethical terms . . . as one whose reactions I would respect” (84; emphasis added) and given his broad and realistic understanding of the nature and dynamics of shame, it is uncharitable to interpret Williams as claiming that we only feel shame in the eyes of those we respect. But we can see how this distortion results from taking, at face value, some of Williams’s more ambitious-sounding claims about shame’s ethical role and thereby illustrates the tension that we identify in Shame and Necessity.

So, let us turn to the second version of the interpretation according to which all shame, at least in ethically well-developed subjects, will reveal our ethical identities. In this version of the first horn of the interpretive dilemma, we read Williams as broadening the notion of the ethical so that we can regard all shame before a respected, internalized figure as “ethical” shame and thus as revealing our ethical identities, imposing ethical demands, and so on. Suppose you are playing an informal basketball game with your colleagues, and, although you love playing, your abilities leave much to be desired. Being unable to play as well as your colleagues, you feel shame. Suppose that this shame experience reveals nothing other than your desire for a certain level of athletic ability as well as your desire not to look poorly to your colleagues. On the interpretation we are considering, we nonetheless regard your shame as revealing your “ethical” commitments and your “ethical” identity.

This interpretation would also construe shame experienced by “socially disesteemed populations” as revealing their ethical commitments. For instance, suppose that a woman feels shame about her body for failing to meet the dominant, mainstream beauty ideal. According to this interpretation, this shame experience reveals her commitment to the mainstream beauty ideal, and the notion of the “ethical” is understood so broadly as to count this aesthetic commitment as one of her “ethical” commitments.31

We note some problems with this second version of the interpretation on which all shame reveals ethical commitments and ethical identities, broadly construed. As an interpretive matter, it seems inconsistent with Williams’s characterizations (in Shame and Necessity and elsewhere) of the ethical as comprising matters of responsibility, honesty, justice, and the like, in contrast with cultural and personal aspirations and dispositions—concerning fame, beauty, etc.—that are valuable but do not belong to the domain of the ethical.

Moreover, construing the ethical so broadly that all shame reveals ethical identities drains of all meaning Williams’s own proposal that the internalized other might be “identified in ethical terms” (84) rather than otherwise; according to this interpretation, shame before a respected, internalized other just is ethical shame, regardless of the terms in which the other may be identified.

In addition, on this reading, Williams’s claims that shame can “give a conception of one’s ethical identity” (93) and “mediate . . . between ethical demands and the rest of life” (102) cannot be taken at face value. That is, they cannot be understood as claims about a connection between shame and what we ordinarily understand to be the ethical: they are instead claims relating shame to a much broader and more basic dimension of our characters and social lives. From the point of view of understanding what we ordinarily understand to be the ethical, these claims are thus rendered less ambitious to the point of triviality. What connection there may be between shame and the ethical in particular (understood in the ordinary sense) is, on this reading, simply not addressed in Shame and Necessity. Hence, we should not accept this interpretation on which Williams’s most ambitious-sounding claims about shame and the ethical are vindicated, in a sense, by definition, by using a much broader understanding of the “ethical.”

In sum, on this horn of the interpretive dilemma, we considered that all shame, at least in ethically well-developed subjects, will reveal our ethical identities, impose ethical demands, and so on. We examined two different ways of preserving this tight connection between shame and the ethical. The first version claimed that we feel shame only in the eyes of others whose ethical judgment we respect. The second version construed the notion of the ethical so broadly that all shame becomes “ethical” shame. Neither of these are viable interpretations because Williams does not think that the other must be identified in ethical terms.

3.5.2 Second Horn: Shame as Contingently Connected to the Ethical

On the second horn of the interpretive dilemma, we preserve the common-sense notion of the ethical as comprising matters of responsibility, honesty, justice, and the like. But although this notion of the ethical is broader than the notion associated with the morality system, it is not as broad as the operations of shame. On this horn, we deny that all shame experiences reveal our ethical identities; rather, we accept that only some shame experiences reveal our ethical identities. Hence, on this horn, there is only a contingent connection between shame and the ethical.

There are also two versions of this second horn of our interpretive dilemma. First, we could claim that there is a distinctive kind of shame—called “ethical shame”—which is conceived as shame in terms of an internalized other whose reactions the subject respects, and this ethical shame reveals our ethical identities. This version is similar to the first version of the first horn of the interpretive dilemma but does not claim that all shame is ethical shame. Hence, on this reading, we concede that ethically well-developed subjects may be susceptible to other sorts of shame. The proposal here is that such subjects can still derive a conception of their ethical identities and identify ethical demands by focusing exclusively on the shame they feel before others whom they respect.

However, it seems to us that the scope of this type of shame—that is, shame involving a respected other—is still much broader than the ethical. This is because while we are prone to internalize a respected moral authority, we are also prone to internalize respected figures who appraise us according to a wide variety of other standards that are vitally important to us: standards of physical appearance, professional competence, aesthetic taste, athletic prowess, and so on. And this means that even if we focus narrowly on shame before internalized, respected figures, such shame will not be well suited to give us a conception of our ethical identities or mediate between ethical demands and the rest of life because such shame is liable to—and personal experience attests, very often does—concern itself with much more than just the ethical.

An example may help to show that this phenomenon—of shame that is felt before an internalized, respected figure but is not ethical in character—is not merely a hypothetical or marginal possibility but a common and indeed important factor in our social lives. Imagine a healthy, mature, well-socialized agent who has developed a sense of shame in connection with the ethical in the way that Williams describes. So she sometimes feels shame because she fails to meet real social expectations represented by an internalized other, identified in ethical terms, whose reactions she respects. Moreover, she is not typically ashamed of being poorly viewed if the view is that of an observer for whom she feels contempt.

Now suppose that this healthy, mature, and well-socialized agent is a member of a marginalized group—say, a woman of color living under dominant ideologies of patriarchy and white supremacy.32 Under these circumstances significant social power is attached to gender and race categories, and so, as the loss-of-power conception would predict (and as we have already noted in Section 3), marginalized people can be made to feel shame in response to demeaning attitudes or even to being stereotyped on the basis of the relevant features.33 Our agent may thus be susceptible to shame in connection with her body size or shape, with being seen to be “too bossy,” or with preferences and choices that might be regarded as connected to her race (e.g., imagine that she is a Black woman and feels shame when a colleague remarks that he is not surprised that she likes fried chicken).34

Finally, suppose that she has internalized some of these oppressive norms and that her attitudes toward them are not—or at least, not entirely—critical; that is, she has come to accept and endorse, at least to some extent—and perhaps only implicitly—some sexist and racist standards and attitudes as they apply to herself. The result of this is that she is susceptible to shame in connection with these norms that is grounded in the gaze of an internalized figure whose appraisals she respects and identifies with. Call these shame experiences oppressive shame.35

Oppressive shame is not merely a theoretical possibility; it is, sadly, a common and pervasive feature of oppressive ideological systems and one important mechanism through which those systems are established and maintained. It thus makes concrete the tension between Williams’s basic conception of shame and the role of shame in illuminating the ethical. For our imagined agent, even focusing solely on shame involving a respected, internalized figure cannot provide a conception of her ethical identity or mediate between ethical demands and the rest of life because she has (at least) two such figures: one representing the ethical and one representing the norms of the oppressive ideologies to which she is subject.36

We have identified a particular type of shame—oppressive shame—which is not ethical in character and does not reveal ethical identities even though it is conceived in terms of an internalized other whose reactions the subject respects. This shows that we cannot establish a tight connection between shame conceived in terms of an internalized and respected other and the ethical. Hence, we are left with a weaker version of the interpretation according to which shame only plays a contingent role in revealing our ethical identities. In this second version of the interpretation, shame can, and often does, become attached to a broader range of social standards and expectations, only some of which belong to the domain of the ethical. This has the advantage of preserving a narrower and more common-sense notion of the ethical that is consistent with the way Williams generally understands and uses the notion. Moreover, it allows us to say that oppressive shame, for instance, need not reveal ethical commitments and identities.

The tension that we have identified requires reconciling Williams’s conception of what shame is and the seemingly ambitious role that he assigns to shame in ethical life. The proposal here (and our preferred one) is to resolve this tension by reinterpreting several of Williams’s claims about shame’s role in ethical life in a less ambitious way, weakening the connection between shame and the ethical and recognizing that significant resources other than shame will be required to understand fully the relevant features of ethical life.

According to this proposal, we should understand Williams to be saying that shame and its structures can, under appropriate circumstances, help or contribute to the development of a conception of one’s ethical identity and can help or contribute to mediating between ethical demands and the rest of life. These seem like appropriate and plausible claims, given the loss-of-power conception of shame, for the reasons we have explored. Because dimensions of power other than the ethical can and do equally serve as the material for shame (including shame before a respected, internalized other), shame alone cannot, at least for ordinary human agents, pick out our ethical identities in particular and cannot mediate between ethical demands and the rest of life. Significant resources of some kind, in addition to shame, are needed to achieve these ends. (What those resources might be is a topic for another occasion.)

So reinterpreted, Williams’s claims about shame and the ethical remain novel and vital. For instance, the way that he develops the idea of the internalized figure continues to raise a significant challenge to the claim that shame is somehow essentially and problematically heteronomous. But, at the same time, his account is rendered significantly less ambitious in two ways: first, by giving up on the idea that there is a distinctive connection of some kind between shame and the ethical, one that was meant to be different from the connection between shame and non-ethical systems of social expectations (like standards of physical attractiveness or various oppressive ideologies); and second, by giving up on the related idea that shame on its own would, in virtue of its special connection to the ethical, be able to fulfill certain distinctive key roles and functions in ethical life.

3.6 Conclusion

We have argued that, given the ambitious agenda that Williams sets for shame in his conception of ethical life, he risks asking too much of shame. This is because shame, as Williams himself conceives it, cannot play the leading role that he (at least sometimes) seems to assign it in embodying our ethical identities and mediating between ethical demands and the rest of life. The simple reason for this is that shame concerns itself with much more than just the ethical and so is not well-positioned to mediate between the ethical and other domains. For instance, among other things, shame can be and is used as a tool of power, and it can embody and enforce relations that are asymmetrical, alienating, and divisive. An agent in whom shame operates in these ways cannot rely on shame to give her a conception of her ethical identity or mediate between ethical demands and the rest of life—she will instead need other resources to distinguish between shame’s ethical and non-ethical workings. To think otherwise would appear to require the assumption that shame somehow is naturally allied with the ethical or excludes the non-ethical; but to make such an assumption would look very much like a manifestation of the kind of moralizing tendency in psychology that Williams was otherwise at great pains to denounce and avoid. For this reason, we feel that our interpretive proposal is in tune with Williams’s larger concerns and commitments.

There is also another reason to think that a more modest rehabilitation along these lines actually best captures the spirit of the Williamsian view of shame. We find it to be uncharacteristic of Williams to observe that “[i]n the scheme of Kantian oppositions, shame is on the bad side of all the lines,” and then to resist this by advancing arguments to put shame back on the good side of all those lines. The more characteristically Williamsian response, in our view—and the more appropriate one in this instance—is to be unperturbed that shame should fall on the bad side of all the Kantian lines because those lines have not been drawn in the right places.37

Perhaps this might lead one to worry that, on our reading of Williams, he leaves shame “on the bad side of all the lines” and thus does not actually rehabilitate shame at all. This is too quick, however. Williams’s account retains rich materials with which to understand shame as playing a constructive and important role in ethical life. The difference that our preferred interpretation makes is that this role will be a supporting and contingent one, rather than a central or distinctive one. We are optimistic about this more modest sort of rehabilitation that consists in showing how shame can, in appropriate circumstances, become attached to ethical values and so play an important if supporting role in revealing our ethical identities and mediating between ethical and other demands. We have tried to show that, without taking undue license, Williams himself can be read as offering a more modest rehabilitation of this kind.38

There may also be a more general lesson to be drawn from this engagement with Williams—though we can do no more than offer this as a suggestion here. The more general lesson is that the persistent tendency among moral theorists to seek to discover some kind of special affinity between shame and morality or the ethical is to be regarded with suspicion. Moreover, we suspect that it has been a mistake to suppose that shame is in need of “rehabilitation” in this sense. Like Williams, with his loss-of-power conception, we are inclined to see shame as a quite basic emotional response that manifests in a wide variety of contexts and embodies a wide variety of concerns, ranging from the ethical to the merely personal to the quite superficial. We fail to see why shame is a more suitable target for rehabilitation than other relatively basic emotions or why we should expect shame, more than other similarly basic emotions, to be able to play a central role in embodying and revealing our ethical identities. That is, we think that there is good reason to be satisfied with a more modest rehabilitation.39
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1 Unless otherwise indicated, all parenthetical references henceforth are to Shame and Necessity (1993).

2 Other contributions to this effort include Gabriele Taylor (1985), Sarah Buss (1999); David Velleman (2001); Cheshire Calhoun (2004); Michelle Mason (2010); Julien A. Deonna, Raffaele Rodogno, and Fabrice Teroni (2012); and Krista K. Thomason (2018).

3 Hence, readers sympathetic to Williams’s larger project might need little encouragement to interpret Shame and Necessity's claims about shame’s role less ambitiously. However, key passages in Shame and Necessity lend themselves to a more ambitious interpretation, and, as we will see, this interpretation is prominent in more general discussions of shame.

4 Here we can only suggest this as a broader lesson (in Section 6); we offer a more extended argument for it in “Asking Too Much of Shame” (in progress).

5 See, e.g., the works cited in note 2.

6 An essential and notable exception, to which we are indebted, is Calhoun (2004), though a significant disagreement with Calhoun’s interpretation is raised in Section 5.

7 See, for instance, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (1985), especially ch. 10.

8 These criticisms are more fully developed in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (1985), particularly ch. 4.

9 Cf. Truth and Truthfulness (Williams 2002, 24).

10 He later wrote: “In my book Shame and Necessity . . . I tried to reach an understanding of certain ideas in the Homeric poems, in particular ethical ideas such as agency, responsibility, shame, and constraint” (Williams 2006, 64).

11 Williams also draws on this contrast between guilt and shame in his “Shame, Guilt, and the Structure of Punishment” (Williams 1997, 26–29).

12 Here, we are not arguing that Williams was correct in attributing to Plato a moralized psychology. One might argue that Plato’s ethical treatment of psychological drives comes only after they have been characterized in independent terms. Thanks to Sophie-Grace Chappell for this point.

13 As the example of Plato illustrates, the moralizing tendency to which Williams objects includes not only efforts to characterize the functions of the mind in terms of the “morality system” associated with Kant, but also efforts to characterize them in moral or ethical terms more generally.

14 Although naturalism is not a key concept in Shame and Necessity, Williams’s commitment to naturalism is a consistent theme in his work. See Truth and Truthfulness (2002, 22–27) and “Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology” (1995, especially 67–69).

15 This example is originally Max Scheler’s and is also discussed by Taylor (1985, 60–61), among others.

16 Williams comments that he may even “think that she is privileged to have aroused his lust” (222). Of course, this thought may be more likely to arise in a society, like ours, where women are sexually objectified. Hence, the positive light in which she is seen by the artist might reflect an ideal of femininity which itself is deleterious to women and puts them at a disadvantage. This would be one way in which the model could experience this situation as involving a loss of power relative to her audience.

17 Williams notes that “[w]hat arouses shame . . . is something that typically elicits from others contempt or derision or avoidance” (90), but this is only typically the case, not necessarily so, as the example of the model illustrates. It is typically the case simply because we are more likely to feel at a disadvantage in the face of a contemptuous attitude than in the face of an admiring one.

18 To be clear, we refer here not merely to experiences of being shamed by members of dominant groups—that is, being the objects of their demeaning attitudes or behavior—but to experiences of feeling shame in the face of such attitudes or behavior. Shame experiences of this kind are widely attested in the testimony of members of marginalized groups and are increasingly the focus of philosophical attention. Calhoun, for instance, has argued that “people who wholeheartedly condemn sexist or racist insults are still vulnerable to feeling shamed by those insults, and . . . [that] this is a perfectly natural response for a mature, well-formed agent to have” (2004, 137). See also Maibom (2010, 572),Velleman (2001, 45), and Webster (forthcoming).

19 This family of views is illustrated by John Rawls’s and R. Jay Wallace’s conceptions of shame. For Rawls, shame arises “from the injury to our self-esteem owing to our not having or failing to exercise certain excellences” (1971, 444). In a similar vein, Wallace claims that “in feeling shame about an action, one thinks of the action as revealing the lack of an excellence that one values and aspires to possess; the basic evaluative stance here is that of desiring something as a good” (1994, 240). According to these and similar self-assessment accounts, there is no essential role for the perspective of another person at all. Cf. Kekes (1988, 282). On the controversy concerning the role of an audience in shame, see Bero (2020).

20 Hence it may be surprising to find that Williams has been depicted in the shame literature as not being able to accommodate this class of shame experiences. See, e.g., Calhoun (2004, 135–137) and Maibom (2010, 574–5). We return to this point in Section 5.

21 To be clear, we do not mean here to endorse or defend Williams’s account of shame. Our aim is rather to explain it and understand the features that make it plausible and attractive for Williams’s purposes.

22 In contrast, Williams characterizes embarrassment as a “kind of shame which arise[s] either from situations which involve actual spectators, or from the thought (in particular, the memory) of such situations” (1997, 28).

23 Some may wonder whether guilt is sufficiently similar to shame in these two respects to serve as the basis for a similar and perhaps competing account of the ethical. Even if guilt were similar in these respects, however, it would be unsuitable for Williams’s purposes due to other differences mentioned earlier, including that guilt is, in Williams’ view, more convoluted, less transparent, and more apt to be moralized—and indeed warped—by its close association with the morality system. These differences play an important role in Williams’s explanation of the ethical in Shame and Necessity, as they also do in his explanation of the psychological impact of punishment in “Guilt, Shame, and the Structure of Punishment” (1997). Moreover, in the latter paper, he indicates that shame differs from guilt in possessing the two features we have identified. For instance, he lists “different dimensions in which shame is indeterminate or variable” even though guilt is not. In particular, he points to the publicity of shame and claims that shame, unlike guilt, “implies the idea of a spectator of one’s weakness, failure, or bad behaviour” and that it is “essential to shame that this spectator may be merely imagined, an internalized figure” (1997, 28). We thus interpret Williams as conceiving of shame and guilt in such a way that only shame, and not guilt, is suitable to play a central role in explaining the ethical. Thanks to András Szigeti for urging us to consider this.

24 “Suppose someone invites us to believe that the Homeric Achilles, if assured he could get away with it, might have crept out at night and helped himself to the treasure that he had refused when it was offered by the embassy: then he has sadly misunderstood Achilles’ character” (81).

25 This is related to what Williams calls the “egoism” charge against shame cultures. If shame involves being anxious or afraid of being found out or of being seen in a certain way by others, then one might worry that shame is necessarily egoistic or narcissistic. Williams argues that this worry can be easily refuted by appealing to an internalized other since “[i]f everything depended on the fear of discovery, the motivations of shame would not be internalised at all” (81–82). In this chapter, we are not concerned with this charge, although much of what Williams says about shame is an effort (a persuasive one, in our view) to disabuse us of the notion that shame is nothing but an egoistic concern for public opinion.

26 Calhoun questions whether Williams can adequately capture the “distinctively social character of shame” (2004, 134). She worries that by “trac[ing] the power to shame to the shamer’s mirroring to a large extent the agent’s own evaluative perspective” (Calhoun 2004, 135), Williams’s internalized other does “shrink into a hanger” for the subject’s own ethical values, despite his insistence to the contrary. Calhoun concludes that “[t]o attempt to make oneself invulnerable to all shaming criticisms except those that mirror one’s own autonomous judgments or that invoke ethical standards one respects is to refuse to take seriously the social practice of morality” (2004, 145). In this chapter, we take no position on the merits of this objection, though we will take issue in Section 5 with a different aspect of Calhoun’s reading of Williams.

27 For instance, according to Rawls and Wallace, shame involves a negative self-assessment that one endorses (see note 19). The merits of this sort of account are not our topic, but in our view, this approach risks committing the “moralistic fallacy” identified by D’Arms and Jacobson (2000), which consists in illicitly equating the fittingness of an emotion with its moral appropriateness. That is, we should not collapse the distinction between shame that can be accurately attributed to a subject and shame that we think is appropriate or justifiable for the agent to feel.

28 Moreover, we suspect that Williams would not want to be forced to draw a sharp distinction between shame and embarrassment because he thinks that embarrassment may be a mild variant of shame. (See also his footnote about embarrassment in his [1997, 28], mentioned in our note 22.) In the context of claiming that some cases of shame “are very near to needing an actual watcher, without quite doing so,” Williams gives the example of “stumbl[ing] over my shoelaces in the street, trying to recover falling packages, knock[ing] off my own hat”. He claims that he would experience “some mild variant of shame or embarrassment” (221).

29 On this reading, a further assumption would be required for shame to perform its assigned functions; namely, that the mechanisms of this sort of shame are sufficiently transparent to the subject or that they could be made so through self-examination, such that the subject can clearly distinguish between this sort of shame and other kinds of shame. This assumption is questionable, as Williams seems to recognize (see his reference to the “ambivalence and possible betrayals of shame” [97]).

30 Calhoun notes that the others we respect “can shame us with their criticisms [even] when we disagree with their evaluation of us” (2004, 133). But this is only, on her reading of Williams, because of the respect we have for their ethical judgements more generally.

31 Perhaps one’s commitment to the mainstream beauty ideal can be regarded as an ethical commitment even when the ethical is construed more narrowly. After all, this particular aesthetic commitment is plausibly the result of a commitment to patriarchy (even if this commitment is implicit and not endorsed after critical reflection). But even if some commitments to certain aesthetic ideals count as ethical commitments, there will be other clear-cut cases of shame (such as shame that reveals one’s commitment to a certain athletic ideal) that are not ethical in character if the ethical is to be construed narrowly.

32 Indeed, Sally Haslanger (2012) defends definitions of woman and man as well as what it is to be racialized in terms of this kind of systematic subordination and privilege.

33 One might argue that when we focus on mature and well-socialized individuals, we see that they will be discerning about which other they internalize as an ethical other. Hence, mature agents will be insensitive to the gaze of those whose attitudes and responses they do not respect and so will not be susceptible to oppressive shame. But we find this objection problematic because it implies that subjects who experience such shame cannot be fully mature or well-socialized. Without delving more deeply into this issue, in the face of testimony to the contrary by members of marginalized groups and in light of widespread recognition of the phenomenon of internalized oppression, this strikes us uncharitable and presumptuous as well as simply implausible. Cf. Calhoun’s observation quoted in note 18.

34 For potential sources of the stereotype that Black Americans love fried chicken, see Demby (2013).

35 The phrase “oppressive shame” is used by Aness Kim Webster (forthcoming) though her usage refers to shame arising from oppression, and not constrained shame arising from internalized oppression. Heidi Maibom (2010) uses the phrase “persecution shame,” but, to the extent that persecution is narrower than oppression, we have opted for “oppressive shame.”

36 One might object that oppressive shame does provide a conception of one’s ethical identity because the root of oppressive shame is not failing to conform to the standards set by dominant (oppressive) ideologies, as we have been assuming. Rather, the root of oppressive shame might be a certain kind of moral failing; perhaps one feels shame for being susceptible to this kind of shame and not having the strength, conviction, or courage to react by being indignant or resentful, or perhaps not reacting at all, but dismissing the shaming act as morally problematic and oppressive. If this is the only content of all oppressive shame, then oppressive shame would be a second-order shame and, more importantly, a kind of shame that mediates between ethical demands and the rest of life. However, for this argument to succeed, one would have to show that all cases of oppressive shame involve this kind of moral failing. In addition, this objection implies that there is a first-order shame to which oppressive shame is a second-order response. But this first-order shame is grounded in the gaze of an internalized figure who represents not ethical norms, but the norms of oppressive ideologies. Webster (forthcoming) proposes a novel account of this kind of shame, focusing on shame experienced in response to (subtler and interpersonal cases of) racism. She claims that shame can be explained by the inability to choose when one’s stigmatized racialized identity is made salient where this is not a moral failing, but an inability caused by racism and oppression.

37 Indeed, Williams adopts the more characteristic response elsewhere, observing: “It is precisely what Kantians would call the heteronomy of shame (or rather its indeterminate degree of heteronomy), taken together with its inherent impurity, which give it its ethical significance” (1997, 29).

38 To be clear, Williams suggests that shame is thought to fall on the bad side of all the lines because its values are superficial, heteronomous, and egoistic. We agree that shame does not have any of these characteristics predominantly or inherently; but we are equally skeptical of efforts to show that it has any special affinity for the opposite characteristics (depth, autonomy, respect for others, etc.).

39 For very helpful comments, questions, and conversations, we would like to thank the other conference participants—in particular, Gunnar Björnsson, Sophie-Grace Chappell, C. M. Lim, Daniel Peixoto Murata, and Gideon Rosen—as well as the editors of this volume.
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Williams, Kant, and Morality’s “Peculiarity”

Stephen Darwall

Chapter 10 of Bernard Williams’s Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, “Morality, the Peculiar Institution,” is something of an abolitionist tract. “Our peculiar institution” was the phrase frequently used in the Antebellum South to refer to chattel slavery, and Williams’s argument in that chapter is that morality, or the “morality system,” as he often calls it, is, like slavery, something “we would be better off without” (Stampe 1956; Williams 1985, 174).1

Williams’s abolitionist argument shows a deep grasp of morality’s conceptual contours; much deeper, it should be said, than that of many of morality’s proponents. There are four main Williamsian insights. First, Williams appreciates that a central, perhaps the central, feature of morality is the role played by the concept of moral obligation. “Morality is distinguished,” he says, “by the special notion of obligation it uses” (Williams 1985, 174). In this, Williams follows Elizabeth Anscombe’s earlier abolitionist essay, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” which took aim at morality’s “law conception” of ethics (Anscombe 1958). Second, Williams sees the conceptual connection between moral obligation and accountability: specifically, that violations of moral obligation are conceptually connected to accountability-constituting practices and attitudes such as reproach and blame. “Blame,” Williams says, “is the characteristic reaction of the morality system” (1985, 177). Third, Williams appreciates that an important feature of moral obligation is its putative “deliberative priority,” that moral obligations purport to give those subject to them conclusive reasons for complying with them (1985, 184). And fourth, he sees that this authoritative aspiration of moral obligation goes via the nature of blame as a holding-accountable attitude. Blame can be justified only on the assumption that its object lacked sufficient reason for doing whatever they are blamed for doing. As we shall see, Williams thinks this presupposition is a “fiction,” though one that can to some extent be made good “proleptically” (Williams 1985, 193; 1995, 40–44).

In my view, Williams is deeply right about all four of these aspects, though not that blame’s presupposition need be fictional. I have defended each of these four Williamsian claims about morality—indeed, in my own work on the second-personal character of deontic moral notions over the past fifteen or so years (Darwall 2006b, 2013b, 2013c, 2016, 2019b).2 Each Williamsian claim illustrates, as I see it, a way in which moral obligation, and therefore the morality system, is irreducibly second-personal, as I will try to show presently. Blame is a Strawsonian reactive attitude through which we hold others and ourselves accountable (second-personally) for complying with moral obligations which are, in their nature, what it would be blameworthy to fail to comply with without valid excuse.

However, Williams also holds that, as he puts it, “[i]f obligation is allowed to structure ethical thought, there are several natural ways in which it can come to dominate life altogether” (Williams 1985, 182). Moral obligation comes to bind us so ubiquitously and thoroughly that the moral life becomes perpetual bondage. Unsurprisingly, I think Williams is wrong about that.3 I will argue in what follows, in fact, that focusing on the deontic aspects of morality that Williams himself emphasizes can help us to see why he is wrong. Briefly, although Williams himself notes a distinction between what moral reasons most recommend, on the one hand, and moral obligation, on the other, his abolitionist arguments depend on occluding that distinction.

Williams holds that there are conceptual pressures within the “morality system” that encourage thinking that all morally relevant considerations, or even all ethically relevant considerations more broadly, entail moral obligations. (More on Williams’s distinction between the ethical and the moral presently.) I argue that Williams is mistaken about this. I claim, indeed, that the very conceptual features of morality Williams identifies actually push against this thought. They help to ground the distinction between what is advisable, either on broadly ethical or on more narrowly moral grounds, on the one hand, and what is morally obligatory, on the other. Once we are clear about this distinction and its grounds, we have the conceptual space necessary to maintain a robust sphere of the morally permissible in which persons can pursue other ethical concerns or their own personal projects without violating moral obligations.4 Morality does not enslave us.

Williams tells us that “the philosopher who has given the purest, deepest, and most thorough representation of morality is Kant” (1985, 174). Although I will be defending morality from Williams’s critique, I will not be defending Kant. The reason is that Kant lacks the conceptual resources (again, resources on which Williams insightfully insists) to make the distinction between moral obligation and moral choiceworthiness and, therefore, to resist the shrinkage of the sphere of the (merely) permissible that is the heart of Williams’s abolitionist critique. As we shall see, for Kant, moral obligation only makes sense from the perspective of an imperfect rational agent who does not automatically do what they have most categorical reason to do. Moral obligation turns out to be the way practical reason’s dictates appear to a finite rational agent.

4.1 Williams’s Conceptual Distinction Between Morality and Ethics

It will be helpful to note a distinction that Williams makes between ethics, conceived broadly, and morality, considered in the narrower, distinctively deontic or obligating sense he is arguing against. Williams takes ethics to be concerned with what he calls “Socrates’s Question” (1985, 1): How should one live? Any issue concerning how to act and feel is an ethical question in this broad sense.5 By contrast, Williams uses “morality” to refer to the distinctively deontic or, as Anscombe calls it “law conception,” species of this genus that is concerned with questions of moral obligation (1985, 4): “What is our duty?” The narrower ethical conception of morality has, Williams remarks, “a special significance in modern Western culture,” but is “something we should treat with a special skepticism” (1985, 6). At the end of the day, he thinks we would be better off without it. Here again, I agree with the first, historical claim but disagree with the second philosophical (and ethical) one.6

In arguing for the abolition of morality, Williams is obviously not arguing for the abolition of ethics. To the contrary, Williams’s abolitionism is itself, at least partly, an ethical position. In this way, it is like Nietzsche’s critique of morality in The Genealogy of Morals. Williams and Nietzsche both argue that the idea of morality carries indefensible presuppositions that derive from morality’s conceptual connection to blame and guilt. For Nietzsche, it is the indefensible assumption of freedom of the will. For Williams, it is morality’s pretension of “deliberative priority,” that there can never be sufficient reason for culpable wrongdoing. So far, their critiques are philosophical without being ethical. But both critiques have an additional ethical element. For Nietzsche, it is the idea that morality involves self-deceptive, inauthentic, life-denying attitudes. For Williams, it is that living with morality shackles us in ways that prevent us from realizing important ethical values and the personal integrity of pursuing our “ground projects.” Both are ethical critiques of morality.

In what follows, we must keep in mind the distinction between the concept of morality, on the one hand, and the set of (putatively) obligating norms, which are the concept’s content or object, on the other. The latter are intrinsically normative, at least putatively, and so not the sort of thing that could be abolished even if we wanted to. They are either normatively valid or they are not.

It is most likely that Williams is referring to the concept of morality, to morality as a distinctively problematic ethical conception, when he says we would be better off without it. Even if he were right about that, proponents of morality could argue that such a fact might be impotent to make it any less true that morality obligates. The right and the good are simply different ethical concepts, they might say, and neither is hostage to the other. It is hardly alien to our concept of morality, for example, that its requirements can conflict with self-interest. That seems part of the concept’s DNA. Morality “never promised you a rose garden.”

This response to Williams’s critique is obviously too facile. The thought that we are better off collectively, if not individually, with the concept of morality lies close to the heart of the very idea. Even if morality never promised you a rose garden, it does seem to promise benefits to us together. In The Moral Point of View, for example, Kurt Baier defines morality as consisting of “universally teachable” rules whose collective “observation is for the good of everyone alike” (Baier 1958, 195–196, 200). Something like this idea was central to the thinking of the early modern moral philosophers who arguably first developed the idea of morality that Williams, Anscombe, and Nietzsche are criticizing.7 We can find it, often with a theological framing, in Locke, Butler, and Berkeley, just for some obvious examples (Darwall 1995, 2006a). On this story, regulating our lives solely by conceptions of the good, especially eudaemonistic ones, is likely to lead to Prisoner’s Dilemma-like problems of collective action. God enables us to solve these by giving us a conscience with the deontic conception of morality to override individual self-interest to our collective benefit. Any satisfying defense of morality must therefore take Williams’s challenge seriously. If we really would be better off without the concepts that define it, then that would seem to undermine the morality system from within. Morality would have been revealed to be, in Kant’s words, “a chimerical idea without any truth” (Kant 1996a, 4: 445).

A core plank of Williams’s abolitionist critique is that there are conceptual pressures within the morality system that work to shrink the space of the (merely) morally permissible in which agents are morally free to pursue broader ethical concerns and their own ground projects. “It is a mistake of morality to try to make everything [valuable] into obligation” (1985, 180). Thinking within the morality system encourages us, Williams thinks, to recast ethical considerations, like those of gratitude, that are better thought of in nondeontic terms, as falling within the scope of moral obligation (1985, 179). And it encourages us as well to occlude any distinction between the morally advisable and the morally obligatory, holding that what is most morally choiceworthy must also be morally obligatory.

Now Williams believes, and I agree, that there is an important conceptual distinction between moral advisability or choiceworthiness, on the one hand, and moral obligation, on the other. “It is hard to agree,” he says, “that the course of action which, on a given occasion, there is most moral reason to take must necessarily count as a moral obligation” (1985, 179). Because there is a general connection between normative reasons and oughts, however, this conceptual distinction can be easy to miss.

4.2 Oughts, Reasons, and Moral Obligation

What we ought to believe, for example, is what there is most normative reason to believe. Similarly, what we ought to desire is what there is most normative reason to desire. Similarly also, what we ought to do—what is most choiceworthy—is what there is most normative reason to do or choose. It seems obviously to follow that what we morally ought to do, in the sense of what is most morally choiceworthy, is what we have most moral reason to choose. This much should be uncontroversial. Since we sometimes refer to our moral obligations as what we morally ought to do, however, it may seem to follow also that if we have most moral reason to do something, then we are morally obligated to do it.

But this does not follow, and the reason it does not is one that Williams is especially attuned to, namely the conceptual connection between moral obligation and accountability (hence justified blame), which the idea of a normative reason, even a moral reason, does not share. To see that this does not follow we only have to imagine the possibility of a coherent disagreement between two people who agree that a given action is best supported by moral reasons, is most morally choiceworthy, and, in that sense, is what the agent morally ought to do, but who disagree about whether the action is morally obligatory. Imagine, for example, a disagreement between an act consequentialist and someone like Scheffler in The Rejection of Consequentialism (Scheffler 1982). Both reject agent-relative deontological constraints, and both could agree, consistently with that, that morality always most recommends the optimific act.8 But they disagree about whether especially burdensome costs to the agent can render an action that would otherwise be morally obligatory morally permissible. The act consequentialist thinks that non-optimific acts are always morally wrong, whereas the Schefflerian holds that non-optimific acts are sometimes not wrong when they are covered by an agent-relative prerogative or permission that defeats the claim of moral wrong when the personal costs are sufficiently high in relation to the impartial benefits.

For such a disagreement to be so much as possible, the parties must distinguish the distinctively deontic concept of moral obligation from the “moral ought” of moral reasons. If, for example, the consequentialist fails to make this distinction and simply identifies the two concepts, then there is no common question (involving common concepts) on which the consequentialist and the defender of agent-relative “prerogatives” or permissions are disagreed.9

My diagnosis of what such a disagreement would consist in is essentially Williams’s. What is morally obligatory is what we are accountable for doing in the sense that we would be blameworthy for failing to do it without excuse. What the disagreement between the Schefflerian and the act-consequentialist is about, as I analyze it, is whether non-optimific actions are always culpable when done without excuse.10

Moral deontic terms like “required,” “obligatory,” “prohibited,” “wrong,” “permissible,” and the like, occupy a different conceptual space than do those concerning what reasons favor, support, or justify—even moral reasons, since the former conceptually implicate accountability in a way that the latter do not (Darwall 2006; see also Pink 2007).11 That does not mean that deontic claims do not hook up with normative reasons claims. On any plausible account of moral reasons, it should turn out that what is morally obligatory, all things considered, is also what there is most moral reason to do. But the contrary does not follow. Presently we shall be considering Williams’s abolitionist case for thinking that the morality system includes pressures to close the gap between the morally advisable and the morally obligatory. But, at this point anyway, it would seem that nothing in the concept of moral obligation pushes in this direction. Quite to the contrary.

That this is so is a consequence of a distinction first made by the early modern natural lawyer, Francisco Suarez, between “law” and “counsel,” which was carried forward in early modern moral philosophy, especially in Grotius, Hobbes, and Kant, and that is now enshrined, I believe, in moral common sense (Schneewind 1990, I, 74–75; discussed in Darwall 2012). Suarez noticed that deontic concepts of (moral) law and obligation have distinctive entailments of accountability that are not shared by the concept of a normative reason. No matter how weighty the reasons, the claim that moral reasons recommend or counsel an action is a claim of a different kind than the deontic claim that an action is morally obligatory, required, or demanded. Similarly, the claim that an action is morally permissible, not obligatory not to do, cannot be seamlessly translated into the language of moral reasons.

Although Suarez was in many ways a classical natural lawyer, he thought that Aquinas’s version left out natural law’s (i.e., morality’s) power to obligate those subject to it by authoritatively addressing demands to them that they are accountable for complying with.


[C]ounsel is excluded from law. . . . The word promulgation implies an order for the purpose of creating an obligation and it is in this respect most of all that counsel differs from law [i.e., in not being “promulgated” and obligation creating].12 (quoted in Schneewind 1990, 74–75)



Like some modern natural lawyers to follow, including Pufendorf and Locke, Suarez thought that any such obligation could only result from God’s authoritative commands. So, Suarez tied being subject to moral law to being accountable to God’s superior authority for compliance. If we do not “voluntarily observe the law,” we are “legal culprits in the sight of God” (Suarez 1944, 132). That is, we are seen to be culpable or to merit blame.

Suarez’s theological voluntarism was not, however, essential to his distinction between law and counsel. The crucial divide is between (deontic) concepts like law, authority, command, and obligation, which are conceptually tied to accountability and culpability, on the one hand, and the idea of normative reasons, even moral reasons, counting in favor of or counseling action which is not, on the other. Consistently with the conceptual connection between law and accountability, we might be accountable for complying with the moral law even if the latter did not depend on divine command. We might be accountable to one another and ourselves as representative persons or members of the moral community.13

Kant was one of the modern moral philosophers who explicitly notes Suarez’s distinction between law and counsel. As I said, I shall be arguing that this distinction, when taken together with an appreciation of the second-personal character of accountability, provides resources for resisting Williams’s abolitionist critique. It will turn out, however, that though Kant acknowledges Suarez’s distinction, there is simply no place in his ethics for distinguishing between what obligating moral law requires, on the one hand, and what normative moral reasons recommend (“counsel,” in Suarez’s terms), on the other. Kant himself, it emerges, lacks the resources to resist Williams’s abolitionist critique.

4.3 Second-Personal Aspects of the Morality System

I turn now to laying out second-personal aspects of Williams’s four key features of the morality system that I will claim support resistance to his abolitionist critique. The Suarezian distinction between law and counsel underwrites Williams’s first feature; namely, the distinctively deontic concepts of law and obligation that lie at the center of the morality system and “modern moral philosophy” (Anscombe 1958). The signal aspect of morality as an ethical conception is the idea that not only are there ways we “should live” in the broadly ethical sense of there being normative reasons for so acting or that it would be good so to act, but that there are ways we are morally obligated to act, such that failures do not simply fall short of some ideal nor, for that matter, realize some negative ideal like the contemptible or base, but are rather violations of demands that morality makes of us. It is, I argue, law and obligation’s connection to legitimate claims and demands that puts us into the sphere of the second-personal (Darwall 2013d). Unlike ideals, either positive or negative, claims and demands are, in their nature, addressable to those of and to whom they are made. Suarez effectively notes this himself when he says that the idea of law implies “promulgation” (quoted in Schneewind 1990, 74). Moral demands are addressed to us. It is a reflection of this that we think of conscience not simply as a seat of ethical convictions, but as an internal “voice” holding us to account (Sorabji 2014; Darwall 2015).

Williams’s second feature is precisely this connection between moral obligation and accountability; specifically, the holding-accountable attitude of blame. This was the feature, again, that we needed to explain the intelligibility of the disagreement between the act consequentialist and the Schefflerian defender of agent-relative prerogatives (permissions). What ultimately underlies the Suarezian distinction between law and counsel is the former’s connection to accountability and culpability (or “culprits,” as Suarez puts it). It is a conceptual truth that we are morally obligated to do something if and only if it is an act of a kind that it would be blameworthy to omit without excuse (Darwall 2006, 2013b, 2013c).14

Accountability and blame are second personal in their nature. This is the fundamental point driving Strawson’s argument in “Freedom and Resentment” (Strawson 1962). When we have reactive attitudes like blame, we take up a distinctive “participant” stance, one of participation in a relationship with the blamed, even if only the relationship of fellow person, and implicitly relate to them (second-personally). We do not see them from a third-personal or “objective” point of view from which we might seek to understand the psychosocial causes of their behavior and how they might be “managed or handled or cured or trained” (Strawson 1962, 79).

Blame makes a putatively legitimate demand of the blamed, bids for their recognition of the demand’s legitimacy and our authority to address it and for them to hold themselves accountable and take responsibility for what they have done (Strawson 1962; Darwall 2006, 2013b, 2013c). Blame thus comes with an RSVP; it has what Colleen Macnamara calls a “call and response” structure (Macnamara 2013).

It is the second-personal character of reactive attitudes like moral blame that necessitates the Strawsonian presuppositions of competency and will. Blame, at least the kind Fricker calls “communicative blame,” is simply unintelligible except on the assumptions that its object can understand and accept the legitimacy of the demand it implicitly makes and that they can hold themselves accountable from the same standpoint of fellow person or member of the moral community that we take up in blaming them (Watson 1987; Darwall 2006, 2013b, 2013c; McKenna 2012; Fricker 2016). To be subject to moral obligations, therefore, an agent must have a conscience; that is, the capacity to take up the “moral point of view” and make demands of themselves from this perspective through the self-reactive attitude of guilt.15 The voice of conscience is not an alien one; it is a voice we ourselves share as one moral agent among others.

Of course, that the blamed must have a conscience does not guarantee that they will heed it, reciprocate blame’s implicit RSVP, and hold themselves accountable. If blame is unreciprocated, there is a sense in which its implicit claim and aim are unfulfilled. But that does not mean that unreciprocated blame is inapt, any more than is an unaccepted invitation.16

The requisite presupposition of conscience links to Williams’s third feature: moral obligation’s putative “deliberative priority.” This is what Scheffler once called morality’s “claim of overridingness”: there can never be sufficient reason to do what morality forbids (Scheffler 1992, 52). There are several aspects of this claim that make it particularly interesting. First, claims about moral obligation are not themselves claims about what one has most or sufficient reason to do. We saw before how they differ from claims about what there is moral reason to do. But clearly, they differ also from claims about what one has normative reason to do, all things considered. There would seem to be many things one can have good reason to do that seem outside the scope of moral obligation altogether (e.g., concerning whether to plant zinnias or petunias this year). But though moral obligation claims are not about what one has reason to do, they do seem to have implications for that. And the reason they do is obligation’s conceptual link to blameworthiness.

This is Williams’s fourth point about morality. Moral obligation’s putative deliberative priority is owing to the nature and presuppositions of blame. It is a point that Williams himself emphasizes that it is incoherent to blame someone for doing something one thinks they had sufficient normative reason to do (Williams 1985, 193; 1995). Some kind of contradiction or incoherence seems to be involved in having the attitude of blame toward someone while simultaneously fully accepting that they had good and sufficient reason for doing what they did. After all, if someone can establish that they had sufficient reason, then they will have adequately accounted for themselves; they will have justified what they did. Blame must therefore assume that they cannot, that there was insufficient reason to do what they did. If an act is morally obligatory, all things considered, then it is conceptually necessary that it is an act of a kind, in the circumstances, that it would be blameworthy (a warranted object of blame) to fail to perform without excuse. But, if that is so, it follows that the act must be one we cannot have sufficient reason to omit because, if we did, that would show that blame would be unjustified (Darwall 2016b).

Before we consider the details of Williams’s abolitionist argument, we should note that although morality must insist on the deliberative priority of (all-things-considered) obligations, it has no stake in the idea that moral reasons are necessarily weightier than normative reasons of other kinds or that there is always reason, all things considered, to do whatever there is most moral reason to do. Morality’s “claim of overridingness” only concerns binding deontic moral norms. Morality need take no stand on the relative weight of moral and nonmoral reasons in general. At one point, however, Williams says that “the purest Kantian view locates the importance of morality” in the thought that “people should give moral considerations the highest deliberative priority” (1985, 184). Here again, Williams may turn out to be right about Kant, as we shall see, but wrong about morality.

There are aspects of Williams’s critique that are very much on target and that we should accept. Williams notes a lamentable tendency of moral philosophers to make anything having ethical significance into a moral obligation. In discussing W. D. Ross’s theory of prima facie obligations, he notes that Ross’s list includes some that “everyone calls an obligation, keeping promises and, by a natural extension, telling the truth” (1985, 179). But Ross also lists “ ‘duties of gratitude’: to do good to those who have done services for you” (1985, 179). Here Williams complains, rightly, I think, that “what Ross is trying to force into the mold of obligation is surely a different idea, that it is a sign of good character to want to return benefits.” Williams adds that gratitude is decidedly not “a disposition to do what one is obligated to do” (1985, 179). I could not agree more. Respect for our authoritative demands or the moral law is hardly the attitude benefactors want grateful actions to express (Darwall 2019a).

After discussing this example, Williams writes that “it is a mistake of morality to try to make everything into an obligation” (1985, 180). However, this is a mistake not of morality but of moral philosophers like Ross. And Williams’s focus on the connection between obligation and accountability helps us see how to avoid it. Owing to obligations’ connection to authoritative demands, the attitude that is the fitting response to obligations is respect for the demands and the authority that legitimates them. Ethically valuable attitudes like gratitude, however—and I would add, love and trust—are fundamentally different from the deontic attitudes like respect, blame, guilt, and resentment that mediate mutual accountability. They are, I argue, “second-personal attitudes of the heart”: “openings” of one heart to another in the hope of open-hearted reciprocation (Darwall 2016a, 2017b, 2019a). Focusing on obligation’s conceptual connection to accountability can thus help deontic moral philosophers to “stay in their lanes” and not try to “deontologize” aspects of the ethical life whose value resists deontic expression.

Similarly, defenders of the “morality system” need not deny that there are forms of criticism and critical response other than deontic accountability. They can—indeed should—accept much of Williams’s insightful discussions of responses like agent regret. They may argue that even if blame is, as a conceptual matter, the fitting response to unexcused violations of obligations and therefore that responsible and non-negligent lorry drivers are not fitting objects of blame when others are harmed when their brakes fail, it would be inhumane for them not to feel agent regret.17

4.4 Williams’s Case for Moral Obligation’s Ubiquity

I turn now to Williams’s arguments that morality’s focus on obligation leads to its dominating overreach. It is important to be clear that Williams’s claims concern all-things-considered moral obligations, not pro tanto or, as Ross called them, prima facie obligations (Ross 1930). Williams takes it to be a defining feature of moral obligations that “they cannot conflict, ultimately, really, or at the end of the line” (Williams 1985, 176). Obviously, this can only be true of all-things-considered obligation. (We can ignore the possibility of genuine moral dilemmas.) “A prima facie obligation,” Williams say, is only “a candidate for being one’s actual obligation” (Williams 1985, 176).

Williams gives three main lines of arguments. Putting aside for a moment his argument concerning morality’s putative “deliberative priority,” let us first consider the two elements that Williams thinks lead morality to claim that we are never free of moral obligations. One, Williams expresses with the formula: “only an obligation can beat an obligation” (1985, 180). Call this OBO.

Williams considers a case in which one has made a promise to visit a friend but is “presented with a unique opportunity, at a conflicting time and place, to further significantly some important cause” (1985, 180). Suppose we agree that although your promise generated an obligation, it would not be wrong to break the promise if that is necessary to further the cause. Williams argues that “because obligations have a moral stringency, which means breaking them attracts blame,” the only way we can justify breaking such a promise “within the economy of morality” is to hypothesize a “more stringent obligation,” in this case, to further the important cause.

Here we encounter the second feature of morality that drives Williams’s argument. There can be an obligation to aid in this particular cause, Williams says, only if there is a general obligation “to assist some important cause on occasions that are especially propitious for assisting it” (1985, 181). Williams concludes that there is a “demand within the morality system to find a general obligation to back [any] particular one.” He calls this the “obligation-out, obligation-in principle” (1985). We can call it OOOI. Taken together, these two core tenets of the morality system, OBO and OOOI, lead inexorably to morality’s dominating overreach.18 Since we can virtually never be free of propitious circumstances to do good, we are never free of moral obligations. Morality becomes “the peculiar institution” by which we are all enslaved.

But is it true that only an obligation can beat another obligation? What Williams says underlies this putatively central feature of the morality system is the special “stringency” of moral obligations consisting in the fact that “breaking them attracts blame” and that blame presupposes “deliberative priority” (Williams 1985, 193; 1995). But this is only true of all-things-considered obligations. If a pro tanto obligation does not end up being what one is obligated to do, all things considered, then failing to comply with it need not to be culpable. To the contrary, if one is morally obligated all things considered to do something else instead, then it will be culpable, lacking excuse, to comply with the initial pro tanto obligation.

Clearly the sense of “obligation” that Williams requires for OBO (“only an obligation can beat an obligation”) is pro tanto rather than all-things-considered obligation. By definition, an all-things-considered obligation cannot be beaten by another obligation. If it could, it would not be what one is all-things-considered obligated to do. The special stringency of all-things-considered obligations obviously cannot support any claim about what it takes to defeat a pro tanto obligation, so it cannot support OBO. Williams’s argument for OBO thus fails.

Perhaps, however, morality is committed to OBO even so. To see that it is not, consider a special instance of the kind of case Williams is discussing put forward by Frances Kamm (Kamm 1985, 118–138).19 Suppose that on the way to see the friend you have promised to visit you encounter a terrible accident that has left the victim needing a donated kidney to survive. Obviously, Kamm’s case is crafted to mimic Judith Thomson’s celebrated “famous violinist” case, in which Thomson argues that even if the violinist will die without one’s donated kidney, one is not thereby obligated to donate it (Thomson 1971). Kamm says the same about her case. And her point is that even though one is not obligated to come to the accident victim’s aid, it is clearly morally permissible to do so, despite the fact that doing so will require one to fail to discharge the pro tanto obligation created by the promise without there being some overriding conflict obligation. Here the pro tanto obligation to keep one’s promise is “beaten” by something other than an obligation, presumably by the strong, but not obligating, moral reasons created by the accident victim’s need.

What Kamm says seems clearly right; or, more cautiously, there seems nothing in the conceptual features of the morality system that dictates otherwise. Quite to the contrary, in fact. If we keep clearly in mind that the question of what we are obligated to do is, in its nature, a question of a different kind than what we have good or most normative reason to do, even most moral reason, then it should seem obvious how the space for Kamm’s diagnosis opens up. What is morally obligatory is what someone is justifiably held accountable for doing, and that is simply a different matter from what actions moral reasons recommend. This, again, is Suarez’s distinction between moral law and counsel.

When we focus on this conceptual point, we see space also for thinking that pro tanto moral obligations can be trumped not just by weighty moral reasons, but also by pro tanto prerogatives or permissions (Scheffler 1982; Hurka and Schubert 2012). So much is already implied, indeed, in Thomson and Kamm’s claim that, in their cases, one would not be obligated to come to the victim’s aid. This claim is clearly consistent with thinking that in a different situation, like Singer’s famous pond case, one would be morally obligated, all things considered, to rescue. Defenders of morality can easily accept—indeed proclaim—that there is a general pro tanto obligation to do good or meet need (and accept Williams’s OOOI). But they should then agree with Kamm and Thomson that such pro tanto moral obligations can be defeated by sufficiently high costs to the agent. This amounts to the same thing as saying that pro tanto obligations can be outweighed by pro tanto agent-relative prerogatives or permissions, as well as by other pro tanto obligations.

It is, again, the conceptual connection between deontic moral concepts and accountability (what I call their second-personal character) that opens up this space to resist OBO and thereby reject a crucial plank of Williams’s abolitionist critique. In the Kamm and Thomson cases, the costs to the agent defeat what would otherwise be morally obligatory because they are costs it would be unreasonable to hold people accountable for bearing.20,21

Before we turn to Williams’s discussion of moral obligation’s putative deliberative priority, I want to say something about a final point that Williams makes about the kind of case we have just been considering. Suppose that you have not kept your promise to meet your friend. I have been arguing that, in Kamm’s case, you violate no all-things-considered moral obligation and so do no culpable wrong. But it also seems a mistake (one Williams argues is a mistake morality encourages us to make) simply to leave things there. After all, even if the pro tanto obligation created by the promise is outweighed or defeated, all things considered, it does not completely go away.

Many moral philosophers argue that an unkept promise creates a residue that demands to be made up to the promisee in some way. Williams observes, however, that it is not clear why this should be so within the morality system since keeping one’s promise would have been wrong, all things considered (Williams 1985, 176). Here is another place where appreciating the second-personal character of morality can help us see what is going on. What is needed is an analytical distinction between what we might call moral obligation period (whether pro tanto or all things considered), on the one hand, and relational, directed, or bipolar obligations, on the other (see, e.g., Darwall 2013a; Wallace 2019). Unlike moral obligations that we have been discussing to this point (obligation period), relational obligations are owed to specific obligees, and obligees’ claim rights against the obligor follow from them in a way that is not true with moral obligations period. Obviously, obligations of these fundamentally different kinds can coexist, as in the case of the obligations created by promises.

A second-personal framework can explain the difference between moral obligations period and relational obligations as that between obligations that entail accountability not to anyone in particular but to representative persons or members of the moral community in general, on the one hand, and those that entail accountability to particular individuals, on the other. Moreover, the form of accountability is different. The accountability involved in moral obligations period entails culpability, where blame is an attitude held, not from any individual’s perspective, but from that of a representative person or member of the moral community. Obligees, on the other hand, have a distinctive individual second-personal standing or authority (e.g., to release obligors from their claim, press their claim, seek compensation for unfulfilled claims, or forgive their obligors). Relational obligations are nonetheless related to moral obligation period since they necessarily create pro tanto moral obligations period. Keeping this second-personal structure in mind helps us to see how all of this can be accommodated within the morality system (Darwall 2013d). Morality can “walk and chew gum at the same time.”

4.5 Moral Obligation’s Deliberative Priority

The final plank of Williams’s abolitionist critique is his argument for moral obligation’s putative “deliberative priority.” Williams argues that morality must claim deliberative priority, owing, first, to obligation’s conceptual connection to blame and, second, to the fact that blame necessarily presupposes that its object had sufficient reason not to do the wrongful act for which they are blamed. Since Williams believes that all normative reasons are “internal,” anchored in the agent’s “motivational set S,” this amounts, he thinks, to mere “bluff” in any situation in which the blamed agent lacks the relevant desires. Clearly, this critique rests squarely on Williams’s claim that all reasons must be internal reasons (Williams 1979).

Now it would be too facile for defenders of morality to take refuge in externalism. The reason is, as Williams himself observes, that whatever the rationale for (existence) internalism about normative reasons in general (Darwall 1983), the character of holding-accountable attitudes like moral blame necessitates a form of internalism about moral obligation in particular. The reason is that blame presupposes not just that the blamed agent had good reason to have acted otherwise, but that they could have been motivated by those reasons (Darwall 2017a).

In “Internal Reasons and the Obscurity of Blame,” Williams develops his critique but also notes that it is possible to create the reasons blame presupposes “proleptically.” Williams observes that “blame asks for acknowledgment” (Williams 1995, 42). I have been arguing that this is an important insight: reactive attitudes have an implicit RSVP that calls for acknowledgment of the legitimacy of the demands they implicitly address. Williams’s idea, however, is that when the object of blame lacks an internal reason, blame can function proleptically to create the requisite reason via the blamed agent’s desire to be respected by those they respect.22 Blame makes vivid that noncompliance puts mutual respect at risk and so can strengthen an internal reason to comply. Williams concludes that this is the way that blame can “hope to achieve recognition” and give the blamed agent’s reasons without falling into “moralistic” bluster and “force” (Williams 1995, 43).

But this mistakes the way reciprocal recognition enters into blame. Blame does not seek compliance as a kind of tribute, as the price of reciprocal recognition and good standing. As Strawson himself points out, reactive attitudes already express recognition for the other as an equal; they “continue to view him as a member of the moral community; only as one who has offended against its demands” (Strawson 1962). The acknowledgment that blame calls for is of the legitimacy of the demand it implicitly addresses, as part of the addressee’s holding themselves accountable. Blame seeks an acknowledgment that expresses an internal acceptance that the wrongness of the agent’s conduct itself provided or entailed good reason not to have done it.23

This does indeed presuppose that those who are subject to obligation and can therefore be objects of justified blame must have the capacity to be moved by their internal acceptance of their culpability; that is, by their own reactive attitude of guilt or “sense of obligation,” as Strawson calls it. One, but not the only, way this can happen is through empathic internalizing of blame in which one blames oneself in one’s own conscience. This hostage to motivational capacity is something morality should be quite happy to accept, indeed, proclaim. Only beings with a conscience can be moral agents in this sense. This gives moral agents everything necessary both to recognize sufficient reason to comply with moral obligations and to be moved to do so.

4.6 Why Kant Remains Subject to Williams’s Critique

In conclusion, I would like to say something about why Kant’s ethics lack the resources—as I have been arguing, fundamentally second-personal in their nature—to resist Williams’s critique.24 The reason is that although Kant employs the Suarezian categories of “law” and “counsel,” he does so not within the category of the moral, but rather as marking the distinction between what he calls “counsels of prudence,” on the one hand, and “commands (laws) of morality,” on the other (Kant 1996a, 4: 416). Counsels of prudence are “assertoric” hypothetical imperatives that say what an agent ought to do in order to realize their desire for happiness. For Kant, morality exhausts the category of categorical reasons (and vice versa).

We have seen how defenders of morality can take advantage of obligation’s conceptual connection to accountability to argue for a space within which individuals may permissibly act against what moral reasons alone would recommend in order to pursue things they care about for other reasons. They may do so if it would be unreasonable to hold them accountable for doing otherwise.

Although Kant uses Suarez’s vocabulary, he cannot countenance any distinction between what moral reasons recommend and what morality requires. The reason is that, for Kant, morality’s requirements are simply the way categorical practical reasons appear to imperfect rational beings, like us, who have sources of motivation other than pure practical reason. Oughts and “imperatives,” he says, “say that to do or to omit something would be good, but they say it to a will that does not always do something just because it is represented to it that it would be good to do that thing” (Kant 1996a, 4: 413). Perfect rational beings, Kant holds, do not need deontic concepts like obligation, ought, and imperatives. “The only objects” of pure practical reason, he says, are “those of the good and the evil” (Kant 1996b, 5: 58).

Moral obligation, for Kant, is ultimately a psychological process, one he calls “necessitation,” through which imperfect rational beings are motivated to do what is good by the feeling of respect for what reason presents to them as commands. “A perfectly good will would just as much stand under objective laws (of the good),” he says, “but it could not be represented as thereby necessitated to actions that conform with [moral] laws, because it can of itself, according to its subjective constitution, be determined only be the representation of the good” (Kant 1996b, 4: 414). We, however, need deontic moral concepts to be adequately motivated. It is only, Kant says, “to the human being” that pure reason gives “a universal law, which we call the moral law” (Kant 1996b, 5: 31). This gives us no further reasons, only motivation through respect for reason’s “commands” to do what we already have sufficient reason to do.

This means that Kant cannot resist Williams’s abolitionist critique. For Kant, moral obligation really does expand to whatever there is most categorical reason to do. Williams is right that this would be unreasonably demanding. However, once we fully appreciate the second-personal character of the conceptual connection between moral obligation and accountability, we see that morality’s obligations could not be so ubiquitously constraining. Since it would be unreasonable to hold people accountable for complying with such ubiquitous demands, it cannot be the case that morality demands this. Although Kant cannot escape Williams’s abolitionist critique, therefore, morality can.25
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1 Williams was aware of this meaning. “ ‘The peculiar institution’ was the expression that was used, in the slavery debate in the USA, for Southern slavery, and that echo wasn’t absent from my mind when I adopted this phrase. That is to say, I was hinting that the form of the ethical, supposed by Kant and others to be the very stuff of freedom, might in fact be a form of traditional slavery” (Williams 1994). It is worth noting that the successful overthrowing, first of the slave trade and then of chattel slavery itself was not independent of arguments that this is what morality required. On the former, see, e.g., Hochschild (2005).

2 For example, in “Morality’s Distinctiveness,” I defend the Sidgwick-Anscombe-Williams thesis that the central feature of “modern moral philosophy,” in Anscombe’s phrase, is the idea of moral obligation, which, I argue, is an irreducibly second-personal notion (Darwall 2013c).

3 I first argued to this effect in Darwall (1987), from which I draw here. I was not then clear on the distinctive role of blame either in Williams’s critique or in deontic morality itself.

4 I am not denying that some space for permissible actions is consistent with Williams’s critique since, for example, obligation could be ubiquitous in the “morality system,” as Williams claims, with it being permissible exactly how agents discharge their obligations in specific instances. I am indebted here to András Szigeti.

5 Presumably Williams does not intend to include questions of what to believe, but this seems largely a semantic or classificatory issue.

6 Not all philosophers follow Williams’s usage of “ethics” and “morality.” But most accept the distinction he marks with it: between the broadest normative questions of how to live (also construed broadly to include motivations and feelings), on the one hand, and deontic moral questions of right and wrong, on the other. Ethics is the genus of which morality is a species. Somewhat similarly, Ronald Dworkin writes that “ethics includes convictions about which kinds of lives are good or bad for a person to lead, and morality includes principles about how a person should treat other people” (Dworkin 2000, 485n). Part of Williams’s point, though, is that there are questions of how we should treat others that are not issues of moral obligation. The contrast he wishes to draw between ethics and morality is less about what is being assessed and more about the form of the assessment. It is a distinctive feature of morality, but not of ethics, that it involves the distinctive marks of deontic assessment—accountability, culpability, or blameworthiness—and the necessary aspiration to deliberative priority that Williams argues, correctly in my view, come in their train. How to be a good friend, for example, is an ethical question of the sort Williams welcomes. “What are the moral obligations of friendship?” by contrast, is a question we should avoid if we can.

7 See, e.g., Darwall (1995, 1–7; 2012).

8 Scheffler doesn’t put his claims in terms of reasons, but he does hold that one fulfills one’s moral obligations either by doing what is optimific or by doing something within the scope of an agent-relative permission (“prerogative”).

9 I am indebted to Matthew Talbert for inviting me to clarify this.

10 Note that I am assuming also a distinction between excuses, which tend to defeat blameworthiness though not the wrongfulness of the action, and justifications, that count against the action’s being wrong. What would be in question between the Schefflerian and his consequentialist opponent is whether an agent’s personal costs can figure in a justification out of proportion to their impersonal weight.

11 I argue in Darwall (2019b), however, that the best way of marking out moral reasons as a normatively distinct kind of reason for acting is that they are pro tanto obligation-making considerations.

12 From De Legibus, first published in 1612.

13 This is the view I argue for in Darwall (2006). Indeed, I argue there and in “Pufendorf of Morality, Sociability, and Moral Powers,” in Darwall (2013b), that features internal to the logic of accountability make theological voluntarism inherently unstable as an account of the moral law.

14 This way of putting it is neutral between pro tanto and “all-things-considered” readings.

15 This is what I call “Pufendorf’s Point” in Darwall (2006).

16 I should emphasize that, here and throughout, I am talking about the attitude of blame, not speech (or other communicative) acts of blaming that express the attitude. I take the Strawsonian thought to be that even unexpressed blame is implicitly communicative (second personal) since it tacitly addresses claims and demands that call for acknowledgment and reciprocation. Williams agrees: “blame asks for acknowledgment” (Williams 1995, 42). I am indebted here to Matthew Talbert for asking for clarification.

17 I am indebted here to András Szigeti.

20 It is worth noting that when philosophers, like Mill and Parfit, who share broadly consequentialist sensibilities find themselves drawn more to rule-consequentialist theories that recognize a sphere of permissible autonomous personal pursuits and ultimately move away from act-consequentialist theories whose requirements have the kind of comprehensive ubiquity Williams is objecting to, it seems to be because of their appreciation of the conceptual connection between obligation and accountability. Thus, Mill says that “we do not call anything wrong, unless we mean to imply that a person ought to be punished in some way or other for doing it; if not by law, by the opinion of his fellow creatures; if not by opinion, by the reproaches of his own conscience” in chapter V of Utilitarianism, which is significantly more rule utilitarian than Mill’s earlier utilitarian remarks in that book (Mill 1998). And Parfit, whose defense of act consequentialism was an important feature of Parfit (1986), defends rule- rather than act-consequentialism in Parfit (2011), in which he gives an account of moral wrongness that he explicitly distinguishes from a weight-of-reasons account and closely ties to what he calls the “blameworthiness” sense of “wrong.” Remarkably, Parfit there says that act consequentialism “may be better regarded” not as a theory of morally right action in the “ordinary” sense” at all, but as a theory of (impartial) reasons for action that is an “external rival to morality” (Parfit 2011, 168). On this, see Darwall (2017a).

21 We should note that Williams seems to embrace negative rights entailing correlative obligations, like the rights not to be killed, tortured, or harmed more generally. Moreover, he says that these are things one “cannot ignore without blame” (1985, 186). This would seem to entail that there are moral obligations. Additionally, Williams speaks in this context of the “strength of contractualism,” with a footnote to Scanlon (1982). This can lead one to wonder whether, on reflection, a contractualist picture of morality that affirmed a robust sphere of autonomy for the pursuit of personal projects might ultimately be acceptable to Williams.

18 By itself, OOOI is consistent with obligations being “beaten” or defeated by considerations that are not themselves obligations and hence with the kind of discretionary scope for the permissible that, I shall argue, properly attending to morality’s conceptual connection to (second-personal) accountability reveals.

19 Kamm’s article appeared in the same year as Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. I make use of Kamm’s point against Williams in Darwall (1987, 79).

22 In what follows, I draw from Darwall (2016b).

23 This is consistent, again, with knowing it will not actually be acknowledged, just as an open and inviting attitude toward someone, even indeed an expressed invitation, can be fitting when one knows it will not be accepted or reciprocated.

24 I draw from Darwall (forthcoming) in what follows.

25 I am indebted to participants and the audience at the conference “Agency, Fate, and Luck: Themes from Bernard Williams,” held at Lund University (Sweden) in June 2019. I am especially grateful to András Szigeti and Matthew Talbert for their helpful comments.
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Confidence

On the Possibility of Ethical Knowledge

Agata Łukomska

The tradition that ties the capacity to do the right thing to knowledge is long and venerable—it dates back to Socrates and to what was later called his “moral intellectualism.” Plato and Aristotle specified that morally right action requires a special, practical kind of knowledge. This point is, on the face of it, uncontroversial, since it conveys simply the idea that moral knowledge is a type of knowledge about what to do, rather than about how things are. But it invites further questions concerning the nature of moral knowledge and its relationship both to other kinds of practical knowledge and to propositional knowledge—questions which turn out to be extremely puzzling and which may lead, and indeed in the case of a number of philosophers have led, to unqualified skepticism.

Others, committed to the idea of ethical cognitivism, continue to seek a fail-safe formula for justified true beliefs about how one should live. For most of the duration of the debate the defenders of ethical knowledge tended to model it after theoretical, propositional knowledge. As they often pointed out, nonmoral practical knowledge seems to depend, jointly, on a foundation of propositional knowledge and on an evaluative judgment (connected to the estimate of the chances of success and ultimately contingent on our underlying motivations) of desirability/appropriateness of engaging in a given practice. Moral knowledge, on the other hand, appears to lack this contingent component and to be a lot like theoretical knowledge in its independent, categorical authority. What we morally should do, we should do regardless of what we happen to want or find opportune at this particular moment. Perhaps one of our reasons for believing this is that the criteria of success for moral practice (see Hawley 2003) are notoriously controversial and there survives a strong Kantian tradition which claims that indeed none exists. More importantly, the authority, or, as moral philosophers prefer to say nowadays, normativity of morality does provoke the impression of being confronted with objective facts demanding our recognition. That’s why, even in the face of considerable metaphysical costs,1 many ethical cognitivists have been ready to maintain that moral thinking is in fact theoretical thinking about independent moral facts, issuing, as it happens, in action and, more generally, moral practice. Explaining how this last step is possible—how some theoretical knowledge can be inherently motivating—remains the greatest challenge for their theory.

However, some developments in twentieth-century epistemology, including the impact of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations and G. E. M. Anscombe’s writings on intentional action, but especially the publication of Gilbert Ryle’s (1949) The Concept of Mind, opened up new possibilities for ethical cognitivism. Focusing on knowing-how in general, Ryle proposes an anti-intellectualist account of practical knowledge questioning its supposed dependence on propositional knowledge. He famously argues that this last position is logically untenable.


The crucial objection to the intellectualist legend is this. The consideration of propositions is itself an operation the execution of which can be more or less intelligent, more or less stupid. But if, for any operation to be intelligently executed, a prior theoretical operation had first to be performed and performed intelligently, it would be a logical impossibility for anyone ever to break into the circle. (Ryle 1949, 30)



In other words, Ryle believes that the intellectualist understanding of practical knowledge is unavoidably threatened with infinite regress. His own proposal is to drop this “legend” about propositional knowledge guiding our intentional action and to think instead about knowing-how in terms of having the ability or the disposition to do things in a certain way, as a disposition acquired by way of being trained in relevant practices.

This idea has very interesting implications for the theory of ethical knowledge. On the one hand, it seems to solve the mystery of its practicality. To the question of how theoretical knowledge about what is right can become practical, many philosophers would now give the answer: “It couldn’t possibly, and it doesn’t need to”—ethical knowledge as manifested in moral action is independent from any kind of propositional knowledge (following Ryle,2 let’s call this position “moderately anti-intellectualist moral cognitivism”). On the other hand, if we subscribe to this view and we want to deny that propositional knowledge guides our moral behavior, we still need to provide an explanation of why it appears to do just that—and this task is now only more difficult. Obviously, “anti-intellectualists” don’t need to point to the presence of that kind of experience to identify competent moral agents. But neither, it seems, do “intellectualists.” The most prominent strategy that they’ve deployed to refute “Ryle’s regress” is to point out that, contrary to what he seems to assume, knowing-how can very well be a manifestation of knowing-that without being preceded or accompanied by any conscious act of contemplation of this propositional knowledge (Ginet 1975; see Stanley 2011). If they’re right, then “anti-intellectualists” can hardly propose an “error theory” for moral statements’ normativity as stemming simply from our accepting their truth. Why then does our moral practice as whole involve giving reasons—to other people and to ourselves—for what we do?

In what follows I attempt to answer this very question. Since the solution that I want to propose to the problem of the relation between propositional knowledge and moral practice is inspired by the writings of Bernard Williams, I begin by reconstructing his critique of ethical cognitivism. In doing so, I will concentrate on his idea of moral confidence. Without claiming that this was what Williams ultimately had in mind (especially given the fact that Williams did not develop this idea further), I will then propose an outline of “a theory of moral confidence”—a version of strongly anti-intellectualist ethical cognitivism which I believe could account both for the existence of what appears to be propositional moral knowledge and for its guiding role in our moral practice.

5.1 Williams: Skepticism About Ethical Knowledge

Bernard Williams is notoriously ambiguous on the question of ethical cognitivism (Jenkins 2006, 122, 125). Pointing out repeatedly, especially in his polemic with Hilary Putnam, a number of fundamental differences in the criteria for theoretical and practical knowledge (Williams 1985, 135; 1993, 153–172, 203–212), he clearly doubts that ethical conviction could ever justifiably reach the level of certainty. However, he does not think this ambition to be gratuitous; on the contrary, he believes it to be inherent to moral thinking.

Here is how he reconstructs a common-sense argument in favor of ethical cognitivism:


A desirable state for one to be in with regard to one’s ethical views is confidence. If one’s state is not confidence, then it is doubt, and, at the limit, skepticism; and while it is certainly a good thing that people should be to some degree open to doubt about their ethical convictions, general doubt can hardly be desirable. But we do not want the confidence of bigotry—if there is to be confidence, it should be reasonable confidence. But reasonable confidence in what is indeed true is knowledge. (Williams 1993, 203)



In other words, it appears that, at least in the ethical context, the ability to act with a certain measure of confidence can come either from thoughtlessness or from being reasonably convinced about the truth of some normative statements. Our obvious preference for the latter seems to speak in favor of adopting a cognitivist stance: we can be confident in our moral actions because we undertake them on the solid ground of justified conviction about moral truths (i.e., on the ground of moral knowledge).

But as any reader of Williams’s Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (ELP) will confirm, at the point of reaching the penultimate chapter of the book where the problem is tackled (Williams 1985, 169–173), we are left with very little as far as possible sources of confidence are concerned. Williams’s critique of the “morality system”3 has arguably demonstrated the futility of all efforts to find the ultimate rational justification for our ethical practices, but it has also seriously undermined the hope of somehow naturally converging on a common ethical outlook. What we may feel as a result is the opposite of confidence—in fact, there seems to be nothing left to be confident about.

The structure of ELP’s critique of “intellectualist ethical cognitivism,” to use Ryle’s term, is well-known: Williams starts by rejecting the possibility of grounding morality in theoretical reason by way of linking it straightforwardly to our interest in being adequately informed about facts (Williams 1985, 29). Then he proceeds to attack, one by one, the most influential theories that try to give morality a foundation in nonmoral practical rationality, concentrating on consequentialism and Kantian deontology (Williams 1985, 30–70). He denies the possibility of providing a justification of morality in those terms, but he also questions the chances of the more modest project of stabilizing the already present moral practice by means of ethical theory (Williams 1985, 72). As J. E. J. Altham sums up the lesson of ELP, according to Williams “[e]thical knowledge can be built neither on the requirements of practical reason, nor on any account of human nature, nor on any other basis attainable through reflective thought” (1995, 156). The result is a deeply pessimistic picture of the role of brainwork in living an ethical life. At the same time, thinking clearly isn’t optional; whether or not it was once something else, ethical life has by now become an inherently reflective business. It seems therefore that ethical thinking, committed to questioning the status quo, cannot but gradually dissolve its own certainties (see Fricker 2000, 101–104)—as Williams puts it, in ethics “reflection can destroy knowledge” (Williams 1985, 148, 167). Yet the author of ELP claims that, even in the face of this reality, we can and should maintain ethical confidence. How can we do that? Two different answers come to mind, both of them inspired by the practical character of ethical thinking.

We might be tempted, first, to understand Williams’s notion of confidence as suggesting a purely voluntaristic conception of ethical life—as something that is supposedly achieved by transcending one’s ethical makeup in an act of sovereign decision (Williams 1985, 169). In ELP, Williams deals with this “existentialist,” as he brands it, proposition in just a few sentences, but his choice of argument is significant; as he explains, this idea cannot account for “some aspect of passivity” necessarily involved in being convinced about something (Williams 1985, 169; 1973, 227). As he argues elsewhere (in “Deciding to Believe,” Williams 1973, 136–151), someone can endeavor to make herself believe something and indeed succeed in bringing about this result, but she cannot do so simply by deciding to believe what she has no other reason for believing. This is obviously true about theoretical or factual beliefs, but, much as Williams is convinced that our goals and desires have real bearing on what we have reason to do, he has no doubt that there is an element of passivity to practical reasoning as well. In our everyday experience the normativity of ethical truths takes the form of a demand quite independent of our will: a demand for recognition (Williams 1973, 178; see Brandt 1998, 193–195; Nagel 1970, 3; 1986, 171–172; Scheffler 1992, 3–12).

The second possible understanding of the notion of confidence is suggested by the fact that in rejecting the possibility of “reasoning our way into ethics” from considering non-ethical facts in the world, Williams subscribes to at least one very general view: ethical reasoning starts from within ethical experience (Williams 1985, 93). That in itself would not seem to put any limitations on what deliberation can subsequently achieve and to what extent it can modify the spontaneous reactions that once set it on its course. In its different versions, the project of ethical theory is based on the assumption that practical reason is autonomous enough to yield answers to moral questions that go beyond what was given in the initial intuitions (Williams 1985, 54–55). However, Williams’s critique of the “morality system” shows that there are in fact limits to this universalist project and that they have to do with the role played in the process of deliberation by unjustified ethical beliefs. We can see it clearly in the passages of ELP devoted to utilitarianism and Kantian deontology, where Williams analyzes the dangers involved in “equating . . . reflection and detachment” (Williams 1985, 69) and argues that, in order to remain substantial and engaging, ethical thinking must, on the contrary, make effective use of as many substantial or “thick” concepts as it possibly can.

It is this idea that encourages the interpretation of the notion of confidence as describing the disposition of agents whose ethical outlook is the result of their ties with their formative community, with its particular beliefs and practices. In ELP Williams first makes use of the distinction between “thick” and “thin” concepts in the context of his analysis of the resources of ethical language (Williams 1985, 129; Moore 2003, 339). As he explains, “thick” ethical concepts like “promise,” “brutality,” or “courage” normally acquired in this semi-passive way have an advantage over “thin” ones, such as “good” or “wrong,” insofar as they overcome the troublesome fact-value (or is-ought, Williams 1985, 127; see Thomas 2010, 1) distinction. As a result, they enjoy a certain stability that “thin” ethical concepts lack: while the latter appear inherently normative, they need, in order to have a bearing on people’s decisions, an interpretation in terms of concrete actions and states of affairs, and since they owe much of their normativity to their implicit non-naturalism, the necessary casuistry tends to weaken their authority (Williams 1985, 127–128). By contrast, “thick” concepts are at the same time “action-guiding” and “world-guided” (Williams 1985, 140–141). For those capable of applying them properly (Williams 1985, 142, 144) they represent both accurate descriptions of the facts in the world and their evaluation—with the level of certainty which, according to Williams, qualifies them as knowledge (Williams 1985, 147).

To be sure, the author of Morality is aware of the idealization involved in his definition of “thick” ethical concepts. He admits that, in order to have the special character he has ascribed to them, they would have to function within a next-to-completely unreflective human community. Only the members of such a “hypertraditional” society (Williams 1985, 142), one whose practices are guided by shared, unquestioned beliefs about the ethical meaning of natural facts, could be said to actually know that a given situation constitutes a reason for, say, moral outrage. However, whether we have good reasons to believe that such “hypertraditional” communities ever existed or not, our present ones diverge from this model, and, in the measure that they do, we cannot be said to have moral knowledge even in the case of the diminishing number of “thick” concepts that we continue to recognize.4 Still, when Williams proposes confidence as a successor to moral knowledge in the role of our guide through life, he does not claim that it comes on stage once all “thick” concepts are gone. On the contrary, he seems to suggest that what we need is confidence in those that are still there (Williams 1985, 167; see Fricker 2000, 100–101). “Thick” ethical concepts are therefore not entirely understood in ELP as the object of the special kind of knowledge that is shared by virtue of our belonging to a specific community. It seems that they can, at least for some time, outlive that state of affairs—that would in turn suggest that the confidence which Williams claims could sustain “thick” concepts is best defined as a kind of quasi-knowledge with real normative implications gained in some alternative way. How?

There are many directions in which we may go when trying to answer this question, ranging from mild conservatism in ethical discourse, through various forms of political and ethical “communitarianism,” to a “Wittgensteinian” interpretation of the faculty of ethical judgment as part of our general linguistic capacity (Williams 1985, 97). Some of these answers are fueled by intuitions that are Williams’s as well. But if the essence of the idea is that normativity requires “rootedness” (i.e., unreflective identification with the views and practices of our community), then Williams is quick to point out some serious difficulties. The most important of them has to do with the already mentioned fact that reflectiveness is inherent in ethical life: no form of life could be called ethical which did not involve at least the possibility of first-personal reflection on right and wrong. It’s hard to see how “thick” ethical concepts could, in the long run, survive.

We could perhaps avoid this conclusion if we opted for the strongest possible understanding of “rootedness” and assumed that not only our basic evaluative attitudes, but also our capacity for critical reflection depends strictly on our ties with a particular community in a way that would ensure a continuity between our habitual reactions to some facts in the world and our critical assessment of their ethical meaning. However, as both the popularity of the notion of cultural relativism (Williams 1985, 156–157) and the omnipresence of substantial ethical disagreement within our own culture show, we have good reasons for stopping short of adopting this maximal form of contextualism; you can reason with someone who doesn’t share your basic ethical attitudes (Williams 1985, 27, 52; 1995, 206). No matter how modest our idea of moral thinking, it must envisage the possibility of deliberating not only on the course of action to be taken in a given situation, but also on the ethical meaning of that very situation. Quite characteristically, this second type of deliberation often, and in an important way, informs the first. Inherent in the ethical practice itself, reflection can thus effectively unsettle our prereflective evaluative notions. And if it can, by its own dynamics, it inevitably will, resulting in gradual fading of ethical conviction (see Williams 1985, 38–39, 43–53).

Ethical knowledge as Williams defines it seems therefore to be doomed, and the situation it leaves in its wake, as far as the prospects of ethical conviction are concerned, does not look promising. The problem is not just that it is impossible for us to enjoy in ethics the certainty that Williams claims a diligent scientist can have about her results (Williams 1985, 138–139) or that a member of a hypothetical hypertraditional society could have about the “to-be-doneness” of a certain action. The problem is also that the reasons for which ethical knowledge is unstable5 as a concept make it at the same time impossible for us to practice irony. Here irony is understood to mean that we believe certain ethical statements and act on them while accept that both their validity and their normative value are limited to the community we happen to belong to.6 However, it seems reasonable to assume that once we are able to understand the possibility of there being other communities with other sets of coherent practices and values, we cannot be said to know or be certain of the substantive ethical notions of our own.7

We can, therefore, neither reason our way into morality nor will ourselves into it. More importantly for the form of ethical life we are already living, there seems to be nothing that could provide us with the conviction necessary for sustaining it (Williams 1985, 169). Williams claims that confidence could do it, but at this point it has become really difficult to see what place there is left for a substantial account of such a phenomenon (Altham 1995, 156–169). It cannot be even a vestigial form of intellectual certainty, a poor relative of knowledge, since the existence itself of its hypothetical objects turns out, after all, to be strictly linked to that stronger attitude which we can no longer have.8 What Williams has to say about these matters both in ELP and in his later commentary (Williams 1995, 205–210), where he apparently cannot decide if confidence is to be about “thin” or “thick” concepts and whether it is supposed to sustain ethical knowledge or replace it, may sound weak and confused. It is no wonder that the ending of the ninth chapter of ELP can be read as an expression of a “resigned acquiescence” (Cottingham 2009, 35) of a philosopher longing for the world to make ethical sense, but deeply pessimistic about this possibility.

However, I want to argue that these interpretations miss Williams’s point, which I believe to be a radical critique not of the idea of ethical knowledge, but of ethical intellectualism and of the philosophical strategies behind it. As Williams himself explains,


[t]he point of bringing in this conception is not that philosophy, which could not tell us how to bring about conviction, can tell us how to bring about confidence. It is rather that this conception makes it clearer than the other models did why philosophy cannot tell us how to bring it about. (Williams 1985, 170)



It does so, in the first place, by making us realize to what extent our thinking about ethics is determined by some deeply rooted ideas about rationality as such and how misleading those ideas turn out to be when it comes to describing actual ethical experience. That could encourage us to “philosophically” turn our backs on rational enquiry in ethics. But, as we’ve seen, the alternative we would then be left with—ethics as a matter of personal choice—is just as unsatisfactory. We could conclude at this point that what Williams seems to mean by confidence (i.e., a degree of justified ease in ethical practice and deliberation despite the lack of solid, discursively describable foundations for either of them) is an impossibility, and that is what some commentators do conclude when they characterize ELP as downright deconstructivist (Putnam 1992, 108).9 But we can also ask ourselves whether the model of thinking in and about ethics that Williams compellingly argues to be self-defeating is indeed the only one we could follow (Williams 1985, 111–112) and whether ELP does not in fact implicitly advocate a different conception of practical deliberation itself.

5.2 Confidence and Ethical Life

I believe that this is indeed the case. Williams himself didn’t develop his idea any further (I allow myself to speculate as to why near the end of this chapter). Nevertheless, I will try to show that his writings offer sufficient resources for proposing a “theory of moral confidence”—a version of strongly anti-intellectualist ethical cognitivism which could give an alternative explanation of both the existence of what appears to be propositional ethical knowledge and of its guiding role in our moral practice. In this I draw my inspiration from Miranda Fricker who, in her paper “Confidence and Irony,” understands confidence as requiring some critical distance from “tribal” conservatism and, at the same time, questions the apparent individualism of Williams’s own account (see Fricker 2000, 92; 108–110). But even as she points (rightly, in my opinion) to a source of ethical confidence in collective practices of critical reflectivity, Fricker leaves open the question of how an agent can be simultaneously fundamentally engaged with her community and critical of its norms. I propose that the answer lies in the epistemic norms of practical deliberation of the kind of agents that we are, norms that make possible a form of constantly developing, evolving ethical knowledge. Proving my point goes far beyond what can be accomplished here, but I hope to at least begin to argue for its underlying tenet, which is a conception of ethical action as socially mediated interaction with the world.

To begin with a trivial remark, “How should one live?” (Williams 1985, 1) is a practical problem. This does not mean, by itself, that this fundamental question of ethical enquiry could not have a theoretical answer; it means, however, that asking and answering it should serve the practice; that is, it should help the enquirer live a good life. Williams insists there is no obvious reason to take “good” in this context to mean “morally good” (Williams 1985, 5) or to assume in general a discontinuity between “prudential” and “moral” practical deliberation (his own use of the notion of “ethical” aims at avoiding this dogmatic distinction; Williams 1985, 6–7). But if we are tempted to infer from this fact that “good” means just “satisfying,” in the sense that the answer to “the Socratic Question” could be obtained by way of, say, means-end analysis of the agent’s desires and the courses of action available to her in her present situation, the universality implicit in it strongly suggests otherwise. As Williams points out, “How should one live?” is different from the simple “What should I do?” in that it implies, on the one hand, that the right answer should be general (this is a truth about anyone) and, on the other, that it should not be limited in time (this is not about the next thing to do but about a manner of life) (Williams 1985, 4, 20).

This pressure toward generality, characteristic of ethical enquiry (see, e.g., Hooker 2012, 29–30; Raz 2000, 48–78; Berker 2007, 109–139), tends to give a particular meaning to some concerns important for all practical deliberation, such as the obligations we happen to be under or the consequences we imagine our actions might have (Williams 1985, 7–8). Living the “good life” that we are after may seem to depend on finding a formula for identifying our ultimate human obligations or on proposing an infallible calculus of universal utility, or on reducing in some other way the multitude of ethical concerns to one discursively describable pattern (Williams 1985, 16–17). In Williams’s language: the dynamics of our own reflectivity pushes us toward producing ethical theory, which in turn distorts the ethical life it was supposed to sustain. The greatest fault of the “morality system” is that it embraces this rationalistic drive and trusts it up to the point of confusing normativity with ultimate justifiability (Williams 1985, 69–70, 174–196).

I want to suggest that the root of the problem is our understanding of ethical action itself. Here it is construed as consisting in introducing changes into the world, undertaken by an agent with certain ideas about it and a number of desires or expectations toward it, but who understands herself as standing outside this process as its (basically) immutable designer and beneficiary. The practical thinking of such an agent will naturally focus on such variables as the opportunities and dangers presented by the situation as well as her particular status in the world. But, given the drive toward generality inherent in ethical deliberation, it will tend to bifurcate and produce, on the one hand, a highly abstract moral theory designed for all situations and all agents, contrasted with, on the other hand, everyday practical thinking, which is supposedly strictly instrumental and devoid of ethical meaning.

Williams’s critique of this approach to ethical thinking concentrates on analyzing the ways in which focusing on ethical theory blocks the sources of motivation for action and effectively undermines our ability to engage in ethical life (Williams 1993, 22–34; 1973, 166–186; 1981, 1–20; Williams and Smart 1973, 116–117). In ELP and elsewhere, Williams criticizes the idealization involved in ethical theorizing by pointing to the fact that an agent capable of abstracting in practical thinking (as ethical theory demands) from who she is and what she personally cares about is an impossibility, or, if such an agent was possible, she wouldn’t be motivated to engage in ethical thinking anyway (Williams 1985, 63–64; Okumu 2007, 13–28). However, from the point of view of the conception of action just described, this critique can easily be understood as pointing to the existence of a number of limitations about what a real-life agent can believe about the world and want from it. In particular, if Williams and many others10 are right about the necessity of a kind of “rootedness” in a particular culture as a condition of having substantial ethical notions, it points to the limitations on our ability to intellectually transcend the ethical perspective particular for our community. This is what invites the deconstructivist interpretation of Williams’s critique: if our reasons for action depend strictly on our ties with this community’s way of interpreting certain natural facts (and, therefore, on its set of “thick concepts”), and if it is at the same time true that our reflectivity inevitably leads us to question the obviousness of those interpretations (i.e., “destroys ethical knowledge”), there is, as we have seen, no hope of conserving ethical certainty. Our options as far as finding a foothold for our convictions seem limited to embracing full-blown relativism or a radically anti-theoretical approach to ethics. Since, as we have seen, Williams doubts any of these options to be real (Williams 1985, 160, 167–169), the “confidence” he talks about appears indeed to be another name for blind optimism.

However, we do not have to understand action in the way I have just sketched, and I believe that there are in fact good arguments against it. The problem is treated in some detail in the essay “Persons, Character, and Morality” (Williams 1981a, 1–19), in which Williams suggests that the orthodox approach to morality cannot properly account for the role played in the ethical life by personal projects because it misinterprets the relation in which we stand to them. As he puts it, the “morality system” promotes taking “an external view of one’s own life, as something like a given rectangle to be optimally filled in” (Williams 1981a, 12). From this perspective, no matter how dear my personal projects are to me, they do not have a privileged status in my practical thinking: they can and should be put aside whenever I come to realize that there are, objectively, better things that I could do with my life. But in truth, such a reality—my life—does not exist independently of my motivation to continue to engage in activities which make it up. From the perspective of a living agent, questions about what to do make sense only on the condition that a more fundamental, existential question of whether to do anything at all is answered in the affirmative (Williams 1981a, 10–11). That is why the projects that allow us to engage in life do have a special status—not because we are necessarily passionate about them (as Williams stresses, in the lives of most people the role of ground projects is played by the most banal, everyday interests and commitments, Williams 1981a, 12; see Williams 2001, 81), but because, as living agents, we depend on them for our continued existence (see Williams 1981a, 12).

From the internal point of view of the agent, acting is therefore not just a matter of influencing our surroundings: we have “skin in the game” and, whatever else we might find worthy of our efforts, our primary concern is going to be to pursue whatever gives us a reason for living (Williams 1981a, 13). And this fact is among those which shape the rules of our practical thinking.

Williams gives us some clues in the same paper when he criticizes Derek Parfit’s “Complex View” (Parfit 1973) or the idea that the psychological phenomena which underlie personal identity (“memory, subsistence of character and motivation,” Williams 1981a, 5) are “scalar” in character. One way to interpret Parfit’s sophisticated idea is to say that one physical person’s psychological history can be treated as a story of dealings between separate, if related, human identities. Among the things which seem in this way “scalar” is that person’s concern for her own future, and this could explain the fact that she can, for example, have reasons to take steps to hinder the projects of her “future selves”: they are her projects only inasmuch as there is a close affinity between who she is now and who she will be then. Abandoning or at least loosening up in this way the traditional notion of personal identity in favor of an attitude-based conception of the agent may seem like a promising strategy for the search for basic ethical fairness as it creates the ground for giving equal consideration to different and even conflicting interests of different people. However, Williams believes that, from the point of view of theory of action, it involves at least two important difficulties.

First of all, he argues, it makes it hard to understand why we should give our present projects priority over the future ones; it would seem that if our identity is indeed determined by our present projects and attitudes, we have no reason to compare them against the projects and attitudes that some other version of ourselves might later have, let alone favor them. But we do tend to do it, and that, Williams believes, speaks to the presumption that we do not in fact fully identify with our present projects but think of ourselves as enduring persons who could and probably will significantly change over time. As he insists, only from this perspective can we see our present projects as present ones and want to perpetuate them into the future (see Williams 1981a, 10).

That, however, brings us to the second difficulty: If we are aware of our vulnerability, of the fact that life can effectively change who we are, what is it that keeps us going? Williams’s answer to this question is a revealing one: among the many desires and projects that we have, there are some that we could not possibly treat as merely present—they must be unconditional, “categorical,” because only sticking to something unconditionally could enable us to engage in the potentially identity-changing endeavor of living. As the author of “Moral Luck” puts it,


one’s pattern of interests, desires and projects not only provide the reason for an interest in what happens within the horizon of one’s future, but also constitute the condition of there being such a future at all. (Williams 1981a, 11)



Thus, identifying with something unconditionally, or, as Williams puts it, “having a character” (1981a, 14), turns out, paradoxically, to be a necessary condition of standing a chance of enlarging our current ethical perspective. This confronts us with the question of how this “character” is in fact acquired, what it takes to sustain it, in what measure it binds us to a particular ethical outlook, and what resources it has for taking us beyond it.

To answer these questions, we have to get clear on the true object of Williams’s attack. I believe that he uses the occasion provided to him by Parfit’s position to criticize the underlying, much more orthodox idea of the identity of the agent as transcendental, fixed once and for all, immune to the vicissitudes of life. The notion of “scalar identity” may, on the face of it, seem like its exact opposite: it is prompted by the recognition of the importance that the external conditions and events have for the agent herself. But by responding to this realization by abandoning the common-sense notion of a continuous, albeit changing, identity of the agent throughout all her life, in favor of a vision of a series of transitory identities in constant negotiations with each other, Parfit in fact takes the idea of agential transcendence to its logical conclusion. Since we cannot, realistically, ensure that our whole life will go as planned, we will break it instead into fragments over which such control is possible and reassert our determination to consider acting as bending reality to our will by presenting in just this way even our relationship with our future self. However, as Williams shows, this model of the agent and her action could not possibly work, which makes the epistemic norms of practical deliberation characteristic of it, like cost-minimizing and benefit-maximizing, groundless, and the norms of moral thinking—generality and universalizability—completely mysterious.

Is this faulty conception of the agent our only option? I believe that the body of Williams’s work challenges us to consider an alternative: the idea of the agent as fundamentally vulnerable—not only far from immune to external influences, but also aware of her fragility.

I want to suggest that such an agent who understands herself as in an important way dependent on the external circumstances of her life will still care about the possible, beneficial and harmful consequences of her decisions. But her interest in those things will be conditioned and oriented by a more fundamental concern for “propelling herself into the future” (see Williams 1981a, 13), for perpetuating her own existence as someone with whom she can effectively identify. It seems obvious that if securing our subsistence over time is indeed the most important way in which reflection serves our capacity for intentional action, practical deliberation will aim in the first place at identifying the decisions which best express who we are now, both in the sense of revealing our present beliefs about the world and our place in it and by promoting the realization of our present goals; and to the degree that it engages in the ethical effort of generalization, it will be subject to the limitations described earlier. But if acting indeed means interacting with the world and with other people in the sense that the outcomes of our decisions can have an effect on us, up to the point of undermining our identity and, in consequence, our ability to act, practical reflection cannot stop at translating into decisions the momentary truth about who we are. It must endeavor to foresee what courses of action would be such that the results of taking them, including the future shape of our identity, would keep on making sense to us. In the literal sense, this is not possible; not having an “I” stable over time from the point of view of which we could evaluate the states of affairs that we might cause to happen, we could not establish in advance which of them are in that sense worth bringing about.

If realizing this fact does not result in practical paralysis, this is, I suggest, because practical thinking follows at least two rules which allow it to carry us into the uncertain future. One of them has already been sketched when we discussed Parfit—it is what could be called the “principle of conservatism.” As we have seen Williams argue, deliberation of a vulnerable agent who cares primarily about securing a future for herself can effectively change each and every one of her initial commitments or projects, but it cannot call into question all of them at once: if she is to be able to engage in practical thinking at all, at every point in her life she has to be unconditionally committed to at least one of them.

The second rule is precisely the demand for universality characteristic for “Socrates’ Question.” As we have seen, in the context of acting as influencing the outside reality it is difficult to explain; it imposes limitations on our drive toward the fulfilment of our desires, limitations which are hard to justify from the point of view of an independent, assertive agent. But from the perspective of a vulnerable agent who is aware of the risk involved in acting but who, thanks to her commitment to her fundamental projects and beliefs, is emboldened to undertake it, it makes sense to ask herself if her maxims could and should become universal.

The reason for that is the most problematic element of the outside reality—the actions of other people. It might seem that they are but one more challenge that we face, different from other things which can affect us only by being more complicated and less predictable. But this is not the case. In fact, human behavior is often easier to predict than other happenings in the world, including the consequences of our own actions. What sets it apart is the way we go about predicting and managing it. The actions of other people stem from their feelings and beliefs, and it is these attitudes that we have to engage with. Trying to predict what other people will do can, and very often does, lead the agent to project her own beliefs onto others. The effort to manage the reality of other people’s actions can, and very often does, take the form of using her power, if she has any, to impose her will. But, at the same time, it lays the ground for recognizing the existence of outlooks different from her own and for making an effort toward effective communication, one which gets the partners ever closer to sharing a common perspective. Williams himself is under no illusion that it happens on a regular basis, but he points to this possibility as a source of hope in our modern situation, in which, as he clearly believes, the only possible way for ethical reflection is a way forward (1985, 171–173).

Admittedly, the double generality of the basic ethical question—concerning not any one action, but a manner of life, and not one agent, but all of us—does seem to suggest looking for the ultimate answer which will satisfy the demands of unprejudiced reason and which, once found, will end our internal moral struggles and unite us in recognition of the objective ethical truth. The fact that this goal keeps on eluding us is a source of understandable frustration. However, if, as I have suggested, “the Socratic Question” is not an expression of intellectual curiosity but instead is the fruit of our interest in, quite literally, making a life for ourselves, the tensions ever-present in the life guided by this question are much less mysterious. As we have seen, a vulnerable agent could not engage with reality unless she identifies with some of her projects and values in an unconditional way. Her concern for “a manner of life” is no doubt largely driven by this very need and is possibly fueled (and given universal ambitions) by her awareness of the degree to which her life and her identity depend on the actions of other people. But if the need to be able to cope with them pushes the agent to impose her own ideas onto others, it at the same time provides her with a reason to be receptive to their ideas, if only in the sense of acknowledging and trying to understand them. Taken then as a guideline for interacting with the world, the “principle of universalizability” means that we are potentially open to the concerns and points of view of other people, and, in this way, it is certainly in tension with the first “conservative” rule. But it does not have to tend toward producing ethical theory. In fact, it simply could not offer one since it could not provide “a general test for the correctness of basic ethical beliefs and principles” (Williams 1985, 72). If living an ethical life is the question of what can in fact come to make sense for an agent motivated to engage in the world and concerned with other people, there could not possibly be such a test.

5.3 Conclusion

I stipulate therefore that the limitations that Williams’s critique points to concern not the forms of ethical life that are or could become possible but, indeed, what can be known about it in advance. What that in turn suggests is that ethics is irreducibly practical and that, as a practice, it is not, in the first place, individual.11 (What obviously does not follow is any kind of anti-theoretical or relativistic account of it.)

While describing the problems posed by the idea of ethical confidence, Fricker frames them in terms of the relation between the agent and her formative community.


If confidence is a good state to be in with respect to the ethical, it must inhabit a midway position between bad kinds of conservatism on the one hand, and neurotic or otherwise exaggerated kinds of self-questioning on the other. (Fricker 2000, 94)



Confidence requires both belonging and criticism, and we often feel, especially these days, that we have to choose one or the other. As we have seen, the way that Williams defines ethical knowledge as something present only in communities closed enough to provide their members with an unambiguous ethical interpretation of natural facts (signaled by a fully confident use of “thick” ethical concepts) makes it possible only as a local phenomenon. If we cannot all belong to one “hypertraditional” community (and it is really hard to imagine a set of practices which could guarantee that), then there can be no universal ethical knowledge (Williams 1985, 148). But even if theoretically possible, local ethical knowledge is also, for practical reasons, an unstable concept. Unless deliberately suppressed, reflection fueled by confrontations with other ways of life and by the progress of scientific inquiry will end up transforming an unreflective community into a reflective one in which ethical knowledge is gradually lost. But what we can say this means for ethical life itself will again depend on how we choose to understand the agent, the intentional action, and its relation to the agent’s beliefs.

We can imagine, first, that the members of a “hypertraditional” community understand themselves as basically immutable agents introducing by their actions changes in their surroundings. Since we have good reasons to assume that the substantial ethical concepts that they owe to their shared way of life provide them with, from the point of view of values and reasons for action, a definite description of the world and of their own identity, the way they will go about making moral decisions will depend entirely on what they believe about themselves and their situation. They can be said to act on ethical knowledge—as long as they are indeed certain about the right ways of reacting to the relevant natural facts. If, however, that certainty gets undermined in the way just described, they will lose all foothold for ethical conviction. Dependent in that way on their outlook, it has no way of surviving its destruction, resulting not even in relativism but in unqualified ethical skepticism.

But we can also imagine that even the members of a “hypertraditional” community could understand themselves12 as vulnerable—capable of influencing their environment, but also profoundly susceptible to its changes. They could still be said to have ethical knowledge, in the sense of a sufficiently justified certainty about the ethical meaning of natural facts. But this time we should allow that the practices which determine both their identity and their substantial ethical notions could also change the one and the other—because the consequences of their actions can profoundly affect who they are and how they see the world, but also because of the fundamental drive toward inclusive generalization inherent in ethical thinking. If it is this last factor that is co-responsible for the fading of their “thick” concepts—and we have good reasons to ascribe to it at least part of the responsibility for what happens as a result of a confrontation with another culture and set of values—ethical knowledge is gradually lost, but ethical conviction does not necessarily have to die with it. Whether or not it can survive depends on whether, in their effort at building their individual and communal life, they can in fact come to an understanding with people who were before, for them, ethical aliens. Williams is not overly optimistic about this possibility, and, besides, he believes that there are probably some outlooks so remote from ours that our reflective practice could never embrace them in this way (Williams 1985, 163)—yet there are also others which now seem irrational or wrong, but which we could come to understand and appreciate. But when that happens, the “convergence on how things are” (Williams 1985, 136, 140, 171) is not a question of ideas but of people meeting. It is a situation of real rather than notional confrontation (Williams 1981b, 138), and something like that could not possibly be rationally designed in advance.

This sheds a light, I believe, on the apparent confusion created by Williams’s remarks about the relationship between confidence and knowledge. Ostensibly, his arguments aim at proving the obsolescence of the idea of ethical knowledge and at convincing us to replace it with moral confidence. The main reason for which he thinks this necessary is the erosion of the social ties which made ethical knowledge possible, erosion due to a large degree to our growing reflectiveness. But, as we have seen, he does not simply want us to be self-assured—the confidence he is after is confidence in thick moral concepts shared with other members of our communities. This is, however, extremely problematic since these concepts are supposed to depend both for their effectiveness and for their very existence on our continuing a form of life that we, according to Williams, increasingly struggle to maintain. If he indeed understood thick moral concepts as passively absorbed from other members of our community and mortally threatened by any changes in the social atmosphere (and admittedly, a lot of what he says suggests just that), then his idea of moral confidence would not hold water. What I have tried to show is that Williams’s own writings convey a vision of the agent with a potential to be in a significantly different relation to her own thick ethical concepts. An agent aware of her own vulnerability, whose primary care is living, has got special reasons both for sustaining (and proselytizing for) her moral beliefs and for being open to changing them if she finds herself in situations and especially relationships which make change worth it.

These are, I suggest, considerable arguments in favor of strongly anti-intellectualist ethical cognitivism, which reverses the traditional picture and sees propositional ethical knowledge as grounded in the capacity for ethical action. Knowledge obtained in this way—a set of strongly held beliefs which we share with our community and with which we identify—is, for a vulnerable agent, an important tool, perhaps even a necessary condition of engaging with the world. But it can also become an obstacle if we lose the ability to use it and start to worship it instead. This is, I believe, why Williams himself remains skeptical about ethical knowledge—because of our unhealthy tendency to fetishize intellectual certainty. Ethical knowledge happens, and it is sustainable beyond the point of the birth of reflection—what the author of ELP questions is not its possibility, but rather its value:


Ethical knowledge, though there is such a thing, is not necessarily the best ethical state. Here we must remember that, in the process of losing ethical knowledge, we may gain knowledge of other kinds, about human nature, history, what the world is actually like. We can gain knowledge about, and around, the ethical. Inside the ethical, by the same process, we may gain understanding. . . . The truth is that the basic question is how to live and what to do; ethical considerations are relevant to this; and the amount of time and human energy to be spend reflecting on these considerations must itself depend on what, from the point of view of the ethical life we actually have, will count as a life worth living. (Williams 1985, 168, 171)



The challenge is to make the best possible use of our resources, including ethical resources, to make that life happen—and it is, I believe, exactly this ability to live that Williams ultimately means by ethical confidence.
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1 Famously spelled out by J. L. Mackie in the first chapter of his book Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (1977, 15–49).

2 See Ryle (1949, 26–35).

3 In ELP, Williams distinguishes between ethical life and morality, treating the latter as a particularly stringent part or variety of the former, one built around the concept of moral obligation. See Williams (1985, 174–196).

4 See Alan Thomas: “I interpret Williams’s criticism as follows: the proposed form of cognitivism can give an excellent account of particular forms of ethical reasoning and judgment as they arise within a given historical community with its culturally specific concepts, practices, and forms of reasoning. However, . . . the theory fails to allow for the possibility of a certain kind of radical, distinctively modern form of reflection in which we take a critical stance towards the practices of our own historical community, or are challenged by the practices and ideals of other communities” (2010, 2–3).

5 We could be tempted to treat it as a distant threat, something that it would be unreasonable to worry about in advance. But, as Miranda Fricker points out, “it is not in terms of a practical instability that skepticism should in the first instance be understood as posing a threat. The instability should in the first instance be understood in terms of the destruction of authenticity: the onset of a sense of alienation from our own concepts and attitudes as we go about our normal evaluative and practical business” (2000, 88).

6 The point is aptly made by Fricker in her critique of Rorty’s ironic stance (2000, 89–91).

7 Or, as Fricker puts it, while we can still grasp the meaning of those concepts, we have lost the ability to own them (2000, 103).

8 As John Cottingham asks in his paper “The Good Life and the ‘Radical Contingency of the Ethical’ ”: “what, precisely, is the confidence supposed to be about?” (2009, 36).

9 For some arguments against Williams’s conception of ethical knowledge, inspired by this conclusion, see, e.g., Simon Blackburn (1986, 200); John McDowell (1986, 383); Hilary Putnam (1992, 104–105); A. W. Moore (1991).

10 See, e.g., Taylor (1995, 132–155); Gibbard (1990, 107–125, 138–139); Nussbaum (1986, 290–306, 343–345).

11 Ethical life being a social or communal practice does not necessarily make it a political matter, although Williams’s late writings strongly suggest he himself came to believe political theory crucial for his ethical inquiries. See Hall (2014).

12 As perhaps the ancient Greeks did. See Williams (1993), especially chs. 3 and 4, pp. 50–102.
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Moral Realism with a Human Face

Objectivity in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy

Gideon Rosen

Bernard Williams’s first book, Morality (1972), was written in opposition to what he took to be the excessive emphasis on metaethics, as distinct from ethics proper, in the Oxford of the 1950s and ’60s. “I rejected the way in which morality was discussed,” he told an interviewer, “as though it was an abstract thing. So boring and pointless!”1 And yet Williams devoted much of his subsequent work to abstract problems about the nature of moral thought and language, culminating in his landmark 1985 book Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (ELP). A microhistorian of philosophy might take an interest in charting the many ways in which it has shaped metaethics as we now find it. My aim here is more modest: viz, to restate Williams’s positive metaethical view in terms we now regard as clear. I say Williams’s “positive” view because it is easy to say what Williams is against in ELP. Williams emphatically rejects the sort of moral realism that sees ethics as an objective science with an invisible subject matter of its own and also the familiar forms of skepticism, relativism, and emotivism formed in reaction against this picture. Like many writers in the period, Williams seeks a middle way between unqualified realism and anti-realism in ethics—moral realism with a human face, to borrow a phrase.2 The challenge in what follows is to say what Williams’s middle way amounts to.

6.1 Moral Realism in ELP

ELP is best known for its critique of “the morality system”—a version of deontology organized around categorical rules and an associated practice of moral blame for anyone who breaks them. When it comes to this sort of ethics, Williams’s positive view is clear: he thinks we would be better off without it (1985, 174). We could fuss about whether Williams is an error theorist for whom moral claims are systematically false or a more radical critic for whom the claims are so confused as to be “not even wrong.” But Williams says nothing that would put him on one side or the other of this scholastic issue.3

So, Williams rejects morality in this narrow sense; but of course he does not reject ethics. Every society needs norms for shaping social life, a vocabulary for articulating them, and a social technology for promulgating them and revising them in response to pressure. This is true of the tribes that figure in so many of Williams’s examples. But it is also true of us, including Williams in his capacity as ordinary human being and sometimes ethicist. Like all of us, Williams himself makes the positive ethical judgments we study in metaethics. And like the rest of us, he cannot consistently reject in his philosophical moments the judgments he makes when he’s in the trenches. The interesting problem is to characterize Williams’s metaethical position with regard to this sort of ethics—the ethics that remains once we have set the morality system to one side and to which Williams is plainly committed in his own right.

Williams discussion of ethical judgment in ELP focuses on judgments involving so-called thick concepts—kind, cruel, just, etc.—which have a descriptive aspect but which are also intrinsically valenced in a way that marks them off as normative. (These thick judgments entail thin ones that make the valence explicit. If an act is cruel then it is bad in a way, which is to say that there are reasons against it. But the focus is on the thick judgments themselves rather than these thin consequences.) Our goal is an explicit statement of Williams’s metaethical view of these thick judgments. And here the first thing to say is that Williams is a realist of sorts about this part of ethics.

Williams holds that positive thick judgments sometimes amount to knowledge (1985, 154). This entails, against the nonfactualist, that ethical judgments are truth-evaluable and, against the error theorist, that they are sometimes true. Moreover, Williams denies that thick ethical judgments can be factored into a purely descriptive, truth-evaluable bit and an emotive remainder. His view must therefore be that when Alice knows that Fred’s act was cruel, there is a distinctively ethical truth or fact that Alice somehow knows.

The view that positive ethical judgments are truth-evaluable and often true is the weakest form of realism about ethics. To take this view is to hold that ethics—like physics and unlike demonology—has a non-empty subject-matter. Elaborating only slightly, this is to say that ethical judgments attribute ethical properties to things and that things sometimes have the ethical properties we attribute to them. Since Williams rejects the error theory and simple forms of noncognitivism, he may be classified as a “minimal realist” about this part of ethics.4

We may add that Williams never seriously entertains the sort of reductive naturalism that would say all this and then add that the ethical features are also psychological or sociological features that might in principle be characterized in non-normative terms. On a view of this sort, ethical inquiry could in principle be a matter of positive social science, and Williams seems persuaded that whatever ethics is, it can’t be that. I therefore see no alternative but to classify Williams not just as a realist, but also as a non-naturalist who holds that ethical judgments concern—and sometimes amount to knowledge of—a domain of irreducibly normative facts and properties.5

But of course Williams is not a serious non-naturalist. He is no Plato or G. E. Moore.6 The serious non-naturalist sees ethics as objective science aimed at bringing the mind into conformity with an ethical reality that is as real and robustly factual as the world of physics—or perhaps better, the world of mathematics as the Platonist conceives it. Williams clearly rejects the platonic verbiage as applied to ethics, arguing instead that ethics enjoys at best a limited “objectivity.” The main interpretative challenge is to formulate the issue that divides Williams from the serious non-naturalist or, as David Enoch calls her, the “robust realist” (Enoch 2011). We can follow Williams in framing this question as one about objectivity, with the robust realist holding that ethics is an objective business in every sense and Williams somehow denying this. The challenge is then to say what objectivity in the relevant sense amounts to and why Williams thinks that ethics is less objective than the robust realist supposes.

6.2 Objectivity as Mind-Independence

Williams sometimes puts the point by saying that the facts of natural science are “already there,” whereas the ethical facts are not (1985, 138). This suggests that the issue is at bottom metaphysical, with the robust realist affirming the mind- or practice-independence of the ethical domain and Williams somehow denying this. The challenge then is to understand the sense in which the physical facts are—and the ethical facts are not—independent of our thought and practice.

The simplest form of independence is counterfactual independence. The facts of physics would have been just as they are no matter what we thought about them. The facts of law and etiquette are as they are in part because our practices are as they are and would have been different if our practices had been different. The simplest form of soft realism about the ethical assimilates the ethical facts to the legal facts in this respect. The view is a form of realism since it holds that positive ethical judgments are often true. It can even be a form of nonreductive realism if it holds that while the ethical facts are counterfactually sensitive to our attitudes and practices, they are not reducible to facts about them. The view would allow ethical facts a limited objectivity: any given ethical judgment might be mistaken, just as any given legal judgment might be mistaken. But it would not grant them the full-strength objectivity that attaches to the facts of physics (as the scientific realist conceives them) or mathematics (as the platonist conceives them) since, on those views, the target facts would have been just as they are even if there had been no human beings to think about them.

Williams must of course deny that the ethical facts are determined directly by our practices and attitudes. Slavery is wrong (cruel, despicable) and would still have been wrong even if everyone thought it right (as may once have been the case). So ethical facts are not conventional in the sense in which the facts of law and etiquette are conventional. Sophisticated subjectivists see the ethical facts as grounded not in our actual ethical attitudes but in the attitudes we would have under suitably specified ideal conditions. But views of this sort face a dilemma which suggests that, whatever the merits of the approach, it cannot be Williams’s. The dilemma concerns the nature of the idealization and particularly whether it is specified in normative or descriptive terms. If the idealization is specified in normative terms (e.g., by saying that an ethical claim is true just in case we would accept it if we were fully decent or fully reasonable), then the metaphysical significance of the view turns entirely on how the normative notion that figures in the idealization is understood. If we are platonists about it, we will be platonists about the normative facts specified in terms of it. And the fact that Williams spends no time at all exploring the metaphysics of the normative notions that might figure in an account of this sort suggests that his intended view is not this sort of “normative” subjectivism.7 If, on the other hand, the idealization is specified in altogether descriptive terms (e.g., as the normative view we would hold if new the relevant facts and thought hard about them), then the view risks collapsing into reductive naturalism. The facts about what some group G would think under descriptive conditions D are natural facts. So, if the ethical facts just are facts of this sort—if the fact that an act is cruel just is the fact that we would deem it cruel if we were suitably informed on its causes and consequences—then the ethical facts are scientifically ascertainable natural facts after all. There is some wiggle room here for a view that would maintain that while the ethical facts are determined by the natural facts about what we would think under certain descriptive conditions, they are not reducible to those facts. This would be a form of nonreductive naturalism about the ethical.8 But nothing in Williams suggests an interest in exploiting this wiggle room. So, whatever the merits of the view, it is not his.

6.3 Objectivity as Anti-Relativism

Some forms of relativism are incompatible with robust realism, and, given Williams’s abiding interest in ethical practices that differ in deep ways from ours,9 one might suspect that Williams’s alternative to robust realism has something to do with his insistence that many ways of ordering social life are possible. And yet it seems to me that while Williams does endorse a sort of relativism, the relativism he endorses is not the sort of relativism that would be at odds with robust realism.

Consider the relativism about (say) simultaneity implied by the special theory of relativity. On one interpretation the theory tells us that the ordinary notion of simultaneity makes no sense. That would be an error theory, not a form of relativism, and we have already seen that Williams is not an error theorist when it comes to ethics. On another interpretation, the theory tells us that the two-place predicate “x is simultaneous with y” corresponds to a three-place relation—x is simultaneous with y relative to inertial frame F—with a third argument supplied by context, and that there are perfectly objective three-place facts of this form. That is a superficial linguistic relativism, but it is not an alternative to metaphysical realism about (triadic) simultaneity.

On a somewhat more exotic interpretation, however, the theory tells us that there is a perfectly good two-place relation—x is simultaneous with y—but that facts involving this relation do not hold absolutely, but only relative to a frame of reference. This is roughly analogous to the sense in which tensed propositions like <it’s raining now> may be said to hold, not absolutely, but relative to a time. Relative facts in this sense are perspectival facts; they hold, but only relative to what might be called a standpoint.10 One sort of moral relativist holds that while there are perfectly good (monadic) facts about cruelty, justice, and the like, these facts are similarly perspectival, holding only from the standpoint of one or another social group. And while views of this sort are notoriously hard to make sense of, they do seem to be alternatives to full strength realism about the ethical.11

Williams is clearly not this sort of relativist, however, so whatever his alternative to robust realism may be, it cannot be this. Williams does famously endorse the “relativism of distance”: the idea that certain forms of ethical assessment are inappropriate when directed at people whose cultures are so remote from ours that there is no serious possibility of our adopting their way of life or vice versa. When we consider the Bronze Age chieftains and ask whether they were right to pillage the cities of their defeated enemies, the only sensible response, Williams thinks, is silence. “In notional confrontations this kind of appraisal [as good or bad, right or wrong] is seen as inappropriate and no judgments are made” (1985, 161). Williams never quite says that these cross-cultural judgments would be false, just that they are “seen as inappropriate”; and, if they might be true, then this sort of relativism has no metaphysical punch at all. More importantly, however, Williams holds that some ethical judgments are appropriate even when the confrontation is merely notional. “Just” and “unjust,” Williams writes,


are central terms that can be applied to societies as a whole, and in principle, at least, they can be applied to societies concretely and realistically conceived. Moreover, an assessment in terms of justice can . . . be conducted without involving unhelpful questions about whether anyone was to blame. The combination of these features makes social justice a special case in relation to relativism. (1985, 165)



Williams rejects robust realism about ethics across the board, even in the case of justice. But he is an absolutist about justice and about other forms of ethical judgment that can be applied cross-culturally without implying, unhelpfully, that the target is to blame. His alternative to robust realism therefore cannot be some sort of relativism.

6.4 Objectivity and Convergence

When Williams denies the objectivity of ethics, the contrast is always with natural science (and sometimes mathematics). Ethics and the sciences are both sources of knowledge, and both concern a world that exists independently of what we happen to think about it. But science, according to Williams, is distinctively objective in the sense we are trying to understand. So we should focus on Williams’s account of the science–ethics contrast for illumination, starting with the lead idea of chapter 8 of ELP, viz.:


In a scientific inquiry, there should ideally be convergence on an answer, where the best explanation of the convergence involves the idea that the answer best represents how things are; in the area of the ethical, at least at a high level of generality, there is no such coherent hope. (1985, 136)



Williams is clear that this point would stand even if there were in fact relatively little convergence of opinion in science and substantially more convergence in ethics. The key thought is that the facts with which the sciences are concerned have what it takes to explain our convergence on a shared representation of them, whereas the ethical facts do not, and that this points to a sense in which science is objective but ethics isn’t.

We could argue about whether ethics and science really do differ in this way. But let’s focus first on the criterion of objectivity implicit in the account and on the nature of the objectivity that it might be a criterion of.

Claims of “objectivity” can be understood in a metaphysical key or in an epistemological key. Objectivity in the first sense is a feature of facts or truths. Of course, the rose is red; that’s fact. But is it a first-class objective fact or a fact that is somehow second-rate, a fact that is not quite altogether real? Objectivity in the second sense is a feature of judgments or bodies of opinion. I believe the ball was out of bounds; you think it was on the line. There’s an objective fact of the matter that a camera might reveal, but we have opposing interests that may distort our judgment. And when they do, our opinions about the fact are not objective, even if the fact itself is as objective as can be.

Much of Williams’s verbiage suggests that he has the metaphysical conception of objectivity in mind. The natural sciences are concerned with the world as it is “anyway” (i.e., the objective mind- and perspective-independent world). Ethics somehow isn’t, so the facts with which it is concerned must have another status. Focusing on this notion, we may put Williams’s convergence criterion of objectivity as follows:


1. A fact is objective iff (a) rational investigators should ideally converge on a correct representation of it, where (b) the explanation for the convergence includes the fact itself.



The force of the “should” in (a) is obscure, but I take the claim to be roughly this. If rational investigators do not converge on an objective fact, then something has gone wrong, not simply in the sense that someone has gotten the wrong answer, but in the sense that one party either had bad evidence or reasoned badly from the evidence she had. When (a) is false, there can be what Crispin Wright (1992) calls “faultless disagreement”: disagreement that may persist in the ideal limit of inquiry when all pertinent evidence is on the table and everyone is in a good position to reason from it.

The point of (b) is to exclude facts that would elicit convergence in an ideal inquiry, not because they obtain and inquirers are sensitive to them, but rather because certain beliefs are somehow constitutive of perfect rationality. If such facts exist, rational investigators will endorse them in the limit of inquiry. They will not endorse them because they are there anyway, but rather because anyone who failed to endorse them would not count as fully rational. These beliefs and the facts corresponding to them may have a claim on every rational inquirer—they may be intersubjectively valid in the strongest sense—but they would not be objective facts in the metaphysical sense presently at issue.

The facts about atoms presumably count as objective by this criterion. Physicists have converged on an account of the structure of the atom, and while the proximate explanation for this convergence will cite the experimental evidence and various facts about what scientists believed before they got it, a deeper explanation will tell us that the evidence is as it is in part because the atoms are as they are and that we converged on this representation rather than another in part because the representation gets things right. The ethical facts, by contrast, arguably fail it. We have converged on the view that Mussolini was a brutal thug. But if we ask why we have converged on this view rather than another, the best explanation will cite Mussolini’s deeds and their causes and our sensibility and its causes without mentioning his brutality—or so it might be said. There is of course a familiar debate going back to the 1970s about whether ethical facts can play a role in the explanation of ethical opinion. But let’s suppose (with Harman [1977], against Sturgeon [1986]) that they cannot, so as to give the proposal a decent shot of drawing an interesting line where Williams wants one.

The main difficulty is that the criterion misclassifies as nonobjective a range of facts that are clearly objective in every metaphysically relevant sense. Consider the facts about the state of the physical universe in the distant past. These facts are objective in every metaphysical sense, and the criterion may classify them as objective if we are lucky enough to inhabit a world in which scientific retrodiction is a reliable source of information about the distant past. But suppose we’re unlucky. Suppose we inhabit the world of Philip Gosse’s Omphalos (2003)—a world created 6,000 years ago with all of the misleading traces of a distant past in place.12 Or suppose we inhabit a van Fraassen world, in which the microphysical facts are much more complicated than even the most scrupulous inference to the best explanation from the empirical record would lead us to believe (van Fraassen 1986). The real physical facts are objective in these worlds in every metaphysical sense. But there is no sense in which an ideal science “should” converge on an accurate representation of them. To the contrary, ideal science should converge on a wildly false misrepresentation of them.

The same goes for the transcendent facts: the mathematical facts as the platonist conceives them, the modal facts as the modal realist conceives them, the facts about angels and the astral plane, etc. We may get convergence in these cases, as we do in much of mathematics. But the explanation for the convergence will not be that we are somehow sensitive to the transcendent facts, but rather that we are rational investigators who begin with a shared starting point and more or less shared standards which reliably yield true beliefs about these facts when all goes well. In all of these cases, there is no guarantee of convergence. Even if numbers exist and the existential theorems of arithmetic are true claims about the platonic realm, we can imagine rational nominalists with a different starting point who reject these claims in the ideal limit (Rosen 2001; cf. Putnam 2012). The disagreement between ordinary mathematicians and these rational nominalists is faultless in the sense that neither party need have made a mistake in discursive reasoning. But the possibility of this sort of faultless disagreement does not impugn the metaphysical objectivity of the facts about which the parties disagree. To the contrary, it reinforces the idea that these facts are altogether independent of us and our fallible representations of them. So, if the ethical facts fail the test in the same way—if rational investigators can disagree about them even in the limit of inquiry—this does nothing to impugn their metaphysical objectivity.

6.5 The Absolute Conception of the World

My impression from ELP is that Williams did not see this. He took it for granted that mind- and perspective-independent facts would force themselves upon us in such a way as to explain our convergence on them. That’s not so, but this is hardly the end of the story. There are other strands in Williams’s thinking about objectivity that point in a more promising direction.

Apart from ethics, Williams’s main example of limited objectivity is the secondary qualities. Williams is a realist of sorts about color. He thinks that grass is green and that it would still have been green if we had not existed. But still the colors are not there “anyway” in the sense we are presently trying to capture. We could try to understand this in terms of the convergence criterion we were just discussing. But in fact Williams offers a slightly different idea13:


We can select among our beliefs and features of our world-picture some that we can reasonably claim to represent the world in a way to a maximum degree independent of our perspective and its peculiarities. The resulting picture of things, if we can carry through this task, can be called the “absolute conception” of the world. In terms of that conception, we may hope to explain the possibility of our attaining the conception itself, and also the possibility of other, perspectival representations. (1985, 139)



Suppose we start with a complete account of the world that elaborates our current view by filling in details and correcting errors. This account will include the true physics and chemistry of our world, but it will also say that grass is green and oranges taste . . . orangey. We can then step back and ask which features of this account are indispensable both for complete coverage—representing the world down to the last detail—and for explaining why we represent the world as we do, but also why others with their distinctive sensibilities represent the world as they do. The worldly features that figure in this explanatory package are absolute in the sense that any view adequate for representing the world and the manifold perspectives on it must include them. The rest, including the secondary qualities, are perspectival: they show up in some fully worked out representations of the world but not in others. The proposal then is this:


1. A fact is objective iff it figures in the absolute conception of the world, i.e., iff it figures in every account that is both (a) complete, in the sense that it suffices to pick out the actual world uniquely, and (b) sufficient to explain the diversity of actual and possible representations of the world.



The world permits description in various perspectival terms. The relevant perspectival representations may all be true, and to the extent that they are they must be consistent with one another. But the world does not require one perspective as distinct from others. That gives a sense in which the absolute facts are objective while others aren’t.

Note that the transcendent facts just mentioned may not be necessary for the second purpose—for explaining why we have the representations we have—but will be necessary for the first: for providing a “complete” account of what there is. If numbers and possible worlds and angels exist in the transcendent realm, then any account that fails to mention them will be incomplete in the sense that it will fail to distinguish the actual world from other ways things might have been. The present account of objectivity is therefore better than the convergence account since it does not misclassify manifestly objective transcendent facts as nonobjective.

This way of putting the idea goes beyond what Williams actually says, but I hope it sounds like something he might have said. Still, the account raises a question. We have said that the absolute conception of the world must be “complete.” But what exactly does that mean? Grass is green, after all; so, there is a sense in which any “complete” account must say so. However, if we understand the completeness requirement in this way, the account will draw no lines. The only tenable version of the view will thus hold that the absolute conception must be complete, not in the sense that it includes the whole truth and nothing but the truth, but in the sense that includes a complete supervenience base—or (better), a complete grounding base—for the whole truth: the fundamental facts from which all the others flow.14 Understood in this way, the absolute conception will include the fundamental facts and any derivative facts necessary for explaining the diversity of representations.15 Derivative facts that play no such role will be perspectival and so less objective than the rest.

Some such refinement is required if the proposal is to draw a line. But when the proposal is refined in his way, the line it draws is a bad fit for the line we’re looking for. Any proposal that deems the fundamental facts objective but denies objectivity to some derivative facts must reject a plausible principle, namely, that any fact that is fully grounded in the objective facts is itself objective. If p grounds q, it does so all by itself, as it were, without any help from us. So, if the grounds for a derivative fact are there “anyway,” so is the fact, or so it would seem. As an example, suppose that F, G, and H are all objective properties that figure in the absolute conception and consider the grue-like property: ((F ∧ H) ∨ (G ∧ ~H). If the ingredients are objective, then there is no sense in which the distribution of the gerrymandered property is perspectival or mind-dependent. It may be optional—perspective-dependent—whether we mention the gerrymandered property in our textbooks since it won’t be indispensable for complete coverage or for explaining the diversity of representations. But that point cuts no metaphysical ice. It may be optional whether we mention properties like being a proton in a lithium nucleus or an electron somewhere else. But if the basic facts of atomic physics are objective, the facts involving this property are likewise objective in every sense.

At this point one may have the following idea. The examples in the previous paragraph all involve properties that, while not indispensable for representing the world and explaining the diversity of representations, are nonetheless definable in terms of properties that satisfy this condition. The examples all presuppose a simple closure condition: viz., that if some property F is definable in terms of objective features, F itself must be objective. A friend of Williams’s proposal might then say this: a property belongs to the absolute conception if it is definable in terms of features that are indispensable for complete coverage and explaining the diversity of representations. Derivative properties that fail to satisfy this condition are perspectival and so less than fully objective.

This proposal is not hopeless, but it requires staking out a position in arcane metaphysics of the sort Williams would find laughable. The proposal requires there to be a distinction between derivate features of things that are definable in fundamental terms and irreducible or indefinable such features. Take the colors, for example. It is part of the story that some things are colored and that the color of a thing is grounded in more fundamental, objective features—its physical makeup, dispositions to reflect light, and so forth. (If the colors are not so grounded, then reference to them is indispensable for complete coverage, and they qualify as objective automatically.) Given this, there will be a disjunctive property that is strongly equivalent to (say) emerald green: the property defined by the long disjunction of the fundamental configurations that suffice to ground the distribution of emerald green. This disjunctive property is automatically objective on the present proposal because it is definable in fundamental terms. So, if it is to be a serious possibility that emerald green is not objective—that the absolute conception might leave it out—then we need a theory of properties that distinguishes emerald green from this disjunctive property. This would have to be an exceedingly fine-grained theory of properties. Not only are the color and the disjunctive property necessarily equivalent: they share the same fundamental grounds. It is not out of the question to produce such a theory. But every strategy for doing so makes heavy-duty use of a metaphysical vocabulary that Williams would certainly find rebarbative.16,17

This is not the last word on the matter, but let me leave the matter here and simply report that suggestive though they certainly are, I can see no way to parlay Williams’s remarks on the absolute conception of the world into a tenable account of metaphysical objectivity and its opposite.

6.6 Objectivity as an Epistemic Status

I take the remarks in the preceding two sections to warrant pessimism about the prospects for extracting a tenable account of metaphysical objectivity from Williams’s discussion in ELP. I want now to suggest that we get a better view if we construe Williams’s doubts about the objectivity of ethics, not as a metaphysical point at all, but rather as an epistemic point.

To see what I have in mind, start by noting that in the respects we have identified thus far, thick ethical judgments and secondary quality judgments are meant to be on a par. Both fail the convergence test, and neither belongs to the absolute conception as Williams intends the notion. However, according to Williams, there is a difference that renders ethical judgments even softer—more perspectival, less objective—than judgments about secondary qualities. The difference concerns the impact on our thinking of the recognition that a certain way of representing the world is not forced on us by how things are. In the case of the secondary qualities, Williams thinks, this discovery is not destabilizing. We notice that we see one family of colors while the bees see things differently. We ask why this is so, and evolutionary biology gives us an answer which, once we have fully assimilated it, leaves our pretheoretic judgments more or less in place. As Williams puts it,


[I]n the case of the secondary qualities, what explains also justifies. . . . The psychological capacities that underlie our perceiving the world in terms of certain secondary qualities have evolved so that the physical world will present itself to us in reliable and useful ways. Coming to know that these qualities constitute our form of perceptual engagement with the world, and that this mode of presentation works in a certain way, will not unsettle the system. (1985, 150)



This is not obvious, of course. Many philosophers take the upshot of color science to be that color experience is systematically misleading (Hardin 1988). But suppose Williams is right. He goes on to argue that ethical judgment differs from secondary quality judgments in this respect and that ethical thought is thus in one way less objective.

Williams famously invites us to consider a “hypertraditional society,” a society “maximally homogeneous and minimally given to general reflection” (1985, 142). They apply some thick concept F on the basis of shared criteria: suppose they apply it to spitting in public, but also to marrying one’s second cousin and other forms of badness that we would not cluster together. If F were a descriptive concept, we might be able to capture it in our language in (disjunctive) anthropological terms. But it is an ethical concept—a negatively valenced one. When the locals judge something to be F, they take this to count against it. They may not say this explicitly. They may not have the thin vocabulary needed for saying that a thing’s being F implies a reason not to do it. But if the concept is ethical, they must at least think and act as if this were their view.

Now here we are, looking on. What should we say about the locals’ judgments to the effect that marrying one’s cousin is F? The answer depends on what we think they’re up to, and here Williams contrasts two “models.” On the “objectivist” model, we see the locals as


trying, in their local way, to find out the truth about values, an activity in which we and other human beings . . . are all engaged. We shall see their judgments as having general implications [expressed in terms of thin notions like “reason”] rather as we see primitive statements about the stars as having implications that can be contradicted by sophisticated statements about the stars. (1985, 147)



On the “non-objectivist” model, by contrast,


we shall see their judgments as part of their way of living, a cultural artifact they have come to inhabit. . . . On this non-objectivist model, we shall take a different view of the relation between practice and critical reflection. We shall not be disposed to see the level of reflection as implicitly already there, and we shall not want to say that their judgments have, as they stand, just these implications. (Ibid.)



Williams goes on to argue that on the nonobjectivist model, local thick judgments amount to knowledge. So understood, the judgments are answerable only to local criteria to which they will in general (occasional mistakes aside) conform. So, if we adopt this model, as Williams thinks we may, we should see the local judgment that it’s F to marry one’s second cousin as a case of knowledge, hence as true and warranted. Of course, it would be odd for us to say in our own voice that marrying one’s second cousin is F. Even if we understand the word “F” as a fully immersed anthropologist might, it is not one of our words and unhedged use of it might imply that we are members of a group that uses it. But this is a point about the pragmatics of utterance. If we credit the locals with knowledge in this domain, we must think that the property the locals attribute to a thing when they call it “F” is a property the thing possesses, which amounts to judging that the thing is F.

If we adopt the objective view, by contrast, we will see the locals as sticking their necks out when they call things F. So understood, the judgment is answerable not just to local criteria, but also to challenges to the framework that applies F on the basis of these criteria—the sort of challenge that might be raised by another group or the same group at a later stage in its development. Understood in this way, a thick judgment counts as knowledge only if the locals are entitled to confidence that the form of social life in which the concept F figures is the best (or a best) form of social life for human beings in their circumstances. Since the hypertraditionalists have never considered this sort of challenge, they have no basis for thinking that they can meet it. So even if the local judgment is true and ultimately defensible in response to the reflective challenge, the unreflective local judgment does not amount to knowledge on the objective model.

Suppose we adopt the nonobjective model and credit the locals with bona fide knowledge, and then observe them to encounter friction and so be prompted to reflect for the first time. At this point, Williams thinks, their judgments become answerable to a more demanding standard that requires them to be defensible in response to challenges. Since the locals cannot meet this challenge (at least at first), we must therefore say, as theorists looking on, that they no longer know what they knew in their prereflective innocence. This illustrates Williams’s claim that, in the ethical domain, “reflection can destroy knowledge” (1985, 148, 169–170).

It is at this point that Williams sees a disanalogy between ethical judgments and judgments about secondary qualities. When we realize that a concept is parochial, featuring in some viable systems of thought but not in others, we can ask whether prereflective knowledge involving it is undermined by this discovery. According to Williams, this is the question whether judgments involving the concept continue to “serve their purpose” despite being avowedly parochial. In the case of the secondary qualities, this “purpose” is to help us navigate the physical environment, and since our parochial secondary quality judgments clearly do this, we can retain them with ordinary confidence while allowing that the bees have an alternative, useful-to-them repertoire of concepts. Things are otherwise, Williams thinks, when it comes to ethics.


The question [with the secondary qualities] is: Is this a method of finding our way around the physical world. The theoretical account [that explains how we came by the concepts and which features of the world they track] explains how it is. In the ethical case, this is not the kind of question raised by reflection. If we ask the question, “Is this a method of finding our way around the social world?,” we would have to be asking whether it was a method of finding our way around some social world or other, and the answer to that must obviously be “yes” (unless the society were extremely disordered . . . ). The question raised is rather, “Is this a good way of living compared with others?” or, to put it another way, “is this the best kind of social world?” (1985, 150–151)



Williams argues that, in the ethical case, the reflective question—Would this judgment survive if we came to live the best sort of life for us?—cannot be answered, not by the hypertraditionalists, but also not by us in the present state of philosophy. This means that ethical knowledge involving thick concepts is fragile across the board in a sense in which our knowledge of secondary qualities is not.

As I read Williams, this is meant to point to a sense in which ethical thought is distinctively nonobjective (i.e., nonobjective in a way that distinguishes it both from scientific thought that aims to limn the absolute conception of the world and from our thought about secondary qualities, which is harmlessly parochial). The pertinent form of objectivity is not metaphysical. There need be no sense in which the ethical facts are mind-dependent or perspectival that would give them a second-rate ontological status. The issue is rather epistemic. Objective knowledge, we might say, is knowledge that can withstand the sort of reflective scrutiny that steps back from our judgment and considers it from every angle. Ethical knowledge exists in the hypertraditional society. But this is not objective knowledge since it cannot survive the sort of reflection in which subjects are challenged to show that their view, with its parochial battery of concepts and standards, best serves the purposes an ethical view must serve. Their beliefs may survive the challenge since they may retain them faute de mieux; but they do not survive as knowledge and so have a second-rate epistemic status.

Now it is a fair question whether any knowledge counts as fully objective by this standard. Williams’s story about how reflection can destroy ethical knowledge sounds like an instance of a familiar point. Do I know that I have hands? In a normal context, yes. But in a philosophy seminar where it is a salient possibility that I might be a handless brain in a vat, possibly not (Cohen 1987, Lewis 1996). Skeptical reflection can render possibilities relevant that we were previously entitled to ignore and which we cannot rule out by discursive argument, and, so long as we are in that predicament, we may not know what we would otherwise have known. If this is the right epistemology, there will be little or no thoroughly objective knowledge in the present sense. The hypertraditionalists cannot rule out the possibility that some system of thick concepts would do a better job than theirs, so their knowledge is not objective. But the Princeton astrophysics department cannot rule out the possibility that the world was created yesterday with all of the traces of a distant past in place, a possibility that might be salient in certain reflective contexts. And if this is right their scientific knowledge is not objective knowledge either.

Still, this need not touch Williams’s point. The reflective challenges that might destroy scientific knowledge are esoteric, philosophical, purely notional, and readily avoidable. Nothing in science—Boltzmann brains and the cosmological multiverse aside18—ever requires us to enter the sort of context that would destroy scientific knowledge, and, if we do we can easily exit by turning our attention back to ordinary science. The hypertraditional society in a world like ours, by contrast, is inevitably prompted to reflection by the diversity of ethical opinions and ways of life. So ethical knowledge is seriously vulnerable to reflective undermining in a sense in which scientific knowledge is not. That makes ethical thought as it actually exists a less objective business than scientific thought as it actually exists on the present account.

6.7 Williams as Skeptic

The hypertraditional society is of course a fiction. Every real society, and every real person, is to some degree reflective. What is Williams’s view of the epistemic status of ethical judgment in a reflective culture?

He seems committed to holding that ethical judgments of this sort count as knowledge only if the subject can somehow show that her battery of thick concepts governed by the criteria she accepts are part of the best, or a best, framework for ordering social life. One way to meet this demand would be to provide a traditional philosophical foundation for ethics somehow grounded in human nature or the demands of pure practical reason. But Williams devotes much of ELP to arguing that this is a pipe dream and acknowledges no better way to meet the challenge posed by reflection. I therefore see no option but to interpret Williams as a moral skeptic. The hypertraditionalist may know a lot about how to live. But we don’t since we cannot meet the epistemic burdens that our reflective condition inevitably imposes.

Now Williams never quite says this. What he actually says is that ethical knowledge is possible and that “in the less reflective past there has been more” (1985, 155). The idea seems to be that even if we are to some degree reflective, large parts of ethical life proceed as if we were hypertraditionalists immersed in our ethical outlooks, applying thick concepts according to shared criteria. When my neighbors blast classic rock hits of the ’80s at 3 am and I judge them inconsiderate, I may know whereof I judge so long as my judgment meets the justificatory challenges that might actually be raised in this sort of context, even if I can’t show that my outlook would survive radical challenges that are for now altogether notional. So Williams need not be a skeptic about ethical knowledge across the board, even in a reflective culture; some of our judgments are for all relevant purposes incontestable, and those judgments may qualify as knowledge by Williams’s lights.

But what about our contested ethical judgments—the judgments we hold about which reflective questions have in fact been raised? Is Williams a skeptic when it comes to judgments of this sort? I think the answer must be yes. These judgments—even his own judgments on contested matters—do not “survive” reflection in the demanding sense that they cannot be shown by neutral standards to be preserved in the best view we might hold for navigating the social world, and so they do not count as knowledge by his lights. These ethical judgments are less objective than our judgments about the natural world in the straightforward sense that even at their best they amount to mere opinion and not to knowledge.

6.8 Skepticism and Confidence

With this said, we may make an important qualification. Philosophical skeptics who argue that judgments on a certain topic do not amount to knowledge usually make the point in order to argue that we should reduce our confidence in those judgments, perhaps suspending judgment altogether. It is clear to me, however, that even if Williams is the sort of skeptic who would deny us knowledge in large parts of ethics, he is not that kind of skeptic. He never suggests that we should reduce our confidence in our ordinary ethical views, even when we realize that we cannot defend them against every challenge by giving them the sort of once-and-for-all foundation philosophers have sometimes sought.

The Williams that emerges from this discussion is thus an epistemological Rortian about ethics (Rorty 1989). When we reflect on our ethical outlook and realize that we cannot justify it against all comers by deriving it from a foundational theory, the only sensible response is to view our existing outlook as (in Rorty’s sense) contingent: not as a seal-in-wax response to the subject matter, but rather, to a significant degree, an artifact of our accidental and temporary forms of life. This recognition may reasonably prompt what Rorty calls irony—the second-order attitude we hold toward our confident opinions when we note that others may reject them without making any neutrally identifiable mistake. And yet we may still hold them with ordinary confidence in a kind of ungrounded solidarity with our prereflective selves and the ethical outlook we embrace.

When one holds a view in this spirit one will speak from within it when the framework is not at issue, simply asserting the things one confidently believes and can expect one’s interlocutors to come to believe in the course of the conversation. But when the framework is at issue—when deep disagreement is a real possibility and the contingency of one’s outlook is salient—one will not say, “I know . . .” or “It’s an objective fact that. . . .” An objective fact in this sense is not a fact with a distinctive ontological status. It is instead a fact that has been established in such a way that no one can sensibly think otherwise upon reflection. In denying the full-strength “objectivity” of ethics, Williams is not making a metaphysical point. He is rather saying that, in a reflective society, the ethical facts are not established with this sort of security.

I have said that Williams is an “epistemological” Rortian, but of course he was anything but a Rortian in other respects. Williams devoted many pages in reviews and essays to resisting Rorty’s jejune anti-realism—his view that “truth” is an empty idea and that no sense can be made of the idea that some of our representations are more accurate than others (Williams, 1989, 1990). The Williams I have described can believe—as the actual Williams did—that in both ethics and the natural sciences it makes perfectly good sense to say that some claims are true to the mind-independent facts and that some ways of getting at those facts are better than others. The alleged overlap is restricted to epistemology and in particular to the idea that one can hold a view with confidence while recognizing that it fails to count as knowledge because no proper “foundation” for it can be given.

It must be stressed one more time that Williams does not quite say any of this. I impute the view to him as the one that makes the best sense of three views he clearly holds in ELP and means to bring together:


(a) Ethical knowledge is possible, though we have less of it than we once did thanks to the fact that as we are now frequently aware, we cannot justify the views we hold as the only reasonable views to hold on contested questions.

(b) This condition is permanent, since the prospects for a philosophical foundation for ethics are bleak.

(c) In light of this difference, we should say that ethical judgment is a less objective enterprise than natural science.

(d) And yet we are entitled to carry on with ethics, holding firm views and revising them as we can in response to local pressure.



If I had found a more interesting, metaphysical contrast between ethics and natural science in Williams’s book, I would have attributed a bolder view to him. But having failed to find that, I take this epistemological Rortianism to be the view that best coheres with Williams’s negative and positive remarks on metaethics in ELP.

6.9 Conclusion

I have mainly been concerned with stating a view I find in Williams. But since the best way to understand a philosophical view is to see what might count as an objection to it, let me say briefly why I do not accept the view I have attributed to Williams.

The interest of the view depends almost entirely on the analytical account of the conditions under which an ethical judgment counts as knowledge and on the substantive claim that ethical judgment in reflective contexts fails to satisfy those conditions. I am happy to grant that there is no prospect for a foundational moral theory that would ground one determinate ethical outlook a priori or on the basis of a deep account of human nature or the demands of abstract reason. That is not to say that there cannot be a systematic and explanatory moral theory. I think the jury is still out on that question. (As Parfit says, secular ethics is at “a very early stage”; Parfit 1984, 454.) It is rather to say that if there is a systematic ethical theory, it will not have the kind of independent credibility one might have hoped for—the dialectical power to command assent from any sensible reflective moralist regardless of her starting point. The question is whether this entails that we cannot really know anything in ethics when we bear the fact in mind, and that is hard to believe. Suppose I defraud my business partner, pocketing money that ought to have been shared between us, and suppose I do this from selfish motives in a normal frame of mind. As we normally think, this is a shabby thing to do, and I deserve a fair dose of blame for doing it. Now we reflect on the fact that we cannot derive this concrete judgment from a general moral theory and can imagine a tribe who would see things differently and whom we can’t refute. Does this have any tendency to show that I cannot know what a selfish bastard I have been? I don’t think so.

One recurring theme in the history of epistemology is the struggle between philosophers like Plato and Descartes who set a high bar for knowledge and then argue that no one beyond the philosophical sage knows much of anything, and philosophers who set the bar lower so as to ensure that ordinary judgments will often clear it. In other contexts, no one would accuse Williams of Platonism or Cartesianism, but on the reading I have offered his main epistemological claims about ethics assume that ethical knowledge in a reflective culture is hard to come by since our ethical claims can’t meet the demanding standards to which they are answerable. But when we think about our confident ethical judgments—like the thick judgment that I was a greedy bastard for cheating my business partner or the thinner judgment that I had no right to cheat him—it seems just fantastic to say that unless I can show that the way of life in which these judgments are embedded is the best life for human beings, my judgment does not qualify as knowledge. It may be true in general that a judgment counts as knowledge only if it would be ratified by any future improvement in our epistemic practices. But it is one thing to require that this be so for a case of knowledge, quite another to require that the knower be in a position to show that it is so. As I have interpreted him, Williams does seem to be requiring something along these lines; if he is, the general epistemology he assumes is just not plausible.

There is of course a long tradition of granting a point of this sort and then making a distinction. “Fine,” one says, “ordinary judgments may qualify as knowledge with a small ‘k’ when they are true and defensible against such challenges as are likely to arise in practice. But they only qualify as Knowledge with a capital ‘K’ when the subject can give a better, more comprehensive justification. We’ve known that the sun will rise by ordinary standards since the dawn of thought. But we’ve only Known this (if we Know it at all) for the several hundred years in which the claim has been embedded in a worked-out physics and astronomy.” We can call Knowledge of this sort nous or Scientific Knowledge or (if you like) Objective Knowledge. We might then interpret Williams as claiming that ethics is a less objective matter than physics in the sense that, in ethics, this Objective Knowledge is impossible.

Against this, I offer two considerations. First, it fits less well with what Williams says in the passages I have emphasized, in which he stresses that reflection destroys knowledge in ethics and that we have less ethical knowledge than we once did. If this were meant to be a claim about Knowledge in some exalted sense, one might expect Williams to have said as much. Second, and more importantly, this is a less interesting claim than the thesis I have attributed to Williams. There is a tradition going back to Aristotle of holding that the ethical domain is too raggedy to admit of the sort of articulate foundation we get in physics. Williams could have written a more conservative book endorsing skepticism about moral science while insisting that ordinary ethical judgments even in reflective cultures have the secure epistemological status we always thought they had. This might have been interesting, but since hardly anyone takes ordinary ethical judgment to amount to Scientific Knowledge, it would not have been surprising. It is simply more interesting to be told that we are wrong about the epistemic status of our best ethical judgments, taking them be knowledge in some familiar sense when in fact they are not even that.

This more moderate alternative to Williams’s view is also less consequential than the view I have attributed to him. What would it be like to internalize the epistemological Rortianism I have imputed to Williams—to think of one’s own ethical views as mere (perhaps warranted) opinion held in ungrounded solidarity with one’s native or adopted outlook? It is a natural thought, though not an inevitable one, that this sort of ironic stance would favor a more tentative politics—a more cautious approach to the use of coercive social power when the normative situation is contested. If one regards one’s own ethical views as knowledge, then one must think that anyone who disagrees is not just wrong, but also in an inferior epistemic position since only one party to a disagreement can know the truth. This might be taken to license a heavier hand when it comes to imposing one’s view on others. On a view like Williams’s, by contrast, parties to a disagreement will often be true epistemic peers. Each will have her views, which may be supported in a shallow way by coherence, intuition, and tradition, but no one will know the answer to the disputed question, and this will be clear in advance to all (if they appreciate the force of Williams’s argument). Nothing in philosophy can stop the stronger party from imposing her will anyway. But it is one thing to enact your will when (as you see it) you know better, another to do so when (as you see it) your view is on a par in every epistemological respect with the views on the other side. It is an open question what an appropriately skeptical politics might look like. But if Williams is right about the objectivity of ethics, the question arises. In my view that is (or would be) the most important consequence of his view.
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1 Quoted in Stuart Jeffries (2002).

2 Fellow travelers include the secondary quality theorists (McDowell 1985; Wiggins 1987), the dispositional theorists (Smith, Lewis, and Johnston 1989), quietist Wittgensteinians (Lovibond 1983), and also, in a different way, quasi-realists (Blackburn 1984) and constructivist neo-Kantians (Korsgaard 1992).

3 Boghossian (1990) distinguishes error-theoretic views on which the contested predicates pick out perfectly good properties which happen to have no instances and more radical irrealist views on which the predicates fail altogether to pick out properties altogether thanks to some semantic defect.

4 For more on minimal realism, see Rosen (1994). Note that even quasi-realists like Blackburn and Gibbard count as “realists” in this weak sense.

5 Williams’s position in “Internal and External Reasons” (1978) is consistent with a reductionist view of maximally thin normative facts about reasons for action of the sort later developed in detail by Mark Schroeder (2007). But in that paper and elsewhere Williams only defends a “link” between what a person has reason to do and his motivational set. One can hold that X has reason to φ only if X has some desire that would be served by φ-ing without thinking that the facts about an agent’s reasons just are facts about what would satisfy his desires.

6 Nor is he Derek Parfit or T. M. Scanlon, faint-hearted non-naturalists who say almost everything the robust realist says about the factuality and irreducibility of the ethical but then maintain in somewhat obscure terms that their views have no “ontological” implications (Parfit 2011; Scanlon 2014, lecture 2). For more on Scanlon’s insouciant realism, see Rosen (2017a).

7 Normative subjectivism was in the air at the time of ELP. See McDowell (1985) and Wiggins (1987).Williams does take up the analogy between values and secondary qualities discussed by these authors but never mentions the sense in which values differ from secondary qualities for Wiggins and McDowell; viz., that whereas to be red is to be such as to cause a certain sensory response in us, to be valuable is to be such as to merit a certain evaluative response.

8 See Rosen (2017b) for an account of the contrast between reductive and nonreductive naturalism.

9 For which see Williams’s masterpiece, Shame and Necessity (1993).

10 For the contrast between relationalism—the view that what seem to be n-place relations are in fact n + 1 place relations—and relativism properly so-called, see the invaluable Spencer (2016).

11 The main difficulty in making sense of ethical relativism of this sort is to say what a moral outlook might be, what it might mean for a moral proposition to hold relative to an outlook, and what it might mean for an outlook to be the outlook of a person or a group. See Boghossian (2006, ch. 5) for a sharp statement of the problems and Rosen (2007) for a response.

12 See Gould (1993) for a fascinating discussion of Omphalos and its philosophical significance.

13 Hearkening back to Williams (1978).

14 For the relevant notion of grounding, see Fine (2012), Rosen (2010).

15 This last condition will presumably ensure that the facts of psychology and neuroscience are among the objective facts even if they are not fundamental. There is no explaining why we have the representations we do in a language in which one can refer only to quarks and electrons and not to the representations to be explained.

16 The theory of Rosen (2015; 2017a) allows us to say that even though emerald green and being F or G or . . . are necessarily and ground-theoretically equivalent, only the latter is definable in fundamental terms since only in the latter case is the equivalence grounded in the essence of the property in question. The notion of essence suitable for this sort of account is the fine-grained, premodal notion of Fine (1994). I take it that any account of Williams’s conception of objectivity that would saddle him with a commitment to this sort of exotic ideology is automatically disqualified as an interpretation of Williams’s view.

17 An alternative proposal would see Williams as offering a proposal for classifying not properties and facts, but rather concepts—ways of thinking of properties. On a view of this sort, one might concede that emerald green is the very same property as the disjunctive property given in fundamental terms while insisting that our perceptual concept of the property—emerald green—is psychologically quite different from any concept that might be given in absolute terms. This is no doubt true (if talk of concepts makes sense at all), and it fits Williams’s remarks tolerably well, but it does not yield an account of metaphysical objectivity, which is what we’re after. No doubt there are many concepts of the moon, some of which are parochial in the sense that only creatures with a certain way of life would have a use for them. But the moon is still there anyway, independently of us. So it cuts no metaphysical ice to say that certain color concepts or ethical concepts are parochial if the reality they pick out is independent of us and our perspectives in every way.

18 On Boltzmann Brains, see Dogramaci (2020). On the skeptical implications of the cosmological multiverse—the idea that in an inflationary universe subject to quantum fluctuations, every physical possibility is realized in a bubble universe—see Ijjas, Steinhardt, and Loeb (2017).
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Agency, Blame, and Luck


7

Free Will and the Tragic Predicament

Making Sense of Williams

Paul Russell


When the ancients speak, they do not merely tell us about themselves. They tell us about us. . . . They can tell us not just who we are, but who we are not: they can denounce the falsity or the partiality or the limitations of our images of ourselves. I believe that they can do this for our ideas of human agency, responsibility, regret, and necessity, among others.

Bernard Williams (Shame and Necessity)



7.1 Against the Grain

The discussion in this chapter aims to make better sense of free will and moral responsibility by way of making sense of Bernard Williams’s significant and substantial contribution to this subject. Interpreting Williams, however, presents the reader with some challenges. First, Williams’s contributions are scattered and dispersed over a number of papers and books that were published over a period of nearly four decades. Moreover, throughout this period, his views developed and evolved and there were significant shifts in both his methods and his concerns. Finally, Williams’s style can, in places, present further obstacles to securing a clear and accurate understanding of his core aims and commitments. In general, he wrote in a compressed and elusive manner, a feature that became more pronounced in his later writings. For all these reasons it is no easy or simple task to provide an account of Williams’s views on this subject and of their relevance to the contemporary debate.

Apart from the interpretive challenges already mentioned, there is something of an irony about Williams’s place or standing in the contemporary free will debate that should also be noted. Williams is, without doubt, one of the most influential and prominent figures in late twentieth-century ethics, and his views on free will, agency, and responsibility lie at the heart of much of what he has to say on this subject. Throughout the period that he was working (the last few decades of the twentieth century), the free will debate enjoyed a surge of activity and innovation. In these circumstances, we might expect that Williams would be widely recognized as a central figure in the contemporary free will debate and that, on his side, he was fully engaged with the main controversies and debates at stake. In fact, however, on both sides of this divide, there is what we might describe as a state of mutual neglect and disregard. The most prominent contributions to the contemporary debate, continuing to the present time, rarely engage directly—much less in any detail—with Williams’s views. Similarly, and perhaps relatedly, Williams has little to say about the major figures and developments in the contemporary debate (i.e., up to when he died, in 2003). Although there is the occasional reference to this or that figure or work, for the most part, Williams operates and argues on his own terrain.

What is the explanation for this otherwise puzzling situation? One issue, already mentioned, is that Williams’s contributions are scattered and dispersed both over a number of works and over a considerable period of time. While a case may be made that Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Williams 2011) is his “pivotal” work on the ground that it is his most ambitious and wide-ranging contribution and serves to unite and draw together his central concerns in both his earlier and later work, it is also true that Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy pays relatively light attention to issues of agency and responsibility.1 It is Shame and Necessity (Williams 1993) that provides his most detailed and developed discussion of these issues. Shame and Necessity is, nevertheless, far from a complete account of his views on this subject. The particular task we have in front of us, therefore, is to show how this work should be integrated with his other contributions on this subject (both earlier and later) so that we have a clear picture of the overall trajectory and evolution of Williams’s thought.

There are at least two further features of Williams’s philosophy that should also be considered here. First, as Williams’s philosophy developed and evolved he became increasingly disenchanted with and critical of analytic philosophy and its techniques—including its propensity to “scientism” and, related to this, its lack of historical sensitivity.2 Much of the contemporary philosophical literature on the free will problem manifests the attitudes and preferences of analytic philosophy that Williams objected to and found wanting. His own style steadily moved away from analytic methods and techniques that relied on “linear arguments” and “proof” (Williams 2009, 81). The primary task of moral philosophy, as Williams emphasizes in several different contexts, is to “make sense” of our ethical lives (see, e.g., Williams 1993, 163; 2006b, 182, 197; 1995a, ch. 7). The methods of analysis are, Williams argues, insufficient for this task, which requires a deeper engagement with both literature and history.3 Any approach and perspective of this kind cuts across the grain of the methods and style that dominates the contemporary free will debate.

There is another factor that is more intimately connected with Williams’s critique of the free will problem and that also helps to explain the disconnect between Williams and most of the leading figures in the current free will debate. As Williams sees it, much of this debate is largely misguided, and those involved tend to “ask the wrong questions.”4 The reason for this, Williams suggests, is that most contemporary contributors to the free will debate, on all sides, continue to accept and embrace a conception of “morality” that he regards as deeply flawed. Those who remain committed to “morality”—or operate within it—are not only liable to find what Williams has to say on this subject unwelcome, they also may judge that what he has to say simply bypasses their own problems and interests. Williams has, however, no interest in providing a solution to their problems and issues because they are, he believes, based on illusions and “fantasies” that we should abandon. In the final analysis, Williams’s fundamental objective is to vindicate “moral responsibility” by way of freeing it from the distortions and misrepresentations that are imposed on it by “morality.” With these preliminaries out of the way, we may now turn to details of Williams’s critique.

7.2 Morality and “the Blame System”

One way of presenting Williams’s philosophy, and particularly his views on ethics, is that he is a “purely negative” thinker.5 It is certainly true that much of his early work is devoted to discrediting the illusions and distortions of “the morality system” and that this culminates in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Williams 2011), most notably its last chapter (ch. 10). Williams grants that the exact nature of the morality system is elusive and difficult to pin down. Its core features can nevertheless be identified and described in terms of a nexus of concepts constructed around the ideas of obligation, voluntariness, and blame. The most fundamental of these, according to Williams, is a special notion of “obligation” that aims to generate a sharp boundary between “moral” and “nonmoral” considerations, giving the former overriding weight that uniquely serves as “practical necessities” for the agent (Williams, 2011, 7, 192–193, 208–209, 218). This sense of obligation is intimately connected with the other two key concepts of voluntariness and blame. Moral obligations, grounded in reasons that are available to all (i.e., to “the universal constituency”) have a “stringency” that attracts blame and retribution when the agent violates these requirements or demands (Williams 2011, 200).6 Blame, as the morality system understands it, relies on a form of voluntariness that reaches well beyond mere intentional action as guided by deliberation and the agent’s beliefs and desires (Williams 2011, 216–217; 1995a, 14–17). The “metaphysical fuel” needed for this is, Williams maintains, entirely illusionary and “something most of us do not believe in” (Williams 2009, 203; 1995a, 17).

Despite these difficulties there remains, according to Williams, considerable pressure coming from “the morality system” to further refine and develop the idea of “the voluntary,” well beyond the mundane materials provided by intention, choice, deliberation, and related concepts of this kind—all of which are judged to be “not enough” or “not what we really need” (Williams 1993, 40). What motivates this is an obscure demand for “limitless freedom” (Williams 2011, 63–65) or “total control” (Williams 1994, 4), which is itself required to satisfy the aspirations for “ultimate justice” (Williams 2011, 43, 216–217). The key additional item required as part of this conceptual apparatus is “the will,” understood as an instrument of “total control” (Williams 1993, 36, 40, 46).

This larger aim or aspiration is grounded in an image of moral agents as being somehow able to “transcend luck” (Williams 2011, 42–43, 217; 1995a, 40–45, 72–75, 241–242).7 Metaphysical and moral aspirations of this kind, Williams argues, show that morality “puts too much pressure on the subject of the voluntary” (Williams 2011, 215; and also Williams, 1995a, 16). This is, of course, a recurrent theme running throughout Williams’s philosophy. The aspiration to insulate morality from luck is, Williams suggests, a “fantasy” that we need to discard if we are to secure a truthful understanding of our own (human) ethical predicament (Williams 1981, 38–39; and also Williams 2011, 222; 1994, 4–5; 1995a, 19–20).8

7.3 Morality and the Free Will Problem

How then does Williams’s critique of “morality” relate to “the free will problem”? According to Williams, the free will problem has “two parts” (Williams 2014, 264; cp. Williams 1995a, 16; 1995c, 576–578):


1. The first part concerns the question of whether there can be genuine, intentional chosen action within a causal network that extends beyond the agent (i.e., does “strong naturalistic explanation” rule out genuine agency and actions?).9

2. The second part is the question concerning how these ideas of human agency relate to our moral notions and, in particular, to the notions of responsibility and blame.



It is Williams’s core claim that “the second question deserves a much more skeptical answer” than the first. The basic and familiar materials of agency (belief, intention, desire, choice, etc.) are, he claims, in good order and unthreatened by determinism or naturalism (Williams 1995a, 6–8; 2011, 62–66; 1993, 30–34, 50, 55–56). We have what we need for ethical life, so why ask for anything more (Williams 1993, 40; 1994, 4)?10 In contrast with this, when one turns to our (modern) conceptions of responsibility and blame, we find them to be less stable and in much poorer shape—particularly when contrasted with those of the ancient Greeks (Williams 1993, 4, 7–8, 11; 1994, 11–12; 1995a, 14–20; 1995c, 578).

Williams’s general critique of the “illusions” and “fantasies” involved in morality’s aspiration to “total control” may encourage the view that his skepticism is directed exclusively at libertarian metaphysics and that he is, therefore, making common cause with “reconcilers” and “the old compatibilists”—who share his skepticism about metaphysical freedom. Williams makes clear, however, that he also wants to distance himself from their complacency and confidence that our existing (common-sense and metaphysically modest) understanding of the concepts of responsibility and blame are generally in good order. Compatibilists and “reconcilers” of this character are themselves, Williams maintains, closely “wedded” to the assumptions and aspirations of the morality system (Williams 1995a, 6–7, 19; 1995c, 578).11 Whereas philosophers of this cast of mind suppose that their “reconciliations” serve to “leave everything where it was” (Williams, 2011, 177; 1995a, 19; 1986, 207), Williams argues that we need to (radically) “recast our ethical conceptions” (Williams 1995a, 19; 1981, 39).12

Although Williams is of the view that our modern conceptions of responsibility and blame are full of misconceptions and illusion, it would be incorrect to understand him as endorsing any form of unqualified skepticism. More specifically, Williams is not skeptical about (the concept of) responsibility itself but about the interpretations and demands placed upon it by the morality system. The various efforts of morality to “deepen” and “refine” the voluntary into something unrecognizable and unintelligible is what lands us with “the free will problem” and pushes us to the precipice of skepticism. It is a mistake, Williams suggests, “to suppose that the notion of the voluntary is a profound conception that is threatened only by some opposing and profound theory about the universe”—such as the claim that determinism is true (Williams 1993, 67–68). It is these “metaphysical expectations” that generate the traditional free will problem.


Just as there is a “problem of evil” only for those who expect the world to be good, there is a problem of free will only for those who think that the notion of the voluntary can be metaphysically deepened. In truth, though it may be extended or contracted in various ways, it can hardly be deepened at all. What threatens it is the attempt to make it profound, and the effect of trying to deepen it is to put it beyond all recognition. (Williams 1993, 68)



The “enormous temptation” to deepen the voluntary, as Williams makes clear, is itself rooted in the ambition to “purify” morality and achieve a foundation upon which the allocation of blame and responsibility is “ultimately just” (Williams 2011, 216–217; 1994, 4–5). This project expresses an ideal that Williams sees as “in some ways like a religious conception” (Williams 2011, 215). While Williams finds aspects of this ideal to be both “moving” and effective in “producing some actual social justice,” it is, in the final analysis, the expression of a “deeply rooted and still powerful misconception of life” (Williams 2011, 218). As such, we are “better off without it” (Williams 2011, 193).

7.4 Tragedy and Truthfulness: Williams’s “Historicist Turn”

It is evident, on Williams’s analysis, that there is an intimate connection between “morality” and “the free will problem.” There is a free will problem for us—we “moderns”—because we are committed (in varying degrees) to the assumptions and aspirations of “morality.”13 This was not, however, a problem for the ancient Greeks since they rejected these assumptions and aspirations (Williams 1993, 3–4). Understanding the significance of the free will problem requires further thought about how we (moderns) stand in relation to the ancient Greeks, given that they are our “cultural ancestors” and “our view of them is intimately connected with our view of ourselves” (Williams 1993, 3). One proposed understanding of this relationship is that the Greeks’ view of agency and responsibility was primitive and crude and that this explains why they lacked the problem of free will—a fact that is taken to be unfavorable to them. This general perspective is described by Williams as “the progressive account” (Williams 1993, 5–8). According to Williams, progressivism makes two fundamental theses:


1. The first is that the Greeks “lacked a moral notion of responsibility” (emphasis in original) and that our modern conceptions represent “a shift in our basic ethical conceptions” (Williams 1993, 6–7).

2. The second claim, related to the first, is that this shift in ethical conceptions relating to agency and responsibility is indicative of the backward and more primitive condition of Greek culture, which has now been “replaced by a more complex and refined set of conceptions that define a more mature form of ethical experience” (Williams 1993, 5).



It is a central concern of Shame and Necessity to argue that both these claims are mistaken and to unmask the progressivist account as a myth (Williams 1993, 5–8).14

When we consider our contemporary situation from this perspective we should recognize that what is needed is not to “choose sides” among the rival parties in the ongoing free will debate, where we take our task to be tweaking and amending some preferred view. On the contrary, as already noted, what is needed is “to recast our ethical conceptions” in a manner that allows them to stand up to critical reflection (Williams 1995a, 19–20; 1995c, 578). In order to do this, Williams fundamentally changes his method and approach, taking what he describes as “a historicist turn” (Williams 2009, 197–199). Instead of relying on “linear” arguments and philosophical “proofs,” Williams suggests we will gain better insight through history and literature.15 We should pursue this task, more specifically, by means of thinking about tragedy and genealogy.

How can Greek tragedy help us understand our ethical concepts better or provide us with any insight? There is, of course, a significant gap or distance between us and the Greeks. Among other things, our world does not include beliefs about the supernatural around which Greek tragedy is structured (Williams 1993, 16–17, 130–131). We are, nevertheless, not mere “tourists” in responding to tragedy.


The fact that we can honestly and not just as tourists respond to tragedies is almost enough in itself to show that ethically we have more in common with the audience of the tragedies than the progressivist story allows. . . . What the tragedies demand is that we should look for analogies in our experience and our sense of the world to the necessities they express. (Williams 1993, 18–19)



When we listen to the ancients speak, Williams claims,


they do not merely tell us about themselves. They tell us about us. . . . They can tell us just not who we are, but who we are not. They can denounce the falsity or the partiality or the limitations of our images of ourselves. I believe that they can do this for our ideas of human agency, responsibility, regret, and necessity, among others. (Williams 1993, 19–20)



In taking this approach Williams makes clear that he follows closely in the footsteps of Nietzsche, who also set out to link together “the question of how we understand the Greeks and of how we understand ourselves” (Williams 1993, 9–10).16

According to Williams, what we learn from the Greeks is the following:


a. The first thing we learn, contrary to the progressivist account, is that we share the same basic elements in our concept of responsibility (Williams 1993, 4, 7–8; 1994, 11–12). What we share, in particular, are the mundane conceptual elements involved in understanding human agency (i.e., belief, desire, intention, choice, etc.) (Williams 1993, 30–34; 55–56). Although the Greeks, as we have noted, lacked a concept of “the will” they had more than adequate materials to make sense of their ethical life (Williams 1993, 5, 29, 31, 33–34, 40, 46, 55–56). With regard to the missing element of the will, which is so central to both “progressivism” and “morality,” Williams claims that “the idea of it is the invention of bad philosophy” (Williams 1993, 36). The ancient Greeks, therefore, are missing nothing that actually matters for an accurate and truthful self-understanding of human (ethical) life.

b. The first point leads on to Williams’s second point, which is that, to the extent that our “basic ethical ideas” differ and diverge from those of the ancient Greeks, their conceptions were in many ways in “better condition” (Williams 1993, 4, 7–8; 2009, 203). Part of the explanation for this, Williams suggests, is that the Greeks lacked “our capacity for some form of self-deceit” and were more truthful than are we moderns (Williams 1993, 9–11, 95, 152, 158; see also Williams 2011, 219). Echoing Nietzsche, Williams endorses the view that the Greeks were resistant to excessive forms of “reflectiveness, self-consciousness and inwardness” that they were better off without—revealing “their gift for being superficial out of profundity” (Williams 1993, 9–10, 68).

c. Finally, when we view ourselves through the Greeks and tragedy, we are made aware that our own ethical conceptions—especially as they relate to responsibility and blame—are “contingent” and “local.” This is something that “morality” is highly resistant to and reluctant to accept. It is, indeed, an essential feature of the progressivist myth and the outlook of “morality” that it represents to suppose that we moderns have progressed well beyond the Greeks and have now arrived at the one, unique, and correct understanding of moral responsibility (Williams 1993, 55–56). Not only is this not true, according to Williams, but we have good reason to suppose that, among the available alternatives, we can construct something more truthful and stable from the same materials that the ancient Greeks drew on. This is not, of course, to encourage any sort of absurd effort to “go back to their world” (Williams 1993, 10–11 and also cp. Williams 2011, 55, 179, 182, 265 n.7; 1986, 205). On the contrary, as Williams makes clear, the project involves exposing which of our ideas may be wrong in order to begin our task of recasting our ethical conceptions in light of such reflection—with a clear view to the future (Williams 1993, 4; 1995a, 19–20).



7.5 Genealogy, Skepticism, and Pessimism

A significant aspect of Williams’s “historicist turn,” and the switch of methodological approach that this involves, is his increasing interest in “genealogy” (Williams 2009, 198–199; also Williams 1994, 5; 1995a, 72–74). Although Williams does not explicitly present Shame and Necessity as employing genealogical methods and techniques in the way that he does in Truth and Truthfulness, it is nevertheless reasonable to view his methodology in these broad terms. In an essay on Nietzsche written around the same time (1993), Williams provides what could be considered as a methodological schema for his general project in Shame and Necessity.


A Nietzschean genealogy typically combines, in a way that analytical philosophy finds embarrassing, history, phenomenology, “realistic” psychology, and conceptual interpretation. The historical stories, moreover, strikingly vary from one context to another. . . . Some are certainly less helpful than others. But the mere idea that we need such elements to work together is surely right. (Williams 1995a, 75–76 n.12)



He continues,


We need to understand what parts of our conceptual scheme are, in what degree, culturally local. We understand this best when we understand an actual human scheme that differs from ours in certain respects. One, very important, way of locating such a scheme is finding it in history, in particular in the history of our own scheme. In order to understand that other scheme, and to understand why there should be the difference between those people and ourselves, we need to understand it as a human scheme; this is to understand the differences in terms of similarities, which calls on psychological interpretation. (Williams 1995a, 76 n.12)



Williams goes on to summarize this approach by suggesting that “very roughly speaking . . . a Nietzschean genealogy can be seen now as starting from Davidson plus history” (Williams 1995a, 76 n.12).17 This is an entirely apt description of his core approach in Shame and Necessity.18

Genealogy, as Williams understands it, is “a narrative that tries to explain an outlook or a value by describing how it came about” (Williams 2009, 210; 1994, 5; 2002, ch. 2). When we examine a concept or outlook in these terms our confidence in it may be strengthened or weakened.19 In saying this we may take genealogical reflection to be either “vindicatory” or “destructive” (Williams 2009, 199–210; 2002, 35–38). The question arises, therefore: Is Williams’s genealogy of our concepts related to responsibility vindicatory or destructive? To answer this question, we need to distinguish three separate issues.


1. We may, in the first place, direct this question more narrowly to the status or standing of our current (modern) ethical concepts. With respect to this issue Williams’s answer is clear and decisive: genealogy serves to discredit our contemporary self-image as it relates to agency and the associated attempt to “refine” or “deepen” the idea of the voluntary. In taking this view Williams more or less endorses and elaborates on Nietzsche’s genealogical critique (Williams 1993, 9; see esp. Williams 2014, 409–410; 1995a, ch. 6, esp. 72–76; 1994, 4–5; 2009, 210). This dimension of Williams’s genealogical critique—which is narrowly targeted and focused on “morality”—is certainly destructive. However, this target, which is common to Nietzsche and Williams, is not, as Williams points out, “a universal human phenomenon, but a particular historical formation” (Williams 2002b, 38, emphasis added).20

2. The more interesting question is whether this implies a generally skeptical (destructive) attitude to the concept of responsibility understood in more universal terms (i.e., a total, unqualified skepticism). Williams’s answer to this question is equally clear. He decisively rejects the claim that any unqualified or complete skepticism follows from this more narrow targeted skepticism. It is certainly true, of course, that the progressivist account encourages the more radical skeptical conclusion. Since, according to this account, there is “just one correct conception” which is the conception advanced and developed by “morality,” the whole edifice of (true) moral responsibility will collapse if we reject our modern conceptions of responsibility and blame.21 It is precisely Williams’s aim (and achievement), employing the resources of tragedy and the methods of genealogy, to show that we have no reason to accept this extreme skeptical conclusion—and that it is the assumptions of “morality” that encourage it. Contrary to the progressivist story, when we come to understand (properly) our position in relation to the ancient Greeks, as this concerns our concepts concerning agency, responsibility, and blame, this understanding will serve to support a vindicatory view of these concepts.



The critical passage in relation to this matter appears in Williams’s chapter titled “Recognising Responsibility” (Williams 1993, ch. 3). Once he has established that we have “the basic conceptions of action for human life” (Williams 1993, 40), he proceeds to show that we can and must draw on these to frame any concept of responsibility and navigate ethical life as we experience it. Williams identifies four basic “elements” of this concept (Williams 1993, 55–56).


a. First, there is the idea of someone bringing about “a bad state of affairs” through what they have done. Williams takes this causal element to be the primary element and argues that “the other issues can arise only in relation to the fact that some agent is the cause of what has come about” (Williams 1993, 56).

b. The second element is the idea that the agent did or did not intend this state of affairs. One key point on which Williams places emphasis is that while the Greeks certainly understood this distinction they did not place the same weight on it that we do. In particular, the Greeks were of the view that we could be responsible for “bad results brought about unintentionally” (Williams 1993, 33, 50–54; 63–64, 67–69; see also Williams 1981, 27–29).22

c. Another element is the question of whether or not the agent was in a “normal state of mind.” Being in an abnormal state of mind need not imply that the agent did not act intentionally, but when the agent returns to his senses he cannot simply dissociate himself from the action even though it did not flow from “his usual self” (Williams 1993, 52–55;72–74).23

d. Finally, there is the idea that, in circumstances of these kinds, it is the agent’s “business to make up” for what has come about through his conduct or actions. In the case of Ajax who slaughters a flock of sheep while in this altered state of mind, he is driven to conclude that he “cannot live as someone who has done these things” (Williams 1993, 73–74).



It is, Williams argues, these four basic elements that we share with the Greeks. With us, as with them, the notion of causing harm of some kind is primary (Williams 1993, 56–57). However, while these are the universal and shared materials of any concept of responsibility, this does not imply that we understand or interpret them the same way.


There is not, and there never could be, just one appropriate way of adjusting these [four elements] to one another—as we might put it, just one correct conception of responsibility. Quite apart from the differences between our practices and those of the Greeks, we ourselves, in various circumstances, need different conceptions of it. . . . These [four elements] really are universal materials. What we must not suppose is that they are always related to one another in the same way or, indeed, that there is one ideal way in which they should be related to one another. . . . Above all, what we must not suppose is that we have evolved a definitely just and appropriate way of combining these materials—a way, for instance, called the concept of moral responsibility. We have not. (Williams 1993, 55–56, emphasis added)



It is evident that Williams’s immediate target here is the “progressivist” account and the assumptions and aspirations of “morality” associated with it. If we are looking for a model or predecessor for Williams’s pluralistic and vindicatory genealogy, then we should turn not to Nietzsche’s genealogy of morals (which is, as Williams notes, largely destructive), but to Hume’s similarly vindicatory genealogy of justice (Hume 2000, 3.2). Although Williams does not draw this comparison directly in Shame and Necessity, his subsequent remarks about Hume in Truth and Truthfulness suggest that such a comparison would not be unwelcome (Williams 2002, 33).24


3. Another issue that is also of fundamental importance for Williams is that of truthfulness about our predicament. While pursuing this does not preclude a vindicatory picture of moral responsibility, it does not deliver “good news” (2006b, 49, 52–54).25 On the contrary, a more truthful self-understanding may well generate some sense of “disenchantment” when we consider our situation in these terms (Williams 2009, 200; 1994, 8, 11–12). The closing passages of both Shame and Necessity and Truth and Truthfulness explore these issues, about which Williams has important things to say.26 He notes, in particular, that what we must come to recognize is that social reality, no less than supernatural forces, “can act to crush a worthwhile, significant character or project” and that this happens without any redeeming deeper or hidden purpose or meaning behind it (Williams 1993, 162–165; cp. 2006b, 54–59). As Williams suggests in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, the stance that we must take here is far from optimism. It is, rather, more akin to Nietzsche’s “pessimism of strength” (Williams 2011, 190; also 179).27



What exactly, it may be asked, is the basis of the pessimism that is involved here? In general, pessimism is called forth or occasioned when something we value is threatened or in some way discredited. One account, that contrasts with Williams’s view, suggests the relevant source of pessimism here is skepticism about moral responsibility. A pessimism of this kind is based on the worry that our standing as free, responsible moral agents is somehow placed in doubt or jeopardized. To the extent that skepticism of this kind can be defeated or kept at bay, so to that extent pessimism can be avoided.28 Clearly this cannot be the basis of Williams’s pessimism since, as explained, he rejects any form of (global) skepticism that might support such a view. The source of pessimism that concerns Williams rests with denying skepticism. What is fundamental to Williams’s description of our ethical predicament is to show that the way in which we exercise and operate our moral and rational capacities is itself subject to fate and luck. It is these features of our human situation that Greek tragedy identifies and that (still) “speak to us.” The pessimism that concerns us here involves, therefore, recognizing that while we cannot, on one hand, deny or repudiate our standing as responsible moral agents acting in the world, we also cannot deny that there are forces and features of the world that we do not control but that, nevertheless, substantially shape and condition our particular moral trajectories.29 The morality system, as Williams sees it, is highly resistant to accepting this fundamental truth about our human predicament and falls back on various forms of illusion and misrepresentation to evade it. It is the efforts of philosophers to vindicate morality’s fundamentally optimistic outlook that fuels much of the free will problem.30

7.6 “Recasting” Responsibility and the Tragic Predicament

The preceding vindicatory reading of Williams’s genealogy of responsibility, as based primarily on Williams’s discussion in Shame and Necessity, is entirely consistent with the position and arguments advanced and defended in his earlier contributions. Indeed, this vindicatory reading returns us to Williams’s key conclusions in both “Moral Luck” (1981) and “How Free Does the Will Need to Be?” (1995a). Two especially important conclusions can be summarized as follows:


1. The first is that it is not Williams’s intention to simply defuse these issues relating to responsibility and “leave everything where it was.” Any sort of Wittgensteinian quietism is far removed from Williams’s orientation and intent. His most striking remarks along these lines appear in the final paragraphs of the two papers just cited (Williams 1981, 39; 1995a, 19; and see also Williams 1995a, 15–16). What is crucial in both these contexts is that the various “illusions” and “fantasies” involved are not the sole property of libertarian theories. On the contrary, Williams is pointed in his criticism of the “reconcilers” and “old compatibilists” who are also attached to many if not most of these faulty assumptions and aspirations (Williams 1995a, 6–7, 15–6, 19–20; 1995c, 578; 1993, 214 n. 42). Whatever final position Williams arrives at, it should not be understood as any form of comfortable or complacent compatibilism.31

2. Despite his misgivings about both libertarian and compatibilist alternatives, Williams is equally clear that when it comes to our freedom as agents “we have quite enough of it to lead a significant ethical life in a truthful understanding of what that life involves” (Williams 1995a, 19).




The will is as free as it needs to be. That does not mean, as libertarians would take it, that it is able to meet all the demands of the morality system. . . . Nor does it mean that it is free enough to keep the morality system in adequate business, as reconcilers usually take it to mean. It means that if we are considering merely our freedom as agents . . . we have quite enough of it to lead a significant ethical life in truthful understanding of what it involves. A truthful ethical life is, and always has been, one that can include our best understanding of our psychological life, and we know that such an understanding is compatible with naturalistic explanation. (Williams 1995a, 19–20)



What follows from this is that Williams rejects any form of unqualified or global skepticism about moral responsibility. What encourages skepticism of this kind, as Williams sees it, are the claims and aspirations of “morality” and its “progressivist” partner. It is their efforts to further “deepen” or “refine” the notion of the voluntary, with a view to securing “ultimate justice,” that take us to the precipice of skepticism (Williams 1993, 67–68). In Shame and Necessity, Williams presents a vindicatory genealogy that serves as an effective antidote to this tendency. Understood in this way, this work contains the constructive dimension of Williams’s overall argument and analysis.32

The interpretation of Williams provided here gives particular weight to his “historicist turn” and his use of tragedy as a means and method for understanding the contemporary free will problem. With this in mind, it may be asked if Williams provides us with a “solution” to the free will problem and, if so, to what extent he has carved an alternative position on this subject. One way of responding to the first part of this question is to say that Williams does not aim to “solve” the free will problem since it is part of his diagnosis to show that the problem rests on false assumptions and misguided aspirations.33 When we dispense of “morality” and its metaphysical and ethical paraphernalia, we collapse the free will problem rather than solve it. Solving the free will problem involves, on this view, respecting its own standards of “solution,” which in this case involves securing (or failing to secure) an account of moral responsibility that achieves the ends of “morality” (e.g., ultimate justice and luck free moral agency). It is part of the outlook of “morality” (and “progressivism”) to insist that this is “the one correct conception of responsibility” that is available to us. It is, as we have explained, crucial to Williams’s entire constructive project to show that unqualified skepticism about moral responsibility is itself rooted in these faulty and misguided assumptions. Looked at in this way, skepticism is the last gasp of the morality system.

Having unmasked the illusions and fantasies of our current ethical ideas as they relate to agency and responsibility, we are left with the task of “recasting our ethical conceptions” (Williams 1995a, 19). It is here, however, that Williams is especially insistent on the importance and value of historical consciousness and reflection. The role of our reflections about the Greeks and tragedy is precisely to show that, to move forward into the future, we need to first look back at where we have come from. The value of these “untimely” observations is that they provide us with alternatives and options that we might otherwise lack (Williams 1993, 4). What we discover when we consider the Greeks is their commitment to a “pessimism of strength” that rests on rejecting skepticism. It is this two-sided perspective on our ethical predicament that delivers a more truthful account of our human situation, one that will help us discard those illusions and fantasies that we are “better off” without. An account of this kind refuses to accept an optimism that insists that any form of responsible ethical life must be one that is immune to the influence of luck and fate—this being a basic requirement of “morality.” Skepticism itself is a product of this optimistic prejudice. This is the fundamental lesson that we can learn from the ancient Greeks and that Williams seeks to “recover” for us.34
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1 For a more general survey and account of Williams’s ethical thought, see Russell (2018).

2 This attitude appears early on in Williams’s work in his Preface to Morality (Williams 1972, xvii). It is given sharper focus and expression in a number of his later papers, including “On Hating and Despising Philosophy” (Williams 2014), “What Might Philosophy Become?” and “Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline” (Williams 2006a). Perhaps Williams’s sharpest and most severe remarks about contemporary (analytic) philosophy are to be found in his 2002 interview with Kenneth Baker (Williams, 2002a)—although even here his criticisms are qualified and tempered. Nevertheless, more than once Williams states his view that a great deal of (contemporary) philosophy is “unhelpful, boring, sterile” (Williams 2014, 367; 2006a, 204)—a flaw that he regards as closely bound up with the process of “professionalization.”

3 One way of understanding Williams’s concerns here—particularly as manifest in his later work—is to say that the methods of philosophy have been too narrowly conceived in the analytic tradition and that, for this reason, philosophy has proved unhelpful in performing its key tasks.

4 “But we should remember that a work may be unimaginative not because it is badly argued but because it is arguing with the wrong people; not because it has missed an argument, but because it misses the historical and psychological point; not because it fails to be clever, but because it is stupid” (Williams 2006a, 212).

5 Williams (1995b, 216–219): “it is hard to deny that, as the critic says, it is destructive. Is it, as the critic next says, purely negative? I would rather say that it is impurely negative.”

6 Williams refers to “the universal constituency” at Williams (2011, 16). Elsewhere he refers to “the citizens of the notional republic,” governed by its own laws of reason (Williams 2011, 70, 73, 114, 214). See also Williams (1981, 20–21).

7 A classical statement of the outlook that Williams is criticizing is presented in Nagel (1976). Nagel’s paper was presented as a reply to Williams’s paper “Moral Luck” (Williams 1981).

8 Williams (1995c, 578): “the task of which provides the principle aim of all moral philosophy, of truthfully understanding what our ethical values are and how they are related to our psychology, and making, in the light of that understanding, a valuation of those values.”

9 Williams makes clear that the relevant issue concerns not the implication of “the obscure and over-ambitious doctrine of determinism” but “the relations between freedom and the strongest version we can imagine of psychophysical science” or “the strong scientific claim” (Williams 1995c, 276; 1995a, 6–8).

10 Of course, for Williams, the answer to this (rhetorical) question is that “morality” wants more because it seeks a “real” or “ultimate authorship” of a kind that will license its conception of blame (Williams 1994, 4–5; see cp. Williams 2011, 13–14).

11 The close relationship between the morality system and various prominent representatives of (contemporary) compatibilism is evident in Wallace (1994, 39–40, 64–66). Wallace is explicit that his own (neo-Kantian) account of responsibility is erected around the core conceptual apparatus of “the morality system” and contrasts it, in this respect, with Williams’s “shamed-based” account. See, in particular, his remarks: “The account I am developing thus situates our practice of holding responsible within a distinctive nexus of moral concepts, namely those of moral obligation, moral right, and moral wrong” (Wallace, 1994, 64).

12 Williams’s views in this respect may also be contrasted with those of Dennett, another leading representative of contemporary compatibilism. Dennett claims that his compatibilist views “are neither revolutionary nor pessimistic”; they are, he says, “only moderately revisionary” (Dennett 1984, 19). Contrary to this, Williams’s compatibilism is presented as both radical and pessimistic. (I note in passing that in one of his later interviews Williams expresses his particular disdain for a “certain kind of American optimism,” which he clearly associates with “empty scientism” and aspirations to make philosophy edifying.)

13 Williams (1993, 2–4, 17): Williams is aware, of course, that questions may be asked about who “we” (moderns) are supposed to be (i.e., as we stand in relation to the Greeks). This identity, as he sees it, is shaped by our “cultural situation” and our shared uncertainty about how we should now think about our ethical lives.

14 The work of Bruno Snell is a particular target of Williams’s critique (Williams 1993, 21–26, 28–29).

15 See Williams’s remarks (1993, 12–13): “In trying to recover Greek ideas, I shall turn to sources other than philosophy.”

16 See also Williams’s reference to Nietzsche’s remarks about the value of the historical study of the Greeks and the sense in which its findings are “untimely”: namely, that they “help us to see ways in which our ideas may be wrong” (Williams 1993, 4, 9–10).

17 Williams is referring to Donald Davidson, whose key papers are found in Davidson (1980).

18 Williams’s admiration for Nietzsche’s methods and achievements is made clear in the following passage: “It is certain, even if not everyone has yet come to see it, that Nietzsche was the greatest moral philosopher of the past century. This was, above all, because he saw how totally problematical morality, as understood over many centuries, has become and how complex a reaction that fact, when fully understood, requires” (Williams 2014, 183).

19 On Williams’s account, the concept of confidence “is both a social state and related to discussion, theorising, and reflection” (Williams 2011, 189–190). It is Williams’s view that philosophy has much less to do with fostering the conditions that generate confidence than is widely supposed. The relevant standard for confidence occurs when we reflect on how we live and ask if we have “a life worth living” and values that we want to share with our children and future generations (Williams 2011, 54, 190, 192; cp. Williams 1999, 252). Williams is also clear, however, that achieving confidence is not the same as vindicating optimism (Williams 2011, 190)—a point we return to below.

20 Although Williams is plainly keen to emphasize the affinities between his own methods and concerns and those of Nietzsche, there remains some question as to whether Nietzsche appears in Williams’s later work more as an afterthought than as a source for his own views. More importantly, by emphasizing his affinities with Nietzsche, Williams encourages the (mistaken) view that his own agenda is primarily negative and destructive in character. The interpretation advanced here finds room for the destructive genealogy but goes on to emphasize the importance of the vindicatory dimension of Williams’s concerns. This, of course, raises the interesting question, in relation to Nietzsche, of whether or not his skeptical intentions reached beyond these more “local” ethical conceptions. For a helpful discussion of Williams’s debt to Nietzsche in relation to these issues, see Clark (2001). See also Leiter (2022) for a contrasting account.

21 Skeptical views of this kind are now pervasive. See, e.g., Strawson (1994), Pereboom (2014), Levy (2011), Harris (2012), Mills (2015), Waller (2011).

22 Williams refers to the example of Homer’s Telemachus who unintentionally leaves the door of the armory open, making weapons available to the suitors. While he plainly has simply made a mistake, he recognizes, nevertheless, that he will have to make up for it (Williams 1993, 54, 64).

23 The examples that Williams uses in this context are those of Agamemnon and Ajax who, although they act in an abnormal state of mind due to the intervention of the gods, nevertheless accept responsibility for their deeds.

24 Hume’s account of justice, like Williams’s account of responsibility, has a skeptical aspect (e.g., debunking metaphysical foundations in moral relations). Hume’s constructive view is also erected on the foundations of his description of the universal features of our human situation and human nature (i.e., the relative scarcity of goods and confined benevolence). It is on these foundations, Hume argues, that each ethical culture finds its own way of solving the general problem of social cooperation and stability by way of establishing its own distinct conventions and rules relating to property and promises. What is especially significant here, for our purposes, is that Hume allows that while there may be any number of different conventions and rules established by various ethical communities there is, nevertheless, a common and unifying structure and function with respect to them. Having described the general structure and function of justice, Hume neither recommends nor endorses any particular convention (and plainly he does not regard this as a sensible task for philosophy). Williams’s views about responsibility are similar in form to this (i.e., allowing for pluralism and variation without denying that some interpretations and practices are more plausible and effective than others).

25 “Philosophy, and in particular moral philosophy, is still deeply attached to giving good news.”

26 See, in particular, Williams’s remarks in the final paragraphs of Truth and Truthfulness (Williams 2002b, 268–269): “Doubtless people will continue to make sense of the world in terms that help them to survive in it.”

27 In several contexts Williams suggests that he is not interested in defending “isms” or offering an “outlook” of any kind (e.g., Williams 1995b, 186; 2011, 83; 1994, 7–8). There is, however, an important sense in which this is misleading. These remarks are, no doubt, largely motivated by his desire to distance himself from styles of “analytic philosophy” that he came to reject and found uninteresting (especially their efforts to produce “theories”). There remains, nevertheless, a general outlook of a recognizable kind that Williams seeks to articulate and defend—one that, among other things, rejects “morality” and the forms of (untruthful) optimism that it encourages.

28 Strawson (1962). Strawson believes that skepticism is not credible and that the threat of pessimism is for this reason both philosophically implausible and psychologically unreal. There are, of course, those who hold that skepticism cannot be discredited (along the lines that Strawson and others suggest) but who go on to deny that any significant form of pessimism follows from this. See, e.g., Pereboom (2014).

29 What (Greek) tragedy makes clear is that, with respect to these matters, some agents are deeply, tragically, ethically unfortunate. The general point, however, applies to us all since we are all in the same predicament, whether we are fortunate or unfortunate in these respects.

30 The general position that Williams takes up may be described as a form of “free will pessimism.” For a more general account of this view, which is informed by Williams’s critique of “morality,” see my “Free Will Pessimism” (Russell 2017; and also Russell 2022).

31 The fundamental objection to these accounts, as we have noted, is that not only is their complacency misplaced, but also that their accounts are generally both psychologically and historically impoverished—manifesting failures, as Williams sees it, that are common to much contemporary “analytic philosophy.”

32 In an illuminating interview that he gave not long before he died, Williams makes a very important observation about his own fundamental intentions: “So we come to a point where most of my efforts have been concentrated: to make some sense of the ethical as opposed to throwing out the whole thing because you can’t have an idealized version of it” (Williams 2009, 203, emphasis in original). This remark goes to the heart of Williams’s position on this issue. More specifically, it explains the basis of his particular opposition to skepticism of any general kind (i.e., as motivated by disappointment in not being able to secure some “idealized version” of moral responsibility).

33 Drawing on Williams’s own remarks, we might say, by analogy, that just as atheism should not be understood as aiming to provide a “solution” to the problem of evil, similarly Williams’s critique should not be understood as advancing a solution to the free will problem.

34 I am grateful to the audience at the “Agency, Fate and Luck” conference held at Lund University in June 2019 for their comments and discussion. I am similarly grateful to the audience at the “Free Will and Methodology” conference held at Leuven University, also in June 2019. I would particularly like to thank András Szigeti and Matt Talbert for their comments and suggestions.
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A Shelter from Luck

The Morality System Reconstructed

Matthieu Queloz

The “morality system,” Bernard Williams concludes at the end of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, is “a deeply rooted and still powerful misconception of life” (2011, 218). It combines special conceptions of value, motivation, obligation, practical necessity, responsibility, voluntariness, blame, and guilt. But any attempt to characterize the morality system runs the risk of degenerating into a laundry list of things that Williams happened to dislike. To see what holds the system together, we have to take a view of it that is sympathetic enough to recognize what this deeply rooted misconception is rooted in: What human concerns does it answer to, and where do the ideas it draws on themselves come from? If Williams calls it a “system,” it is because there are reasons for just those ideas to come together in just that way. Once we see the point of the system, we will be in a better position to see what is wrong with it, and why “we would be better off without it” (2011, 193).

To grasp the point of the system and why it combines the ideas it does in the way it does, I propose to reconstruct the morality system from the ground up: to ask not just why the system is as it is, but also why the ideas and practices it harnesses are there to be harnessed in the first place. What were the various building-blocks of the system supposed to do for us before they were harnessed by the system? This is a question that Williams returns to throughout his work and that preoccupied him already in his first book, as he acknowledges in the preface he later added (2001, xiii).1 I will try to show that Williams’s oeuvre presents us with vindicatory explanations of the system’s building blocks that are explanatorily prior to and importantly undergird his criticism of the particular forms that these building blocks assume within the system. When Williams remarks that we would be better off without the system, he does not mean that we should completely jettison the conceptual material it draws on. His aim is the more constructive one of making “some sense of the ethical as opposed to throwing out the whole thing because we can’t have an idealized version of it” (2009, 203).

By juxtaposing Williams’s vindicatory explanations with his critique of the ideas making up the morality system, I aim to reveal the connections between them; in particular, I shall argue that understanding what these ideas do for us when they are not in the service of the system is just as important to leading us out of the system as the critique of that system because it offers us an alternative and more reflectively stable way of making sense of them in vindicatory terms: it offers us vindicatory explanations of why we came to live by these ideas that strengthen our confidence in those ideas and the reasons we take to justify their application because they suggest that these ideas are not just products of deception or holdovers from the enchanted world, but ideas that it makes sense for us to cultivate given our needs and concerns.2

It is crucial to Williams’s critique that the system’s “idealized version” of the ethical is not a philosopher’s fantasy that does little harm outside the seminar room, but “the outlook, or, incoherently, part of the outlook, of almost all of us” (2011, 194). It is incoherently part of our outlook because we also have, alongside the system’s rarefied conceptions of moral value, obligation, voluntariness, and blame, more everyday conceptions of these things, and, much of the time, it is these more relaxed conceptions that we act on. Hence, when we talk simply of “our concepts” in the coarse-grained way that ignores finer distinctions between different conceptions of the same thing, there is an important sense in which “our concepts” are not those of the system. This explains how Williams can say that “[w]e have fooled ourselves into believing that we have a more purified notion of moral responsibility than we have” (1999a, 163), and why he is drawn to the distinction between what we think and what we merely think that we think (1993, 7, 91). But, as this formulation itself brings out, the boundary between what we think and what we think that we think cannot ultimately be a sharp one: even what we merely think that we think will often have very real effects—not just on what else we think, but on how we end up living. The morality system may be an unrealizable vision, but it is not, for all that, unreal. It is the real problem of an unrealizable vision.

To understand how the system’s conceptions and our more everyday conceptions can be seen as conceptions of the same things at all and how they relate to each other, Williams approaches them in light of a tertium quid: maximally generic conceptions of ideas and practices that are schematic, underdetermined, and probably fictional, but that nevertheless present us with helpful models of the conceptual practices we really do find in human societies. For Williams, the point of considering these prototypes lies in identifying defeasible reasons to think that any society will develop conceptual practices along these lines because they answer to needs of a very basic sort. To keep track of which of these three conceptions of a given conceptual practice is at issue, I shall use the subscript (GEN) to mark the generic conceptions that are too underspecified to be situated in space or time, (UND) to mark the undemanding conceptions we actually live by a lot of the time, and (MS) to mark the morality system’s more demanding conceptions.

My argument falls into three parts. The first section of this chapter considers vindicatory explanations, in terms of generic needs, of what will turn out to be the four crucial building blocks of the morality system: the moral/nonmoral distinction(GEN), the idea of obligation(GEN), the voluntary/involuntary distinction(GEN), and the practice of blame(GEN).3 This part performs a double function: it explains why these conceptual practices are there to be harnessed by the system in the first place, and it offers us a way of making sense of them that is independent of the system. The second section is a vindicatory explanation, relative to the need for ultimate fairness, of the way in which the system combines and refines these building blocks into the moral/nonmoral distinction(MS), the idea of obligation(MS), the voluntary/involuntary distinction(MS), and the practice of blame(MS) in order to provide a shelter from luck. Reconstructing the system in light of this organizing ambition gives us a good grasp on why it has the shape it has and what the different components of the system contribute. The third section is a critique of the resulting construction: I argue that, on Williams’s view, the ultimate problem with the system is its frictionless purity. It robs valuable concepts of their grip on the world we live in and, by insisting on purity from contingency, it threatens to engender nihilism about value and skepticism about agency. To overcome these problems, it is not enough to accept that contingency pervades human life. We also need to revise our understanding of what the fact of contingency entails. In particular, we need to abandon the purist attitude that blinds us to alternative ways of making sense of human values and agency—alternatives that naturalistic but vindicatory explanations can provide.

8.1 Vindicatory Explanations of Four Building Blocks of the Morality System

8.1.1 The Moral/Nonmoral Distinction

Let us begin with what is arguably the most basic building block of the morality system: the moral/nonmoral distinction(GEN). Critical as Williams may be of the particular form which the distinction between the moral and the nonmoral takes within the morality system, he still has a vindicatory story to tell about our need to draw some distinction along those lines. One of the aims of his 1972 book Morality, Williams declared in the preface he added in 1993, was the “placing of morality in relation to other ethical considerations and to the rest of life” (2001, xiv). The book achieves this, notably by examining “what the distinction between the ‘moral’ and the ‘nonmoral’ is supposed to do for us” (2001, xiii). Not yet observing the distinction he later came to draw between the “moral” as construed by the morality system and the broader notion of the “ethical,” his 1972 inquiry concerns the moral/nonmoral distinction(GEN), of which the moral/nonmoral distinction(MS) is a particular sociohistorical elaboration.

Williams suggests that the moral/nonmoral distinction(GEN) is one we should expect to find in any human society. It may be possible for an individual to live outside the ethical life, but no community can get by without some minimal ethical consciousness which stakes claims against self-interest.4 To stake claims against self-interest, Williams contends, is “one basic and universal function of morality” (1973b, 250). Any morality, in order to count as a morality at all, needs to involve some distinction between actions which only minister to the interests of the agent and actions which take the interests of others into account (2001, 66). In its most primitive form, the concept of the moral marks a distinction between these two kinds of action and selects the latter for approval.

Of course, this primitive distinction between two classes of actions is still too primitive; if we are to make sense of anything like our concept of the moral, we need to understand why it involves discriminating not just between different kinds of action, but also between different kinds of motivation. The explanation that Williams gives turns on the example of “a self-interested business man who writes a cheque to famine relief” (2001, 66), thus doing a good thing, but whose concern is for his own reputation rather than for the relief of famine. “What,” Williams asks, “is the point and content of saying that we do not morally approve of the self-interested donor to charity, or that, though he does a good thing, he does not act morally?” (2001, 67). Why refine the moral/nonmoral distinction far enough to discriminate not just between actions, but also between the motives from which they spring?

The answer, Williams suggests, is that we have reason to discriminate not just between self-interested and non–self-interested actions, but also between (a) non–self-interested actions done out of self-interested motives and (b) non–self-interested actions done out of non–self-interested motives. Giving money to charity out of concern for one’s reputation is still better than a self-interested action—the self-interested donor will, after all, help relieve famine, and this is surely “better than that another combined cocktail cabinet and TV set should be bought” (2001, 66). Yet there is still “a very good point” (2001, 67) in withholding moral approval in the case of the self-interested donor and reserving it for cases of type (b). While cases of type (a) only yield non–self-interested actions when these happen to align with the agent’s self-interest, the motivations in cases of type (b) are steadier because they are general dispositions to do things of the non–self-interested sort: motivations grounded in principle, as a Kantian emphasis would have it, or in sympathy with others, as a Humean emphasis would have it. “This must surely,” Williams remarks, “have something to do with the point of selecting certain motives for moral approbation: we are concerned to have people who have a general tendency to be prepared to consider other people’s interests on the same footing as their own” (2001, 68).5

The most basic point of having a concept of the moral that ties moral action to moral motive, then, is to steady tendencies toward selflessness by selecting for special approval “general dispositions to do things of the non–self-interested sort” (2001, 69–70). So far, this is a vindicatory story. We get a vindicatory explanation, first, of why any community would need to draw some kind of distinction between moral and nonmoral actions, and then of why this distinction would need to be focused further to make a moral action one that stems from a certain kind of motive.

8.1.2 The Idea of Obligation

Another crucial source material for the morality system that Williams aims to achieve an independent grip on is the idea of obligation(GEN). Why do we have it in the first place? Williams goes some way toward offering an explanation that might “help us to understand the point and value of living a life in which obligations counted as ethical reasons” (2006e, 73).

The idea of obligation(GEN) (along with its correlate, the idea that those toward whom one has an obligation have a right)6 is grounded in the basic interest of human beings everywhere in being able to rely on certain things (e.g., that they will not be killed, assaulted, or arbitrarily expropriated; Williams 2011, 205). The idea of obligation(GEN) works to secure reliability by helping to create “a state of affairs in which people can reasonably expect others to behave in some ways and not in others” (2011, 208). In particular, it works to ensure that considerations of importance are given high deliberative priority. This, according to Williams, is the most basic point of the idea of obligation(GEN). A consideration enjoys such priority for us if, first, it appears in our deliberations, and, second, it is given heavy weighting against other considerations (2011, 203). The concept of obligation(GEN) is like the special email format which ensures that important emails are flagged as “high priority” when they appear in the recipient’s inbox: it provides a format for ethical considerations that lends them particular prominence and weight in people’s deliberations.

Using the idea of obligation, we can try to make sure that considerations of basic and standing importance are reflected in “settled and permanent pattern[s] of deliberative priorities” (2011, 206). But obligations can also be more context-sensitive. If the person next to me suffers a stroke, a “general ethical recognition of people’s vital interests” becomes “focused into a deliberative priority by immediacy” (2011, 206). Immediacy to me generates an obligation for me to help. Even more conditional are obligations generated by promises. The institution of promising “operates to provide portable reliability,” as Williams puts it, “offering a formula that will confer high deliberative priority on what might otherwise not receive it” (2011, 207–208).

In light of this, it is not altogether surprising that the morality system should have grown around the notion of obligation rather than around some other category of ethical thought. If Williams is right, the notion of obligation is a device which originally serves to acknowledge and reflect, at the level of deliberation, the overriding urgency and demandingness of our most basic needs and our needs in situations of emergency. These practical origins explain why the device is so demanding—it is “just because the needs involved are so elementary that the psychological mechanisms designed to meet those needs are demanding” (1995g, 205). Yet it is also “because those mechanisms are demanding that the theory which grows around them becomes so dense and oppressive” (1995g, 205). Taken beyond its proper remit, the device of obligation soon seems absurdly overpowered, rather like a Roman dictator who retains his emergency powers beyond the fulfilment of his mandate.

8.1.3 The Voluntary/Involuntary Distinction

The third crucial building block is the voluntary/involuntary distinction(GEN). Williams thinks that it can be constructed already out of distinctions that humans everywhere are bound to find worth having. “All conceptions of responsibility make some discriminations” (1993, 66) between what is voluntary and what is not. Though “no conception of responsibility confines response entirely to the voluntary” (1993, 66), the voluntary/involuntary distinction, and the concomitant notion of “the will” in a correspondingly unambitious sense, are universally worth having.

His idea is that the need for the voluntary/involuntary distinction(GEN) grows out of the need for some practice of recognizing responsibility(GEN). Already in his essay for the BBC’s Third Programme, Williams observes that this is a practice which the Greeks shared with us in some form (1963, 1–2). Like us, they recognized that to be responsible for a state of affairs is not just a matter of being the cause of it through some bodily movement. To determine whether someone carries responsibility for that state of affairs in the full sense which makes them a proper subject of blame, we want to know more about the bodily movement. Was it just a nervous twitch, or did they really act? Did they intend to bring about that state of affairs? And what state of mind were they in when they did so? In Shame and Necessity, Williams spells out four “basic elements of any conception of responsibility” (1993, 55):


Cause: the idea that someone brought about a bad state of affairs in virtue of what they did;

Intention: the idea that they intended that state of affairs;

State: the idea that they were in a normal state of mind when they brought it about (i.e., not sleepwalking or subject to extreme incident passions);

Response: the idea that this calls for some response on their part, that they need to make up for it.



Out of these four basic elements, a great many different conceptions of responsibility can and have been constructed by interpreting the elements in different ways and varying the emphasis between them. These are “universal materials” (1993, 56) because the need for them follows “simply from universal banalities” (1993, 55).

It may be plausible enough that the ideas of Cause and Response are universal, but why should we expect the ideas of Intention and State to be universal? Williams’s answer is that we are bound to be interested in drawing distinctions between what is intended or done in a normal state of mind and what is not, because these distinctions are crucial to understanding how an action relates to an agent’s plans and character. Williams gives an example from the Odyssey, where Odysseus and Telemachus confront Penelope’s suitors and find, to their great alarm, that the suitors are handing out the weapons that Telemachus was supposed to have hidden in a storeroom. Odysseus angrily wonders who opened the storeroom, and Telemachus explains that it was his mistake and that no one else is to blame—he left the door of the storeroom ajar, and one of the suitors must have been a better observer than he was (1993, 50). Telemachus is clearly drawing a distinction here between aspects of what he did that were intentional and aspects that were unintentional: it was he who left the door ajar, but he did not mean to. This, Williams contends, shows that although Homer had no direct equivalent for the word “intention,” he nevertheless had the concept of intention—not because we are disposed to draw on this concept in describing the situation, but because Homer and his characters themselves make distinctions which can only be understood in terms of that concept (1993, 50–51). For Williams, it is no surprise that they draw such distinctions: “it must be a possible question how the intentions and actions of an agent at a given time fit in with, or fail to fit in with, his intentions and actions at other times,” he writes, because “under any social circumstances at all, that is a question for other people who have to live with him” (1993, 56). Being sensitive to which aspects of an action are intentional helps us understand what kind of action it is and what else to expect from someone who, in that situation, intends those things. If Telemachus had intentionally left the door ajar, this would have disquieting implications for Odysseus, suggesting that Telemachus was not, after all, on his side. Here, the question whether Telemachus meant to do what he did is a matter of life and death.

Similarly, we are bound to care whether actions are done from a normal state of mind, because this is crucial to figuring out what to expect from people: if someone acts intentionally but in a strange state of mind, we know that their actions probably do not stand in a regular relation to their plans and character. Williams gives the example of Agamemnon, who took Briseis from Achilles and did so intentionally, but in a strange state of mind: the gods cast ate (delusion) on his wits, so that he was in a state of blind madness (1993, 52). Being sensitive to the state of mind from which people act helps us see how their intention and action on one occasion fits into the broader pattern of their intentions and actions on other occasions. It helps us separate the exceptional from the expectable. Like the capacity to separate the intentional from the unintentional, this is a capacity that people living together are bound to have an interest in possessing.

This brings us to the key point for our purposes: namely, that if the notions of Cause, Intention, State, and Response are available, one already has all the material necessary to construct the notion of the voluntary(GEN). It earns its keep in virtue of the need to recognize responsibility for certain actions and to understand the place of intentions and actions in people’s plans and characters.7 The notion of the voluntary(GEN) picks out all those actions we are left with once we have filtered out things done unintentionally or in an abnormal state of mind: “a certain thing is done voluntarily if (very roughly) it is an intentional aspect of an action done in a normal state of mind” (1993, 66). Williams sees a similar notion at work today. Speaking about our present-day version of the voluntary/involuntary distinction(UND), he writes: “ ‘A does X voluntarily’ is equivalent to ‘A does X intentionally in a normal state of mind’ ” (2006a, 120).8

These notions of the voluntary—voluntary(GEN) and voluntary(UND)—may strike one as superficial: push beyond a certain point questions such as what exactly someone intends, what makes it true that they intend it, and whether they intended to become the kind of person who can intend such a thing, and this notion of the voluntary gives out. But for Williams, its superficiality is precisely what makes it worth having: “if voluntariness is to do its work such questions cannot be pressed beyond a certain point” (2006a, 124); it is “an essentially superficial notion, which works on condition that one does not try to deepen it” (1995i, 495). A useful notion of the voluntary is one that helps us capture such obviously important differences as that between intentionally turning on the stove and somnambulism. Distinctions at this superficial level do nothing to settle the problem of free will (nor, indeed, do they generate that problem in the first place).9 But it is by doing work at this level that the notion of the voluntary helps us to live. It is (in Nietzsche’s phrase which Williams quotes more than once) superficial out of profundity.10

8.1.4 The Practice of Blame

The last building block I want to examine, which also grows out of the practice of recognizing responsibility, is the practice of blame(GEN). Here also, Williams’s critique of blame(MS) is rooted in a more charitable account of blame(GEN), an account which presents blame(GEN) as a valuable, if peculiar, “instrument of social control” (1995c, 15). It is an instrument of social control because it helps sustain communities by inducting new individuals (including notably children) into a shared ethical sensibility and secure some degree of realignment with that sensibility where individuals problematically deviate from it. It is a peculiar instrument, however, because as long as the participants in the practice of blame think of it in purely instrumental terms, as justified only by its efficacy as a tool of alignment, blame will fail to produce the desired effects—it will tend to produce resentment rather than remorse:


Blame that is perceived as unjust often fails to have the desired results, and merely generates resentment. This shows that the idea of blame’s justification is not the same as the idea of its efficacy. When a recipient thinks that blame is unjustified, the content of his thought cannot be that the blame will be ineffective. This does not show that the purpose of blame may not in fact lie in the modification of behaviour; it means only that if this is true, it cannot be obvious to those who are effectively blamed. (1995c, 15)



The practice of blame can be efficacious only insofar as it is understood by participants to be more than just a regulative device, because only then will recipients of blame be suitably moved by the normative demands that blame expresses. Consequently, no account of blame that bases its justification merely on its efficacy can be adequate, because “it collides with one of the most obvious facts about blame, that in many cases it is effective only if the recipient thinks that it is justified” (1995c, 15).

At first pass, the conclusion that blame cannot wear its function on its sleeve seems subversive, calling into doubt my claim that Williams has a vindicatory account of blame in its generic form. But there is another way of reading the claim that blame cannot wear its function on its sleeve. Taking our cue from Truth and Truthfulness, we can see blame as a practice exhibiting what I call self-effacing functionality11: the practice of blame is functional, but only insofar as and because it is sustained by motives and reasons that are autonomous (i.e., not conditional on the practice’s functionality). As a result, the functionality of blame is effaced—it is not the primary consideration for participants as they engage in the practice, but for benign functional reasons: we reap the benefits of blame only if we are not benefit-minded about it.12

This explains why blame’s functionality is not obvious to participants: that functionality itself requires them to be motivated by something other than the practice’s functionality. However, participants can become conscious of this without destabilizing the practice, because not only blame, but also the practice of thinking of it noninstrumentally are vindicated in terms that (unlike the sorts of vindications envisaged by indirect consequentialism) do not undermine the authority of the noninstrumental reasons for blame. In Truth and Truthfulness, the insight into the functionality of thinking in nonfunctional terms is offered as something that strengthens our confidence in the practice.13

For Williams, then, the four building blocks I have focused on are not the invention of the morality system. Nor are they inextricably linked to each other and to that system in a way that would preclude our making sense of them outside the system. All four building blocks can be made independently intelligible, because they have deeper roots in independent generic needs.

8.2 A Vindicatory Explanation of the Morality System

With these vindicatory explanations of the building blocks in place, we can now turn to the system itself. To what end does it incorporate and reshape just these building blocks in the way it does? What concerns explain the “particular development of the ethical” (2011, 7) that is the morality system, and what is its point?14

Williams gives his most pointed answer to this question in “Moral Luck: A Postscript”:


The point of this conception of morality is, in part, to provide a shelter against luck, one realm of value (indeed, of supreme value) that is defended against contingency. (1995e, 241)



Our demand for a shelter from luck grows out of a longing for “ultimate justice” (2011, 43) or “fairness” (1995f, 75). In the face of the fact that “most advantages and admired characteristics are distributed in ways that, if not unjust, are at any rate not just, and some people are simply luckier than others,” the morality system expresses “the ideal that human existence can be ultimately just” because it offers a special kind of value, moral value, that outshines every other kind of value and “transcends luck” (2011, 217).15

On Williams’s view, the concern that has to be factored in to get from the four building blocks in their generic form to the moral/nonmoral distinction(MS), the idea of obligation(MS), the voluntary/involuntary distinction(MS), and the practice of blame(MS) is the longing for ultimate justice, which they serve by providing a shelter from luck. Is that longing for ultimate justice a more sociohistorically local concern than the generic human needs we considered earlier? Williams’s position on this is difficult to pin down. He describes the morality system as a historical phenomenon, connected to Platonism and Christianity, that finds its purest expression in the moral philosophy of Kant.16 But he is also sympathetic to the idea that the sense of fairness and the resentment of unfairness have deep naturalistic roots in the social character of our species and might even be innate.17

As Williams also writes, however, what desires we have depends on what we deem possible (1973a, 147), and perhaps the thought is that while the longing for fairness is old, the sense that ultimate fairness is possible is not—that, roughly speaking, had to wait for Plato, whose development of Pythagorean ideas provided the required dualism of soul and body and, in particular, the idea of a “featureless moral self” (1993, 160).18 The Socratic dictum that “the good man cannot be harmed, since the only thing that could touch him would be something that could touch the good state of his soul” (2011, 39) articulates the animating idea of the morality system. It was also Plato who imposed a stark division between “rational concerns that aim at the good, and mere desire” (1993, 42), thereby providing the strategy of ethicizing psychology, as Williams calls it—the strategy of fitting psychological ideas to moral demands instead of trying to fit moral ideas into an antecedent understanding of human psychology.19 Thus, while the concerns driving the construction of a shelter from luck may be old, the construction itself had to wait for suitable material to come together, for only then could the ambition to “make the world safe for well-disposed people” (2006f, 59) gain a foothold.20 Refracted through Platonic ideas, the primitive concern with fairness was elaborated and focused into a demand for ultimate fairness. In this “strong form,” the concern to resist luck is one of the “idiosyncrasies” of the “local species of the ethical” (1995e, 242) that is the morality system.

Once we see the system as organized by a concern to deliver ultimate justice by providing a shelter from luck, we can try to reverse-engineer the distinctive contributions of its components and explain—in terms that will be vindicatory relative to the demand for ultimate justice—their elaboration into the moral/nonmoral distinction(MS), the idea of obligation(MS), the voluntary/involuntary distinction(MS), and the practice of blame(MS). To this end, our guiding question must be: How does one construct a shelter from luck?

First, one needs a special kind of value that is not “merely a consolation prize you get if you are not in worldly terms happy or talented or good-humoured or loved,” but the “supreme” form of value: it “has to be what ultimately matters” (2011, 217) if it is to eclipse any lack of luck in other respects. This is where the moral/nonmoral distinction(GEN) comes in. In its generic form, Williams agrees with Hume, the distinction is not very sharp.21 But it can be elaborated into a stark distinction to provide a special kind of value—moral(MS) value—whose importance can be dialed up to the point where it drowns out any other kind of value. The supremacy of moral(MS) value helps shut out luck by ensuring that misfortunes along other dimensions do not count. The most effective way of achieving this is for moral(MS) value to be supreme not just by carrying more weight than other kinds of value, but by forbidding comparison altogether. It is not that moral(MS) value ends up outweighing other kinds of value—there is not even a competition. This is what Williams refers to when he notes the tendency of the system to close in on itself, so that it comes to seem an “indecent misunderstanding” (2011, 217) to ask, as Nietzsche did, what the value of that system is.22 The system’s “purism and its self-sufficiency mean that it is structured not to hear any considerations that might limit its own” (1995g, 204). From the point of view of the system, nothing outside the system really matters.

Second, one needs to ensure that the point of view of the system and the demands it makes on us are truly inescapable. The demands raised by the system therefore have to combine two aspects: ubiquity, to ensure that there is no domain where the demands of the system do not arise, and stringency, to ensure that these demands are forceful enough to take precedence over other demands. This is where the notion of obligation(GEN) comes in as the ideal format in which to couch moral thought. For reasons we considered, obligations are stringently demanding and designed to intrude into deliberation and impose themselves at the top of the priority list. Moreover, as Williams notes, “if obligation is allowed to structure ethical thought, there are several natural ways in which it can come to dominate life altogether” (2011, 202). If only an obligation can overrule an obligation, the felt need to resist a given obligation will invite one to look for ways in which the need to resist it can itself be rationalized as expressing a general obligation; and, the more this happens, the more general obligations multiply, so that they end up providing “work for idle hands” (2011, 202) across all aspects of life. The notion of moral obligation(MS) is thus perfectly suited to the task of ensuring that the system comes as close as possible to being truly inescapable. The proliferation of moral obligations(MS) means that there is always something that one is under an obligation to do, leaving no part of life free of the system’s influence, and the stringency of moral obligation(MS) ensures that what the system demands is what one really must do. The notion of obligation(GEN), once elaborated into the notion of obligation(MS), allows the demands of the morality system to become—in Kant’s term that usefully combines the two aspects of ubiquity and stringency (2011, 198)—categorical.

Our construction thus far already looks well defended against contingency. Insofar as agents manage to stand in the right relation to their moral obligations, they will be living well in the only respect that ultimately matters: insofar as they manage to enter the shelter, they will be safe from luck. And everywhere, the shelter is there to be entered, because morality makes not just a claim on one, but the claim: what morality demands is what one really must do. We thus have a robust shelter which ubiquitously invites us in and promises to shut out the forces of contingency.

But, though ubiquitous and contingency-proof, our shelter does not yet fully serve people’s concern to escape contingency, because it still suffers from an unequal access problem: some may find it easier than others to align their lives with the demands of the system. To eliminate contingency even here, entry to the shelter needs to be regulated in terms that guarantee equal access. Clearly, for instance, moral value must not be tied up with the consequences of actions, because this would render agents vulnerable to luck. As a Medieval proverb has it, when the flung stone leaves the hand, it belongs to the devil. To truly discount luck, moral value needs to retreat into the agent, to lie “in trying rather than succeeding, since success depends partly on luck” (2011, 217). Harnessing the emphasis on moral motivation which we noted in the moral/nonmoral distinction(GEN), the system is thus driven to focus exclusively on moral intentions and motives.23

Yet if the basis on which we allocate moral worth is to be ultimately just, we still need to eliminate various contingencies within the agent, because the “capacity to try,” or to act from moral motives, “is itself a matter of luck” (2011, 217). Various contingencies at the level of natural endowments, socialization, education, and other biographical and historical circumstances may make it easier for some to develop the right kind of motivation. Moral motivation must therefore itself be understood in terms that insist on purity from contingency. It must not be conditional on contingent desires or motives. It must be a form of motivation that the agent has anyway already—for instance, in virtue of being a rational agent.24

The requirement that makes itself felt here is that in order to guarantee equal access to the shelter from luck, the system must base itself solely on what any agent has complete control over no matter their circumstances. This is where the voluntary/involuntary distinction(GEN) comes in. Even in its generic form, it already does some of the work required by separating out what the agent did unintentionally or in an abnormal state of mind. But the “search for an intrinsically just conception of responsibility” (1993, 95) leads one to push responsibility even further back, to a purified form of trying that is not conditioned by any disposition or desire or any other trait that the agent contingently has: what Williams calls “utter voluntariness” (2011, 218) or, following Kant, “the unconditioned will” (1981, 20). To be truly unconditioned, this purified conception of “the will” must not be in any way empirically determined by what the agent contingently is. The locus of the will in this demanding form cannot therefore be the socially situated and contingently constructed self. It has to be the featureless moral self that lies beyond all determination by empirical circumstances (in Kantian terms: the noumenal self). The intrinsically just basis on which moral responsibility(MS) is allocated in the system must be the unconditioned will of the characterless self.

Williams acknowledges that the idea of the unconditioned will also has other roots rendering that aspect of the system “overdetermined” (1995g, 204).25 Williams notes, for example, that the “phenomenology of bodily movement and the notion of trying” (1999a, 149) already invite, via the observation that one can will a movement without it actually ensuing, the distinction between the self qua locus of action and the self qua locus of the will. He also remarks that we want there to be something over which we have complete control, and we want that because we feel the need for “real authorship of our actions” (1999a, 149). A further driving force is the resentment we feel when others wrong us. Williams here takes a leaf out of Nietzsche’s Genealogy (1998, I, §13), which describes the idea of a featureless moral agent—an agent lying beyond all determination by circumstance who can will to actualize his contingent dispositions or not—as being motivated by the felt need to blame not just the nature of things in general, but those who wronged us in particular. Connected to this is the human tendency to indulge in a “fantasy of retrospective prevention” (1995f, 73), where the victim fantasizes about replacing the wrongdoer’s action with an acknowledgment of the victim. This fantasy again motivates thinking of the agent in isolation from the network of circumstances, as an autonomous entity capable of willing to act otherwise than the agent in fact did.

Last, the system must also allocate moral blame in a way that shields the agent from luck. This is easily achieved at this point, since moral blame(MS) only needs to track utter voluntariness to ensure that the agent is blamed only “on the ultimately fair basis of the agent’s own contribution” (2011, 216). This is what Williams calls the “purified conception of blame” (1995f, 72). By tying blame to utter voluntariness, the system ensures that agents are blamed “for no more and no less than what is in [their] power” (1995f, 72). Given the moral demands on the will(MS) to align with obligations(MS), the purified conception of blame ties blame(MS) to the purely voluntary breaking of obligations. Because the system focuses on blame(MS) at the expense of other reactive attitudes and links blame(MS) to the purely voluntary breaking of obligations, “the thought I did it has no special significance” within the resulting picture of the ethical life; the only question is “whether I voluntarily did what I ought to have done” (2011, 196). This leads to a blinkered disregard for what Williams insists is an important dimension of ethical experience, namely “the distinction simply between what one has done and what one has not done” (2011, 196).26

The purified conception of blame comfortingly shields one from two kinds of blameworthiness that would otherwise render one vulnerable to luck: it shields one from being blamed for what one does involuntarily (this is what George Sher calls the “Searchlight View” (2009, ch. 1) of responsibility, on which agents are responsible only for those features and results of their acts of which they are aware when they act), and it shields one from being blamed when one does something as the lesser of two evils. Choices between wrong and wrong—the stuff of tragedy—lose their sting in the morality system, because if blameworthiness is tied to broken obligations, and if ought implies can—one can only be under an obligation to do what one can do—one is not blameworthy when one does something as the lesser of two evils. There might have been what W. D. Ross (1930) calls a prima facie obligation not to do what one ended up doing, but this obligation was eventually defeated by the consideration that the alternative would have been worse.

Once the practice of blame(MS) is appropriately purified to be sensitive only to purely voluntary acts, our moral agents longing for ultimate justice are finally home and dry. The only thing that ultimately matters—moral(MS) value—is now completely within their control, for it depends only on whether they choose, from motives they all equally have anyway, to align their unconditioned will with their categorical obligations.

8.3 Critique of the Morality System: Frictionless Purity

I take it that Williams is not just being sarcastic when he says of the morality system that it expresses a “moving” (2011, 217) ideal in its quest for ultimate justice. Moreover, the system appears well-tailored to its task. So what is wrong with it?

Williams finds numerous things wrong with it, and much of the criticism he levels at moral philosophy in general, or at Kantianism and utilitarianism in particular, applies also to the morality system. One line of criticism is that once our ethical thought has been subjected to the demands of coherence and systematicity to the degree required for it to become a system, that system leaves us with too few ethical thoughts and feelings to be true to ethical experience: like a color filter laid over the ethical landscape, it masks all but a few morally relevant features of it.27 Another line of criticism is that the morality system alienates us from our projects and hence from what sustains the possibility of a meaningful life—the system leaves no-one in particular for me to be (2011, 78, 224). In his critique of utilitarianism, Williams notes that this amounts, “in the most literal sense,” to an attack on my “integrity” (1973a, 116–117). What he means is not that some of my actions fail to fit in with my character as expressed in my other actions. It is rather that the very connection to what makes my various actions mine threatens to be lost. My integrity as an agent depends on the fact that my actions can be seen as actions that flow from the projects and convictions with which I am most closely identified. By asking me to step away from these projects and do whatever the utility calculus requires, utilitarianism alienates me as an agent from that which allows me to see my actions as mine. The resulting actions lack any unifying connection to the projects and convictions of a particular agent. In that sense, they are no-one’s actions in particular.

Yet I believe that the ultimate problem with the morality system, for Williams, is its frictionless purity: it robs valuable concepts of their grip on the kind of world we live in and, by insisting that true value and free agency be pure of any contamination by contingency, it threatens to engender nihilism about value and skepticism about agency. This critique has two strands: the No-Friction critique and the Purist-Attitude critique.

To illustrate the No-Friction critique, let us focus on blame(MS). The criticism then is that blame(MS) fails to recruit people into a shared ethical sensibility or to bring deviators back into it because it fails to get a grip on the kind of world we actually live in, where an agent’s character and circumstances largely lie outside that agent’s control. A conception of blameworthiness that tracks purely voluntary acts is “frictionless” or “fails to get a grip in the world we live in” insofar as its extension in the world we actually inhabit is empty, so that acts of the sort we do in fact encounter fail, upon closer scrutiny, to qualify as proper targets of blame. A conception of blame that is frictionless in this sense cannot properly do any work for us, for it lacks an empirical basis in the world we live in. This is a criticism we find already in Williams’s “The Idea of Equality” (first published in 1962), where he insists that “the concept of ‘moral agent,’ and the concepts allied to it such as that of responsibility, do and must have an empirical basis” (1973c, 235–236, emphasis added). To be concepts worth having, our concepts must allow us to make discriminations within the empirical world we live in rather than only between that world and something beyond it. This is not the case with blame(MS) and its attendant conception of voluntary(MS) action. To be voluntary(MS), actions must not reflect anything that agents involuntarily and contingently are, but this means that actions can only be voluntary(MS) insofar as agents have chosen all the circumstances that shape their lives. Needless to say, hardly any action will pass this test. We did not choose our circumstances—or, if we did, that choice was likely itself a reflection of prior circumstances we did not choose. Voluntariness cannot extend all the way back. Indeed, we could not have chosen our circumstances all the way through life, because at the beginning of this process, there would have to be the pure, characterless self envisaged by the morality system, and this characterless self would lack the basis to make such a choice: it would be too unencumbered by commitments and attachments to get an adequate view of the value of anything.28

If, as a matter of fact, the “machinery of everyday blame” (2011, 214) does any work for us, this is because it “attempts less than morality would like it to do” (2011, 215). We operate, much of the time, by the lights of blame(UND) rather than blame(MS). This is true more broadly: “If our modern ethical understanding does involve illusions, it keeps going at all only because it is supported by models of human behaviour that are more realistic than it acknowledges” (1993, 11). Blame(UND) works with a conception of voluntariness that is less demanding. In inquiring whether an action was voluntary in this undemanding sense, we typically seek to determine only whether people really acted, knew what they were doing, and intended such and such aspect of what they did (2011, 215–216). Many actions will meet this standard. But if we consistently allocated blame according to the demanding conception of voluntariness(MS), our blaming practices would cease to serve our need to align our ethical sensibilities and fail to discharge a function that we need to see discharged.

The No-Friction critique of the morality system is thus that the purity of blame(MS) and its concomitant ideas robs them of their much-needed friction with the empirical world: too purified to achieve a grip on the rough ground we live on, they become pointless.

It is tempting to conclude that there is a simple remedy: we need only learn to accept that the requirements of utter voluntariness cannot be met. We need more truthfulness and knowledge about the world we inhabit so that we come to see that we are “building ethical life around an illusion” (2011, 212).

But there is a more insidious problem here, which brings us to the Purist-Attitude critique. For Williams, the problem with the morality system is not just that we fail to find actions that plausibly fall under its purified conceptions; the problem is also that these conceptions shape our attitude toward what we do find. The system encourages overblown normative expectations about what shape the world can properly have if value and agency are to have a place in it—the attitude that Williams labels its “purity” (2011, 216). This purist attitude “abstract[s] the moral consciousness from other kinds of emotional reaction or social influence” (2011, 216) and conceives of moral value as lying “beyond any empirical determination” (2011, 217). Its purism lies in its insistence on stark contrasts between the purity of moral values and free agency and the natural, emotional, and social forces pervading human life. “In truth,” however, “almost all worthwhile human life lies between the extremes that morality puts before us” (2011, 216). The demands that the system’s conceptions make on moral motivation and voluntariness cannot in fact be met. “This fact,” Williams writes,


is known to almost everyone, and it is hard to see a long future for a system committed to denying it. But so long as morality itself remains, there is danger in admitting the fact, since the system itself leaves us, as the only contrast to rational blame, forms of persuasion it refuses to distinguish in spirit from force and constraint. (2011, 216)



This is where the Purist-Attitude critique proves crucial: there is danger in admitting to what extent contingency pervades human life as long as one remains attached to the morality system’s outlook, because that outlook blinds people to the forms of value and freedom that really are to be found in the world we live in.29

As a result, disenchanting our view of the world through truthful naturalistic enquiry risks making things worse rather than better. It risks exacerbating the sense that there is no room for moral value in a world thus understood, resulting in a nihilism that maintains that nothing has value. Moreover, because the system entrained an ethicized psychology reflected in our conceptions of free and rational agency as something that excludes the influence of mere desires and emotions, nihilism about value will be accompanied by skepticism about agency. This is why the system encounters the problems of free will and determinism “in a particularly acute form” (2011, 195). It “makes people think that, without its very special obligation, there is only inclination; without its utter voluntariness, there is only force; without its ultimately pure justice, there is no justice” (2011, 218). The result is a bleak and flattened vision of life that elides all difference between rational persuasion and manipulation, convincing and coercing, the force of the better reason and the force of a punch in the face. This danger, which was a central concern of Nietzsche’s,30 and to which Williams gave pride of place in the resounding final lines of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, shows that merely facing up to the world we live in—merely revising our beliefs—is not enough.

The Purist-Attitude critique is therefore this: in the face of a naturalized view of the world, the attitudes cultivated in us by the morality system threaten to turn us into skeptics or nihilists who see no room for real value or real agency. Take the example of blame again. Once one admits that the demand for utter voluntariness cannot be met, there are two ways one can go: one can renounce the demanding conception of voluntariness in favor of a less demanding one and confidently allocate blame on that basis; this is the exit from the system that Williams recommends, and it is what Paul Russell (2017) calls the strategy of the pessimist. But it is at least equally tempting to reason in a different direction and to conclude, with the skeptic, that if the demands of the system cannot be met, no act of blaming is ever truly justified, and all we are left with is people being coerced by their circumstances.

Note that the difference between the pessimist and the skeptic is not a difference in knowledge. They both agree that no act is ever voluntary(MS) in the way that blame(MS) requires. It is just that while the pessimist takes this to speak against that conception of blame, the skeptic takes it to speak against the hope that blame might ever be justified. The skeptic thereby betrays a continued adherence to the system in concluding that since no act is ever voluntary(MS), no acceptable form of blame is ever justified—in much the same way that atheists betray a residual religiosity if they believe, with Ivan Karamazov, that since God does not exist, everything is permitted. The skeptic’s position involves a counterfactual adherence to the system which is structurally analogous to the “counterfactual scientism” (2006c, 187) that Williams accuses Hilary Putnam and Richard Rorty of: the skeptic believes that blame is in fact never justified, but that, if it were, this would have to be due to there being utterly voluntary acts.

The pivotal question that separates the skeptic from the pessimist is therefore this: What does the fact that luck and contingency pervade human life entail? In drawing from it the conclusion that nothing has value and no-one is free, one betrays a residual commitment to the system. One betrays a commitment to the purist pattern of reasoning encoded in the conceptions of that system—a pattern that notably licenses inferences such as the following:


If anything has value, it is the moral value of things done from moral motives.

If an action is done from a moral motive, it is a voluntary action.

If an action is voluntary, it is not conditioned by anything that is

contingent or lies beyond the agent’s control.



Via the contrapositives of those claims, one quickly gets from the realization that every action is somehow conditioned by things that are contingent or lie beyond the agent’s control to the conclusion that no action is ever voluntary and nothing has value. But as the different pattern of reasoning exemplified by the pessimist shows, one might also take the same realization to entail nothing of the sort. Drawing on conceptions of voluntariness, moral motivation, and value that are more tolerant of contingency and draw contrasts within the empirical world, one can also endorse a pattern of reasoning which allows us to accept that no moral motivation is ever fully pure of contingent desires, and no action ever fully pure of the influence of unchosen circumstance, and still recognize value and freedom in the world. To endorse the first of these two patterns rather than the second is not to fall prey to cognitive error; it is to evince a bad attitude, an attitude whose badness is ethical rather than cognitive. It is an attitude that does not help us to live. As Nietzsche would have put it, it is a life-denying attitude.

It emerges that the journey out of the system involves not just the first, epistemic step of facing up to reality, but also the second, more radical step of liberating oneself from overblown normative expectations about just how pure of contingency the world would have to be in order to contain things of value and responsible agents. The conclusion that we are left with nothing turns out to depend on an overblown conception of what counts as something.31

In light of this, emancipation from the system can be thought of as involving three stages.32 At the initial stage, one is still immersed in the illusion that the “rationalistic metaphysics of morality” (1993, 159) correspond to something in reality. Through truthful reflection and inquiry, one then moves to a transitional stage, where one realizes that those metaphysics do not correspond to anything, but one retains the idea that they would have to correspond to something if the world were to contain true value and free agency. This entrains nihilism and skepticism. Finally, on being shown that there are other ways of making sense of values and agency in naturalistic but nonetheless vindicatory terms, one can move out of the system altogether. One “resituate[s] the original opposition[s] in a new space, so that the real differences can emerge” between contingent desires that are moral and contingent desires that are not, between conditioned actions that are voluntary and conditioned actions that are not, and “between the force which is argument and the force which is not—differences such as that between listening and being hit, a contrast that may vanish in the seminar but which reappears sharply when you are hit” (2002, 9). At this third stage, one is liberated from the system’s constraining conceptions and capable of affirming one’s values on grounds different from before. There is no guarantee that all of our ideas will survive a truthful understanding of them, but the threat of nihilism and skepticism will have been averted if some of them do. (Arguably, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, with its critique of the “philosophical errors” [2011, 218] involved in the system, primarily helps move its readers from the initial to the transitional stage, whereas Shame and Necessity and Truth and Truthfulness, with their naturalistic but vindicatory explanations of ideas of agency, responsibility, and intrinsic values like truthfulness, are more concerned to move their readers out of the transitional stage by giving them somewhere outside the system to stand.)

The morality system thus turns out to merit its name: it systematically harnesses and adapts to its own ends a variety of initially helpful ideas to hold out the ultimately illusory promise of a shelter from luck. Combining a vindicatory understanding of why we have these ideas with an initially vindicatory but ultimately critical understanding of why they take the form they do in the morality system can provide us with a nuanced sense of what we need them to do for us and what kind of friction with the world they need in order to do that. But it is not enough simply to admit that no action is ever voluntary in the sense demanded by the system because contingency and luck pervade life. We also need alternative ways of making sense of value and agency. Only then can we really throw off the powerful misconceptions which, by shaping our sense of how much contingency our ideas of value and agency can tolerate, determine what the pervasiveness of contingency entails.
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1 Drawing on remarks from different periods in a philosopher’s oeuvre carries the risk of projecting more unity than is really there. But, equally, there can be value in reconstructing an overarching set of concerns that reveals connections between certain issues and motivates a philosopher’s continual engagement with those issues—especially when that oeuvre is widely perceived as lacking unity.

2 I elaborate on the idea of vindicatory explanation in Queloz (2021a, 38–41, 98, 178–187, 213–221).

3 A fuller treatment than I have room for here might add guilt, which Williams contrasts in particular with shame (1993, 1997), and which he describes as “the characteristic first-personal reaction within the system” (2011, 197). The combination I repeatedly explore here, of a vindication of the generic form of X with a critique of the refined form it takes within the system, can be found also in Williams’s treatment of guilt. In its generic form, guilt helpfully “turns our attention to the victims of what we have wrongly done” (1993, 222). But this virtue is lost once the conception of guilt is elaborated into something more abstract in the morality system.

4 See Williams (2011, 32, 51).

5 There is a parallel here to Kitcher’s (2011) claim that the most basic point of morality is to remedy “altruism failures.” See also Williams (1980).

6 See Williams (2011, 206).

7 Williams puts it even more strongly in a footnote to “Moral Luck: A Postscript”: “the idea of the voluntary . . . is inherent in the concept of action” (1995e, 247 n. 4). See also Williams (2002, 45, 1995c, 1995f, 1999a; Magee and Williams 1971).

8 Another formula he uses is: “an agent does X fully voluntarily if X-ing is an intentional aspect of an action he does, which has no inherent or deliberative defect” (1995h, 25).

9 See Williams (1993, 67–68): “It is a mistake to suppose that the notion of the voluntary is a profound conception that is threatened only by some opposing and profound theory about the universe (in particular, to the effect that determinism is true). That supposition underlies the traditional metaphysical problem of the freedom of the will . . . there is a problem of free will only for those who think that the notion of the voluntary can be metaphysically deepened.”

10 Nietzsche himself uses the phrase more than once (2001, preface, §4; 2005, epilogue, §2). For further discussion of the superficiality of the notion of the voluntary, see Williams (1993, 67–68; 1995b, 127–128; 1995e, 243; 1995i, 495–496; 2006a, 124–125).

11 See Queloz (2018).

12 In Queloz (2021b), I elaborate on this account of blame as a self-effacingly functional practice and on why it really is vindicatory and reflectively stable in a way that other instrumentalist or consequentialist accounts of blame are not.

13 Nor does the fact that blame sometimes overstretches the idea that one had reason to act otherwise count against it, since even the fiction that one had reason to act otherwise has a valuable tendency to instill in the blamed just the sensitivity to reasons that it pretends they already possess (1995d, 41–44). On this “proleptic” function of blame, see Fricker (2016).

14 A related question is what drives the systematization of ethical thought that ultimately issues in ethical theory. See Cueni and Queloz (2021) for a reconstruction of Williams’s answer.

15 Many have since highlighted the importance of fairness as a motivation for the immunization of morality against luck; see Levy (2011, 9–10), Otsuka (2009, 374–75), and Sher (2005, 180). For a critical discussion of fairness-based arguments in favor of luck-free morality, see Hartman (2016, 2017).

16 See Williams (2014, 86). See Louden (2007) for an assessment of Williams’s equation of the morality system with Kant’s system which, barring some “subsidiary aspects,” finds it “substantially correct” (126–127).

17 See Williams (1999b, 248).

18 See Williams (2006d, 16).

19 In Williams’s terms, to ethicize psychology is “to provide a psychology that gets its significance from ethical categories” (1993, 43) or to define “the functions of the mind, especially with regard to action . . . at the most basic level in terms of categories that get their significance from ethics” (1993, 160). See also Williams (2006b, 78).

20 A phrase Williams used in the referenced passage to describe “the tireless aim of moral philosophy.”

21 See Williams (1995c, 20 n. 12) and Hume (1998, appendix IV).

22 Nietzsche asks after “the value of morality,” urging that “we need a critique of moral values, for once the value of these values must itself be called into question” (1998, preface, §§5–6). Williams strikingly echoes Nietzsche when he notes that “the principal aim of all moral philosophy” is that of “truthfully understanding what our ethical values are and how they are related to our psychology, and making, in the light of that understanding, a valuation of those values” (1995a, 578).

23 Attempts to render utilitarianism actionable issue in a notably similar structure by enjoining the agent to maximize expected rather than actual utility to the best of the agent’s knowledge: although actual utility is to a substantial degree a matter of luck, agents escape blame as long as they maximize expected utility (though see Monton [2019] for a discussion of exceptional cases).

24 Williams (1984) offers an exegetical reconstruction of Kant’s version of this idea.

25 The idea has a rich history in the theory of action; see Glock (1996, “will”), Hyman (2011, 2015), Candlish and Damnjanovic (2013), and Queloz (2017).

26 This is one of the main points of “Moral Luck” (1981). See also Williams (2011, 43–44).

27 See Williams (2011, 130). For a valuable discussion of this point, see Krishna (2014). The idea that the demand for systematicity and coherence comes in degrees is explored in Cueni and Queloz (2021).

28 See Williams (1993, 158–159; 2011, ch. 6).

29 The system “conceals” all the “options for ethical thought and experience” that there are outside itself—“Kantian associations constantly work to short-circuit our understanding” (1993, 77) of those other ways of making sense of things as valuable. This is why, from the perspective of morality, the “Greeks do emerge as premoral” (1993, 77).

30 See Clark (2015) and Queloz and Cueni (2019).

31 Williams diagnoses an analogous problem in the view of some ethical theorists that if we give up on ethical theory, we are left with nothing (2011, 223).

32 A comparable schema sheds light on Nietzsche’s conception of the process by which European morality collapses in the wake of the “Death of God.” See Queloz and Cueni (2019).
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Luck and Responsibility According to Bernard Williams

Ulrike Heuer

9.1 Introduction

The possibility of so-called moral luck is often understood as a challenge to practices of holding people responsible for those aspects of their agency that are not under their control.1 Bernard Williams, who coined the term, follows a different route: he challenges philosophical, but also to some degree commonly accepted, understandings of responsibility.

On some views, a person is responsible if it is appropriate or fair2 to have and display various reactive attitudes toward her. There is disagreement about which attitudes are relevant, but they presumably comprise at least resentment, indignation, and blame.3 This way of thinking about responsibility has taken off from Peter Strawson’s influential paper “Freedom and Resentment” (1962). Strawson’s overt aim in his paper is to show that holding people responsible is embedded in a normative practice of having and displaying appropriate attitudes, a practice which comprises conditions that determine the appropriateness of the attitudes. Those conditions appear to be independent of questions about determinism and free will.4 But in addition to liberating responsibility from the stranglehold of the free will debate, Strawson in effect makes another move that has proved to be no less influential. Responsibility must be understood in the context of assessing actions and sanctioning them. The main contention here is that being responsible is being the appropriate target of certain attitudes or sanctions. One might have thought that the appropriateness of those attitudes and practices somehow depends on whether or not the person who is the target of the attitude is responsible for whatever it is that they are resented or blamed for. However, proponents of the Strawsonian approach reverse the order of explanation. If being responsible is being the appropriate object of a reactive attitude, then being responsible is not an independent, necessary condition of the attitude’s appropriateness.5

But can’t we act in ways that don’t warrant any kind of reaction from others? At least some of the moral luck cases seem to be counterexamples: when a person acts in ways that are not under her control, it seems doubtful whether reactive attitudes are appropriate. But is it equally doubtful whether she is responsible for what she does? Bernard Williams’s famous lorry driver who kills a child running into the path of the lorry while driving as carefully and conscientiously as one can expect may rightfully ascribe this killing to himself and take himself to be responsible even though no one is in a position to blame him.6 That at least seems to be Williams’s suggestion.

Williams’s interest in the moral luck cases concerns an understanding of responsibility which is different from the Strawsonian one. It is in play when we ascribe actions or the consequences of actions to ourselves (or others) even though reactive attitudes would be inappropriate. Understanding what is meant by responsibility here might help quite generally—beyond the specific cases—to develop a different perspective on what responsibility is. Williams’s direct target is, however, not the Strawsonian view, but a view according to which we are responsible for what we do if and only if and because we act rationally or for a reason (Williams 1976, 1993 2008).

This view, too, has much currency in the contemporary debate.7 Angela Smith, one of its proponents, argues that responsibility should be understood as answerability: a person is responsible for acting in a certain way if she is the appropriate target for questions about reasons (Smith 2015). A similar view has been suggested by John Gardner who claims that “basic responsibility” is “none other than the ability to offer excuses and justifications,” in short: reasons, for what one has done. They both maintain that basic responsibility is not something to be avoided because in claiming it one establishes oneself as a rational agent (Gardner 2007).

Bernard Williams’s view calls both this rationalist (as I will call it) and the Strawsonian (sentimentalist) views of responsibility into question. I will try to explain his view by offering an interpretation of his paper “Moral Luck.” Williams makes the striking claim that a person’s action can be justified by success even when success is a matter of luck. But it has to be the right kind of luck: luck whose conditions are “intrinsic” or “internal” to what the person is doing. My focus will be on the distinction between internal and external conditions of success and failure and their role in Williams’s account.

9.2 Some Preliminaries

9.2.1 Luck

Williams is, to my knowledge, the first who introduces the term “moral luck,” and he couldn’t foresee the way in which it would catch on.

Calling something “lucky” ordinarily means that it is unforeseen, perhaps unforeseeable, perhaps against the odds. It also often has a valence: luck can be either good or bad luck. Williams means some of this, too: he speaks of luck when the outcome of an action is unforeseeable.

But there is a narrower sense of luck: we might say of a person that she just got lucky not so much because the outcome of her action was unforeseeable, but because what she did led to a favorable outcome despite the fact that she lacked the capacities, skills, or know-how for achieving it. For instance, when a petty theft goes undetected, we might say of the thief that she got lucky. This is not to say that her success was unforeseeable, but that it is not thanks to her planning and abilities that she wasn’t discovered. Or perhaps someone wins at a game. If this is merely lucky it is not because of the player’s superior abilities. When a wished-for outcome is realized, but it did not depend on the exercise of an agent’s abilities, we call it lucky. This second sense of luck will be relevant to Williams’s discussion, too. It will help to explain the difference between intrinsic and extrinsic conditions of success and failure.

9.2.2 Justification and Responsibility

The second thing to note is that the moral luck discussion (after Williams) has been about responsibility. Williams, however, focuses on justification. But he is interested in responsibility as well. The two are, of course, connected. If a person acts in a way that appears to be wrong, a justification for acting in this way normally shows that the action wasn’t wrong after all. The agent is responsible for what she did, but not to blame because what she did was not wrong.

Williams claims that this needn’t be so: one can have a justification even when this doesn’t show that what one did was not wrong. Here justification concerns how bad the thing is that one is responsible for, but not whether one is responsible for it in the first place. Or alternatively, it is about how to apportion blame (assuming that the point of offering a justification is typically to avert blame). In the subsequent discussions of moral luck, luck is thought to affect responsibility itself and not only justification or blame.8

As noted earlier, I presuppose here that being praise- or blameworthy and being responsible are not the same thing. Williams seems to agree in rejecting the Strawsonian view. He writes,


the significance of someone’s life and its relations to society may be such that someone needs to recognise and express his responsibility for actions when no one else would have the right to make a claim for damages or be in a position to. (Williams 2008, 74)



Admittedly, this is not about reactive attitudes but about justified claims for damages, but it shows that, as Williams see it, the appropriate reactions of others are not decisive for responsibility. Williams’s discussion of the lorry driver is a further source of support: the driver assumes responsibility, and rightly so, Williams seems to suggest, even if no one is in a position to blame him.

With these preliminaries in place, I want to get to the question of responsibility and Williams’s claim about the relevance of intrinsic and extrinsic, or internal and external, conditions.9 But first, in the following section, I will get justification out of the way.

9.3 The Question of Justification

Williams’s discussion focuses on the example of Paul Gauguin who leaves his family in Paris behind with no support in order to go to Tahiti and pursue his artistic calling. If Gauguin’s project succeeds, then he has some justification for his action of taking off to realize his talent, Williams claims, albeit not a justification that the family he left in the lurch should be impressed by.

As I remarked earlier, providing a justification in the context of responsibility is often seen as showing that what the person did was not wrong. The way in which Gauguin’s project is likely to be judged blameworthy or wrong is with regard to leaving his family in dire misery. If his justification doesn’t speak to that, what does it do?


1. Perhaps it just means that he has a reason for his decision. After all, he already has proved himself a somewhat talented artist, and developing his potential is his most ardent dream (or so we assume).

But isn’t that a defeated reason? Gauguin has obligations toward his family which might rightly be seen as defeaters of whatever reason he has to develop his artistic talent, at least when doing so requires abandoning the family. A parent who is under an obligation to bring up his children may, of course, also further personal projects but not in a way that leads to the children’s destitution. Gauguin might, for instance, quit his job as a stockbroker to become an arts teacher instead, even if his children then would not be able to attend the best private schools. Integrating his personal project and his parental duties in this way seems perfectly acceptable. That is: a parent’s obligation to his children does not require him to give up all personal ambitions if he can offer them a perfectly decent start in life without doing so. But abandoning the children altogether, leaving them with no education at all or even to starve seems indefensible.10 Whether a person is justified in what he does depends on the details of the case. But whether Gauguin succeeds in becoming a great artist is not one of the relevant details.

2. But even if he has only a defeated reason for doing what he does, might that still provide a partial justification? A weak-willed agent can offer a defeated reason for her action, in part to explain but perhaps also in part to justify what she did. There was something to be said for it, after all. If so, there is a remaining sense of justification for Gauguin even if his reason for leaving is defeated. But this again is independent of his success.

3. Williams, however, claims that success itself justifies. How might it do that? Perhaps like this: if Gauguin’s reason to leave is that doing so will enable him to become a great artist, then, if he doesn’t become a great artist, there is no reason. Compare the following example: I buy a ticket for a train to get to a meeting, but, unbeknownst to me, the meeting has been cancelled. Did I buy the ticket for a reason? In one sense, yes. In another, you may want to say that I had only an apparent reason. After all, my instrumental reason to buy the ticket derives from my reason to attend the meeting. But I cannot have a reason to attend a meeting which doesn’t take place.11 So one might say that there is no reason for me to buy the ticket if the meeting is cancelled. But if the meeting does take place, there is such a reason. Whether or not I have a reason to buy the ticket depends on something that happens in the future: the meeting.

However, if this were the relevant sense of justification (or “unjustification”), why would Williams’s distinction of the internal and external conditions of success matter? The distinction concerns the kind of success or failure; why or in what way it happens. If the fact that the meeting doesn’t take place “unjustifies” my buying of the ticket, it doesn’t matter why the meeting doesn’t take place. So while, on this account of reasons, we can establish a sense of justification that depends on future events, it is presumably not what Williams was after.12

4. On a different reading, Williams’s argument is this: if a person makes an unjustified (bad?) decision she has reason to regret it. By modus tollens: Gauguin (in hindsight) does not have reason to regret his decision. Therefore, his decision cannot have been unjustified.

Jay Wallace (2013) who takes this to be Williams’s argument, shows that it isn’t sound because the conditional premise is false. Wallace argues that the inability to regret does not show that a decision is justified, looking at a range of different examples.13

Meir Dan Cohen (2008) draws a different lesson from the same argument that he, too, takes to be Williams’s. Starting with a critical remark he observes, “Trying to derive the existence or absence of justification from the appropriateness of subsequent regret seems to have things backwards” (2008, 4). But he attempts to vindicate Williams’s argument to some degree nonetheless: becoming a painter makes Gauguin the person he is at the later stage. On Williams’s internal reasons view (Williams 1981), (some of) the reasons for being a painter become available to Gauguin only after he has become one, after his desires and values have been shaped by the identity he acquired in becoming a painter. There are two aspects to this interpretation: (1) having become the person he is, and being happy about it, rules out that Gauguin can regret having made the decision he made; and (2) on the internal reasons view, his new identity equips him with reasons that justify the earlier decision ex post.

Even if we accept Dan Cohen’s first claim (1), we should reject the second (2). Whether or not reasons internalism is true, presumably on any account of reasons a profound change in a person’s self-understanding or situation in life and circumstances brings with it new reasons that wouldn’t have applied to the person before. But it is hard to see how those reasons could bear on the earlier decision. The idea must be “given the person I have become I endorse my earlier decision.” But being glad to have made a decision of a certain kind and being justified in doing so are plainly different things. I could be glad that, say, I dawdled and missed a train which, as I find out later, was involved in an accident. But that doesn’t show that I was justified in dawdling. Dan Cohen recognizes this point when he considers that a lifelong swindler may be as identified and happy with his career as Gauguin and unable to regret it, but he would not therefore be justified in being a swindler.



With this unsatisfying run through some options, I’m going to leave Williams’s claims about justification behind. From now on I will look at responsibility. Just to show that this is not as big a departure from Williams’s project as it might seem to be, take the following quote from his “Postscript” to “Moral Luck”:


The . . . question . . . of retrospective justification . . . is the question of how far, and in what ways, the view that an agent retrospectively takes of himself or herself may be affected by results and not be directed simply to the ways in which he or she deliberated, or might have better deliberated, before the event. . . . [M]y involvement in my action and its results goes beyond the relation I have to it as an ex ante rational deliberator. (Williams 1993, 256)



If the topic is “my involvement in my action,” it is much more naturally understood as being about responsibility than justification.

9.4 Internal and External Conditions of Success and Failure (Luck Internal and External to the Project)

9.4.1 Gauguin’s Success

If Gauguin’s success is merely lucky, would he be responsible for it? Would it be appropriate to praise him for his works and admire them? Williams distinguishes between internal and external conditions of success and failure. This distinction is crucial for explaining his view of responsibility for the consequences of one’s actions—or so I will argue.14 Williams explains it here:


[I]t matters considerably to the thoughts we are considering, in what way the project fails to come off, if it fails. If Gauguin sustains some injury on the way to Tahiti which prevents his ever painting again, that certainly means that his decision . . . was for nothing, and indeed there is nothing in the outcome to set against the other people’s loss. But that train of events does not provoke the thought in question, that after all he was wrong and unjustified: he does not, and never will, know whether he was wrong. What would prove him wrong in his project would not just be that it failed, but that he failed.

This distinction shows that while Gauguin’s justification is in some ways a matter of luck, it is not equally a matter of all kinds of luck. It matters how intrinsic the cause of failure is to the project itself. The occurrence of an injury is . . . luck of the most external and incident kind. Irreducibly, luck of this kind affects whether he will be justified or not, since if it strikes, he will not be justified. But it is too external for it to unjustify him, something which only his failure as a painter can do: yet still that is, at another level, luck, the luck of being able to be as he hoped he might be. It might be wondered whether that is luck at all. . . . It is not merely luck that he is such a man, but luck relative to the deliberations that went into his decision, that he turns out to be such a man: he might (epistemically) not have been. (Williams 1976, 120–121)



Williams starts here again with justification in the sense of having something “to set against the other people’s loss.” But he himself observes that this is not really the issue since Gauguin has nothing to point to if he fails, whether or not he fails due to internal or external conditions.15 But he would have been responsible for a failure had it been due to internal conditions—had he failed as a painter because he is not the man he thought he would be. If he fails, however, as a matter of mere bad luck (due to external conditions, such as an injury) he would not be responsible for that failure.

I want to explore the following hypothesis about the role that the distinction between internal and external conditions of success and failure is cast to play.

Gauguin is responsible for his success if and only if, and because it is due to internal conditions. Had he failed, he would have been responsible for the failure, if the failure had been due to internal conditions, but not responsible if it had been due to external conditions.

But what determines whether the conditions of success or failure are internal or external to a project? This depends in part on the nature of the project. I will therefore not try to offer a sweeping generalization but hope to work toward a more general understanding by focusing on the details of the example. Why isn’t a failure because he isn’t the man he thought he would be mere bad luck? And should we also say that if he succeeds as a matter of mere dumb luck (i.e., due to conditions external to the project), he is not responsible for the success?

However, it is not possible to succeed as a matter of “mere dumb luck” in something like the project that Gauguin undertakes. As Williams puts it: “It is not merely luck that he is such a man.”16 It is of course in principle possible to succeed through luck just as much as failure can be a matter of luck (e.g., there is no other way to succeed in winning an unrigged lottery). But it is not possible that becoming a talented artist just happens to a person like a lottery win without her involvement. I will rely on this distinction between success that just happens to one (‘mere luck’) and success that results from developing and exercising one’s abilities throughout. Luck of the former kind could of course play some role in success of the latter kind: if the ship got into a storm on the way to Tahiti, but the journey miraculously continues with the passengers unharmed, Gauguin got lucky. And without this kind of luck, he wouldn’t have been a painter later. Presumably, any success in a larger project depends in part on luck of this kind. But luck with regard to external conditions is not sufficient for success. And it is not the kind of luck that Williams is concerned with.17

The only way to succeed in becoming an artist is by developing one’s talents and capacities in quite a directed way. An indispensable part of the success lies with who the person is, whether he has the talent, the sensitivity, the stamina, and the ambition of an artist or is able to develop them. I am not appealing to an essentialist understanding of identity here, but just to the way in which a person makes use of her abilities in pursuing the defining project in her life. With being an artist, we sometimes lean toward a romantic understanding of an essential self. But this isn’t crucial for the internal/external distinction, as I understand it. What I said about developing artistic talent would just as much apply to becoming a mathematician or a lawyer or someone who exercises a craft, for instance. What is crucial is that the only possible success in these cases will be due to the agent’s development and exercise of her abilities. This kind of success is therefore not a matter of luck in the narrower sense of getting lucky that I described in the preliminaries.

9.4.2 Isabel Archer’s Failure

Let me compare Gauguin’s success with a case of failure. Williams himself provides such a case in his discussion of Anna Karenina. It brings in an interesting further consideration, namely that what is internal to the project needn’t be due to the agent alone, since Anna’s failure depends in part on a lack of social acceptance and the ways in which being socially ostracized erodes her relationship with Vronsky. Despite this, the failure of her project should be considered an internal failure, a failure of the project itself. I want to bracket these complexities and use an example of failure which mirrors Gauguin’s success more closely.

Henry James’s heroine, Isabel Archer, when she encounters Gilbert Osmond, is taken in by certain features of his character which, she believes, show an independence of mind and from the judgments of others for which she admires Osmond. She is much mistaken about this, as their subsequent marriage cruelly reveals. Isabel Archer accepts responsibility for her unhappy marriage. She wasn’t forced—quite to the contrary: she defied advice from trusted friends who urged her not to marry Osmond. As she sees it, those friends are either interested parties whose judgment is therefore clouded or people who are in the grip of the wrong kinds of values, resenting those who defy convention and social expectations and are therefore unable to appreciate the worthy character of her beloved.

As always with examples from literature (or life), the story is complex: it turns out that she has at least partly and cunningly been deceived by Osmond and is not only misled because of her own lack of experience. But let me focus narrowly on just one aspect here: her reliance on her own judgment of Osmond’s character. She had some evidence for it. Her interpretation of the evidence may have been flawed, but, at the time, she could not have been expected to do better. Thus, her bad judgment and the subsequent unhappy marriage appear to be nonderivative failures: there isn’t anything she could and should have known which foreseeably led to the bad outcome (I come back to this point).

Is she then responsible for making the decision that seals her unhappy fate? She herself seems to think so.18 Osmond’s actual deceit, which the novel discloses later, might militate against that. But the fact that she relied very expressly on her own (bad) judgment supports it. This seems to be so, whether or not we think she should have responded differently to her friends’ advice or the available evidence at the time. (James, the narrator, makes it amply clear to his reader that Isabel is taken in.)

If we think that Isabel Archer lacks some epistemic virtues, her case may be in that regard different from Gauguin’s, who is portrayed as assessing his own situation correctly. But it doesn’t seem that those epistemic flaws make a difference. Isabel doesn’t take responsibility because she later finds her earlier judgment badly supported, but because it was she—a person of a certain character—who very recognizably shaped her own fate. Her marked change of character in the course of the marriage is the result of taking the route she decided on. Her case illustrates what Williams describes as


 . . . one’s life could not be partitioned into some things that one does intentionally and other things that merely happen to one. (2008, 70)



explaining (with Oedipus in mind) that what matters is


[h]ow much was changed by what he did: that he was triumphantly king of Thebes, for instance, and now is not. (2008, 71)



Similarly, Isabel Archer was a freedom-loving, independent, curious young woman, but all of that changed when she entered into the marriage. She became a guarded, untrusting, unhappy person.

The failure here is internal to the project because it results from the conscientious exercise of her abilities to make a good decision: at the time, no further evidence would have changed it.19 We admire her for being this kind of a young person, despite the fact that it seals her fate. If she were to declare “I was unlucky” it would be hard to understand what that could even mean. She didn’t end up with Osmond by throwing a dice, nor was marrying him the only prospect for her future.20 When a person leads her life exercising her abilities (including her abilities to think critically and deliberate carefully), the result is not a matter of luck.

Williams emphasizes that diligent deliberation is not enough to secure success. Isabel would have to have been a different person to have a happy marriage with Osmond, a man who values social appreciation (“honour,” as he puts it) above all else. And she also would have to have been a different person to figure out ahead of time what it would be like to be married to Osmond. There even is a sense that her being mistaken about Osmond is to her credit and is part of what makes her admirable.

In this regard, her position is similar to Gauguin’s, who also cannot know whether he will be able to develop the relevant abilities—he would have to have been a different person to be able to know this ahead of time, he would have had to be an artist already. If his is internal success, then hers is internal failure (failure internal to the project).

To sum up: a failure or a success is internal to a project if it results from the agent’s exercise of their abilities. More precisely, a failure is internal if it results from the agent’s failure in exercising her abilities. And a success is internal if it results from an agent’s success in exercising her abilities. These formulations are meant to exclude two cases.

(1) Unlucky failure. An exercise of one’s abilities can fail for reasons external to the project, as Williams notes. This would happen if Gauguin incurred an injury, but also when the exercise of his abilities is blocked in other ways.

(2) Lucky success. The exercise of one’s abilities can sometimes lead to success in a way that has little to do with one’s abilities. My two examples are not suited to exemplify such cases. But imagine a case in which an accomplished archer shoots his arrow badly (i.e., he exercises his ability badly), but, through a gust of wind, the arrow’s course is bent, and he ends up shooting a bull’s eye. Here the archer cannot claim responsibility for the success.

9.5 Derivative Responsibility

This way of accounting for the responsibility for failure comes up against a more common view, already mentioned: the view that responsibility for such failure is derivative.

The basic idea is that a person is derivatively responsible for φ-ing, if she is non-derivatively responsible for doing something else, ψ-ing, which foreseeably leads to her φ-ing. Isabel Archer’s unhappy marriage results in part from her ignorance of Osmond’s character. Might she be derivatively responsible for the result, provided she is responsible for the ignorance itself?

In general, when there is derivative responsibility for an action, it must somehow “follow on” from an action for which there is nonderivative responsibility, as in cases where, by doing A, the agent does B (e.g., by performing surgery on the patient, the doctor kills her), or where, by doing A, the agent brings about B (e.g., by performing surgery on the patient, the doctor brings about a fatal reaction). Applied to ignorance, responsibility might be derivative when a person’s doing A (e.g., failing to properly investigate the evidence) leads to her doing B (e.g., acting on the basis of false beliefs). Acting in ignorance could be seen as a special case of derivative responsibility in which the non-intended result is due to ignorance rather than to other kinds of failure.21

Ignorance is sometimes an excuse, but not always (e.g., that the doctor didn’t know that the patient would have a fatal reaction can be an excuse). It fails to be an excuse when the agent is responsible for the ignorance itself. In that case, she is also derivatively responsible for the consequences of acting in ignorance. Why and when is she responsible for her ignorance then? Rosen proposes that she is responsible if she violates “procedural epistemic obligations” (Rosen 2008). But what exactly are those? What do they require? Sometimes this is cashed out roughly as taking the precautions that a reasonable person would have taken in a similar situation. This remains vague (and is, in any case, borrowed from the law, which may give a more precise content that may not be suited for our context).

Joseph Raz proposes a condition which needs to be satisfied if a person violates the standard of due care (in our cases, by failing to comply with epistemic obligations).


Negligence involves derivative responsibility: People are responsible for negligent harming because they are responsible for breach of a duty of care. . . . But, as we know, my liability depends not only on wrongful action, but on wrongful action for which I am responsible. . . . This is where a derivative principle comes in. It has the form: If one is responsible for action A, and if by doing A one does B (which is the bringing about of some consequence), then one is responsible for B provided the actions meet a certain condition. . . . The condition is that avoiding that consequence was the rationale of the duty not to perform A. (Raz 2011, 265, emphasis added)



That is, if the doctor’s treatment brings about her patient’s death because she didn’t know of her patient’s allergies, she may be derivatively responsible for the death if she has violated epistemic obligations whose rationale is precisely to make sure that the allergic reaction will be avoided. Which obligations the doctor has depends on the rationale for the duty to overcome the ignorance. She is not under an obligation to know everything that there is to be known, but under more specific obligations to know about and check on likely conditions that lead to complications. Therefore, if the rationale for the duty to overcome ignorance does not require the kind of research that would have been needed to overcome the ignorance in her patient’s case, the ignorance would serve as an excuse.

This suggestion provides us with a clearer explanation of what it is that can be expected of a reasonable person when it comes to overcoming ignorance.

How about the ignorance in Isabel Archer’s and Gauguin’s cases? If we apply Raz’s condition to Isabel Archer’s case and ask whether she is responsible for her ignorance of Osmond’s true character, the answer would be “yes,” if she was under an obligation to find out about it and did not, where the rationale why she was under such an obligation is that complying with it would have avoided the bad consequences. But the case is moot: Is the fact that she misinterprets the evidence something that shows her to be epistemically less than virtuous? Is the rationale for urging people not to enter into marriages without having taken the measure of the intended not properly taken into account by Isabel Archer’s enquiring mind? After all, she engages in much reflection on the evidence available to her. Her reasoning does take the friends’ warnings into account; her rejection of their objections doesn’t seem to be epistemically unsound. There wasn’t anything that from her vantage point would have allowed her to come to the conclusion that marrying Osmond will be a grave mistake. As remarked already, we admire her in part for the trusting, idealizing way in which she interprets Osmond—it is part and parcel of being a young woman of her type: one who has an independent, enquiring mind but is also inexperienced in such matters. But her judgment is false, and her friends’, in particular, her cousin, Ralph’s, judgment show that it would have been possible to reach a more accurate conclusion on the evidence available to her. Is she then responsible for the failure—for her bad judgment? If not, she would also not be derivatively responsible for its severe consequences—according to the derivative responsibility view.

The point to take from Raz is that we need to understand what grounds the duty to inquire further and overcome ignorance in order to know whether or not the duty was violated.

Perhaps we can make a (somewhat shaky) case that in Isabel Archer’s situation it is not violated. In Gauguin’s case, it may be easier to come to the same conclusion: after all, he knows that he doesn’t know. As far as leaving his family is concerned, this is the wrong thing to do—and that he decides under uncertainty doesn’t change this. As far as becoming a painter is concerned, acting under this kind of uncertainty may be perfectly acceptable. There is no duty to inquire further because there isn’t anything that would count as solid evidence in this case. If so, the derivative responsibility view would perhaps urge us to say that both of the agents are not responsible for the consequences of their actions, because they did not violate their epistemic duties. Isabel Archer’s failure is excused, and Gauguin’s unforeseeable success is just a stroke of good luck—as if he had bought a lottery ticket and won. This is an odd thing to say in Gauguin’s case, and I believe that it is false in Isabel Archer’s.

9.6 An Argument Against Derivative Responsibility

Here is a way of trying to bring out what is wrong with the derivative responsibility approach.

Quite independently of any questions of derivative responsibility,22 it seems that Isabel Archer is right to take responsibility for getting herself into the terrible relationship. She couldn’t say with a straight face, “none of this is my fault. It is nothing to do with me or my agency that this worked out badly.” This kind of response seems all but impossible. After all, the relationship with Osmond has become her life, and it shapes her thoroughly as a person. She becomes the person she later is as a result of living through the marriage. Or rather: if she had taken a “nothing to do with me” attitude, she would have lived through the marriage in quite a different way. She would have come out a different person. Wouldn’t that have been better? We don’t know. As things are, it is not all for the worse. She has become more guarded, but also more compassionate, more mature, and more understanding because she lived through the injustices she experienced. This is shown both in her changing relationship to her cousin from merely teasing to becoming a deep and loving relationship, and in the way she relates to her stepdaughter. So, if she is to own those changes of her character, she can hardly disown the decisions and actions through which she became that person. After all, the story is an unfolding of her character: she does not become the person she is through some life-changing external event like an accident, but through her own choices and the ways in which she copes with their consequences. If she can rightly take responsibility for becoming the caring person who decides to look after her husband’s daughter and overcome menacing threats as she leaves to see her cousin for a last time, she is responsible for taking the action that led to her becoming this person. In James’s story, Isabel Archer, while changing radically, expresses herself clearly and credibly in the way she leads her life. Marrying Osmond is an almost inevitable expression of her younger self, as are the ways in which she continues and changes in coping with the consequences. We admire her throughout and regard both her earlier and later decisions as genuinely hers—as she does herself. Using Williams’s expression, her “involvement in her actions and their results” is never in question. If this is an acknowledgment of her responsibility for the consequences of her actions at the various stages of her life, then she is responsible (among other things) for deciding to marry Osmond, even though, in a sense, she married him in ignorance of quite a few of the relevant facts. If this is so, then we have a first premise of an argument.


1. Isabel Archer is responsible for her decision to marry Osmond and its consequences.



And here is how an argument could be built from our earlier discussion:


2. If a person acts in ignorance, her responsibility must be derivative.

3. A person is derivatively responsible for acting in ignorance only if the ignorance is the consequence of violating procedural epistemic obligations.

4. Therefore, since Archer is responsible, she must have violated her procedural epistemic obligations.



It is, however, unclear whether she is under any obligation to overcome her ignorance, the rationale of which would have to be that complying with it is necessary for avoiding the consequences of her ignorance. That is to say, it is unclear whether Raz’s condition is satisfied. It is therefore unclear whether she violated her procedural epistemic obligations. Whether or not she violated her procedural epistemic obligations does not explain what we know: that she is responsible for the consequences of her actions. Thus we should reject the view of derivative responsibility expressed in premises 2 and 3.

According to the argument, she is derivatively responsible only because she is responsible. But if we can establish responsibility in spite of ignorance, we don’t need the principle of derivative responsibility to explain why a person is responsible. So perhaps the principle of derivative responsibility is not valid after all: perhaps knowledge is not needed for responsibility.

This is hardly, and is not meant to be, a conclusive reductio of the principle of derivative responsibility. But I hope that it serves to shed some doubt on the view that ignorance negates responsibility.

Why then does it seem so often as if ignorance were key? Perhaps this is because in some circumstances (e.g., in the doctor’s case, or in cases of other professional duties, or with regard to legal duties) there are some relatively clear, knowable duties concerning what to check, what to secure against, etc., so that there is a way of applying Raz’s condition: the condition for determining whether there is a violation of the relevant duty by considering the rationale for the duty. But the same is not true of more ordinary cases of moral responsibility.

9.7 Nonderivative Responsibility

Ordinary responsibility is not circumscribed in the way the doctor’s responsibility is. There are a number of differences.

First, when we think about responsibility for actions and decisions like Gauguin’s and Isabel Archer’s, the question does not concern liability. There may be an aspect of this in Gauguin’s case, but, as we have seen, this is quite clear-cut: leaving his family in the lurch is wrong and not justifiable. As far as responsibility to others is concerned, he should not have undertaken the project he embarked on. But, beyond this, the question of whether Gauguin is responsible in a sense that allows him to take credit for his success, to be proud of it, etc., is not negated by the fact that he chose to set out on his journey on the basis of scant evidence, without knowing what will come of the attempt. In so deciding he did not violate standards of epistemic due diligence. That is, after all, Williams’s point! He knew everything that there was to be known about the likelihood of his success—but what he knew amounted to very little. The problem is not that he failed to get hold of further information, but the problem is that there was none.

Second, the claim that our agents are responsible for their decisions and the consequences should not be based on scrutinizing an isolated individual action but on the role it played in a person’s life. This, I believe, is the point of Williams’s insistence on “my involvement in my action and its results.” Both Gauguin and Isabel Archer develop into the people they later are because they regard their decisions to be rightfully theirs, and the consequences theirs to deal with. Therefore, neither Gauguin nor Isabel Archer can disown responsibility for their decisions while taking responsibility for their current situation which is (in part) a consequence of that decision. They have become the successful painter, who is perhaps proud of his achievements, and the unhappily married woman who learns to take a more compassionate view of her life and that of others, in part, as a consequence of their earlier decisions and actions. If a decision or an action is not subject to external luck, then the agent is responsible for it and its consequences. And it is not subject to external luck if it occurs as a matter of exercising one’s abilities in the pursuit of a project one has adopted.23 Whatever “projects” are, they are not single actions, but comprise a whole range of actions, decisions, and emotions over time.

Third, and to guard against a misunderstanding: saying that Isabel Archer is responsible for her mistakes may sound like “she’s to blame.” But that is not so. Blame is typically third-personal. The reason why Isabel Archer cannot be blamed for making the bad decision to marry Osmond is that we admire the type of person she is at the time of deciding to marry Osmond as well as the person she has become at the end of the novel. It would be inconsistent to blame her for the choices she makes when we, at the same time, admire her early choices as perfect expressions of her young self. Her admirability in part depends on the virtue of being young and in part on not remaining there, learning from the failure, and changing in the light of it. Therefore, there is responsibility, but no blame.

Gauguin is responsible for his success, and he may be praised and admired on the basis of his work. While blaming a person who expresses an admirable character in her decisions and actions would be inappropriate, praise of a person who develops and exercises the abilities to produce great art is entirely appropriate. Despite this, he remains liable toward his family, owing them compensation. While there is no cause for blame (Archer), but cause for praise (Gauguin), liability remains (Gauguin).

9.8 Success and Failure

The question I was hoping Williams would help with is under what conditions a person is responsible for the success and failure and, more generally, the consequences of her actions. His response, as I understand it, is that responsibility depends on whether the success or failure is internal to the project. I suggest that we understand this as success or failure are internal to a project if they result from exercising one’s abilities. It is possible to exercise one’s abilities successfully or in a flawed way. What bars responsibility is not that the exercise of one’s ability was flawed, but that the success or failure came about in a way that has nothing to do with exercising one’s abilities at all.

The resulting picture is that agents are nonderivatively responsible for success and failure provided they are internal to the project. One advantage of looking at the issue in this way is that “the project” does not consist just of a single action that a person may or may not be responsible for but of a series of actions that sometimes unfolds over a person’s life. The reason why Isabel Archer or Gauguin cannot disown their earlier decisions is that they result in their later position in life, which they then inhabit and embrace—for better or worse.24

Even if our agents didn’t know at the time of making their decisions where the journey would lead, they arrive at the later point through a competent exercise of their abilities and their agency. As the case of Isabel Archer shows, it doesn’t mean that one has to be glad about one’s choices or embrace them in an affirmative way. From the vantage point of her later experiences, she will presumably find her decision to marry Osmond regrettable. But this, too, affirms her responsibility—at least, if we understand “regret” in Williams’s sense of agent-regret.

Finally, let me address briefly at least one objection that was put to me by the editors. It deserves a fuller discussion which I cannot provide here. If it is true that Williams’s view of responsibility differs markedly from the views I sketched very roughly under the labels “Strawsonian” and “rationalist,” why not think that Williams explains responsibility in a different sense? The Strawsonian sense might then be the sense of responsibility that is involved in the practice of appropriately having and displaying reactive attitudes; the rationalist would be concerned with responsibility for our agency and our attitudes insofar as they are responsive to reasons; and Williams with responsibility for actions and their consequences when they are not merely the result of external luck. There is no easy answer to a question of this kind. But the rough shape of a reply which I cannot develop in detail here is that all these views are concerned with similar questions regarding the ways in which what we do is subject to assessments (of different kinds) and in which we relate to our own actions and their consequences. Thus we are not looking at different subject matters. Just to illustrate the point: one of the strongest points in favor of a rationalist view is that what we do for reasons expresses our values and is therefore of the right kind to come up for assessment.25 But this is also precisely the view that Williams addresses and criticizes when he writes “one’s life could not be partitioned into some things that one does intentionally and other things that merely happen to one” (Williams 2008, 70). He is not talking about a different subject matter.26 Therefore, these cannot be different senses, but must be regarded as different accounts of the same notion of responsibility. This is of course not enough to show that distinguishing senses would be a mistake, but I hope it provides some reason for resisting this move.

9.9 Conclusion

In this chapter, I wanted to steer the discussion away from Williams’s initial focus on justification and toward responsibility. There are a number of reasons for this move: first, I couldn’t find a way of spelling out the relevant sense of justification; this is in part because (as Williams grants) Gauguin’s success does not serve the role of a justification vis-à-vis the family and in part because Williams’s crucial distinction of success and failure, internal or external to an agent’s project, is really concerned with the agent’s “involvement with one’s agency and its results” and thus with responsibility and not with justification.

I argued that a success that results from conditions that are internal to a project is not a lucky success, nor is a failure that results from something that is internal to the project and the proper exercise of the person’s agency just unlucky. There is no internal luck. Responsibility defying luck is always external.

The most important result of this exploration is that Williams’s view opens a path for understanding responsibility neither in Strawsonian terms as being concerned with reactive attitudes, nor in the sense of responsibility for actions insofar as they are reason-responsive that has become common currency. My Williams rejects both Strawsonian sentimentalism and contemporary rationalism. Instead responsibility depends on how a person’s actions relate to the exercise of her abilities in the pursuit of her projects and are integrated into her life.
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1 E.g., Enoch and Marmor (2007), Enoch (2012).

2 Fairness is crucial according to Jay Wallace’s (1994) influential development and interpretation of the Strawsonian view.

3 Following Strawson, I understand reactive attitudes as attitudes toward the attitudes that others express or display in their actions or behavior. This characterization is no more than a rough approximation, distinguishing reactive attitudes from just any appropriate emotions that a person could have because someone else acted in a certain way. Understanding reactive attitudes in this way allows us to make sense of the generalization that Strawson suggests; namely, that reactive attitudes are appropriate if and because the agent showed ill will (or lack of good will) in her action: “What I have called the participant reactive attitudes are essentially natural human reactions to the good or ill will or indifference of others towards us, as displayed in their attitudes and actions” (Strawson 1962, sec. 4).

4 But see Patrick Todd (2016) who doubts that either Strawson or those who followed him have succeeded in presenting an argument for this independence. I am here not concerned with the compatibilist/incompatibilist debate, but only with the understanding of responsibility that issues from the suggestion of understanding it in terms of the appropriateness of reactive attitudes.

5 For objections and counterexamples to this approach, see Watson (1996) and Smith (2007).

6 Williams seeks to establish the view by exploring a kind of emotion that is a distinctive attitude, agent-regret, which shows the agent’s involvement with the outcome of her action. I take it that Williams uses agent-regret as a heuristic which gets us to see the different understanding of responsibility that he puts before us. It is not a Strawsonian reactive attitude and shouldn’t be lumped in with those. Not only is its role very different, but it has nothing to do with reacting to attitudes as they are expressed or displayed in actions—almost the contrary.

7 See, e.g., Wallace (1994), Fischer and Ravizza (1998), Gardner (2007), Smith (2015).

8 E.g., Zimmerman (2002, 2006), Enoch and Marmor (2007).

9 Rather confusingly, Williams speaks of “intrinsic” and “external” conditions. Avoiding this, I will settle for “internal” and “external” instead, but without relying on the philosophical connotations of those terms.

10 I don’t offer this view of obligations as an interpretation of Williams’s view. Williams often expresses doubts about the Kantian notion of duty. The difficulty here is that Williams, while being skeptical, does not, to my knowledge, offer a positive account of obligations. The view I describe here is not Kantian and draws on a fairly ordinary understanding of parental obligations while allowing us to give normative significance to personal commitments. But I just don’t know how Williams would respond.

11 See Alvarez (2010) for discussing cases of this kind.

12 There is a further reason for this: the view of reasons that the justification relies on is robustly externalist and therefore not in keeping with Williams’s internalist account of practical reasons.

13 Focusing on the case of teenage pregnancy, Wallace argues that while a teenage mother may not be able to regret that she had the child once the child exists, it doesn’t follow that her decision to have the child was not unjustified. The inability to regret can be explained in different ways.

14 The only other interpretation which takes this distinction as central to understanding Williams’s view of responsibility of which I know is by Wojtowicz (2018). His view is, however, much closer to Dan Cohen’s than mine.

15 Furthermore, as explained earlier, there simply is no justification—at least not on a common understanding of parental duties.

16 This shows that Williams isn’t interested in what has sometimes been called “constitutive luck,” by both him and by others (e.g., Nagel 1976; Zimmerman 2002, 2006).

17 Therefore, another kind of luck that others have been interested in—circumstantial luck, perhaps—is not Williams’s concern.

18 That she accepts responsibility for the bad decision and its consequences is obvious when her friends come to visit her in Rome and perhaps also toward the end of the novel when, after having seen her cousin for the last time in England before he died, she decides to return to Rome and thereby to her marriage.

19 This isn’t quite true: if she had known about the deceit, it would have made a difference.

20 From the start, we follow the various offers she receives and rejects from different candidates, as well as her deliberations that the inheritance would set her free in the sense of not having to marry at all.

21 See, e.g., Rosen (2004, 2008), Raz (2011).

22 The idea of derivative responsibility, “tracing” responsibility, as it is sometimes called, has received its fair share of criticism in other contexts. See, e.g., Vargas (2005), H. Smith (2011).

23 Williams’s unlovely word “project” covers a lot here: ambitions, relationships, plans, and probably much else.

24 In this sense, Dan Cohen is right in saying that there is an inconsistency in identifying as the person one has become but disowning one’s own decision and the subsequent actions that led to it.

25 A. Smith (2005, 2015) makes clear that something like this is the very basis of her understanding of responsibility.

26 Take again the passage I discussed earlier: “one’s life could not be partitioned into some things that one does intentionally and other things that merely happen to one” (Williams 2008, 70). What a person does intentionally may be the same as what she does for reasons, or it may be a slightly wider category. It dovetails with what is picked out by Smith’s view that a person is responsible for what she does if she is the right addressee for why-questions, understood as questions about normative reasons. After all, this is Anscombe’s (1963) famous why-question which is supposed to track intentional agency.
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Relation-Regret and Associative Luck

On Rationally Regretting What Another Has Done

Daniel Telech

10.1 Introduction

Serious harms to others caused by persons dear to us—even when those harms are not traceable to culpable acts or omissions of our own—seem to have a special normative significance for us. We regret such harms, but we regret them in ways that differ markedly from the regret felt by uninvolved spectators. To focus on two severe and, for that reason, illustrative types of examples, consider the regret felt by (grand-)children of war criminals and by parents of school-shooters. Though (or, even when) they acknowledge that they are not personally at fault for the harms caused by those dear to them, the regret they express may be characterized by guilt-like thoughts, motivations to make amends, and the seeking of forgiveness (or something like it) (Klebold 2016; Ze’evi 2011). Assuming that guilt is a painful attitude that represents oneself to be at fault for violating a moral norm (Lazarus 1991, 122; Cole et al. 1992; Lewis 2000; Clarke 2016), and stipulating that the related agents do not represent themselves thus, their responses cannot be ones of guilt. Still, there would be something amiss if these agents simply and immediately insisted on the fact of their faultlessness, occupying the regret of a spectator, ignoring thereby the reparative significance that their responses may harbor. Though these agents are not at fault—and so are blameless in a central sense of blameworthiness—their guilt-like responses seem to get something right, normatively speaking. This claim, of course, is controversial; I seek to substantiate it here.

On the basis of cases involving guilt-like responses like those just described, together with attention to the normative features to which these responses are plausibly sensitive, I argue that the phenomenon underlying Bernard Williams’s (1981) notion of “agent-regret” has been misdiagnosed—or at least subject to too individualistic a focus—by Williams and other philosophers. Williams introduces “agent-regret” to refer to the pained response agents have for harms they have caused, even when those harms were not caused intentionally. In an example presented in “Moral Luck,” Williams (1981) has us imagine a driver who, through no fault of his own—he was driving attentively, within the speed limit, etc.—fatally hits a child who darts onto the road. Importantly, the driver is not morally responsible for the child’s death. It is not his fault, as it would have been had he been driving with murderous intent, or recklessly, or negligently, etc. The driver is like the bystander in this respect; neither is at fault for the death. Since the driver is faultless, he is intuitively blameless. For, given that the child’s death is not his fault, it is not something for which he can be morally responsible or, by extension, blameworthy. As such, the driver cannot be the fitting target of blaming responses like resentment or its reflexive counterpart, guilt. Causally responsible though the driver is, causal responsibility, as we all know, is insufficient for moral responsibility.

But, claims Williams, we would expect the driver to have a response that differs essentially from the spectator’s, where this expectation is both predictive and normative. That is, first, it would be natural for the driver, but not the spectator, to experience a guilt-like attitude in virtue of his being the one who killed the child and for the driver to be motivated thereby to personally make amends for the serious harm he caused (Williams 1981, 27).1 That is, it is natural for the driver to experience “agent-regret.” Though faultless, it is open to the driver but not the spectator to have the ethically nontrivial thought, “I killed him,” along with the wish that he had acted differently. Are these thoughts, however, not indicative of the driver’s uncertainty concerning his faultlessness? Might he not wonder whether he was, say, negligent in his driving and so blameworthy (to a degree) after all? Maybe, but, as claims Williams, we would expect the response of agent-regret to remain even once such thoughts were, perhaps with the reassurance of others, put to rest. For while the driver does not, let us grant, ultimately represent himself to have violated an obligation (or to be otherwise at fault) and so cannot resolve to do better vis-à-vis some obligation (at least not as a way of correcting his previous moral decision-making), the thought remains that he killed the child; the child died by his action. This thought pains and motivates him in a manner not “guilt-identical” but guilt-like.2

It is not just that agent-regret is a natural response in that it is statistically likely in cases like those of the faultless driver. Agent-regret appears to be a rational response for the driver to have. The attitude somehow gets things—the normative things—right.3 Differently put, it is intuitively fitting for the driver (but not the bystander) to feel this special attitude of agent-regret, where the “fittingness” of an attitude amounts roughly to its being a correct way of representing that which the attitude is about (D’Arms and Jacobson 2000). (We turn later to what it could be that agent-regret represents such that it represents correctly.) In addition to thinking that agent-regret is fitting for the driver, one might hold that there’s a sense in which the driver should have a response of agent-regret, such that there would be something criticizable in the driver’s response were he merely to occupy the regret of the bystander. My focus in what follows, though, is on agent-regret being appropriate in the sense of its being fitting for the driver to have.

Williams and others (e.g., Baron 1988; Tannenbaum; 2007; Raz 2012) take agent-regret to be fitting in cases like that of the faultless driver, where the fittingness of this response is explained by facts about agency, i.e., that it was the driver who, albeit without intending to do so, acted in such a way as to cause the relevant harm—that is, that he was the agent. An underlying assumption here, sometimes made half-explicit, is that one’s being the agent who causes some harm is normatively significant in virtue of the fact that one’s being a causal agent is a central component of who one is, practically speaking—of one’s practical identity (Williams 1981, 29; 1995, 32). But, if agent-regret is fitting, when it is, owing in part to causal agency being an expression of one’s practical identity, then we might expect different kinds of “faultless blows” to our practical identities to render fitting responses structurally similar to agent-regret. Responses of this sort, I propose, are sometimes ascribable to those personally related to agents who are responsible for serious harms like genocidal war crimes and school shootings.

When a person dear to oneself has caused another grievous harm, although one is not the agent of that harm, in virtue of one’s identifying with the agent (we’ll get to what this comes to), one is open to regretting the harm in a manner importantly distinct from the bystander. One may experience what I call “relation-regret,” a response that shares affective and motivational profiles with agent-regret. While our susceptibility to agent-regret reflects that “in the story of one’s life there is an authority exercised by what one has done, and not merely by what one has intentionally done” (Williams 1993b, 69), our susceptibility to relation-regret reflects that in the story of one’s life there is an authority exercised by what we have done—or alternatively, by what another-to-whom-I’m-bound has done—and not merely by what I have done.4

If we accept relation-regret into our moral psychological repertoires, we acquire reason to accept a novel form of moral luck—associative luck. This is the luck of being vulnerable to morally reparative and guilt-like responses in virtue of one’s attachments to other persons. Given (or to the extent) that they are faultless, the grandson of the murderous war criminal and the parent of the school shooter are morally unlucky; the fittingness of their guilt-like responses depends in important respects on the harm caused by another’s actions, actions beyond the control of the relation-regretting person. Associative moral luck shares with its better-known cousin, resultant moral luck, an opposition to the “morality system” (Williams 1985, ch. 10), our modern moral outlook, which, fueled by an ideal of ultimate fairness (Williams 1985, 195), ascribes supreme value to exercises of pure moral agency: voluntary actions performed in recognition of one’s moral obligations.5 Unlike much else in one’s life, exercises of pure moral agency are meant to be free from external influence and contingency and, as such, to provide grounds for the kind of evaluation of agents that really matters: moral appraisal. The morality system’s insistence on the relative insignificance of the involuntary is challenged by attention to cases of resultant luck. Associative luck, I propose, challenges the morality system’s insistence that only one’s own expressions of agency are of ultimate importance for oneself. An individualistic ethical outlook is its target.6

In Section 2, I present in greater detail the phenomenon of agent-regret, illustrating the connection Williams and others identify between agent-regret and resultant moral luck. In Section 3, I introduce two cases of guilt-like responses about harms that are not the consequences of one’s own actions but were instead perpetrated by members of one’s family. I label the relevant response relation-regret and propose that this first-personal response characteristically corresponds to responses of negative partiality on the part of the victims (and those personally related to them). After considering whether we may be vulnerable to relation-regret in virtue of our membership in larger groups, I argue in Section 4 that those who take the existence of agent-regret to speak in favor of accepting resultant moral luck face pressure to accept a form of moral luck that is implied by relation-regret, namely associative luck. This is the luck of being vulnerable to pained moral responses in virtue of one’s attachment to other persons. Though potentially tragic in their implications, the conditions underlying relation-regret are the very same that, in other contexts, give considerable meaning to our lives. By appreciating the ways in which our practical identities are simultaneously social identities, doubt is cast on the desirability of rendering oneself immune to the pains of relation-regret.

10.2 Agent-Regret and Resultant Moral Luck

This section provides an overview of agent-regret as introduced by Williams (1981) and further specified by others. Next it outlines the connection between agent-regret and resultant moral luck.7

Agent-regret is an emotional response defined by its constitutive thoughts and its characteristic expression. Consider Williams’s example of the faultless truck driver who kills a child who darts onto the road. The driver is faultless in the sense that his fatally hitting the child is not explained by any moral shortcoming of his. He did not act in a way that constitutes a violation of a moral obligation, as he would have had he hit the child from malice or out of recklessness or negligence. All precautions of a good driver were taken. Nevertheless, we think, claims Williams, it would be fitting for the driver to have a pained response that differs from that of the bystander. While the driver and the bystander will both feel regret, in the sense of being pained that the child died and wishing things had happened otherwise, we expect the driver’s negative response to be about this event qua something he did. The driver’s regretful response is characterized by the wish that he had acted otherwise. Williams introduces the term “agent-regret” to refer to a species of regret that “a person can feel only toward his past actions” (Williams 1981, 27). As Marcia Baron (1988, 261) puts it “[t]he pain that the driver feels about what happened is not just pain about that. He was centrally involved in what happened; indeed, he was the agent. That he was the agent, even though what he did was unintentional and even unforeseeable, is ineliminably a part of what he feels.” In being a pained reflexive attitude felt in response to the negative impact of one’s action on another, agent-regret is like guilt—it is guilt-like.8

Agent-regret is also guilt-like in its expressive tendency, which involves the agent’s being motivated to personally make amends for the harm caused. This is a motivation not only to offer compensation, as one might if one merely took oneself to be legally liable for some injury. Rather, in regarding his harm-causing action “internally,” the agent of agent-regret is motivated to address and offer redress to the victims, such that “(if he is lucky) his actions might have some reparative significance other than compensation” (Williams 1981, 29). While the bystander’s regret might move her to express sympathy and offer support to the victims, agent-regret includes a reparative desire, that is, “a desire to make some sort of reparation” (Statman 1993, 6), “a desire to repair, to undo what one did or come as close to that as possible” (Raz 2012, 139), a “desire to personally make amends” (Sussman 2018, 789). In its concern with victims and making amends personally, agent-regret is guilt-like.

Williams’s discussion of agent-regret aims for more than descriptive adequacy. That is, in addition to predicting that agents like the truck driver will ordinarily respond with agent-regret, Williams takes this to be the appropriate response, such that it would be inappropriate for the driver to respond to the child’s death with regret no different than the bystander’s (Williams 1981, 28; 1993a, 256). Williams himself speaks of its being “rational” to respond with agent-regret in cases like the driver’s (Williams 1981, 22, 29; 1993b, 92–93). In suggesting that the driver would be criticizable for failing to respond with agent-regret, Williams presumably means something quite strong by “rational” (e.g., “rationally required,” not just “rationally permissible,” though it’s doubtful Williams would put it thus). To focus our discussion, however, we can proceed with a more limited understanding of what it is for agent-regret to be appropriate: namely, that agent-regret correctly represents its objects (i.e., is fitting) (D’Arms and Jacobson 2000).

But, given that the driver is not at fault (Williams 1981, 28), in virtue of what can his agent-regret be fitting? The skeptical worry here is that the guilt-like nature of agent-regret threatens to render the driver’s response unfitting. If agent-regret is too much like guilt, it will be difficult to understand as a response that does not somehow represent oneself as being at fault, in which case it will represent incorrectly and so be unfitting. The skeptic about agent-regret’s fittingness might provide a debunking explanation for the regular occurrence of agent-regret in such cases (e.g., by pointing to the practical stakes involved and to our epistemic limitations).9 While an omniscient being might know that the driver is faultless, the driver himself is perhaps unable to rule out that he is somehow at fault. Maybe, the driver might think, there were further precautions that he ought to have taken prior to driving. If the driver cannot rule these out, it may be that the driver is justified in doubting his faultlessness. If so, though his agent-regret will incorrectly represent, it will be understandable. Furthermore, we might think that although agent-regret is unfitting, it is nevertheless admirable or otherwise valuable for the driver (and others in similar high-stakes situations) to respond with agent-regret, feeling and acting responsible when their agency is implicated in serious harms (Wolf 2001, 13; Jacobson 2013, 114).10

These worries are difficult to put to rest. Rather than attempting to do so directly, I turn to Williams’s answer to the question, “In virtue of what is agent-regret fitting?” Williams’s idea is that the products of our agency, even when they are involuntarily produced, have a special significance for us. While it is possible to understand Williams as claiming that it’s simply a brute fact that it’s fitting to respond with agent-regret in cases like the driver’s, I think Williams’s view is richer here. In considering the possibility and rationality of divesting our psychologies of the disposition to respond with agent-regret in cases like the driver’s, Williams claims that this proposal betrays a “large falsehood: that we might, if we conducted ourselves clear-headedly enough, entirely detach ourselves from the unintentional aspects of our actions . . . and yet still retain our identity and character as agents” (Williams 1981, 29, emphasis added). I take Williams’s idea to be something like this: who one is, in the sense of one’s identity that matters to the meaningfulness of one’s life, surpasses the boundaries of one’s voluntary agency. I employ the term “practical identity” to refer to what Williams appears to have in mind in discussing “our identity and character as agents” (Williams 1981, 29).11 Williams appears to take there to be an important connection between (a) having aims and ideals that constitute one’s practical identity and (b) one’s practical identity being expressed in and sensitive to far more than what one does voluntarily.12 While Williams does not commit to there being a necessary connection between (a) and (b) (such that having a practical identity, all by itself, guarantees being concerned about the nonvoluntary products of one’s agency), he says of the “mature agent” (Williams 1995, 32) that this “agent lives with the truth that his character, what he is, is neither a deliberative construct of his, nor fully expressed in his deliberation. Indeed, he lives from that truth.” A promising way to understand this thought is that one’s practical identity sets for one various ideals and evaluative standards which speak in favor of one’s making a material impact on the world in some particular ways (and against impacting the world in other ways), where one’s making such an impact is irreducible to the impact one makes intentionally.

This, at any rate, is roughly the view proposed (or implied) by several of those who follow Williams in taking the truck driver’s agent-regret to be fitting. That is, agent-regret is sometimes taken to be a fitting response to the driver’s own failure to live up to his values or ideals (e.g., Bagnoli 2000; Betzler 2000; Raz 2012; Tannenbaum 2007; Wallace 2013). While the driver did not set out to do so, it is nevertheless true of him but not the bystander that he killed the child. It will be understandable if his having done so, albeit nonvoluntarily, conflicts with the values underlying his practical identity. As Joseph Raz writes, in discussing the truck driver, “the agent regrets having become, through the action, someone he would rather not be. The person who runs over a child, through no fault of his own, and kills him, becomes a killer, someone who killed a child, and he regrets that” (Raz 2012, 142). One’s practical identity is constituted in part by the ends one adopts and one’s various agential achievements, but we can fall short of our values and ideals even when our so falling is not our fault. If we assume that these kinds of “faultless failures” can have ethical significance for one in virtue of the fact that they impact one’s practical identity, it may be intelligible that agent-regret is fittingly felt in cases like the truck driver’s.

Suppose, with Williams and others, that agent-regret can be fitting in cases like the truck driver’s. This might appear to give us a troubling result. For, although agent-regret is not identical to guilt, its guilt-like qualities (e.g., its motivating the agent to personally make amends) presumably qualify agent-regret for inclusion in the class of negative responses that are in the ballpark of blame. I label this broad class blame-like responses, where this class includes guilt-like attitudes (e.g., agent regret), along with guilt and paradigmatic other-blaming responses (e.g., moral anger/resentment and indignation). To hold, with Williams, that we can be subject to blame-like responses on the basis of factors that are not voluntary expressions of our agency is to accept that we are vulnerable to moral luck. And, to accept that the truck driver’s (but not the bystander’s) agent-regret would be fitting is to accept a particular form of moral luck, resultant moral luck (Nagel 1979, 28), according to which the uncontrolled and so “unlucky” results of one’s actions can render one the fitting object of blame-like responses.

In the recent literature on moral luck, moral luck is often understood more narrowly, as the view that factors beyond one’s control partially determine whether, or the degree to which one is, blameworthy (and not just worthy of blame-like responses). This narrow view is sometimes referred to as the “[t]he Standard View of moral luck” (Hartman 2017, 23).13 While there may be good reasons to frame the issue of moral luck as concerning blameworthiness, it is worth noting that both Nagel and Williams understand the issue more broadly. In his discussion of moral luck, Nagel (1979) refers regularly to “moral judgment” and “moral assessment” (more so than to blameworthiness) as that which is sensitive to factors beyond agents’ control.14 Moreover, if we adopt the narrow construal of moral luck, we get the result that Williams denies that the truck driver is subject to moral luck. After all, Williams’s point (or one of them) is that the driver is open to a certain kind of negative self-directed attitude (agent-regret) despite its being the case that spectators would not and should not blame him for killing the child (1981, 28). That is, Williams denies that the driver is narrowly blameworthy for running over the child. Does Williams, then, fail to “accept moral luck”? While Williams’s original use of the term “moral luck” was meant oxymoronically (1993a, 251), in connecting agent-regret with the action-tendency of personally making amends Williams takes agent-regret to be importantly like guilt in practical respects. In other words, Williams takes the truck driver to be open to blame-like responses despite his faultlessness and, as such, to be subject to resultant luck.

The preceding discussion of agent-regret and its connection to moral luck is not intended to convert nonbelievers (i.e., those opposed to the idea that agent-regret may be fitting and that we are therefore subject to a kind of resultant moral luck). Or rather, its success in what follows does not depend on this kind of conversion. For the argument that follows proceeds from accepting this idea about the connection between agent-regret and moral luck. I argue that by attending to the social nature of our practical identities, we can make sense of a blame-like response that is analogous to agent-regret but which is directed not toward the unintended consequences of one’s own actions but toward the actions of another.

10.3 Relation-Regret

Something importantly like agent-regret can be had about actions that are not one’s own but another’s, when that other is an agent with whom one identifies as a fellow group member. A suitably restricted understanding of the relevant kind of “identification” will be necessary to make sense of this claim; stay tuned. In this section I try to make good on the previous claims by discussing two family-based examples of the target phenomenon, which I go on to call “relation-regret.” Next, I appeal to the social nature of our practical identities to locate fittingness conditions for relation-regret. Finally, I consider membership in larger and more diffuse groups than those of family membership (e.g., citizenship), with the goal of gauging the scope of relation-regret’s possible objects.

10.3.1 The Case of Sue and Dylan Klebold

Sue Klebold’s son, Dylan Klebold, was one of two students responsible for the Columbine High School massacre. Before the pair committed suicide, Dylan Klebold and his friend, Eric Harris, murdered 12 students and a teacher, injuring with gunshot wounds more than 20 others, some of whom would become paralyzed, and more still traumatized. In addition to its direct impact within the locale of Columbine, the shooting is regarded to have “set the blueprint for a generation of attacks” (Neklason 2019). We can assume that Dylan Klebold (with Harris) is at fault and morally blameworthy for orchestrating and carrying out the murder of several of his schoolmates and a teacher and for seriously injuring many others.15 Dylan took part in the planning of the massacre, acquired and brought to school the weapons, and voluntarily and knowingly opened fire on a number of people who would thereby die or become seriously injured. Sue Klebold did none of these things, nor did she endorse Dylan in his plans. (Like much of the rest of the Columbine community, Sue was shocked to learn of the massacre and also shocked to learn the identities of its perpetrators, though not because she was negligent in her parental duties—we will return to this.) Ordinarily the truth of the claim “I didn’t do it” serves to undermine the claimant’s grounds for taking responsibility for it. But if Mrs. Klebold responded thus regarding her son’s actions, this would be perceived, at best, as beside the point and, more likely, as a way of evading what it is for her to be the shooter’s parent. Or, at least, a special kind of regret seems open to her in virtue of her being the parent of a shooter.

The preceding will seem obvious if we assume, as it may be difficult not to, that Sue bears some fault for the massacre; surely she must have known—or should have known—what her son was up to. While it is possible that Sue is indirectly at fault (e.g., for the way she raised Dylan or for failing to be sufficiently attentive in the period leading up to the shooting, etc.), this is neither entailed by her son’s conduct nor is it probable given the evidence.16 It is an illusion to think that the crime of the child is always traceable to a blameworthy act or omission by the parent or caregiver. Sue Klebold seems not to have been a negligent parent. By all accounts, she appears to have been a loving and caring mother to her children. But as Sue writes in her memoir, A Mother’s Reckoning, “[a]s bottomless as my love had been, it had not been enough to save Dylan, or his victims” (Klebold 2016, 268). For the time being, grant that Sue indeed is not morally at fault, even indirectly, for the shooting. (I address the worry shortly that Sue’s causal contribution to the massacre might suffice to explain the phenomenon at hand—it cannot.)

Though she recognizes that she is not at fault for the massacre, Sue reports feeling guilt for her son’s actions. “In the days after Columbine,” she writes, “I filled notebook after notebook with words in an effort to process my confusion and guilt and grief” (Klebold 2016, 19). While Sue does not take herself to be at fault, neither does she disavow her self-punitive attitudes. Furthermore, Sue states that among the reasons for writing her memoir was the desire to apologize to the victims of her son’s actions.


I wanted to apologize to the families in person at the depositions, but our lawyers didn’t agree. “This isn’t the time or place,” I was told. I wish I had fought harder to say those words. I believe their absence was deeply felt by everyone in the room, and continues to be, to this day. Saying I am profoundly sorry is one of the reasons I wanted to write this book. (Klebold 2016, 279)



While guilt-like feelings together with the desire to apologize would be unfitting (if even intelligible) for uninvolved parties, Sue’s being the shooter’s parent—where parenthood is understood as more than a biological relation (more on this soon)—might strike us as normatively significant in a way that renders intelligible this kind of response. More strongly, although Sue is not at fault for the harms caused by Dylan, there would be something manifestly deficient in Sue’s response if it was, say, limited to grief over the loss of her son. Sue’s memoir abounds with expressions of grief over the loss of her son (e.g., “we all grieve first the ones we love, and Dylan was my son”; “[m]y grief for Dylan was at the heart of everything”; Klebold 2016, 42, 75). But if her pained responses to the shooting were limited to those of the sort had by the victims and their families—responses like grief and regret (in the sense of wishing things were otherwise)—Sue would seem to be incorrectly appraising the normative landscape.17 For even if Dylan’s actions are not her fault, this fact would seem not to undermine the rationality of her guilt-like responses, given that Dylan is her son. Although she is not their author, the harms are in some sense hers in a way they cannot be for the spectator.

One sign of Sue’s appreciation of the normative significance of her relation to the shooting is found in the reparative significance of Sue’s interactions with family members of her son’s victims.


We have had some contact with a few of the victims’ family members over the years, and I believe it was healing, for both parties. The father of a boy who died reached out to us about a year after the tragedy. We invited him to our home in December 2001. I was stunned by his generosity of spirit and found great relief in being able to apologize to him in person for Dylan’s actions, and to express our sorrow for his terrible loss. We wept, shared photos, and talked about our children. When we parted, he said he didn’t hold us responsible. They were the most blessed words I could have hoped to hear him say. (Klebold 2016, 277)



It may be that in saying that he does not hold Sue responsible, the father thereby provides Sue with reason to believe (or to strengthen her belief) that she is not culpable for Dylan’s actions.18 Perhaps this is part of why Sue takes such great comfort in the father’s words. But Sue describes interactions like these not as “elucidating,” say, but “healing, for both parties.” More importantly, even if part of the value for Sue of the preceding kind of interaction was evidentiary, Sue’s memoir is written as an apology to the victims despite its being written from a position of justifiably believing, and presumably knowing, that Sue is not at fault (by hypothesis, partly on the basis of social feedback from family members of the victims). This, together with Sue’s insistence that she was a caring and responsible mother to Dylan, suggests that the enduring guilt-like response that motivates Sue to make amends is not one that, at its core, involves Sue’s taking herself to be at fault.

For all this, it may be difficult to separate Sue’s guilt-like response from her being a causal contributor to her son’s harmful actions. After all, had she not had children, Dylan Klebold could not have jointly orchestrated and carried out the shooting. Had she not enrolled Dylan in Columbine High School, it is highly unlikely that the massacre would have taken place. More proximately, had she somehow intervened the morning of, or in the days leading up to, April 20, 1999, as it was presumably in her causal power to do, it is imaginable that the massacre could have been prevented. We might also postulate that a more attentive parent would have noticed “the signs.” This may well be true. Sue effectively admits as much in writing that she “missed subtle signs of psychological deterioration that, had [she] noticed, might have made a difference for Dylan and his victims—all the difference in the world” (Klebold 2016, 18). But to say that there is something (laudable) that one could have done to prevent some tragedy is not to say that one is blameworthy for failing to prevent it, as this kind of omission is compatible with faultlessness. (The faultless truck driver, after all, might correctly judge that, had he trained to be a NASCAR driver, he could have avoided hitting the child.) As Sue maintains, she and her husband had been “loving, attentive, and engaged parents” (Klebold 2016, 17). Still, to the extent that Sue’s guilt-like response involves viewing the massacre as causally dependent on her agency, such that it was in her power to prevent it, her painful response may be construed as one of agent-regret.19 To better see why Sue’s guilt-like response cannot—or at least, rationally need not—be solely one of agent-regret, we need to turn to a different kind of example.

10.3.2 The Case of Rainer and Rudolf Hoess

In the documentary, Hitler’s Children, Chanoch Ze’evi interviews the descendants of several Nazi war criminals, including the grandson of Rudolf Hoess. Rudolf Hoess was the commandant of the Auschwitz death camp, to which he introduced the procedure of killing prisoners at an industrial scale through the use of Zyklon-B. He is to blame for exterminating some 2.5 million people. Rainer Hoess, Rudolf Hoess’s grandson, does not figure in the causal explanation of Rudolf Hoess’s killings. They occurred well before Rainer was born. Rudolf Hoess was executed 18 years before Rainer Hoess’s birth. For this reason, agent-regret is not an attitude available to Rainer Hoess without serious delusion. And yet Rainer Hoess reports feeling self-punitive attitudes like guilt and shame for his grandfather’s actions: “[i]t’s hard to explain the guilt . . . I carry the guilt with me in my mind. I am ashamed too, of course, over what my family, my grandfather, did to thousands of other families.” Rainer’s guilt-like response is like Sue’s in being about a serious harm that somehow belongs to him, but not as something he has done.20

Like Sue, Rainer engages in what are intuitively understood as reparatively significant interactions with relatives of the victims of the harms wrought by his family. In Ze’evi’s documentary, Rainer visits Auschwitz, where he is introduced to and addresses a group of Israeli students and other visitors. One student asks whether he feels guilty for what his grandfather did, to which Rainer Hoess replies, “yes.” In distressed tears, another student tells Rainer that his grandfather tortured and exterminated her family; she then addresses the group thus: “isn’t he afraid of these encounters with us?” Later, a Holocaust survivor named Zvika, who was present throughout, asks whether he may shake Rainer Hoess’s hand. The two embrace, and, upon being addressed by Zvika as follows: “I was there. . . . You weren’t there. You didn’t do it. You didn’t do it,” the previously outwardly emotionless Rainer breaks into tears. Discussing the impact for him of the interaction with Zvika, Rainer says that “[f]or the first time, you don’t feel fear or shame, but happiness, joy, inner joy, to receive the approval of someone who survived these horrors, and knows for sure that it wasn’t you, that you didn’t do it.” Of course, Rainer was not previously in doubt regarding his contribution to the Holocaust. He knows, and knew, that it took place prior to his birth and so that he could not have performed or otherwise contributed to the mass killings. It is also implausible that he was previously in doubt regarding others’ knowledge of his non-contribution to the killings. Neither party comes to learn something about whether Rainer Hoess was culpable for his grandfather’s actions. The interaction’s significance, rather, is practical. In particular, it is reparative in nature.21

While there are important differences between the Hoess and Klebold cases, they have the following in common. They feature, first, an individual experiencing a guilt-like attitude about harms for which they are not and do not take themselves to be at fault. Second, the guilt-like attitude motivates one to personally make amends for the harm. Third, in virtue of their relation to the harm, the guilt-like response is intuitively rationally available to them in a way that it is not available to the mere bystander. All these are true, too, of agent-regret. But the shared features of Rainer’s and Sue’s responses cannot be explained with the conceptual apparatus of agent-regret; it is not qua agent-who-caused-the-harm that they experience the guilt-like response.

10.3.3 Relation-Regret and Practical Identity

I propose that Rainer’s and Sue’s guilt-like responses are usefully conceptualized as instances of relation-regret. Relation-regret is an anguished response to harm caused by a person to whom one is intimately related as a co-member of a group partly constitutive of one’s practical identity (e.g., one’s family). Both Sue and Rainer can say the following of the object of their regret: it is something my family did. I understand “family” here as a normative category irreducible to biological kinship. The relevant sense in which Rainer is and views himself to be a Hoess—a member of the Hoess family—is presumably not one that would easily survive Rainer’s having been adopted in infancy and raised by individuals unconnected to the Holocaust. While I do not attempt to specify the conditions necessary and sufficient for the relevant kind of family membership, in Rainer’s case, being raised by and formed in light of the values of a person who himself was raised by and formed in light of the values of Rudolf Hoess (i.e., Rudolf Hoess’s son) will be part of what gives substance to Rainer’s identifying with Rudolf Hoess qua family member.22 The sense in which Rainer Hoess identifies with Rudolf Hoess is, we can stipulate, that secured by its being a significant feature of Rainer’s practical identity that he is a member of the Hoess family.

By “identifying with,” I mean something more substantive than mentally classifying oneself as having some feature in common with others. Even if there is a sense in which I can, right now, have a thought that makes it the case that I “identify with” some group (say, green-eyed persons), the sense of identification of interest to me is not this, but that specified by talk of one’s “practical identity.”

As I employ the term, one’s practical identity is constituted by one’s (a) subsumption under and (b) self-application of normatively significant (for the self in question) categories.

While (a) and (b) may not be easily separable in many cases, they are conceptually distinct. I take “subsumption” to be a (social) metaphysical notion. For one to be subsumed under a normatively significant category C is for one to be a member of the C-class. Supposing “vegan” (understood as “one whose diet excludes animal products”) to be such a category, there will be a fact of the matter, independently of one’s self-categorization, whether one is a vegan. If I eat bacon every morning, though I may aspire to be a vegan, no amount of self-application of the category, however sincere, will suffice to make it so (i.e., to make “being vegan” part of my practical identity). Importantly, the application-conditions for many identity-relevant categories will depend on historically, geographically, culturally (etc.) contingent practices. Not all circumstances will allow that one’s practical identity can include being, say, an abolitionist or a First Amendment activist. Additionally, one’s historical circumstances sometimes play an essential role in fixing the extension of a given category, such that one’s being subsumed under that category at one point in history does not guarantee subsumption at a later time. Nevertheless, there will ordinarily be a (social) fact of the matter whether some individual belongs to the class in question (or is perhaps a “borderline case”).23 How such facts are determined, I leave to the social metaphysicians.

Next, “self-application” is a psychological matter. It refers to one’s regarding oneself as falling under some normative category. Self-application will involve more than merely believing that some category applies to oneself, however. For identity-constituting categories come with identity-given reasons and evaluative standards, which reasons and standards animate one’s identity-specific deliberations, motivations, and evaluations. Often self-application is implicit, but it can be made explicit (e.g., when one interacts with others who do not share the relevant practical identity-given perspective). For example, when Malik declines a lunch invitation, citing as his reason that, “I am Muslim and will be fasting for Ramadan,” Malik’s self-application of the category “Muslim” and its normative force for him is made explicit. In other contexts, self-application might not be reflected in self-conscious thought. The Buddhist monk will be disposed to reason and behave in ways expressive of his identity as a monk—many of his deliberations and evaluations will be performed from the perspective of this practical identity—but the conditions of his monasticism (including his being in the company of other monks exclusively) might preclude the need to make explicit the identity-given nature of the reasons on which he typically acts or to justify himself to others in terms of his being a monk.

Though one’s practical identity will typically also include categories that are not governed by group-specific norms (e.g., those rooted in one’s individual commitments or one’s personality), the preceding discussion suggests that our practical identities are often constituted in part by our group memberships (i.e., our social identities; see Tajfel and Turner 1979; Hogg and Turner 1987; Oakes et al. 1991; Turner et al. 1987; Brewer 1991). It is natural to assume that, for both Sue and Rainer, being a Klebold and Hoess, respectively, is part of their practical identities. Sue and Rainer both are members of their respective families, where family membership is a normative notion implying, inter alia, the sharing of history and customs.

The payoff of this excursus on practical identity is within reach. In the previous section, the fittingness of agent-regret was accounted for by the assumption that involuntary products of one’s agency can negatively impact one’s practical identity, changing one’s identity-given reasons. The products of one’s agency are poised to affect one’s practical identity—who one is, and so, what one has reason to do—even when those products are not voluntarily brought about. Recall Williams’s skepticism that we can sever from our practical identities the impact of our actions and their unintended consequences on the world (Williams 1981, 29; cf. Bagnoli 2000; Betzler 2000; Honoré 1999, 75; Raz 2012; Statman 1993, 6; Tannenbaum 2007; Wallace 2013). In the case of the faultless driver, being the killer of an innocent child may conflict with the values of one’s practical identity. This conflict does not imply that one intentionally killed the child or that the killing was one’s fault. One’s practical identity—qua causally efficacious agent—renders one vulnerable to the anguish involved in being a killer, an agent who has killed another, albeit unintentionally.

Analogously, in cases of relation-regret, a social feature of one’s practical identity—particularly, one’s family membership (understood as more than kinship)—stands to explain why guilt-like responses are fitting for grievous harms caused by members of one’s family. The failures of a family member might be affectively and motivationally registered by a fellow member as our failure (Salice and Montes Sanchez 2016).24 I hasten to add that I do not assume that relation-regret must represent the harm caused as something “we” (e.g., “our family”) did. Though such “we” thoughts strike me as coherent even in cases like Rainer’s, where nothing like joint action or complicity is implied, the phenomenology of relation-regret might be better captured by reference to possessive thoughts reflecting group membership rather than plural reflexive thoughts, that is, what “my son” or “my grandfather” did (rather than what “we—our family” did, though without my involvement). The group-relation might figure as a background condition for relation-regret, rather than featuring in its contents.

If agent-regret reflects the vulnerability of one’s practical identity to the uncontrolled outcomes of one’s agency, relation-regret reflects the vulnerability of one’s practical identity to the actions of those to whom we are bound in robust forms of group co-membership. In particular, relation-regret is reflective of damage done to a social component of one’s practical identity.

Consider Sue Klebold’s self-assessment as a “mother.” “Before the shootings,” Sue says, “I thought of myself as a good mom; helping my children become caring, healthy, responsible adults was the most important role in my life. But the tragedy convinced me that I failed as a parent.”25 As with agent-regret, there is room for self-punitive excess in feeling relation-regret. Perhaps Sue is being too hard on herself. But perhaps not. For Sue appreciates that there is a sense in which she is not a bad mother—after all, she describes herself and her husband as having been “loving, attentive, and engaged parents” (Klebold 2016, 17). And she might conceivably and coherently be proud of and affirm certain aspects of her motherhood. Still, should we assume that she is mistaken in taking her son’s actions to be incompatible with affirming herself to be, in the full sense of the term, a good mother? If we grant that there is more to being a good parent than good parenting, such that the latter but not the former is compatible with the thought that one “was the person who had raised a ‘monster’ ” (Klebold 2009), we can make sense of the claim that, despite her sound parenting, Sue “failed as a parent.”26 Naturally, this thought gives Sue reason for a special kind of pained response—one distinct from the attitude you or I might take toward Dylan Klebold’s actions.

One might worry whether it can be sufficient for either agent-regret or relation-regret that the regretted actions impact one’s practical identity. For diminishments to one’s practical identity might understandably render shame fitting, but being ashamed about X does not obviously provide one with reasons to personally make amends for X. Personally making amends and seeking forgiveness (or something like it) are motivations associated not with shame, but guilt. A second step appears necessary to justify the guilt-like nature of relation-regret (and agent-regret, though I’ll focus on the former for now), namely the need to address interpersonal antagonisms. The reparative significance of an expression of relation-regret is intelligible only in light of this kind of need.27 We needn’t look beyond practical identity, however, to accommodate this point. That is, a fuller understanding of practical identity generally and the dynamics of group membership, in particular, sheds light on the normativity of the antagonisms at play.

A feature of social cognition is our tendency to (implicitly) categorize others as either one of “us” or one of “them,” that is, to view persons as belonging either to one’s ingroup or outgroup (Tajfel 1970; Tajfel et al. 1971; Kramer and Brewer 1984). In cases of interpersonal conflict, it is natural for ingroup/outgroup categorization to intensify in salience (Taylor and Jaggi 1974; Dovidio et al. 1997). Next, other things being equal, reasons of partiality presumably count in favor of, and so will ground others’ expectations that, related agents will somehow support their harm-causing relatives. That is, it is commonly held that we are sometimes justified in giving (limited) preferential treatment to those “near and dear.” That some person is my daughter, say, intuitively gives me a special reason to promote that person’s welfare. In light of the related but faultless agent’s reasons for partiality toward her harm-causing relation, then, the victims of the harm seem prima facie justified in extending their hostile stance toward the wrongdoer to those plausibly construed as being on the same side as the harm-causer.28 Recall the Israeli student’s question to her group about Rainer Hoess: isn’t he afraid of these encounters with us? While Rainer is not in fact, as his grandfather was, hatefully disposed toward people of Jewish origin, he is nonetheless defeasibly seen as such—as an enemy—owing to his shared family identity with Rudolf Hoess.29 If group membership consists in part in the sharing of history and giving special attention to the interests of ingroup members, it may be reasonable for outgroup members to view those related to the wrongdoer as defeasibly supportive of—and more importantly (and to be further unpacked later) normatively implicated in—the harm caused, despite being recognized as personally faultless.

Support for this idea is found in Sue Klebold’s acknowledgment that her son’s actions generate antagonistic relations between herself and Dylan’s victims. Speaking of “the sorrow [Dylan] had caused another mother” Sue (2016, 61) writes, “I wanted to feel close to her, and I did, but I was the last person on earth she would allow to offer her words of comfort, and the sense of isolation and grief and guilt following so quickly on the heels of that sense of connection devastated me.” Despite feeling compassion toward the victims, Sue is separated from them by an antagonistic rift created by her son (and, to that extent, by her family). The reasons of partiality she had toward her son plausibly translate into reasons she has to make amends for what he has done.30 Recall that Sue writes her memoir not to “clear her name,” but rather to personally make amends for her son’s actions. While this involves taking a stand against Dylan’s actions, thereby providing others with evidence that she does not share her son’s values, this kind of evidence might be conveyed while refusing to make amends.

Importantly, on the “practical identity view” here advanced, Sue’s reasons for making amends are not dependent on her having performed an act of taking responsibility for Dylan’s actions. The practical identity view is to be contrasted with volitional views of the fit-making conditions for responsibility responses like those I attribute to Sue and Rainer. Consider the view proposed by David Enoch (2012), according to which an agent might “take responsibility” (in response to a duty to do so) for another’s actions through a “kind of (possibly mental) action” (Enoch 2012, 102), thereby licensing responsibility responses for those actions. On my view, by contrast, one’s group memberships themselves—understood, again, as robust valuing relations figuring in one’s practical identity—render fitting responses like relation-regret (well, together with the harm caused by a fellow group member). The holding of further background conditions might also be necessary for relation-regret (perhaps the agent in question must possess certain agential capacities, ones possibly absent in children, say), but the point here is that, for the relevant class of agents whose practical identities are constituted in part by their group memberships, no act of taking responsibility is necessary to render fitting the response of relation-regret.31

The cases I have focused on are ones involving relation-regret for serious harms caused by a member of one’s family. As family membership is a form of group membership wherein group members tend to view one another as (a) interdependent and (b) sharing an identity (see Lickel et al. 2005), relation-regret may be especially pronounced among family members. But, might not relation-regret be felt about harms caused by agents with whom we identify on different, nonfamilial grounds? We belong to groups beyond that of the family (e.g., that of one’s country, nation, religion, ethnicity). It is natural to wonder whether the preceding discussion of relation-regret extends to cases where the harm-causing agent is related to one qua member of some such group. If some of my fellow citizens, say, are responsible for grave acts of injustice against the people of another country, can it be fitting for me to feel relation-regret for their actions? A positive answer to this question will depend in part on a positive answer to the question, “Is my membership in this group (my citizenship, robustly understood) a feature of my practical identity?” Recall that this requires not only that one self-applies the category (of, e.g., American citizen), but also that one is subsumed under this category, such that one is beholden to the norms constitutive of citizenship. Finally, we will need to know whether citizenship can be a normatively significant category, at least for some of those for whom their being citizens is a feature of their practical identity. I see no reason to deny any of this outright and so no reason to deny that one might fittingly feel relation-regret for harms caused by one’s fellow citizens (or by one’s fellows qua members of larger groups still).32

Before turning to the connection between relation-regret and moral luck, a comment is in order about the optionality of our memberships in (at least) a wide range of groups of which we are a part. Persons, of course, join groups and leave groups. More generally, the social elements of our practical identities are not simply foisted upon us but are partly of our own making. Shouldn’t it be possible, then, for an agent to exit some group at her choosing (e.g., upon learning that some of its members have committed serious injustices)? The short answer, as I see it, is: sometimes, but not instantaneously and not without costs. Suppose one has reason to feel relation-regret on the basis of one’s citizenship (i.e., one’s membership to some country as reflected in one’s practical identity). Now, in some cases, one might be able to relinquish one’s citizenship and leave one’s homeland. Suppose this is done in an effort to divest oneself of membership in some state. Will this suffice for extirpating membership in that group from one’s practical identity? Perhaps (or perhaps it will be a start), but, depending on the details, we might be inclined to view a process of renunciation like this—painful in some respects as it is apt to be, assuming that citizenship in that land was a part of one’s practical identity—as a way of manifesting one’s relation-regret rather than evading it. Whether it’s a commendable (or even permissible) way of manifesting one’s relation-regret is another, first-order moral question.

Returning to familial relations, while there may be a real sense in which a parent can “disown” their child, the commitments ordinarily undertaken in parenting are such as to cast doubt on the idea that one can, through a sheer act of will, opt out of being a parent, thereby rendering oneself normatively invulnerable to the impact on the world of the persons one raised and cared for. As Samuel Scheffler (1997, 204) puts a related thought, “the idea that the significance of our personal ties and social affiliations is wholly dependent on our wills—that we are the supreme gatekeepers to our identities—can only be regarded as a fantasy.” For Sue Klebold, the prospect of somehow cutting ties with Dylan does not arise as an option, in part because she still loves him, as expressed in her grief. In short, though we regularly undertake activities toward shaping our practical identities—and may, in a real sense, form ourselves—this means neither that it is possible nor desirable for us to simply sever group memberships from our practical identities when doing so would be, from a narrowly self-interested perspective, convenient.

10.4 From Relation-Regret to Associative Luck

If the interpersonal damage wrought by those to whom we are intimately related can provide us with reasons for guilt-like and reparative responses, it appears that we are vulnerable to a kind of moral luck owing to the way in which our practical identities bind us to others.33 I introduce the label associative luck to refer to this phenomenon. To the extent that Sue Klebold and Rainer Hoess have reasons to feel and express the guilt-like attitude of relation-regret—reasons grounded not in any expression of their own agency but rather in the agency of another to whom they are related—they are associatively unlucky.34

I have avoided claiming that those who fittingly feel relation-regret for X are in a sense morally responsible for X. For I accept that a central kind of moral responsibility is that implying fault (or, in the positive case, credit) for the object of moral responsibility. Since Rainer and Sue are faultless for the objects of their relation-regret, these agents will not be morally responsible in the central, fault-implying sense. “Moral responsibility,” however, is multiply ambiguous, and, as long as we disambiguate and proceed with due caution, we might profitably speak of a form of moral responsibility according to which the social features of one’s practical identity can render one morally responsible, in a partly backward-looking way, for harms caused by a group member. Call this “associative responsibility.”35 While I cannot provide a full account of the phenomenon here, it will be useful to at least motivate talk of moral responsibility in this context.

Recall the intergroup antagonisms that tend to arise between members of groups in conflict and the corresponding felt need for redress, that is, for relatives (the associatively unlucky) to sometimes make amends. In addition to its being fitting for Rainer and Sue to have a guilt-like response, we found that negative partiality of a sort was intuitively licensed on the part of victims’ relatives. Consider again the student at Auschwitz who addresses Rainer Hoess to say that his grandfather tortured and exterminated her family. She addresses her group thus: “Isn’t he afraid of these encounters with us?” Does this interaction amount to blame? If blame necessarily involves the thought that its target is personally at fault, then no. But allegiance to a fault-centered view might obscure important similarities between responses like this and those more readily labeled “moral blame” by philosophers.36 The student’s address of Rainer seems (or can be adjusted with little effort) to have a condemnatory quality, one corresponding to Rainer’s own professed guilt and shame about the atrocities committed by his grandfather (and, by extension, his family).

In any case, “blame” is like “moral responsibility” in being multiply ambiguous. As long as we proceed with due caution, we can understand “associative blame” as an other-directed response characterized by expressions of negative partiality that call for their addressee to personally make amends owing to their group membership, despite being personally faultless. Reference to something like associative blame seems useful for making sense of Sue’s and Rainer’s seeking something like forgiveness for the harms caused by their relatives.37 As long as we refrain from assimilating associative responsibility (and associative blame) to the kind of moral responsibility (and blame) that presupposes fault, talk of responsibility and blame in this context may be put to good use.38

The morality system, however, would have us draw a starker boundary between a) moral blame and b) responses like agent-regret and relation-regret (along with their third-personal analogues). For, the morality system assures us, we can only be fittingly subject to the uniquely bad responses of blame by failing to do as obligated, which implies that we could have done so (Williams 1985, 174–183; Williams 1993b, 254). This optimistic picture, however, flagrantly conflicts with our practical sense of what is valuable and what contributes to a good life.39 The idea that, as far as anything of supreme value is concerned, I am no different from the bystander, though it is I who have caused another’s death, overlooks something we recognize as mattering in our interpersonal practices and mattering no less than those changes to the normative landscape that the morality system validates. Our sensitivity to the significance of some of the involuntary consequences of our own actions (and so, our commitment to resultant moral luck) puts pressure on the morality system’s insistence on the importance of the voluntary. Associative moral luck, by contrast, puts pressure on the morality system’s insistence on the importance of the harm’s being expressive of my agency.

Our vulnerability to associative luck serves to highlight a commonality and difference between our moral universe and that of Homeric and Classical Greece. It is a recurring theme of ancient Greek drama that the son or daughter may “pay” for the crimes of their predecessors. When this idea is viewed under the guise of inherited guilt, it appears foreign to our moral sensibility. This may be especially so when one’s “inheriting guilt” serves as another’s reason for vengeful killing,40 as when Aegisthus (son of Thyestes) collaborates in killing his cousin Agamemnon (son of Atreus), claiming his right of revenge for Atreus having fed Thyestes to his own children at a banquet.41 Though we regard scenes like these with horror (at least when portrayed compellingly), the intelligibility and seeming fittingness of responses like those of Rainer Hoess and Sue Klebold suggest that the distance between our and the normative universe of Homeric and Classical Greece may be shorter than we care to admit.

The point here is not that we remain beholden to “morally primitive” practices. After all, the conditions underlying relation-regret are the very same that, in other contexts, provide our lives with considerable value and joy. The social nature of our practical identities renders us vulnerable not only to relation-regret; it makes possible positive, pridelike attitudes and expressions in response to the achievements of those to whom we are attached. Consider, for example, the pride the granddaughter might feel in her grandmother’s work in the Civil Rights movement, work performed before the granddaughter’s birth. It would be a mistake to construe this point as one about the demands of consistency. That is, the point here is not that consistency demands that, if we take pride in the successes and achievements of those near and dear, we must also respond with relation-regret when such relations cause others serious harm. For, “Should I have a practical identity that is also a social identity?” is not obviously a question that one can sensibly raise for oneself. While we sometimes (endeavor to) associate with particular persons and groups and to dissociate from others, these “local” changes in social relations are sought from a perspective that presupposes the sociality of our practical identities. The sociality of our practical identities is that in virtue of which we participate meaningfully in the lives of others—others qua our family members, friends, teammates, fellow citizens, etc.

The idea that, as agents, we are nontrivially more than what we voluntarily do is an important insight forcefully made by Williams at several stages in his philosophical career. “The mature moral agent,” Williams claims (1995, 32), “will recognize his relation to his acts in their undeliberated, and also in their unforeseen and unintended aspects. He recognizes that his identity as an agent is constituted by more than his deliberative self.” If there is truth to what I have proposed concerning relation-regret and associative luck, an enlarged picture of the mature moral agent emerges: one who lives also with the truth that his identity is in many ways a social identity, such that the actions of those to whom he is attached can alter his practical identity, who he most deeply is.42
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1 Guilt’s motivational tendencies are typically taken to include the motivation to make amends and repair relations with the victim. See, e.g., Lindsay-Hartz et al. (1995), Leith and Baumeister (1998), Gilbert (2003, 1224).

2 Difficult methodological questions concerning emotion-individuation are in the offing. For instance, how are we to determine whether cases like that of the faultless driver speak in favor of (a) positing a novel kind of emotion (namely agent-regret) rather than (b) expanding the formal object of guilt to somehow include faultlessly harmful actions? (See Jacobson [2013] for detailed discussion of this worry.) The urgency of this kind of question is diminished by noting that Williams’s chief target in “Moral Luck” is the “morality system” (more on this later), according to which the driver’s response is irrational regardless of how we classify the emotion. It is partly for this reason, and partly because Williams later claims that “[t]he agent-regret [he] described . . . can be psychologically and structurally a manifestation of guilt” (Williams 1993b, 92–93), that I doubt that Williams is wedded to the idea that “agent-regret” picks out a unique emotion type. Unlike the elucidation of an overlooked and significant feature of moral experience, securing an adequate taxonomy of the emotions is not among Williams’s primary aims. Still, supposing that guilt is about faults and motivates correction of previous moral decision-making (or some other moral self-revision), I don’t think distinguishing between agent-regret and guilt is ad hoc. See Zhao (2020, 298) for disagreement.

3 That is, although the presence of agent-regret provides us with evidence for thinking that a guilt-like response is fitting here, it is far from conclusive on its own. To illustrate, though survivor guilt may be statistically likely in certain conditions, it remains intuitively unfitting. Or rather, even if agent-regret and survivor guilt are equally likely responses to their characteristic elicitors, we need not conclude these responses are on equal footing concerning fittingness. Survivor guilt might differ from agent-regret in presupposing the truth of a thought that is natural to have but which is false (e.g., “I took another’s place by surviving; he died so that I could live”). Consider Primo Levi’s (VM, 254) description of survivor guilt as, in part, “the feeling of being alive in someone else’s stead.” See Modell (1971, 340) for an explanation of survivor guilt that attributes to the survivor (implicit or unconscious) zero-sum thinking about the distribution of goods. I am indebted to Szigeti (2015) in thinking of Williams’s argument (and my own) as emotion-guided (such that emotions guide us in providing defeasible evidence for normative conclusions) rather than emotion-based, such that “emotions are our highest court of appeal” (Szigeti 2015, 18).

4 As I discuss in Section 10.3.3, though these formulations are nonequivalent, relation-regret can be characterized as a response either to “our” doing (even when no joint action or group agency is implied) or to the doing of “another to whom I’m bound.”

5 I return to this briefly in Section 10.3, but for attentive treatment of the morality system and discussion of its “building blocks” which answer to generic human needs and can be understood as taking their particular, distorted form in the morality system relative to the drive for ultimate fairness, see Queloz (Chapter 8, this volume).

6 The morality system’s individualism is implicit in its focus on the voluntary, for it is implied that a single agent’s voluntary agency is the locus of their moral status.

7 I focus on a central form of luck-involving agent-regret; namely, that directed toward the unintended and unforeseen consequences of one’s action. Another form of agent-regret plausibly characterizes the guilt-like response one might have for performing one of multiple seriously harmful or (pro tanto) wrong actions, among which the agent must choose. See Williams (1973, 172–173) and Baron (1988, 263–264). I put aside also the issue of “conditional agent-regret” as raised by Williams’s examples of Karenina and Gaugin. See Lang (2019) for discussion.

8 Williams (1981, 27, cf. 28, 29) emphasizes that agent-regret is first-personal, not only in being about one’s own action (presumably also represented in a de se mode of presentation, i.e., as mine), but further regarded not “purely externally, as one might regard anyone else’s action,” but, as Williams implies, internally. Williams is quiet on the details here, but associates this internal view with the agent’s being motivated to personally make amends. Presumably, however, the internal nature of agent-regret will be explanatorily prior to the kind of expression it motivates. By describing agent-regret as like guilt—the pangs of conscience of which are internal in a manner answering to the preceding characterization—I think we home in, however inadequately, on the relevant kind of “internality.” See Wojtowicz (2018) for discussion of what this talk of an “external view” (and its implied contrast) may come to.

9 See e.g., Richards (1986, 171, 177), Thomson (1993, 205), Enoch and Marmor (2007, 415, 418).

10 Additionally, we might think that a valuable social function is served by a practice whereby victims assign, and those who harm adopt, the role of the “bad guy.” See MacKenzie (2017).

11 Though this term is often associated with Korsgaard (1996), it should be clear that I do not take on board (or attribute to Williams) Korsgaard’s commitments concerning the relation between morality and practical identity (e.g., the fundamentality to rational agents’ practical identities of thinking of themselves as members of the “Kingdom of Ends”). I say more about what I mean by “practical identity” in Section 10.3.3.

12 As Williams uses the term, one’s “character” is constituted in large part by one’s “set of desires, concerns, or, as [Williams] shall often call them, projects” (Williams 1976, 5).

13 Though the literature on moral luck has its twentieth-century roots in Williams’s and Nagel’s Aristotelian Society symposium “Moral Luck” papers, it skews strongly Nagelian in being framed as a paradox arising from two compelling but incompatible intuitions, namely “the control condition” (i.e., the principle according to which one can be morally responsible only for that which is under one’s control), on the one hand, and, on the other, the seemingly obvious relevance, in individual cases, of luck for judgments of moral responsibility. Indeed, several papers on moral luck written in the wake of the Williams/Nagel symposium are effectively responses to, as Richards (1986, 180) refers to the issue, “Nagel’s paradox” (see also Jensen 1984). For a similar point, see Lang (2019, 129–131). I thank Matt Talbert for raising this issue.

14 Indeed, Hartman (2019, 144) attributes to Nagel a broader definition of moral luck, according to which uncontrolled factors can affect an agent’s “moral status.” As Hartman maintains, this broad view is too broad as it can be endorsed by opponents of moral luck; for example, those who claim lucky factors can affect the scope (but not degree) of one’s moral responsibility (Zimmerman 2002, 560). “Moral assessment,” however, a phrase Nagel employs regularly (unlike “moral status”), can plausibly be understood more restrictively than “moral status” but more broadly than blameworthiness (or praiseworthiness).

15 If the reader doubts this on the grounds that Dylan was aged 17 at the time of the shooting (while Harris was 18), we can modify the case such that, by stipulation, the shooting takes place 5 months later and Dylan is indeed 18. We can also stipulate for our purposes that Dylan Klebold was not morally incompetent (e.g., a psychopath).

16 “Investigators . . . concluded that both sets of parents were ‘normal people who seem to care for their children and were involved in their life,’ and they too ‘were fooled like everyone else’ ” (Gibbs and Roche 1999, via Sepinwall 2017).

17 See Hutchison (2019) for discussion of parents who subsequently apologized for having conveyed responses of grief to the exclusion of (something like) relation-regret for the massacre-suicide of their child. Thanks to Daniel Story for bringing this example to my attention.

18 Thanks to Matt Talbert for raising this possibility.

19 See Williams’s (1981, 28) point about the person in the passenger side of the truck who may take on an agent’s thought, thinking how he might have prevented the accident despite not being the agent of the harm.

20 Might Rainer’s response not be explained in part by anxieties related to thoughts like “that could have been me!” or “there but for the grace of God go I”? It is difficult to imagine that Rainer’s reflections on his family history would exclude thoughts like these. These kinds of anxieties, however, seem apt to instill humility in Rainer and something like pity toward his grandfather. But when asked by a group of Israeli students what Rainer would do were he confronted with his grandfather, Rainer says he would kill his grandfather himself. This, of course, does not undermine the possibility that Rainer does feel these anxieties; if he is being sincere in his avowed blame of his grandfather, his stance may instead be one of ambivalence. I thank András Szigeti for raising this idea.

21 The extent of its reparative significance, however, should not be exaggerated. Consider the comment of a third-generation Holocaust survivor who accompanies Rainer to Auschwitz: “It must have made them [the Israeli students visiting Auschwitz] feel really good that he was there, to see him, to hear him. For them, it closes a very small circle, totally disproportionate to the circle of Holocaust survivors. But it offers them a happy ending at the end of this terrible journey. . . . I didn’t feel any connection to it. I didn’t feel connected to it because it all seemed too quick. It seemed like it lacked depth. It was genuine. I have no doubt about that. It came from the heart, but it was too quick.”

22 I owe the thoughts of the latter half of this paragraph to Matt Talbert, who also suggests that kinship might be unnecessary for the kind of familial identification I have in mind, which seems right to me.

23 I say “ordinarily” to accommodate the possibility of circumstances in which the social/historical conditions are such that there is no fact of the matter whether some individual falls under a given category; see Hacking (1999, 2002). For an overview of positions on social kinds, see Ásta (2017), and for a defense of pluralism about social kinds, see Khalidi (2015).

24 Developmental studies by Over et al. (2016, 29; cf. Bennett and Sani 2008) suggest that children as young as 5 are prone to “accept responsibility for the negative actions of their ingroup members,” manifesting embarrassment and guilt-like reactions and taking steps toward remedying transgressions performed by members of their ingroup. For discussion of the mental representations underlying group identification, see Salice and Miyazono (2019).

25 2:00–2:17: https://youtu.be/BXlnrFpCu0c?t=120.

26 Part of the explanation for this may be that Sue was still in the process of parenting; Dylan lived at home, and the project of raising him was yet incomplete. Thanks to Matt Talbert for this point.

27 Here I draw on David Sussman’s (2018) recent discussion of agent-regret. As Sussman (2018, 802) writes, “even when there is no culpability, there can still be inescapable forms of personal antagonism that, although innocent, can nevertheless involve many features of interpersonal wrongdoing.”

28 An upshot of this point is plausibly that group members are specially positioned to address co-members with directives to act in accordance with norms endorsed by the group so as to prospectively limit intergroup antagonism. See Story (2019, esp. 611–613) for a way of developing this point.

29 On the antagonistic counterpart to partiality (or, “negative partiality”), see Brandt (2020).

30 See Scheffler (2010, 50–52) on the “membership-dependent” and “relationship-dependent” reasons agents may have in virtue of valuing their group memberships and relationships.

31 Still, Enoch and I share the view that agent-regret and relation-regret are to be treated in a similar fashion. Additionally, despite the letter of his view, Enoch allows considerable work to be done by nonvoluntary responses. That is, Enoch claims that one can implicitly “take responsibility” for acts that are not one’s fault. One might, for example, take responsibility for the unjust actions of one’s country by having felt proud of its achievements at an earlier time (Enoch 2012, 111, 127). This sounds to me as coming quite close to the view that one’s group membership—understood not as mere citizenship (e.g., being a passport holder) but as a normative category reflected in one’s practical identity—does the work of securing the fittingness of, in my terms, relation-regret. That is, once Enoch introduces what it means to implicitly take responsibility, it looks like one’s group membership itself is what renders these responses fitting and not anything resembling a voluntary response to a duty. Enoch grants (in conversation) that he is susceptible to this kind of worry and suggests a way of getting more volitional control into his view. The idea is roughly that the involuntary responses in virtue of which one “takes responsibility” are capable of being rationally approved or endorsed by their subjects. While one might, for example, grow up unreflectively supporting some group, feeling pride and the like for its achievements, one might later reflectively endorse one’s support of that group, thereby making the support one’s own. For development of this idea in another context, see Enoch (2020). If, though, it turns out that the capacity for such endorsement is what matters (as I suggest earlier), this kind of point may speak more in favor of a practical identity-based view than a volitional one. Alternatively, if the volitional view can be reformulated such that its focus is on (something like) autonomy rather than autonomous acts of will per se, the gap might be bridged between the practical identity view and volitional (or autonomy) views. But these are matters for future discussion.

32 Still, it may be dialectically preferable to focus on relation-regret had along familial lines, at least as a way of introducing the phenomenon of relation-regret. One reason has to do with group size; groups unified along lines of citizenship tend to be quite large. If we assume that the emotional and reparative burdens proper to relation-regret are distributed among members of the group—and that the size of any member’s reparative burden qua group member may vary in proportion to factors like the significance of that group to one’s practical identity—country-based cases of relation-regret may tend to generate reasons for personally making amends that are easily defeated or fairly limited. (I put this thought forward speculatively; a host of complications are packed into it.) A version of this point may also apply to family-based relation-regret in cases where one is distantly related to the wrongdoer. I’m not sure what will count as sufficient distance, but the normative grounds for Rainer Hoess to feel relation-regret for his grandfather’s actions will intuitively be considerably stronger than those for Rainer’s great-granddaughter to feel relation-regret for Rudolf Hoess’s actions. To be sure, this may be explained not only by familial distance, but by the contingent fact that others (like Rainer Hoess) will already have done some of the reparative work called for by her great-great-great-grandfather’s actions. The distance of the victims’ relatives to the original victims might also be partly explanatory of this difference between Rainer Hoess and his (imagined) great-granddaughter.

33 At least if we refrain from understanding moral luck narrowly; see the penultimate paragraph of Section 10.2.

34 This does not mean that that they are unlucky to be related to those to whom they are related (or to be part of the family of which they are a part). After all, the resultantly unlucky agent’s agent-regret does not imply that he is unlucky to be an agent. Admittedly, we can imagine cases for which it would be sensible to claim that one is unlucky in being related to some family member (though this might be unintelligible in cases where one’s being in that relation is essential to who one is, e.g., one’s having the [grand]parents one has). But even when this kind of claim would be intelligible, the point remains that it is compatible with one’s experiencing relation-regret (and being to that extent associatively unlucky) that one affirms the relevant group membership (or familial relation), all things considered.

35 See Sepinwall (2012; 2017, 525–526) for a view along these lines. See also Yankah (2017) for a discussion that points in the direction of race-based associative responsibility in the United States.

36 Perhaps allegiance of this sort is even criticizable for fetishizing fault. See Riedener (2021).

37 If forgiveness also implies that the forgiven agent had been at fault, then perhaps we should speak here, too, of a related phenomenon: “associative forgiveness.” See Driver (2017) for a discussion of cases in which forgiveness may be apt even when blame was not.

38 One’s being associatively blameworthy and thus the fitting target of others’ associative blame does not imply that these responses are deserved. The desert-relation is typically understood as a relation of personal desert and, as such, implying fault (at least for desert of negative responses, like blame) (Feinberg 1970). The desert-relation, however, is only one of several appropriateness relations and is presumably (owing to its connection to fault) of the wrong kind (in the sense of being inapplicable) for determining whether an agent is associatively responsible.

39 For a more direct objection concerning the possibly self-undermining nature of the morality system’s drive toward “absolute fairness,” see Russell (2017, 260).

40 Dodds claims that, in addition to Hesiod, Theognis, and Herodotus, Aeschylus “accepted the idea of inherited guilt and deferred punishment . . . it appeared as a law of nature, which must be accepted: for the family was a moral unit, the son’s life was a prolongation of his father’s, and he inherited his father’s moral debts exactly as he inherited his commercial ones” (Dodds 1951, 33–34). But see Gantz (1982).

41 Agamemnon’s death, however, is overdetermined. At least the motives (and justifications given) for Agamemnon’s murder are not limited to the revenge of the House of Thyestes. Clytemnestra (Aegisthus’s lover and co-conspirator) importantly has multiple motives for vengeance against her husband. In some versions of the story, Agamemnon dies by Aegisthus’s hand and in others by Clytemnestra’s. But even in Aeschylus’s version, where the murderous plot culminates in Clytemnestra’s act of fatally stabbing Agamemnon, Clytemnestra identifies Atreus’s banquet as grounds for Agamemnon’s murder.

42 For valuable discussion and comments, I thank David Enoch, Leora Dahan Katz, Avishai Margalit, Oded Na’aman, Ittay Nissan Rozen, and Daniel Story. I especially want to thank the volume’s editors, András Szigeti and Matt Talbert, for their insightful comments and suggestions. An early version of this chapter benefitted from presentation at the 2019 meeting of the Israeli Philosophical Association, at Bar Ilan University.
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Bernard Williams as a Philosopher of Ethical Freedom

Miranda Fricker

Bernard Williams’s ethical philosophy contains an extraordinary wealth of philosophical ideas, both critical and affirmative. Now common-sensical, now intriguing, now exhilaratingly against the grain, a first observation that any reader might make is that it is all expressed in a deceptively conversational style—deceptive insofar as a conversational style creates an impression of simplicity and easy reconstruction by the reader after she has closed the book. Yet Williams’s philosophy is not remotely simple, and it is famously difficult to reconstruct. Everything seems to depend on everything else without any single element being conspicuously primary, and, when attempting a summary, one invariably discovers one has neglected to factor in some careful form of words that deftly keeps a generalization just this side of a universal claim or represents a proposition as sufficiently compelling to steer the argument in a certain direction yet without quite committing to its truth. A conversational style produced with such conditional precision and dialectical subtlety makes for the most demanding kind of reading—and the most rewarding kind of re-reading. As Adrian Moore says of Ethics and The Limits of Philosophy in particular,


It has a kind of clarity. But it does not have the kind of clarity that makes for easy reading. Williams never belabors the obvious, and he rarely makes explicit what he takes to be implicit in something he has already said. His writing is therefore extremely dense. It leaves an enormous amount of work for the reader. Its clarity lies in its content: it is the clarity of understanding by which the reader’s work is eventually rewarded. (Moore 2019, 9)



There is indeed that reader-earned reward of understanding, yet even that feels permanently provisional. A familiar experience when re-reading a Williams text is that it shifts perspective before one’s very eyes, so that a feature previously presenting as a background consideration now appears sharply focused in the foreground of the argument or, indeed, vice-versa. This play of perspective comes about partly because Williams deliberately leaves many things unsaid. In his signature essay “Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline,” he lampoons a certain analytical style of meticulously explicitating not merely those objections that are actually worth addressing but rather every single possible criticism—a style which he describes as trying “to remove in advance every conceivable misunderstanding or misinterpretation or objection, including those that would occur only to the malicious or the clinically literal-minded. This activity itself is often rather mournfully equated with the boasted clarity and rigour of analytic philosophy” (2006a, 183). He goes on to characterize a preferable method of writing philosophy, however, and one that surely casts light on his own style:


Now, it is perfectly reasonable that the author should consider the objections and possible misunderstandings . . . ; the odd thing is that he or she should put them into the text. One might hope that the objections and possible misunderstandings could be considered and no doubt influence the text, and then, except for the most significant, they could be removed, like the scaffolding that shapes a building but does not require you after the building is finished to climb through it in order to gain access. (Williams 2006a, 183)



The preferred kind of philosophical text described here is one whose surface is undisturbed by gratuitous critical eddies but rather flows more smoothly, more conversationally, its course defined as much by what is not said as by what is. This is on the whole what Williams’s own writing is like; though it must be admitted that he sometimes leaves so much unsaid or inexplicit that the result can be frustratingly compressed and allusive—with the consequence that it is decidedly tricky to interpret. But, then again, it is partly these very characteristics of his writing that make re-reading his work so rewarding: it takes repeated encounters to at last stabilize one’s sense of what the purport of a given argument really is, what the main reasons in favor of it are, and how it figures in his overall picture of things. Reading Williams, one needs to repeatedly take up different angles of view for the real shape of any given thought to present itself.

A second observation is that over the span of a distinguished career many philosophers tend to change their minds about this or that philosophical issue, so that interpreting their oeuvre is significantly a matter of tracing the reasons for the shift in stance or method, perhaps differentiating early and late phases of thought that stand in some puzzling tension with one another. Such transitions from early to late phases are most marked in cases where an intellectual disillusionment has brought the change, as is the case with Wittgenstein, for instance, or Rorty. By contrast, however, Williams’s intellectual trajectory betrays no moment at which any scales fell from philosophical eyes, and quite simply he barely changed his mind about anything—not his ethical relativism,1 not his cognitivism, not his famous critiques of Utilitarianism and Kantianism, not the internality of reasons, not the misguidedness of the whole enterprise of moral theory, not the idea of moral luck, or retrospective justification, or the destruction of moral knowledge by reflection, or his conception of the porous limits of philosophy where it borders with history. Name any of his most central, even controversial, proposals and one will find his view remained remarkably consistent throughout. The argument, for instance, that he first put forward in Williams (1974) for the distinctive brand of ethical relativism he called the “relativism of distance”—an argument I find to be revealingly compressed in the wrong place, as I shall explain—remained largely unchanged from its first form in the paper “The Truth In Relativism,”2 through later discussions of it in his 1985 statement monograph Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, and beyond in later papers such as “Subjectivism and Toleration” or “Human Rights and Relativism,” which are from 19923 and 2005, respectively. There may be a slight qualification along the way, but no real change of view or argument. The same might be said of the arguments for his reasons internalism. This unchangingness is remarkable in a thinker of such dynamism, range, and erudition and whose output overflows three decades of philosophy.

As a consequence, the considerable development and expansion of his moral philosophy over time is not best visualized as exhibiting a linear development of twists and turns to be traced and explained by the careful reader. For contrary to appearances Williams’s ethical philosophy turns out, I propose, to have an unexpectedly singular conviction at its root. The branching out of his philosophy over time, therefore, is best seen as the flourishing of different theoretical expressions and implications of that root conviction. In re-reading Williams one discerns, beneath the considerable kinetic energy on the page, a deep stillness of vision. And this stillness derives from an unchanging conviction regarding our basic ethical condition that provides the life force of his work, early and late, critical and positive, as the philosophical DNA that integrates the whole.

The imprint of this unchanging conviction can be discerned in negative all over the surface of the critical philosophy. It used to sometimes be said of Williams (so the philosophical folklore has it) that his contribution was more critical than constructive, more negative than positive. If anyone remained disposed to say this after the publication of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (1985), which certainly does contain a great deal of critical material, I would have already been disposed to argue with them. In that book he asks (roughly speaking), “Is the idea of universal human flourishing sufficient to entail a specific moral life?” And he answers “No”; for there is a thing called history, which shows there is more than one way to flourish. What about the idea of aggregate Utility? No again; a doomed attempt at moral accountancy that obliterates the shape of an individual life. What about universal reason of a different stripe, construed as delivering categorical moral requirements from bare rationality? No again; a brilliant yet deeply misguided purist fantasy of moral justice; one that we all recognize and live by to some extent, but which we would do well to leave behind. These invigoratingly negative answers, however, are essential in building to the book’s affirmative theses concerning the existence of ethical knowledge achieved through the application of our “thick” ethical concepts, the preferred epistemic ideal of “ethical confidence,” the fundamentally first-personal nature of ethical reasons that give shape to an individual’s life, and (most importantly of all for a book with “the limits of philosophy” in its title) the various ideas he advances there concerning the nature of philosophy’s relation to history and the importance of doing philosophy in a way that is fully conscious of the historical contingency of both ethical philosophy and ethical life.

Be all this as it may, however, no one could in any case seriously cast Williams as a philosopher of principally critical bearing after the publication of Shame and Necessity (1993), let alone Truth and Truthfulness (2002), not to mention the three posthumously published collections of papers (2005, 2006a, and 2006b) and so I will not further discuss the erstwhile notion that his contribution was more critical than constructive. I will try, however, to show something rather more challenging than its simple falsehood. I will try to show that the earlier and manifestly critical work that vigorously engaged the dominant mainstays of moral philosophy was in fact already rooted in a positive metaethical vision that informed the critiques and animated them from the start. But let me at last be more specific: in elaborating this claim I aim to show that the basal conviction in his work, which embeds his deepest philosophical instinct about the human condition, is the conviction that we are, in a far-reaching sense, ethically free. That is, we are substantively free to set our own ends and thereby generate our own values and correlative practical reasons because the only genuinely universal requirements of rationality—understood chez Williams as the avoidance of false belief and deliberative error—significantly underdetermine how one should live. Ethical freedom, then, follows from the underdetermination of ethical value by universal rationality, and I will argue that the central and signature theses of Williams’s moral philosophy are best read as one or other affirmation of ethical freedom in this sense. I believe this explains the unchanging quality of his work even as it grew in ever new directions; for it is ethical freedom we find, if we attend carefully, to be expressed again and again in so much of his philosophical writing—now explicitly, now obliquely; now negatively, now positively; in relation to reasons and obligations; or in relation to moral culture, or again regarding philosophy’s relation to history. Or so I will argue.

In order that I might connect this ethical freedom with the chief materials I will be invoking from Williams’s later philosophy, I sometimes use the label dialogical freedom. Whereas “ethical freedom” here names a metaphysical fact about our basic ethical condition such that our ethical reasons are underdetermined, “dialogical freedom” indicates a practice through which we might complete their determination—a certain kind of dialogue. A further reason to adopt the latter label from time to time is simply to help avoid the misconception that Williams is at any point philosophically exercised by questions concerning freedom of the will. That Williams was a philosopher of ethical freedom is significantly obscured by the fact that he was a skeptic regarding the “problem of free will.” That is, he was skeptical that there is any such problem. This is one of the places where his thought displays a localized but genuine affinity with that of Wittgenstein—for Williams effectively regarded the alleged problem of free will as a pseudo-problem; that is, a mere appearance of a problem, and one that is created by the very process of philosophizing.


The traditional metaphysical problem of the freedom of the will . . . exists only for those who have metaphysical expectations. Just as there is a “problem of evil” only for those who expect the world to be good, there is a problem of free will only for those who think that the notion of the voluntary can be metaphysically deepened. In truth, though it may be extended or contracted in various ways, it can hardly be deepened at all. What threatens it is the attempt to make it profound, and the effect of trying to deepen it is to put it beyond all recognition. The Greeks were not involved in those attempts; this is one of the places at which we encounter their gift for being superficial out of profundity. (1993, 68)4



The idea of the voluntary can reasonably be “extended or contracted” depending, for instance, on what view one takes of situations of coerced choice. In the archetype of the highwayman who commands “Your money or your life!” there is room for extension or contraction regarding how far the victim’s act of handing over the money is to count as voluntary. One might regard it as voluntary because their action flows from their reasoning about what best to do under the constrained circumstances or, alternatively, as involuntary on account of the fact that death’s being presented as the sole alternative rather forces their hand. Be that as it may, for Williams there is, by contrast, very little deepening of the idea of the voluntary to be had, and in particular it cannot be deepened sufficiently to resemble the metaphysical idea of freedom that is at stake in the supposed problem of free will. One reason he puts forward for thinking that the diminishment of the voluntary by constraint is irrelevant to the alleged problem of free will is that the freedom inherent in voluntariness can be diminished (“contracted”) by degrees, as it is by the highwayman; but no one thinks freedom of the will comes in degrees. Free will is all or nothing. For this reason, Williams declares the idea of constraint on the voluntary to be a red herring when it comes to thinking about free will (1995, 5). This, at any rate, is a key strand of the argument put forward in “How Free Does the Will Have to Be?” (1995). No doubt there are other sources of his skepticism about the free will problem, such as the complex conception of willing that in some quarters at least invites anxiety, but I will not try to capture them here.5 For present purposes the point is simply that the kind of freedom I am suggesting Williams was essentially always championing, whether in critical or positive mode, was not our metaphysical freedom from causal determinism but rather our ethical freedom from determination by a fraudulently all-encompassing idea of rationality. In Williams’s scheme of things, this freedom needed rescuing from the dungeons of the “morality system”6 that denied it and which he found to dominate so much of moral philosophy.

So how does this most basic conviction that we are ethically free express itself in Williams’s work? I will answer by reference to three signature Williams theses: internal reasons, the relativism of distance, and the open borders of philosophy and history.

11.1 Internal Reasons

Williams argues that nothing can count as a reason of someone’s to ϕ without there being a “sound deliberative route” to ϕ-ing from some motivationally live state—perhaps a desire, perhaps a disposition—that is either already in that person’s “subjective motivational set” or would be in it were it not for some false belief or deliberative error. Inasmuch as someone’s apparent reason may turn out to depend on any such false belief or deliberative error, it is not a reason for them after all.7 Our reasons, then, though conditional on the contents of our very own subjective motivational set or “S,” are by no means transparent to us. On the contrary, we can easily be mistaken about our reasons owing to at least three areas of epistemic opacity: that concerning worldly facts, that concerning our own psychological states, and that concerning what constitutes a sound deliberation in a given circumstance. First, as regards the hazard of factual error, we might recall Williams’s example of someone thinking they have a reason to drink the stuff in the glass because they believe it to be gin when in fact it is petrol, and so they do not really have a reason to drink it (Williams 1981, 102). Second, as regards deliberative error, someone might think they have a reason (in this case, an all-things-considered reason) to quit their job and yet they have not fully thought through the likely consequences of doing so and are not taking proper account of the negative impact on their hoped-for alternative prospects in the industry. So far so Humean, for Hume’s two caveats to the generalization that our reasons bear a one-to-one correlation with our actual “passions” or motivating states are, precisely (1) cases of false belief and (2) instrumental reasoning that is faulty in selecting insufficient means (Hume 1739/1975, II (iii) 3). But Williams adds to Hume’s two caveats a further thought concerning the second. He emphasizes that deliberation can often be less than it should be because of a more amorphous failure than one of simply picking an insufficient means to one’s end, for it might involve (other kinds of) failure of the imagination.8 Perhaps the person entertaining quitting their job has thought through the impact on their future prospects in the industry but has not yet vividly imagined the stressful emotional impact on their family and the ethical significance of voluntarily imposing that stress on them. Perhaps they have not yet fully appreciated how far their hoped-for alternative employment would really suit them longer term, or cohere with the other things they most value, or appear to former colleagues as a sell-out, and so on. In addition, and partly as a consequence of this point about failures of the imagination, Williams stresses the idea that what someone has reason to do at any given time might often be significantly less than fully determinate since either of the main elements might itself be less than fully determinate—chiefly, the presence or absence of the requisite motivational state and the existence of the requisite sound deliberative route along with a sufficiently focused imagination. Quite possibly, on his picture, a significant indeterminacy in what one has most reason to do is more the norm than the exception.

This picture of what it is to have a reason to do something, then, involves a substantial idealization, but a carefully incomplete one. On Williams’s view, rational idealization reaches as far as ruling out plain doxastic and deliberative inadequacies; but strictly no further, for there is no further idealization to be had. In his view, rational idealization simply does not reach beyond these things to settle the question of our ends or value priorities. To pretend that it does can only signify a delusional piece of rational overreach—an artifact of the peculiarly rationalistic conception of ethical life he labeled the “morality system.” The prioritization of values that in fact determines our ends is for Williams an irreducibly substantive matter and to a significant degree up to us—again, not in any sense intended to affirm free will but simply in the sense of sourcing our value priorities in ourselves, in our particular commitments and concerns, and, most importantly, in what Williams sometimes calls “ground projects”—the primary practical involvements that shape and give meaning to our distinctively individual lives.

Williams offers a positive internal reasons justification for precisely this degree of idealization and no more.


The grounds for making this general point about fact and reasoning, as distinct from prudential and moral considerations, are quite simple: any rational deliberative agent has in his S a general interest in being factually and rationally correctly informed. (Williams 1995, 37)



Given that we all, generally, have a motivation to avoid factual and deliberative error, we all thereby have a reason (construed on the internal interpretation) to avoid these things, but we should not pretend there is a similarly universal motivation toward any particular set of moral or even prudential ends. On the contrary, even a cursory glance at moral cultural diversity in the now, let alone throughout history, reveals a noticeably diverse array of ends and related value priorities. For this reason, on Williams’s scheme of things, any further idealization would represent an outrageous annexation of the ethical by self-styled universal rationality. But what is the difference between the internal and the external theories of reason when it comes to what we should say on the ground, in deliberation, and particularly in cases of disagreement about what to do? Is there any real difference at this level? I think there is an important difference. Not in the degree of passion of argument, forms of disagreement, or general difficulty in determining what to do and how to live (that all looks exactly the same on either metaethical picture), but rather in what we are entitled to say at the notional end of the day when all arguments have been tried yet without achieving convergence—that is, cases of ultimately failed attempts at ethical persuasion.

In “Internal and External Reasons” (1981), Williams cites the fictional example of Owen Wingrave, a character he takes from Benjamin Britten’s eponymous opera. Owen, whose father died in battle, comes from a proud military family and is under immense family pressure, most especially from his military-minded grandfather, to join the army for reasons of family honor and pride. But Owen has pacifist values and staunchly resists the idea that he has all-things-considered reason to join up. Stipulatively, Owen is making no factual or deliberative errors and has exercised his imagination fully, rather he simply holds different value priorities from the rest of his family who are trying to bring him round to their way of seeing things. In such a scenario, the proper conclusion for the internal reasons theorist to draw is that Owen does not have all-things-considered reason to join up. The reasons of family honor and pride that his grandfather finds conclusive simply turn out not to be conclusive for Owen. To insist otherwise is at best “bluff,” as Williams puts it, or worse, coercive “brow-beating.” It is at this notional endpoint of proper persuasive efforts that one can imagine a wise third party intervening to say “Enough!—stop trying to make him into someone he’s not.”9

I hope it is becoming clear that the internal reasons thesis is a direct expression of what I am urging is Williams’s deepest philosophical conviction; namely, that we are ethically free. The Owen Wingrave example is particularly vivid because it concerns circumstances under which an individual’s pacifist conscience might be discovered and sustained under dramatic counter-persuasive pressures, but Williams also intends it to illustrate our quite generic situation—the situation characterized by what I am calling our dialogical freedom. We engage in discussion about what to do—sometimes difficult and disharmonious discussion across interpersonal ethical distances that refuse to close up—and, provided there are no errors of fact or deliberative reasoning, including no failures of the imagination, then in the situation where no consensus is ultimately reached the proper conclusion is that the differing parties have different reasons. On this picture, all the normal deliberating and arguing we go in for in order to decide what to do is simply not the kind of activity that permits of only one right answer, for there is more than one equally rational range of value priorities and therefore more than one way to live. But the external reasons theorist denies this plurality and the rational underdetermination that gives rise to it. The external reasons theorist, then, denies ethical freedom in our sense. That is the ultimate difference between the two interpretations of what it is to have a practical reason. And it means that the moment at which all reasonable attempts at persuading Owen to join the army are deemed to have failed, any external reasons theorist who is sympathetic with the grandfather’s perspective will say that Owen is still not seeing what he has most reason to do; whereas any internal reasons theorist who is sympathetic with the grandfather’s perspective will say, no doubt in a disappointed tone, that it turns out, all things considered, Owen doesn’t have reason to do it. The external reasons theorist regards Owen as failing in relation to rationality—at the very least his deliberation is rationally non-ideal; the internal reasons theorist, by contrast, thinks nothing of the kind—rather, she has learned something important about Owen.

This understanding of internal reasons as directly expressive of Williams’s philosophical commitment to the reality of our dialogical freedom to determine our own values is supported if we re-read “Internal and External Reasons” in the light of later work, most especially the discussion in his last book, Truth and Truthfulness, concerning the two rival conceptions of self-knowledge found in Rousseau and Diderot, respectively. Williams there explores the essential role of “trustful conversation” in the substantive determination of our beliefs. (“Trustful conversation” is dialogue where each party can trust the Accuracy and Sincerity of what the other says—that is, their truthfulness.) Williams exploits Diderot’s view of how our psychologies become “steadied” through trustful conversation with others, so that we may discover what we think not through introspection, let alone the kind of introspective isolationism that Rousseau embraced in his eccentric autobiographical project,10 but rather through a certain kind of ordinary social intercourse. Our minds become “steadied” through trustful dialogue with others about what is the case, and this dialogical process involves bringing propositions entertained in the first instance sans propositional attitude (the contenders being belief and desire) to settle into one category or the other. Williams explains the mechanism as follows:


[The subject] is engaged in trustful conversation with another who relies on him, and the question is whether he can give that person to believe the proposition. In doing that, he may well, in such a case, give himself to believe it as well. It is the presence and needs of others that help us to construct even our factual beliefs. (Williams 2002, 194; emphasis added)



But it is not only beliefs that become steadied through trustful conversation. Williams adds something, apparently merely in passing, that I would suggest is in fact of enormous significance to understanding his philosophy of practical reason; namely, that this same process of trustful conversation applies to the construction of our desire-like states.


It is a further implication of Diderot’s picture of the mind that similar factors can help us to construct our desires. If we consider what is involved in this, it can give us, also, a deeper insight than we have had so far into the nature of wishful thinking. (Williams 2002, 194)



At this point, we need to put two and two together. Not regarding the question that Williams is immediately concerned with (namely, that of explaining the phenomenon of wishful thinking as a piece of steadying gone wrong, whereby an item destined for the desire category slips into the belief category instead), but rather regarding a different question. We need to put two and two together regarding the question of how the construction and discovery of one’s desires through the process of trustful conversation can be combined with the doctrine of internal reasons to produce a certain conclusion: that the process of psychological steadying through trustful conversation is the practice through which our individual ethical reasons are generated—the practice of dialogical freedom. Indeed since human beings must live out their reasons in time and social space, the process of discovering and constructing our reasons is an ongoing, shifting business: ongoing trustful conversation with different interlocutors at different times will generate our reasons, sometimes reaffirm them, sometimes undermine them, and sometimes destroy them, making way for new ones. (I freely admit that Williams does not draw this conclusion, but I find nonetheless that if we put the early and late work together, it is both exegetically and philosophically compelling.) Recall that Williams’s view is that our reasons are a function of motivational states that would be in the agent’s S once any errors of fact and deliberative reasoning are eliminated. What he delivers through Diderot’s model is an account of how such items in one’s S can be properly generated and/or discovered: through dialogue that counts as trustworthy inasmuch as it is truthful (contains no errors of fact or deliberation) we ask ourselves what is desirable, what is of value, which values are more important than others, and, ultimately, also what is important simpliciter.11 As individuals we can only think in (real or imagined) dialogue about what matters and about what sort of life we want to lead, and this is the truthful process of social construction through which our “ground projects” and other reasons are actually generated. It is also the process through which a person such as Owen Wingrave can discover that he really doesn’t have reason to join the army, even though others may vehemently wish that he did.

For Williams, then, our practical reasons are both radically first-personal, as he sometimes puts it,12 and yet also, I contend, fundamentally second-personal owing to their essentially dialogical generation.13 They are created and discovered by way of the same trustful conversations through which our very beliefs and desires are steadied and our minds perpetually and repeatedly made up. That dialogical process is the most basic interpersonal process through which we exercise our dialogical freedom and thereby come to our own, sometimes distinctively individual, motivations and reasons. We come to them necessarily through dialogue but not necessarily through dialogue of a kind that is conducive to convergence. On the contrary, we might—like Owen Wingrave perhaps—engage in trustful yet fraught and impassioned dialogue that brings us to realize with increasing lucidity that we disagree and that our interlocutors’ reasons are decidedly not our own. This is why Williams at one point alludes to the misguided optimism of a certain neo-Hegelian outlook according to which the social construction of individuals near guarantees harmony of some basic kind between the individual and society.14 No such guaranteed harmony is found in Williams’s social conception of the individual, where trustful conversation might equally lead to the kinds of potentially dramatic disharmony that makes for ethical plurality among individuals within a single moral culture—a culture in which different individuals may each cultivate a distinctive shape to their life. This picture requires no solo heroes of existential freedom daring to throw away the moral rulebook, but rather portrays the thoroughly and necessarily social practice through which our individual psychologies become repeatedly steadied. I infer that this ongoing, socially ramified dialogical practice of trustful conversation—the lived expression of our ethical freedom—is the primary practice that supplies our varying answers to the Socratic question that Williams took to be at the heart of ethics: namely, “How should one live?” (Williams 1985, 1). This inference fits with his broad claim in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy that while philosophy should surely be able to contribute to answering Socrates’s question, it cannot possibly do so on its own. To answer the question we must also live, and what I propose we infer from Truth and Truthfulness is that this entails living in trustful conversation with others, determining and redetermining our reasons in time and social space. This is the practice of dialogical freedom.15

Another inference to be drawn, I believe, from the account I have offered of Williams’s reasons internalism as a direct expression of his belief in ethical freedom is that it obliquely affirms the place and value of authenticity in ethical life. For, on his view, it turns out that to have a reason to do anything is to have one’s own reason to do it, where this carries the standing possibility of opposition to somebody else’s reason (hence the aptness of the Owen Wingrave drama as an illustration of our general predicament). While I have cast this as a conviction that does not draw on existential heroics of any kind, still one does catch the occasional glint of romanticism in Williams’s ethical philosophy, and, indeed, this is one of the distinctive pleasures of reading him. Its energy is felt here and there throughout Williams’s oeuvre, including the earliest and latest works. It is explicit, for instance, in his very first book, Morality, when he quotes D. H. Lawrence’s dictum “Find your deepest impulse and follow that,” adding,


The notion that there is something that is one’s deepest impulse, that there is a discovery to be made here, rather than a decision; and the notion that one trusts what is so discovered, although unclear where it will lead—these, rather, are the point. The combination—discovery, trust, and risk—are central to this sort of outlook, as of course they are to the state of being in love. It is even tempting to find, among the many historical legacies of Protestantism to Romanticism, a parallel between this combination and the pair so important to Luther: obedience and hope. Both make an essential connection between submission and uncertainty; both, rather than offering happiness, demand authenticity. (Williams 1972, 79)



Much later, in an interview with The Guardian (Jeffries 2002) on the publication of his last monograph, Truth and Truthfulness, he once again quotes that same striking Laurentian injunction, this time relating it explicitly to his own philosophy: “If there’s one theme in all my work it’s about authenticity and self-expression. . . . It’s the idea that some things are in some real sense really you, or express what you [are] and others aren’t” (Williams 2002).16

From this positive and now more fully elaborated picture of what it is to exercise our dialogical freedom so as to generate and discover those ethical reasons that are one’s own, the central criticism in Williams’s famous critique of the “morality system” can be seen to follow. The forms of objectivist moral theory, such as Kantianism and Utilitarianism, that exemplify the morality system do so essentially because they each embrace an external interpretation of what it is to have an ethical reason. These views leave no room for dialogical freedom, let alone as a process that might reveal one’s “deepest impulse” as an authoritative moral injunction. For Kant, moral reasons are imperatives that definitively transcend all and any desire-like states in the moral subject; for Utilitarians and other consequentialists, proper reasoning about what to do derives from facts about consequent aggregate happiness or other kinds of well-being, which themselves have nothing to do with the subject’s own motivational states except inasmuch as these may contribute to the overall calculus or perhaps motivate them to do the right thing once they have formulated it. With this observation we arrive at the essential respect in which Williams’s critical philosophy should be seen to be animated by a prior, and positive, meta-ethical vision: the practice of dialogical freedom, containing as it does the possibility of authenticity, constitutes the only clear-eyed ethically engaged response to the realization that we are ethically free. In the early critical work, Williams’s nascent yet vivid sense of this fundamental truth about our ethical predicament was already, I believe, the lens through which he saw both Kantianism and Utilitarianism as distorted by objectivist and moralistic fantasy. These fantasies can only be recognized as such if they are seen in the relief afforded by the backdrop of ethical freedom.

11.2 Relativism of Distance

Let me now turn to my second signature Williams thesis: the relativism of distance. We find the same affirmation of dialogical freedom expressed again in this connection, only here it is applied at the cultural level rather than at the intersubjective level. The main arguments he explicitly sets out for his relativism hinge on a dual psychological condition relating to the possibility of a group from one moral culture (S1) being able to convert to the alternative moral culture (S2). The dual psychological condition is, first, that the converts could “retain their hold on reality” and, second, “to the extent that rational comparison between S2 and their present outlook is possible, they could acknowledge their transition to S2 in the light of such comparison” (“The Truth in Relativism”; 1974, 139).17 This dual condition is presented as marking the boundary between what Williams calls “real confrontations” and merely “notional confrontations” between moral cultures, and so is apparently central to the definition of his relativism. Here is how he introduces that distinction.


A relativist view of a given type of outlook can be understood as saying that for such outlooks it is only in real confrontations that the language of appraisal—good, bad, right, wrong, and so on—can be applied to them; in notional confrontations, this kind of appraisal is seen as inappropriate, and no judgments are made. (1985, 161)



Yet it seems to me that this prominent psychological condition in fact does next to no work in the real structure of the view. Why, after all, would anyone think that the psychological and practical possibility of converting to the alternative moral outlook poses a proper limit to mere judgments of moral appraisal? The possibility of conversion per se seems neither here nor there as regards the propriety of appraising, not least because it is surely clear that there are alternative moral cultures in the present to which a group of us would surely not be able to convert, and yet Williams quite rightly insists that relativism finds no application in such cross-cultural cases in the now. He says, for instance, “Relativism over merely spatial distance is of no interest or application in the modern world. Today all confrontations between cultures must be real confrontations” (Williams 1985, 163). This asymmetry in his view between spatial distance and historical distance does not cohere with the criterion of moral conversion, which exhibits no such asymmetry.

It is fortunate, then, that an alternative version of Williams’s line of thought recommends itself. I contend that the idea that is really doing the work in Williams’s relativism is something not psychological but rather functional, regarding the ability to exercise our basic dialogical freedom to construct the ethical values we live by. This essential motivating idea for the relativism of distance flies by in a couple of sentences in the original paper, so that one has to catch it on the wing. The idea is this: any moral appraisals delivered across merely notional confrontations would contain “so little of what gives content to the appraisals in the context of real confrontation” that they “lack the relation to our concerns which alone gives any point or substance to appraisal” (Williams 1981, 141–142).18 In effect Williams is saying that the deliberative point or function of moral appraisal goes missing across merely notional confrontation. But what really is this point or function? I believe that drawing on the concept of trustful conversation elaborated in Truth and Truthfulness places us in a much improved position to answer this question—and I freely admit that it delivers a different answer from the one given by Williams in his original arguments for the relativism of distance. The answer we arrive at is that the real reason why some (but not all) historically distant moral cultures lack the requisite “relation to our concerns” to warrant appraisal is that they are too alien for us to be able to engage them imaginatively in trustful conversation about how to live. If an alien moral culture is such that we cannot imaginatively recruit them into our own practice of dialogical freedom, then the main point of appraising them and their values goes missing, so that little is left but a moralistic judgmental tick. On this picture, to proceed with appraisal across this kind of distance would be a piece of moral-cultural narcissism, and one that would likely obscure more fruitful modes of engagement with past moral outlooks.

Williams modeled for us just what such an alternative, nonmoralistic stance could be in his study of ancient Greek ethical thought presented in Shame and Necessity (1993). Here his project was to counter a certain progressivist orthodoxy to the effect that our characteristic modern phenomenology of wrongdoing, namely guilt, is superior to its allegedly simpler ancient counterpart, namely shame. Williams argued that the Greek notion aidōs, translated as “shame,” in fact already incorporated the desirable reflexivity found in modern guilt, namely the internalization of the shaming gaze, so that this form of moral compunction is revealed as not dependent after all on actually being caught in a shameful state by others, because the agent’s own internalized sense of apt reaction is already sufficient. Oedipus’s dreadful act of dashing out his own eyes gruesomely dramatizes exactly this point about internalization, for in blinding himself physically it is painfully evident that he cannot make himself inwardly blind to the horrifying fact that, through no fault of his own, he has married his mother and killed his father. There is no hiding from internalized shame any more than there is from the pangs of a post-Christian guilty conscience.

In revealing the reflexive structure of aidōs, Williams embarrasses the progressivist urge concerning the superiority of modern moral guilt-feeling, and he simultaneously models the historically reflective kind of philosophy he always promoted and came later to label “impure philosophy”—that is, philosophy that mixes itself with history. Acknowledging, if not in so many words, at the outset of Shame and Necessity, that we are in merely notional confrontation with the ancient world, he observes,


We cannot live with the ancient Greeks or to any substantial degree imagine ourselves doing so. Much of their life is hidden from us, and just because of that, it is important for us to keep a sense of their otherness, a sense which the methods of cultural anthropology help us to sustain. (1993, 1–2)



What we can do, through the study of ancient Greek ethical thought, is learn something about our own ethical life and our own philosophical conceptions of it—in particular, our blind spots and philosophical fantasies. And so, later, in “Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline,” he laments that on the whole philosophers tend not to think much about history of philosophy “because it is not part of a philosophical undertaking, as locally understood, to attend to any such history. But—and this is the point I want to stress—we must attend to it, if we are to know what reflective attitude to take to our own conceptions” (Williams 2006a, 191). Indeed the alternative positive vision of ethical life that Williams surely gained from studying “Greats” (or Classics) as an undergraduate equipped him with a clear vision of the self-deceived aspirations of “the morality system” that he regarded as inflated with objectivist and ahistoricist delusion. That the morality system itself partly constituted a historically contingent formation of ethical life was, I surmise, simply manifest to Williams from the start because he greeted its philosophical expressions already imaginatively primed with a rich sense of the ancient outlook that had so long preceded it. His acquaintance with ancient styles of ethical thought, and especially the Greek sensibility’s capacity to confront the role of luck in ethical life, placed the hyper-reflective, purist predilections of the dominant strand of modern moral philosophy in revealing critical relief. This is why, despite his rejection of the defining features of the tradition as he found it, there is no hairpin turn to be tracked in Williams’s moral philosophical journey—he pulled up to philosophy from a place where the modernist moral project already appeared as a decidedly souped-up piece of engineering.

To sum up this interpretation of the motivating idea behind Williams’s ethical relativism, my suggestion has been that the real, if fleeting and unhelpfully backgrounded, argument for the relativism of distance—and the marker between real and notional confrontations on which it depends—does not rest, after all, on the psychological and practical possibility of conversion but rather the deliberative possibility of engaging in real or imagined trustful conversation as a means to adjusting our own values. That is the line that moral appraisal cannot appropriately cross without becoming empty moralism, and the psychological impossibility of actual conversion to the relevant alternative practice is not in fact what marks it at all. Instead, what marks the line of appropriate moral appraisal is the possibility of imaginatively including members of the alternative outlook as interlocutors in our practice of dialogical freedom. The relativism of distance, then, is really (and despite appearances) a direct implication of the deliberative necessity of dialogical freedom that I am endeavoring to reveal as the practical correlate of Williams’s foundational belief in ethical freedom. Dialogical freedom receives only a muffled expression in Williams’s case for the relativism of distance because it is marginalized in the presentation of the argument. But this is not surprising because, for real confrontation, the necessity of imagined trustful conversation across ethical cultures was not something Williams would be in a position to fully articulate until much later, when the material for Truth and Truthfulness was coming to fruition.

Where does this interpretation leave us with respect to the undermotivated asymmetry between historical and cultural distance in the now? In a better position, I think, for it is a further advantage of the interpretation on offer that it helps motivate the asymmetry. When we have to negotiate alien moral cultures in the present, and even while we may certainly not be in a position to actually convert to any of their ethical practices, we are inescapably thrown into something like the practice of dialogical freedom—thinking through how to relate to the alien values, perhaps challenging them, perhaps being somewhat changed in the light of them, and so on. This fact at last provides a robust reason why relativism can find no application “over merely spatial distance . . . in the modern world”: as soon as another culture’s moral otherness has arisen for us in the present, a dialogue of some sort has thereby begun, and so the possibility of trustful conversation as the desirable dialogical mode is already indicated. For the relativism of distance this provides the real sense in which, as Williams sometimes put it, it is always “too late” for relativism across cultures in the now.19

11.3 The Borders of Philosophy and History

The third signature thesis from Williams that I wish to relate to his belief in our ethical freedom is more of a limiting case, for Williams’s work was also deeply engaged with the relation between ethical freedom and its opposite—namely, necessitation. His abiding fascination with the limits of philosophy and its relationship with history just was a fascination with the relation between one region of ethical necessity—namely, those few features of ethical life that can be discovered a priori—and the kind of contingency displayed by us as we exercise our ethical freedom in real-time and social space to create moral culture. Thus we come to his work in State of Nature genealogical explanation, which was the method he explored in his final book in order to incorporate both necessity and contingency in a single framework. This method, or rather the State of Nature aspect of it that depicted “origins,” delivered certain constraints on ethical freedom by revealing that some values—notably, truthfulness, and elsewhere he made a similar argument in relation to (political) freedom20—are necessary in the sense that they will inevitably arise in any human society. This is so for the excellent reason that they arise out of absolutely basic human needs. In the case of truthfulness, a compound of the proto-virtues Accuracy and Sincerity, the basic epistemic need to pool information means that any society is bound to have a proto-virtue of truthfulness. So far so necessary. But then, history kicks in, and everything that ensues is more or less contingent. The particular cultural forms that truthfulness can take are many and various—perhaps as a value that is profoundly related to ideas about the authentic self, or perhaps one conceived primarily in relation to a notion of honor, or again a value whose role in society is more bureaucratically conceived, being thought of above all as serving efficiency in reliable information sharing. Necessity and then contingency; philosophy and then history. The State of Nature genealogical method carefully feels for original necessities and fixes them as core features while releasing its grip on all else, allowing the historical contingency of the world to accrue thereafter. On this picture, our basic human nature and social needs as we begin to form a proto-society do constrain what form a human ethical life might take but only a little, for there is so much room for cultural-historical difference, and within that, individual difference too. That is why Williams embraced the State of Nature genealogical method, and we can now see that the deliverances of the State of Nature story effectively specify the limiting conditions on our exercise of ethical freedom. We start with basic societal needs that mean we are bound to cultivate some proto-virtue of truthfulness or some proto-value of political freedom, but thereafter necessity falls away, leaving us ethically free to engage our various practices of substantive dialogical freedom, setting our ends by way of ramified dialogical engagements that steady our minds—our beliefs, our desires, our values, our reasons.

There is a special connection, I believe, between Williams’s late concern to vindicate and explain the core value of truthfulness and his early critical work deconstructing the morality system. The special connection is that his critique was always centered on the idea that the morality system was insufficiently truthful and indeed characterized by a number of defining fantasies. Accordingly, a resounding normative message for our profession that emanates directly from the very raison d’être of Truth and Truthfulness is that we should resist fantasy in intellectual life—we have an ordinary but important responsibility to be truthful not only in life but also in philosophy. In describing Accuracy as a component of truthfulness, for instance, Williams writes, “This feature of Accuracy involves two aspects. One of them concerns the investigator’s will—his attitudes, desires, and wishes, the spirit of his attempts, the care that he takes. It involves his resistance to wishful thinking, self-deception, and fantasy” (Williams 2002, 127).

I believe it was already this vivid sense of our intellectual responsibility to avoid fantasy in philosophical thought that drove the early critiques of the morality system—the responsibility to resist moralistic and universalistic fictions, to debunk the concomitant external interpretation of what it is to have a reason, and to interrogate how the associated “institution of blame” functions to perpetually recruit others into shared reasons under the truthless idea that all ethical reasons are already and necessarily shared.21 It was only in Truth and Truthfulness that he could fully elaborate this idea, but the method in the earlier critical work was precisely that of resisting philosophical fantasy in favor of a naturalistic realism about where our values come from. This aspiration at last finds its explicit and sustained philosophical expression in Truth and Truthfulness, of which the overriding aim was to achieve a naturalistic account of ethical value that did not undermine ethical conviction—a clear-eyed metaethics that would however leave such convictions stable under reflection. Truth and Truthfulness was in this regard the philosophical flowering of a career-long passion for the possibility of resisting fantasy in moral philosophy.

Let me end with a final note of explanation regarding my own interpretive methodology in relation to these themes. In my partly strict, partly experimental exegesis of three pillars of Williams’s metaethics, while I certainly hope to have told a truthful story I would not for one moment pretend to have served up the truth, singularly conceived, about how to interpret Williams. For any idea of delivering a single true interpretation would involve a basic misconception, not only of my own purposes but, more interestingly, a misconception of the character of Williams’s highly distinctive philosophical texts. His philosophical writings, though disciplined, subtle, and purposeful, are generally what one might call resistant texts in the sense that they actively resist attempts to rigidify their significance. This is in part simply a consequence of their often compressed and allusive quality, noted at this chapter’s outset; but that is not the whole explanation. What creates their resistant nature is also that many of his ideas resonate in strikingly different ways depending on what other ideas within his philosophy one considers them in relation to. I have mainly put three early ideas in relation with later ones, critiques in relation with positive philosophical proposals, and I hope to have thereby substantiated my interpretive claim that we should understand Williams’s metaethical oeuvre as the gradual expansion and elaboration of his belief in ethical freedom—a conviction he elaborates now by reference to reasons, now by reference to the contingency of moral culture, now by reference to the idea that philosophy should be aware of its borders with history in order that it may trespass intelligently and self-reflectively as “impure philosophy.”

There is no question, then, of offering any solo exegetical truth; but instead—and in keeping with Williams’s own view of the place of truth in historical interpretations where a chronicle of epistemically “plain truths” might receive a plurality of equally truthful interpretations22—I have drawn on early and late ideas he is plainly committed to, and I have sounded some new interpretive notes by putting those ideas into explicit relation with one another. These new relations exemplify the changeability of philosophical resonance that I find so remarkable in Williams’s writing and deeply characteristic of his philosophical style. While there surely may be stray moments of plain unclarity or vagueness, mostly I find his philosophical texts have this resistant quality because Williams himself was resistant in exactly the same way—resistant to allowing the reader, or indeed the writer, to let the philosophy slide into deadening ready-made categories. “Avoid –isms!” he used to say, explicitly echoing the advice given to him by his “teacher and mentor” Gilbert Ryle. Williams passed on this seemingly innocuous advice to his own students, in what now strikes me as a new exemplar of how to be superficial out of profundity. Avoiding –isms may sound innocuous, but it goes deep. Deep enough in Williams, I believe, to be expressed in his resistance to the ready-made –isms of his philosophical time because they were not well-shaped to commit him to exactly what he wanted and nothing else. He wanted moral truth without one moral truth; moral cognitivism without objective moral knowledge; historicism without “standard relativism”; a deep separation of science from ethics without any dualism of fact and value; practical necessity without categorical necessity; naturalism without reduction; individualism but only through trustful social dialogue; social construction but always constrained by truthfulness so that the dialogical production of our beliefs, desires, reasons, and identities emerges as our most natural means of discovering self and world.

I have read three of Williams’s key metaethical theses as sourcing their first energy in an affirmation of our freedom to set our own ends, underdetermined as they are by the bare strictures of rationality. And I have suggested that this human predicament of ethical freedom implies the possibility of living authentically through sociality, determining our own ends as the product of ongoing trustful conversation. Indeed, I would suggest that in Williams’s scheme of things authenticity might plausibly be considered the ethical value, but one which appropriately remains off-stage since (like other central values, such as happiness or love) it cannot be aimed at directly in life and tends to get pulled out of shape under explicit philosophical discussion. Authenticity is necessarily a by-product of living truthfully, and so it doesn’t help to focus on it directly—better to cultivate lived forms of truthfulness and let authenticity bloom as it may. Living authentically is our best response to the fact of ethical freedom and the best response to the objectivist fantasies of the morality system. “The only serious enterprise is living,” he characteristically asserts in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Williams, 1985, 117). This remark is not only revealing of Williams’s sense of proper priorities in ethics, but it is also reminiscent of the potent combination of affirmation and irreverence that he surely recognized and relished in Nietzsche. In Williams, however, as I have tried to show, the deconstructive impetus is already infused with a positive and theoretically articulate vision of the fundamental importance of resisting philosophical fantasy. And in Williams, the scornful Nietzschean polemic is transmuted into the distinctive dialogical form that brings it to maturity, and sociability, through the interpersonal tutelage of “trustful conversation.” This practice of dialogical freedom is what I have presented as determining and uncovering our reasons and our selves in Williams’s vision of ethical life. It is what enables us to have an ethical life, clear-eyed, under conditions of ethical freedom.23
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1 There is a slight adjustment in that, in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, Williams clarifies his earlier statement by making it explicit that there is no synchronic cross-cultural application of relativism, only a historical one. See his footnote 3 on p. 242.

2 Reprinted in Moral Luck (1981).

3 Reprinted in (2006a).

4 Here Williams is alluding to Nietzsche’s comment “Those Greeks were superficial—out of profundity” (Nietzsche 1974, 38).

5 See “Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology” in Williams (1995).

6 On the “morality system,” see Williams and Smart (1973) and Williams (1985).

7 This epistemic and rational idealization can be read positively as well as negatively so that it guarantees not only the absence of false beliefs but also the presence of relevant true beliefs (see Williams 1981, 103). Ignorance, just as much as false belief, can obscure a person’s reasons from their view. In both positive and negative directions, then, our S is “extendible,” to use Catherine Wilson’s apt term (Wilson 2016).

8 “Reflection may lead the agent to see that some belief is false and hence to realize that he has in fact no reason to do something he thought he had reason to do. More subtly, he may think he has reason to promote some development because he has not exercised his imagination enough about what it would be like if it came about. In his unaided deliberative reason, or encouraged by the persuasions of others, he may come to have some more concrete sense of what would be involved, and lose his desire for it, just as, positively, the imagination can create new possibilities and new desires. (These are important possibilities for politics as well as for individual action.)” “Internal and External Reasons” (Williams 1981, 104–105).

9 For a compelling discussion of the advantages of the internalist interpretation of reasons in making sense of the possibility and means of rational persuasion in climate change debates, see Hall (2019).

10 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Confessions (1953).

11 Williams introduces the distinction between relative importance and “something’s being, simply, important (important überhaupt, as others might have put it, or important period)” in Ethics and The Limits of Philosophy (1985, 182).

12 Unlike factual deliberation, “practical deliberation is first-personal, radically so, and involves an I that must be more intimately the I of my desires than this [Kant’s] account allows” (Williams 1985, 67).

13 I use “second-personal” here independently from the sense of “second-person standpoint” that Stephen Darwall (2006) has elaborated, which concerns the presumed symmetrical normative authorities implicit in the very stance of moral address. Williams’s focus here is simply with the social formation of individuals’ reasons.

14 See Shame and Necessity (Williams 1993, 162) and “Saint-Just’s Illusion” (Williams 1995, 139).

15 Quite what limits there may be on the content of such dialogue about how to live is an interesting question and one that Williams’s critical distance from Nietzsche helps us understand. For a fascinating discussion of this aspect of Williams’s relationship to Nietzsche, see Queloz (2020).

16 I am grateful to Matthieu Queloz for drawing my attention to this interview.

17 It is a strongly practical social condition, too, as the counterfactual he spells out (and the correlative idea of a “real option”) involves the ability to make real social arrangements to actually live together according to the alien values. I have discussed this point more fully in Fricker (2010).

18 The quotation is from “The Truth in Relativism” (Williams 1981).

19 For more discussion of this issue see Fricker (2013).

20 “This contingent historical deposit, which makes freedom what it now is, cannot be contained in or anticipated by anything that could be called a definition. It is the same here as it is with other values: philosophy, or as we might say a priori anthropology, can construct a core or skeleton or basic structure for the value, but both what it has variously become, and what we now need it to be, must be a function of actual history” (“From Freedom To Liberty: The Construction of a Political Value” in Williams [2005, 75–76]).

21 In this connection see, e.g., his comment about blame as it functions in the morality system as a “continuous attempt . . . to recruit people into a deliberative community that shares ethical reasons” (Williams 1995, 16).

22 See Williams (2002, ch. 10).

23 This chapter is largely a reprint of my paper of the same name in the Canadian Journal of Philosophy (2020, 59 [8]: 919–933), which material had started life as the 2019 Canadian Journal of Philosophy Annual Distinguished Lecture. I am grateful to the editors of the Canadian Journal of Philosophy for their kind permission to reprint, though I have also made a few minor augmentations here and there, as appropriate for the new context of publication. Allow me to reiterate my thanks to participants at the conference, Agency, Fate and Luck: Themes from Bernard Williams, held at the University of Lund, June 2019, and at the 2020 YTL Centre Annual Lecture in Politics, Philosophy and Law, King’s College London; and to Matthieu Queloz and Iakovos Vasiliou who each gave me specific written comments. on the journal version; and finally, as ever, my thanks to Patricia Williams for her friendship, conversation, and encouragement.
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Blame Without Reasons

Geraldine Ng

Blame affords a valuable way of thinking about the dispute between reasons internalism and externalism. Bernard Williams remarks:


[I]t may seem a rather obvious fact about blame that someone can be blamed even though his S1 does not contain anything that would lead to the appropriate motivations: we can blame a man (we may think) for neglecting his wife even though he has no motivations to be concerned about his wife. So if blame is necessarily connected with reasons, it seems to be necessarily connected with external reasons. (Williams 2001, 41, footnote omitted)



Williams’s internalism embraces a procedural conception of practical reasons, according to which the practical requirement to hold a certain end is made indirectly by the relation of that end to other ends the agent A already holds in his subjective motivational set S. We can formulate Williams’s view of reasons for action as the internalist reasons restriction:

A’s reasons are restricted to facts about actions that would serve A’s subjective motivational set S.2

According to an externalist, substantive notion of practical reasons, A may be required to hold some end, regardless of what else is true about A. The upshot is that, if blame is necessarily connected with reasons, it appears assuming reasons internalism will be at the cost of a restriction on the scope of blame. While we can blame A, the negligent husband, for failing to act otherwise and for failing to conform with external reasons, we cannot blame A, given the internalist reasons restriction, for failing to act otherwise and for failing to conform with internal reasons he does not actually have. Call this the blame-implies-reasons restriction:

Blame is restricted to reasons to act otherwise that relate to A’s S.

According to an externalist notion of practical reasons, A is required to be more caring of his wife regardless of what else is true of A. On the internalist view, however, the requirement to be more caring only holds if that end actually is his end or is related to other ends A holds. Given A has no concern for his wife and no other ends that would be served by being more caring toward his wife, it appears that, on internalism, A has no reason to show more care toward his wife. Now, if A can rightly be blamed only if he fails to conform to his reasons and if A has no reason to show more care toward his wife, then A cannot be blamed for failing to show more care toward his wife. This is one possible consequence of the blame-implies-reasons restriction. Williams calls this a “hard case.”3

The statement “A has a reason to x” can be interpreted in two ways according to Williams, either as an external or as an internal reason statement. On his internalist interpretation, the statement is taken to mean “A has a reason to x if there is a sound deliberative route from A’s subjective motivational set [S] to A’s x-ing,” where S is A’s existing set of desires, preferences, evaluations, and other psychological states in virtue of which he can be motivated to act (Williams 2001, 91).4 In contrast, on an externalist interpretation, reasons are independent of our motivational set. For the externalist, reasons may be connected to facts about motivation, but not necessarily. It is possible for an agent to have a reason to x whether or not she has or lacks certain dispositions. Williams rejects the external reasons view. He insists that there are only internal reasons.5

Less straightforward is Williams’s attitude toward moral blame. Negatively, he contends that blame “rests, in part, on a fiction; the idea that ethical reasons, in particular the special kind of ethical reasons that are obligations, must, really, be available to the blamed agent” (Williams 1995a, 16). The blame-implies-reasons restriction highlights this untruth. Positively, he appreciates that blame has a distinctive “ethical force” (Williams 1995a, 16). Blame is important, he thinks, because it is not merely an expression of moral judgment, but also it is one of various valuable “ethical institutions” that make up ethical life (Williams 1995a, 16). Here we see the difficulty for Williams. On the one hand, the blame-implies-reasons restriction implies narrowing the scope of blame. On the other hand, blame plays an important part in ethical life. Given that blame is an essential feature of ethical life, the blame-implies-reasons restriction may adversely restrict ethical life itself.

Williams suggests three different ways to deal with the problem. First, he emphasizes that we can say other things about A—we can criticize A for being heartless, cruel, despicable, etc.6 Assuming that blame is necessarily connected to internal reasons, on the blame-implies-reasons restriction we might not in the ordinary sense blame A, but it is not as if we have nothing to say.

Next, Williams offers a distinctively internalist interpretation of blame, what he terms the “proleptic”7 operations of blame, which refers to reasons an agent “might have had” (Williams 1995a, 16). Proleptic blame is Williams’s distinctive position. He defends a qualified blame-implies-reasons restriction:

Blame is restricted to proleptic reasons A might have had to act otherwise that relate to A’s S.

Last, there will be what he terms “hard cases,” examples such as the uncaring husband. Here Williams allows that the internalist must bite the bullet and accept that blame is inappropriate. Note that, and this will be important to my argument to follow, to keep a grip on our ordinary conception of blame “hard cases” must be the exception.

Williams’s conception of blame presents us with several tasks. First, we will examine Williams’s strategy to modify the blame-implies-reasons restriction. By referring to reasons that A might have had, the notion of proleptic blame widens the scope of blame. I will argue that Williams’s strategy is unpersuasive.

Next, I propose shifting the emphasis away from reasons. In modifying the blame-implies-reasons restriction, Williams takes a functionalist approach. I argue that taking a functionalist approach, and focusing narrowly on reasons, is mistaken. I suggest that rather than trying to improve the blame-implies-reasons restriction, we sidestep it.

Finally, I propose and defend an alternative account of blame, what I call the practice-based proposition. My analysis of blame focuses on blame’s constitutive part in interpersonal ethical engagement. In contrast, Williams focuses on the connection between blame and reasons: he posits that proleptic blame has a functional role in attributing reasons. Whereas Williams’s functionalist approach assumes and then modifies the blame-implies-reasons restriction, the constitutive model I propose evades the blame-implies-reasons restriction altogether.

I employ a comparative strategy. Structurally, I compare the practice-based proposition to Williams’s reasons internalism thesis. Scope-wise, I show how it fares against proleptic blame in a supposed hard case. By focusing on the practice of blame rather than on how blame functions, the practice-based view of blame conserves both reasons internalism and our common-sense intuitions about the scope of blame. Looking at blame neither as an expression of moral judgment nor as tool of social persuasion, but rather seeing it more widely as an essential part of interpersonal ethical engagement, we shall be helped in our understanding of ethical life.

My proposal affords several advantages. A constitutive model allows us to hold onto our intuitions about the scope of blame. It offers a more satisfactory way of dealing with so-called hard cases. It can dispel the worry that, assuming internalism, blame may often be just bluff and browbeating. Most importantly, my proposal conserves reasons internalism.

In advancing a constitutive account of blame, I show that, to preserve our common-sense intuitions about the scope of blame, what reasons internalists need is a wider view of blame’s constitutive part in ethical life. The strain of proleptic blame is revealing. But the blame-implies-reasons restriction need not be a serious problem for reasons internalists. Indeed, blame is not necessarily connected to reasons. The emphasis of the functionalist approach on blame’s effects overlooks other forces of blame.

12.1 Blame and Ethical Life

The mind of man is so formed by nature, that, upon the appearance of certain characters, dispositions, and actions, it immediately feels the sentiment of approbation or blame; nor are there any emotions more essential to its frame and constitution.

Hume (1977, 68)

Moral responsibility is commonly explained in terms of blame. With David Hume, Williams recognizes that ethical life is constituted in large part by reactive attitudes. Blame demands that an agent have acted otherwise. The practice of blame is commonly understood as a set of negative reactions or attitudes prompted by actions judged to be wrong and directed toward that agent who so acted. If we assume this “reactive attitudes” approach to blame, blame is important because the negative evaluation of an agent that finds expression as blame exerts a distinct kind of force on a situation.8 So understood, when a person B blames an agent A, the instantiation of blame enters B into a more particular and personal relationship with A than simply appraisal or criticism. In the background of an occasion of blame we can imagine B thinking of A, “How could she?” This indicates the personal involvement of B and hints at the underlying or presumed interpersonal relationship between B and A.9 It is this relationship that is affected on the instance of B’s blaming A. The instance of B blaming A, notoriously, often issues in some degree of B’s “withdrawal of goodwill” from A.10

People commonly blame one another, and themselves, for perceived wrong actions. We think an action is wrong, and not just bad, when the agent A who so acts ought to know (without excusing conditions) it is wrong. Wrong actions are not just wrong morally, of course. Acts can be wrong in many ways, but, as Williams notes, a wrong action almost always has “some kind of ethical dimension to it” (Williams 2001, 40). That is, simply because our actions often have some effect on others, there is an ethical aspect to many of our actions.

Two unremarkable cases help illustrate this. In the first case, a person B, driving a vehicle, blames an agent A, a pedestrian, for failing to pay due attention before stepping out onto the road. A’s action gives B a fright and causes B to brake sharply to avoid an accident. In another case, a person B blames an agent A, his partner, for failing to telephone home that he or she was late and causing B undue worry. In the first case, we can imagine B blaming A for being stupid or careless and, in the second case, for being forgetful. It seems that, even in these cases, as Williams puts it, “for blame to be appropriate, there must be some generally reprehensible characteristic involved in the explanation: the agent must have been careless, or lazy, or self-serving, or something of the sort” (Williams 2001, 40).

Many cases that involve B blaming an agent A are of this morally indeterminate sort. But we also recognize cases where specifically “moral” blame is appropriate, for instance, when A is violently abusive toward B or others.11 This is where Williams raises his point. We should regard the special force of “moral” blame, he remarks, “not as a uniquely appropriate expression of truly moral judgment” (Williams 1995a, 16). Williams disputes the significance of the term “moral.” He argues that “moral” blame has ethical force just in virtue of all kinds of other ethical considerations. The relationship between B and A instantiated by blame is not solely or even primarily constituted by blame, according to Williams, but also by other judgments and dispositions.12 B’s blame constitutes just one part of the complex ethical relationship between B and A. Williams’s discussion about the subtle forces of blame anticipates my proposal or, at any rate, suggests that he would be friendly toward it.

12.2 Blame and Reasons Internalism

Moral blame and reasons for action, we generally think, are connected. If a person B blames an agent A, we think blame is reasonable if B is justified in thinking A had reason to do what she failed to do (or reason not to do what she did). B’s blame is connected to reasons for A, and these reasons involve in some way the intentions of A.

We will be concerned with what Williams calls a “focused” application of blame (Williams 2001, 40). These are cases where a person B blames an agent A for a specific action or omission: if B blames A for omitting to x, B thinks that “A ought to have x-ed.” Problem cases for internalism occur in cases where it appears that “A ought to have x-ed” is unavailable to A from the internalist perspective (given A’s S) but is reasonable from the externalist perspective. The problem is that, on the internalist view of reasons for action, it is not always clear how the claim “A ought to have x-ed,” to which B’s blame refers, is to be defended.

Reimagine Williams’s case of the uncaring husband. Suppose the husband (A) is someone who lives in B’s apartment building. Witnessing one nasty display of inconsiderateness on A’s part toward his wife, B is moved to blame A for showing no care for her. Blaming him for inconsiderateness toward her, B thinks “A ought to have x-ed” (where x is “being considerate toward his wife”). We commonly think that (without excusing conditions) B’s blaming A is appropriate in this scenario. That is, we think that B’s blaming A for not x-ing, for being inconsiderate toward his wife, is appropriate whether or not showing consideration for others and especially for his wife relates to some element in A’s S. Suppose that, since he moved into the apartment building a year ago, A has been nasty, rude, and inconsiderate not only toward his wife but also to everyone else in the building. B has no reason to believe that being considerate toward others and especially toward his wife relates to some element in A’s S. If B blames A, it seems that B must be assuming an externalist perspective. If everyone, including B, knows that A is unresponsive to B’s reason claim, the externalist interpretation seems required. As Williams holds that there are no external reasons, the externalist interpretation will not do. He writes,


Blame rests in part on a fiction; the idea that ethical reasons, in particular the special kind of ethical reasons that are obligations, must, really, be available to the blamed agent. . . . He ought to have done it, as moral blame uses that phrase, implies there was a reason for him to have done it, and this certainly intends more than the thought that we had a reason to want him to do it. But this may well be untrue: it was not in fact a reason for him, or at least not enough of a reason. Under this fiction, a continuous attempt is made to recruit people into a deliberative community that shares ethical reasons, and the truth misperceived by the reconcilers’ causal story is this, that by means of this fiction people may indeed be recruited into the community or kept within it. (Williams 1995a, 16)



The problem, for internalists, is just the fact that “He ought to have done it, as moral blame uses that phrase, implies that there was a reason for him to have done it.” If a person B morally blames A, it must be true that x-ing serves or attends to a motive or desire in A’s S for B to be justified in blaming A. If x-ing does not serve an element of A’s S, then it seems, on the internalist account, “as moral blame uses the phrase,” it is definitely not the case that A had a reason to x.

Blame poses a significant threat to reasons internalism. The issue raises questions for internalism about its own coherence in this regard. The internalist perspective does not correspond with what we commonly experience and believe. In general, we do not think that the justification of blame hangs on whether or not x-ing serves an element in an agent’s S. In blaming A, B thinks A ought to have x-ed, but generally, the fact that x-ing does not happen to serve an element in an agent’s S is not thought to alter blame’s justificatory status. I think we can agree with Williams that the common conception of blame assumes a broadly externalist perspective.

Williams raises two issues against the common conception of blame. First, according to Williams, in blaming A what is really happening is this: B treats A as if x-ing is a reason for A that serves an element of A’s S. In many cases, because x-ing really is a reason for A that serves an element of A’s S, B’s assumption about A is appropriate. But, because it is also very possible that x-ing is not, according to the internalist, a reason for A, there will be cases when the claim “A had a reason to x” is not true or, as Williams puts it, is a fiction.

Next, Williams points out that we commonly use blame as a device in the hope of recruiting people into “a deliberative community that shares ethical reasons” (Williams 1995a, 16). This is a further point, a forward-looking reason, for B blaming A and treating A as if x-ing is a reason for A. In blaming A, B might hope to modify A’s motives. Williams asks why any such justification for blame is needed if, as the externalist maintains, whatever the content of A’s S, A has a reason to x.

The hope, moreover, is misplaced. If A did not have a reason to x, by A’s lights, blaming her is likely to have the opposite effect intended. Unjustified blame often generates resentment. All that said, Williams holds that blame does have ethical force, but


only because it is understood not as a device, but as connected with justification and with reasons that the agent might have had; and it can be understood in this way only because, much of the time, it is indeed connected with those things. (Williams 1995a, 16)



Despite the problems with the common conception of blame that he identifies, the preceding passage also suggests that our common (externalist) conception of blame is not so far off the mark. Something not so distant is in fact the case. Drawing from his analysis of the common conception of blame, Williams offers an internalist account of blame. Instead of claiming “A had a reason to x” in cases where this is not true and A had no reason, we might, more truthfully suggests Williams, think of the claim “A had a reason to x” as connected to reasons A “might have had.” Williams’s efforts are directed toward invoking some “mechanisms that . . . can bridge the gap between genuinely internalist claims” and externalist claims (Williams 2001, 95).

Just how the mechanisms are meant to work will be explored in the next section. But before I go on to that, I want to draw attention to a key point that Williams makes about the parallels between blame and advice. B’s giving advice to A is more straightforward than B’s blaming A. The relation between B and A in an advising situation, suggests Williams, can help us understand the more complex relation in a blaming situation. If in the mode of blame B thinks A “ought to have x-ed,” in the mode of advice B thinks A “ought to x.” If B offers advice to A, assuming A “ought to x,” B implies that A “can x.” Just as it is not a piece of advice for B to say to A “you ought to x” if A in fact cannot x, so B cannot blame A as in “you ought to have x-ed” if, assuming internalism, x-ing does not serve any element of A’s subjective motivational set S. Where B’s advice is relevant to A’s actual possible alternatives for action, B’s blame is relevant to A’s S.

By connecting blame to reasons an agent might have, and not merely reasons an agent can be said to actually have, Williams widens the scope of blame. The equivalent move in connection to advice is, you might think, encouraging. What if, when B offers advice to A, B implies not that A “can x,” but that A “might be able to x”? This broader understanding of advice is attractive. It is plausible to think that there are degrees of advice, from very strenuous recommendations shading to merely encouraging words. Advice based on the idea that A “might be able to x” captures the more nuanced nudge. Similarly, a wider reading of blame in relation to reasons might also be promising.

12.3 Williams’s “Proleptic Mechanism”

In what follows, I am going to assume for the sake of the present discussion, with Williams, that there are no external reasons. Begin with Williams’s example of a person B blaming an agent A for not acting on a given reason: A is blamed for not acknowledging B.13 Williams thinks that, with reference to reasons, the situation of B blaming A can be described in two ways. Either A had the reason and she is now being blamed for not acting on it, or she did not. If she did have a reason to acknowledge B, then blame reminds her and expresses discontent that her reason was “not brought to bear in the right way” (Williams 2001, 41). A had the required reason if that reason is related to an element of A’s subjective motivational set S. If A had the required reason, then the internalist has no problem justifying B’s discontentment with A’s action or behavior.

Now, what if A did not have a reason to acknowledge B? Or, more precisely, what if a “reason to acknowledge B” is unrelated to any element of A’s S? In what relation does B’s blame of A stand to A’s reasons to act? An internalist about moral reasons, claims Williams, must describe the function of B’s blame of A in one of two ways. If the agent did not have the reason, then blame is either an expression of “fantasy” or it functions as a “proleptic mechanism.”14

Fantasy. The expression of blame, conventionally, Williams claims, is an expression of fantasy, in this case, the fantasy “that I [B], now, might change the agent [A] from one who did not acknowledge me to one who did. This fantasied, magical change does not involve actually changing anything, and it therefore has nothing to do with what, if anything, might actually have changed things” (Williams 1995c, 73). In the case of A not having the required reason for acknowledging B, then it seems the internalist must accept that B’s blaming A is mere bluff and browbeating.

Here is another way of putting the problem. Suppose a victim B suffers a loss or harm brought about by an agent A. In blaming A, B not only expresses her anger toward A, but also points to or implies a reason that “A ought to have x-ed.” If A responds positively by compensation, apology, etc., then A is acknowledging the moral claim made by B about her moral failing, that she is to blame. A recognizes in B’s blame that a reason to x is an element of her S.

But what if A is not disposed to apologize to or recompense the victim B? Refusing to acknowledge B’s blame directed toward her, A denies that she was wrong or that she had a reason to x. From this point on, B’s focused blame of A, reliant as it is on reasons that serve A’s S, loses all grip on A. Without connection to A’s S, B’s blame is meaningless, and so any effect of B blaming A must be a mere “fantasy.”15 The problem of scope is captured by the blame-implies-reasons restriction:

Blame is restricted to reasons A has to act otherwise that relate to A’s S.

Proleptic Mechanism. Williams urges that we attend more closely to the social and psychological conditions of the phenomenon of B blaming A (Williams 2001, 95). The expression of blame, Williams suggests, functions as a “proleptic mechanism.” Proleptic is from “prolepsis . . . the representation or assumption of a future act or development as being presently existing or accomplished.”16 The suggestion is that, while doing x might not serve some element of A’s S, A might have other dispositions in her S to which blame might “less directly” relate (Williams 1995b, 41).

Williams has in mind some social disposition of character. First, we might think that A desires avoiding the disapproval of others. Furthermore, A might not just try to avoid disapproval but actually seek approval or respect of others.17 Assuming this more substantive conception of an agent’s S, we can give a different account of the instance of B’s focused blame of A. We could say that agent A, the accused, is treated by B as if she possessed the (initial) reason to x when she did not (or at least failed to give x-ing deliberative priority), but she possesses a more general reason to be the sort of person respected by those whom A herself respects. This more general reason on A’s part has the result that B’s expression of blame causes A to come to have the (initial) reason to x, or more nearly to have it.18 Call this the qualified blame-implies-reasons restriction:

Blame is restricted to proleptic reasons A might have had to act otherwise that relate to A’s S.

Let’s take stock. A consideration qualifies as a normative reason for an agent if it is appropriately related to her motivational tendencies (her subjective motivational set S). This is the normative requirement of Williams’s internalist view of reasons for action. Call this the internal reasons restriction:

A’s reasons are restricted to facts about actions that would serve some element in A’s subjective motivational set S.

If an agent is a truly bad person, we can imagine that she has no motivational tendencies to act morally appropriately. This is the challenge for the internalist view of reasons. By claiming that an agent has reasons to act otherwise, blame brings this problem into focus because it refers to reasons that may not be reasons for a particular agent. At this point, Williams calls on the more general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect. The proleptic mechanism of blame functions if an agent has this general interest in the respect of others. Blaming A involves withholding, or at least diminishing, one’s respect for A. Because A has this general interest in other people’s respect, an additional reason can be proleptically attributed to A: she has a reason to avoid acting in ways that other people will judge blameworthy (Cullity 1998, 95).

Miranda Fricker, among other commentators, approves of Williams’s strategy. The function of blame, Fricker argues, can be seen as “a social constructive mechanism by which fellow agents exert a certain pressure on each other to come to share reasons” (Fricker 2010, 170–171). What generates a moral reactive attitude in A is A’s self-conception in relation to others. Along these lines, we can understand the function of blame as “a part of a socially useful dialogical mechanism that helps introduce or augment the reason in the psychology of the blamed party” (Fricker 2010, 170–171).

12.4 “Wrong Reasons” Objection

There are several objections to Williams’s thesis about proleptic blame. The most significant one, what I call the “wrong reasons” objection, runs as follows. On a proleptic account of blame, blame refers to an agent’s reasons, reasons an agent might have had. But the reasons that are proleptically attributed to A are the wrong reasons. Proleptic blame introduces the idea of respect; specifically, the agent’s reasons arise because proleptic blame involves withholding respect. The reasons attributed to A then are just reasons of prudence to gain respect and conform to what one sees are the prevailing social conventions. This is the wrong kind of motivation. To the question, “Why ought A not to be abusive?” the answer we don’t expect is, “Because A knows that other people disapprove of domestic violence.” That answer shows a lack of moral concern and moral comprehension.

Proleptic blame, rather than mitigating the situation for reasons internalists, appears to heighten the problem by directing the agent to a relatively trivial motivational consideration. If proleptic attribution of reasons amounts to the fact of A knowing and worrying that other people disapprove, then the objection from wrong reasons is compelling. Garret Cullity argues that “someone whose only reason for avoiding some outrage was the avoidance of disapproval” seems to get things back to front (Cullity 1998, 95). The objection to proleptic blame from wrong reasons, thinks Cullity, is decisive.

When moral discussion is focused on the capacity to respond to moral reasons, we assume an abstract notion of an agent. This idealization is only useful up to a certain point because, in reality, our capacities and our particular situations are complex. The wrong reasons objection is serious but not, I think, decisive. It can at any rate be partly met.19

First, one might object that Cullity’s interpretation of proleptic blame is too crude. Sympathetically interpreted, the mechanisms of proleptic blame are more complicated. A’s reasons to not lose the respect of others motivates A to empathize with and appreciate others’ reasons. The fear of disapproval motivates A to appreciate others’ reasons, reasons that are not initially, but might become, A’s reasons.

Second, we should bear in mind that our responsiveness to moral reasons, as John Skorupski stresses, “comes in degrees,” varying between agents and between situations for an agent (Skorupski 2007, 101). Skorupski cautions against making a crude distinction in our moral thinking between individuals who have mistaken notions of moral responsibility, so-called wrong reasons, and those who get it right. The wrong reasons objection is premised on a picture of an agent who is driven by her conscience to act appropriately to earn respect. If her motivation is just that of gaining respect, then, according to the wrong reasons objection, she fails to earn it because she is motivated by the wrong reason.

This does not ring entirely false. On the other hand, we should admit that it is often vague what reasons we act on. We should admit to the difficulty of accurately discriminating between motivational tendencies. The desire for respect is not a simple matter. We might reasonably think that “desire for respect shades into desire to do those things that command respect for the very reason for which they command it” (Skorupski 2007, 101).20 Skorupski defends proleptic blame as a means of developing an agent’s responsiveness to moral reasons. A is someone who, by listening to others, comes to appreciate reasons she might not otherwise have. Instead of being coerced by the utilitarian or the externalist to share reasons, A co-operatively signs up as a member of her deliberative community.

Skorupski draws attention to something important: discriminating between motivating reasons is difficult. But I think that this is a feature not only of so-called wrong reasons but of proleptically assigned reasons as well. The problem of indeterminacy is a problem for all reasons. It is difficult to know, at bottom, what an agent’s reasons really are. Skorupski’s attempt to rebut the wrong reasons objection renders proleptic blame vulnerable to another problem, the indeterminacy of reasons. And what follows from indeterminacy about reasons is indeterminacy about the operations of the proleptic mechanism. To get around difficulties for accounts of blame in connection to reasons, I suggest pursuing a different strategy. In thinking about blame, I propose that internalists should put aside reasons.21

12.5 The Practice-Based Proposition

“How should we understand the operations of blame?” asks Williams (1995b, 41). I suggest that, by narrowly focusing on the function of blame, Williams misses the wider disruptive conditions of blame. In emphasizing the instrumental influence that blame exerts on an agent, he overlooks the constitutive part that blame plays in shaping conditions of relationship and terms of interpersonal engagement for an agent. I suggest that, to understand the operations of blame, internalists should lower their sights; step back from a reasons-based, functionalist account of blame; and look at the wider practice of blame. I will appeal to the nature of interpersonal relationships, in general, and that relationship characterized by a person B blaming an agent A, in particular.22

It is a commonplace that blame is what it is in virtue of its distinctive interpersonal implications. Blame expresses a certain way in which B regards A and sets the tone of the relationship between B and A. Moral blame expresses B’s (negative) regard toward A. Blame not only expresses B’s negative regard of A, but also potentially contributes to the conditions of A’s self-regard. In blaming A, B’s blame sets in motion forces that affect, in different ways, both B and A. Blaming another person and being blamed by another constitutes an ethical relation, one that is negative.

P. F. Strawson reminds us that the mere expression of moral appraisal has a certain force. He believes that our ethical practices “do not merely exploit our natures, they express them” (Strawson 1974, 27). Blame is an instantiation of a certain kind of ethical relationship and is amenable to explanations other than functional. I propose that the ethical force of blame is best understood not in the narrow role of B proleptically attributing a reason to the agent A, but rather, more widely, in the role of partially constituting the conditions of B’s relation to A. The operations of blame, I suggest, have a bearing on not just A but also, more widely, on the relationship between B and A that B’s blame instantiates. I focus on the general practice and the instantiation of blame, rather than on its (possible) effects.23

A constitutive interpretation of blame focuses not on the agent A who acts, but rather on the contribution of the person B accusing A. To capture B’s central role in the instance of B regarding A as blameworthy, I start with a basic claim:

In blaming A, B submits the assumption that A has a more general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect.

Now, B might make many kinds of assumptions about A, but in the instance of B blaming A, B submits this basic assumption about A. Because blame involves withholding or diminishing one’s respect, in blaming A, B’s blame entails submitting this basic assumption about A. If B did not assume this disposition of A, then B is being careless, or unserious, or involved in a kind of self-deception. To seriously blame A, B holds A in a certain ethical regard.

Blame’s functional role, on the strength of earlier considerations, may be difficult to determine. More certain is blame’s disruptive role. I propose that it is sufficient that B submits this assumption about A for B’s blame to be, in a certain sense, disruptive. Notice that the question whether or not B assumes rightly or wrongly that A has this general interest for respect does not have a bearing on the basic claim. This is how basic the basic claim is.

I anticipate some initial objections. First, one might worry that this does not sound very different from Williams’s view. Rather than rejecting Williams’s thesis on proleptic blame, my strategy adopts one of its central premises. The difference is in the emphasis. On Williams’s reasons-based view, the consequences of B’s assumption about A are important in connection to A: blaming A relates to reasons A has or might come to have. On the practice-based view I propose, the emphasis is on B: blaming A is significant in terms of B’s submission about A. The instance of B’s submission itself, as I explain later, is ethically significant.

Next, it might be objected that what I call the basic claim is not basic. Why think that B blaming A entails submitting this assumption? In reply, Williams’s distinction between what he calls the “focussed” application of blame and mere causal blame can help (Williams 1995b, 40). When I blame a pothole for causing my punctured tire, this is causal blame. It involves, on my part, nothing more than frustration. Focused blame of a person, alternatively, “has some kind of ethical dimension to it” (Williams 1995b, 40). The basic claim represents this ethical dimension as involving both B and A. When I blame the uncaring husband A in my apartment block, and assuming that I am seriously and not merely carelessly blaming A, I hold A in a certain ethical regard. If, in blaming him, I did not hold A in some ethical regard, it would be little more than an expression of frustration. And if blame were just an expression of frustration, without holding the other in ethical regard, then it would lack seriousness or, you might say, lack focus. Seriously blaming A—focused blame—involves, importantly, on my part, something more than frustration. It involves the basic claim. B’s submission of an assumption about A says something necessary about B, whereas B’s attribution of an ethical disposition to A says something about A.

Finally, one might ask how it can possibly be that the basic claim holds even if B’s assumption about A is inappropriate or incorrect. What is in question is not the appropriateness or inappropriateness of B’s blaming A. Rather, I am interested in the significance, or ethical force, of B’s blaming A. Generally, when we discuss the appropriateness of B’s blaming A, we refer to reasons. Blame is appropriate when A has the reason which blame points to. But I want to try to understand the operations of blame without reference to reasons.

Compare: according to Williams, blame has ethical force in virtue of B’s proleptic attribution to A of an ethical disposition, specifically, a general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect. I propose that B blaming A has ethical force just in virtue of B’s submission that A has this disposition. What it is to morally blame someone just is to submit this assumption about A’s ethical disposition. Call this the practice-based proposition:

Blame has ethical force in virtue of B’s submission, in blaming A, of the assumption that A has a more general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect.

The essence of the practice-based proposition is that it is a view about the contribution of blame to ethical relationship. I will now say more about the nature of “respect,” “ethical force,” and the significance of B’s “submission.”

There are many kinds of respect, and what is intended here is respect in a more personal sense. The correlate of moral blame is ethical respect, and both relate to the recipient of either blame or respect in a distinctly personal way. It is useful to consider respect, in this narrow sense, in comparison to good will to highlight this personal dimension.

The good will B feels toward A might simply be an expression of B’s more general attitude to everyone. B might be someone who is naturally friendly, or gentle, or good-humored. B’s good will can but does not necessarily entail a particular appraisal of A. Respect, by contrast, in the sense I intend, involves appraisal of a particular person. Rather than being generalized, it is, to appropriate Williams’s term, focused. B’s respecting A implies that B has a positive regard toward A in terms of the appropriateness of her actions, beliefs, concerns, and values. Correspondingly, in blaming A, B withholds or diminishes respect for A, implying that B thinks that A has acted inappropriately. Respect, in the sense intended here, is focused in a way that good will is not. B might be generally good-willed, but it would be odd to say that B ethically respects (assuming this focused sense of respect) everyone in general.24 With respect and good will so understood, it is possible that in blaming A, B’s respect for A is diminished but not necessarily her feelings of good will toward A.25

Next, in thinking about the ethical force of blame, we should recognize that blame is important socially in ways other than as a constructive “mechanism” to either coerce, invite, or persuade others to share our ethical values. Blame sets up a complex relationship between B and A. To say that blame has ethical force is not to claim that, in fact, B’s blaming A has any noticeable effect on A. By pointing out the ethical force of the instance of B’s blaming, independent of (possible) effects on A, we give B’s contribution or involvement due consideration. Blame is disruptive, in different ways, to both B and A. Even if A does not care about the relationship between B and A, B’s blaming A, and the diminishment of B’s respect for A, is ethically significant in itself.

Say B is straightforwardly mistaken about A: B blames A for being late for an important meeting when, in fact, A was unavoidably and unforeseeably delayed. We can agree that B’s blaming A is inappropriate. I maintain that, nevertheless, the instance of B’s blaming A has ethical force. While the blame itself is inappropriate, given A’s unforeseeable circumstances, in blaming A (inappropriately or not), B is involved (and A, assuming the basic claim) in ethical practice. B’s engagement with A, as an instantiation of ethical practice, has ethical force. You might suppose that B is flagging up the virtues of punctuality, respect, commitment, seriousness, and etcetera. Blame (even inappropriate blame) has ethical force just in virtue of all kinds of other ethical considerations.

Last, I must explain the way in which B’s submission of an assumption about A is important. First, compare Williams’s internal reasons argument to his argument for proleptic blame. An internal reason claim by B about A is true and has normative force on the assumption that A has a general disposition to be factually and rationally well-informed. B proleptically blaming A has ethical force on the assumption that A has a general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect. As with an internal reason claim, in blaming A, B makes an assumption about A.26 B’s saying something about A, in proleptic blaming or ascribing a reason, implies a relationship between B and A, B’s regarding A in a certain light.27

B’s stating that A has a reason not to drink from the glass containing petrol is valid in virtue of the (internal) reason that there is no sound deliberative route from A’s S to drinking petrol. In light of A’s presumed rational disposition, A has a reason for not drinking from the glass. Blaming A for racial abuse, B is justified in virtue of the (internal) ethical reason that A has a general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect. In light of A’s presumed ethical self-regard, A has a proleptic reason for not being racially abusive.

Now, say both of B’s assumptions about A are mistaken. If B’s assumption about A’s rational nature is mistaken, then we might think that A is of unsound mind. If B’s assumption about A’s ethical self-regard is mistaken, then proleptic blame fails to get a purchase. Then, A is a “hard case.”

We are faced with the limitations of proleptic blame. If B’s assumption about A’s rationality is mistaken, the conclusion is unfortunate. The conclusion is that B is mistaken because A lacks the relevant rational capacities. If B’s assumption of A’s ethical self-regard is mistaken, and blame does not get a purchase, that conclusion is not just unfortunate but controversial. The conclusion (assuming internalism) is that B’s blame is mere bluff and browbeating.

On the practice-based view I propose, the controversial conclusion is avoided. Return to Williams’s account of the husband. The husband A is insistent about the matter: “I don’t care. Don’t you understand? I really do not care” (Williams 1995b, 39). It is clear that A has no general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect. Blame triggers a ready self-assertion on A’s part. Such self-assertion reveals A’s (misplaced) self-esteem. A’s self-esteem indicates that he is not utterly immune to blame. A’s insistence (“I don’t care. Don’t you understand? I really do not care”) is evidence of what I claim is the tacit disruptive aspect of blame.

Now it might be objected that, while in this case blame is evidently disruptive, if instead A ignores B, this gives a different conclusion. Suppose that A doesn’t care about his wife or B’s blame to the extent that he flatly ignores B. How then does blame operate, if at all?

Structurally, comparing my proposal to the original internal reasons argument will be helpful. Williams argues that B’s reason claim about A has normative significance in virtue of B’s assumption that A has a general disposition to be factually and rationally well-informed. B is not just observing something about A’s momentary desire or motivation. Importantly, the fact that B’s assumption about A is mistaken does not affect the normative significance of B’s reason claim. I propose that B’s blaming A has ethical force in virtue of B’s submission of the assumption that A has a general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect. Again, B is not just observing something about A’s momentary desire or motivation. B’s submission carries weight whether or not B’s assumption about A is correct.

In both cases, assume B’s assumptions are mistaken. I argue that, in both cases, B’s normative or ethical claim carries relevant weight. In the normative case, B’s claim carries weight in virtue of B’s attention to facts about the world. In the ethical case, B’s submission carries weight in virtue of B’s attention to ethical practice. B’s blame is an instantiation of the set of positive and negative reactions and attitudes to the actions of others that constitute ethical practice. Williams states that an internal reason claim is a distinctive claim about A. I propose that focused blame is a distinctive claim submitted by B about A. Why is B’s submission relevant? What constrains normative rational claims are facts about the world. What constrains ethical claims is simply our ethical practice. Hence, B’s submission itself plays a part in ethical claims in ways that it does not in normative claims. Paraphrasing Strawson, whereas internal reasons theory exploits our rational nature, the practice-based view of blame draws on the expression of our ethical nature.

12.6 “A Hard Case”

Let’s now put the practice-based proposition to the test in so-called “hard cases.” 28 According to Williams, hard cases are those people at the very end of the ethical spectrum, and these are people Williams regards as inappropriate targets of blame. We identify agents as such because of the “absence from their S of anything that can be reached by these [proleptic] mechanisms” (Williams 1995b, 43).

A socially dialogical mechanism presumes agents who are engaged dialogically. If agents are not possessed of this dialogical disposition, then, in such cases, blame, according to Williams, is “powerless” (Williams 1995c, 73). If that general disposition to respect the reaction of others is absent, Williams thinks, there is nothing but to conclude that the agent is a hard case. This must mean that, on the internal reasons account, this general interest in others’ respect is assumed to be widespread—“hard cases” are rare exceptions. But, are they?

Consider this example. A football spectator A hurls bananas onto the pitch at B, a player on the opposing team. B blames A for racial insult. In blaming A for racial insult, B thinks that “A ought not to x,” which corresponds to “A has a reason to not x,” where x means acting in a racially insulting way. Now, if A is an avowed racist then we might reasonably assume that renouncing racism does not relate to any element in his S. Hence, how might the internalist justify B’s blame?

First, apply Williams’s view to the task. It is on account of the proleptic operation of blame that the force of B’s blaming A is not mere “fantasy.” Blame, on the particular occasion of A’s acting abusively toward B, relates to A’s S indirectly by proleptically ascribing the more general reason to respect the reaction of others.

Is this plausible? I doubt that A’s having a reason to respect the reaction of others is any less fantastical as the (internal) reason claim “A has a reason to not act racially abusively,” given that strong disposition to racism is an element in A’s S. I doubt that A can be persuaded. Is A, the racist football spectator, a “hard case” then? But that also doesn’t seem right. On my understanding, “hard cases” are the exception, and football troublemakers are, sadly, unexceptional.

Now, one might not agree that this is a “hard case.” On a more friendly interpretation, one might suppose that the spectator A very likely has some general reason to respect the reaction of others. Even avowed racists have good reasons not to be widely and publicly known to be racists. Yes, that is possible. But if the proleptic operation of blame is connected to A’s reason to worry about, say, A’s employment prospects, then the wrong reasons objection comes to the fore.

Alternatively, on the practice-based view, and assuming that a reason not to racially insult others does not find purchase in A’s S, B blames A by submitting the assumption that A has a general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect. Even if a general interest in being the sort of person whom others respect fails to find purchase in A’s S, just in virtue of B’s submission about A, B’s blame is not mere bluff and browbeating.

Why must the internalist explicitly show that B’s blaming A is connected to a reason that serves some element of A’s S? Indeed, Williams helps make my point. “There is an essential indeterminacy in what can be counted a rational deliberative process,” he writes (Williams 1981, 110). He argues that it is a mistake to always demand explicitness about reasons. He notes that what the agent has a reason to do is “not fully determinate” and that “it is often vague what one has reason to do” (Williams 1995b, 38). By Williams’s own lights, the internalist may be unable to answer the question of whether blame can be traced to A’s actually having some relevant reason.

The practice-based proposition is a retreat from the stronger sense of ethical force claimed by proleptic blame. Rather than functioning by attributing a reason to A, B’s blame instead instantiates the relationship of B with A. One might object that this view is not so much a retreat as a defeat for internalists. I urge that beyond concerns about the function and efficacy of blame, and the appropriateness or inappropriateness of blame, both internalists and externalists should recognize an instance of blame as an instance of living ethical practice. To be blamed and to blame another is to be involved in an ethical relationship. The instance of B’s blaming A constitutes a negative ethical relationship. Blame has ethical force in a weaker sense, as a determinate instance of an ethical relation of B with A. Ethical force comes in degrees. Accepting a weaker sense of blame’s ethical force, articulated in terms of ethical practice rather than ethical reasons, we stem a flood of “hard cases” and preserve the scope of blame.

Putting reasons aside, suppose that one were to deny that any ethical significance obtains from the instance of B blaming A, from B’s submission about A just in itself. I suggest that to deny the ethical significance of the instance of B blaming A would undermine B’s rational and ethical status. Now, it might be objected that many As do exactly that. Yes, I am not denying that. What would be a greater wrong is that our ethical practice itself fails to recognize B’s rational and ethical discretion.

12.7 Conclusion

When reasons externalists undertake to show how blame functions, they typically refer, in a more or less specific way, to the relation of blame to external reasons and to the efficacy of the practice of blame in regulating social behavior in socially desirable ways. External reasons give blame non-natural metaphysical weight. Blame is represented as an instrument of policy, as social control and a method of individual treatment. Reasons internalists cannot match this degree of determinacy.

On a functionalist approach, blame functions as an instrument of control and is aiming for effects. A reason is required for blame to have force. But why think this? To be sure, a functionalist approach seems to capture much of our common-sense intuitions. Instead of (allegedly fictional) external reason claims, Williams supposes that the proleptic ascription of internal reasons functions adequately. But the functionalist account of proleptic blame is unconvincing.

More seriously, to my mind, internalists must acquiesce in “hard cases” too readily. This is a question about the scope of blame on internalism. Behind my question of scope there is a deeper issue of blame’s ground. I have argued that by exercising metaphysical humility, stepping back from a reasons-based account, and adopting the practice-based proposition, internalism can be reconciled with our practice of blame. The question is: What features of the blame relation explain that relationship’s giving rise to ethical force? The question is deeper, I suggest, because, while externalists can point to external reasons, for internalists, nothing less than a constitutive account of blame will do.

I want to emphasize the essential interpersonal ground of blame. We should recognize our moral discretions for what they are and our social practices and relationships as expressive of them. Our practice of blame (and praise) is not simply an instrument of control, aiming for effects. What makes an instance of blame is that it arises in and gives rise to a relation between two persons. On a constitutive conception of blame, unlike the functionalist view of blame, we give this necessary relationship due consideration.

I am not suggesting that blame has no functional role. On the contrary, we have good reasons to believe in the utility of the practice of blame. But the social utility of blame, on which the functionalist view lays such stress, is not what is now in question. What is in question is the sense that speaking in terms of utility or reasons ascriptions is to leave out something vital in our understanding of the practice of blame. This is remedied by attending to that complex framework of interpersonal attitudes and feelings that form an essential part of human interactions and ethical practice as we know it. We can recover from this redirection a sense of all we mean or that is involved, beyond the general thought of blame’s efficacy, when B blames A. When B blames A, B’s blame is intended to function as a corrective. But, beyond that, we should consider also in how much of the human interaction the benefit or effect resides in the instantiation of B’s ethical or rational discretion itself (remember the husband’s protest).

Both externalists and Williams misunderstand the concept of blame, but, in a fundamental sense, there is something in common to their misunderstandings. Both seek to overrationalize blame. Inside the general framework of human attitudes and feelings, there is endless room for modification, redirection, and justification. The existence of a general framework of attitudes into which blame fits is itself something we are given with the nature of human interaction. As a whole, these attitudes, including blame, do not call for rational justification. The functionalist approach, you might say, is characteristically incomplete empiricism. It loses sight of the human attitudes of which blame is in part the expression.

The central commonplace I want to point to is the importance we attach to the discretionary attitudes we direct toward other human beings and the extent to which our personal feelings are involved or invested in these attitudes and intentions. Blame is expressive of one of many attitudes and feelings that is constitutive of ethical life. I urge we go beyond treating our practice of holding responsible and blame narrowly, as simply an instrument of control, aiming at efficacy. That is only a part of it, and not the most interesting part of its character.29
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1 Williams takes S, what he calls an agent’s “subjective motivational set,” to “contain such things as dispositions of evaluation, patterns of emotional reaction, personal loyalties, and various projects, as they may be abstractly called, embodying the commitments of the agent” (Williams 1981, 105).

2 I am grateful to Brad Hooker for suggesting this way of formalizing the issue in terms of various restrictions.

3 According to Williams an agent is a “hard case” in this sense: “It is precisely people who are regarded as lacking any general disposition to respect the reaction of others that we cease to blame, and regard as hopeless or dangerous characters, rather than thinking that blame is appropriate to them” (Williams 1995b, 43). In Section 12.6, I discuss hard cases in greater detail.

4 This is Williams’s preferred formulation.

5 There are many different internal reasons theses just as there are many different external reasons theses. A view is internalist if it involves an interesting (and controversial) dependence of reasons on facts about motivation. By internalism, I will be taking it in the sense that Williams has made familiar. For a concise discussion of the internal/external reasons debate see Finlay and Schroeder (2008).

6 These are what Williams calls “thick” concepts. The notion of “thick” ethical concepts is a very important notion in Williams’s work. In Morality, he refers to “more substantial concepts” (Williams 1972, 32), and in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, he develops the idea of thick concepts, giving examples such as “treachery,” “promise,” “brutality,” “courage,” “cowardice,” “lie,” and “gratitude” (Williams 1985, 140–141). Thick concepts are contrasted with thin concepts such as “good,” “right,” and “ought” in that they are both factive and evaluative. In a modern world that is “pervasively reflective” (Williams 1985, 2), “thick concepts provide the most promising area in ethics for delivering more than minimal truth” (Williams 1996, 31). For further discussion, see, e.g., Cowley (2005, 367–368), and for objections, Scheffler (1987, 417–418).

7 Discussing the expression of blame as a way of indicating to A that, assuming A has a desire to be respected by those whom A respects, Williams suggests that blame is a “proleptic invocation of a reason to do or not do a certain thing” (Williams 1995b, 41). From Webster’s Third International Dictionary: “Proleptic” is from “prolepsis . . . the representation or assumption of a future act or development as being presently existing or accomplished.”

8 P. F. Strawson does not discuss the specific attitude of blame in detail, but his discussion of “reactive attitudes” is useful for thinking about the importance of blame. For the “reactive attitudes” view, see P. F. Strawson (1974); also R. Jay Wallace (1994).

9 In the examples that follow, B is affected by A’s actions, but B could also represent a third-party observer.

10 For a full articulation of such a view see, e.g., the moral protest account of Angela Smith in Coates and Tognazzini (2013); also see Scanlon’s “Interpreting Blame” in Coates and Tognazzini (2013).

11 An example of indeterminacy might be one where B thinks of A “you fool!” as opposed to a clear moral condemnation as thinking A was thoughtless.

12 For the rest of this chapter, I use the term “blame” to refer to “moral blame” unless otherwise noted.

13 As Williams sets up this example, blame is the expression of the victim, and I will continue in this vein. I see no reason why this argument might not also be made in the third person by an observer.

14 In this section, I am indebted to Miranda Fricker for her exegesis on proleptic blame. See Fricker (2010).

15 It might be objected that meaningful blame often targets agents who are dead or otherwise unresponsive to our attitudes. Brad Hooker remarks, “If I, now, blame 19th-century US politicians for genocide against American Indians, my blaming them does not tap into their motivations or have any prospect of affecting their behaviour or attitudes, since those people are very long since dead. But who would say my blaming them is ‘meaningless’?” (personal correspondence). This point concerns diachronic relations between societies and cultures and is another source of conflict for internalism. I address the problem of relativism in other work. Here, the discussion of blame is confined to synchronic relations. I am grateful to Brad Hooker for raising this worry.

16 From Webster’s Third International Dictionary.

17 A reasonable question is: “Why assume everyone has this desire for respect?” Indeed, Williams’s discussion about blame in relation to reasons rides on this assumption. The answer is complex and involves what we might reasonably think about the social characterization of a person. Particular cases where that assumption about an agent is evidently false, he terms “hard cases.” Williams further discusses this social disposition of character in the context of shame, in Shame and Necessity (1993, ch. 4).

18 See Fricker (2010, 170); Williams (1995b, 40–43).

19 I am indebted to John Skorupski; see Skorupski (2007).

20 Skorupski notes that this is similar to Hegel’s point against Kant’s purism.

21 Pamela Hieronymi raises two further objections, what I call the “integrity” and the “wrong kind of blame” objections. On the “integrity” objection, Hieronymi argues that the notion of proleptic blame is inconsistent with another central aspect of Williams’s view, his argument from integrity. (Williams discusses integrity in terms of an agent’s ground projects and attitudes. Those projects with which an agent is most identified provide the structure for her “subjective motivational set” S. They are determinants of an agent’s character and life. Williams worries that an agent whose integrity is undermined is at the same time subject to challenges to her very character and life.) Imagine an agent who is not only uncaring, remarks Hieronymi, but closely identifies with her uncaring, inconsiderate disposition. Hieronymi asks: Is A just to “step aside from these attitudes and do that which respect requires” (Hieronymi 1997, 10)? If wanting respect bears no relation to the projects and attitudes with which an agent is most closely identified, then the proleptically attributed reason to which blame refers, as such, disregards an agent’s integrity. Next, on the “wrong kind of blame” objection, Hieronymi argues that Williams does not allow for genuine criticisms of character: “Our actual practice of finding fault does not operate on anything like a proleptic mechanism” (Hieronymi 1997, 8). Blame is a much more straightforward notion connected to obligations or duties. The idea of duty is characteristically connected with roles, positions, or relationships. A person puts herself under an obligation, for instance, when she makes a promise. If she breaks her promise without good reason, we are naturally moved to blame her, commonly finding fault in her character. Much of what we think of as blame, such as criticizing a person’s character, argues Hieronymi, is not captured by the notion of proleptic blame.

22 It is not a necessary condition that person B stand in a direct relation to A and A’s actions; B might be a critical bystander.

23 The relationship between B and A might be so impersonal that B needn’t care about A at all. I thank Galen Strawson for this point.

24 There are two different senses of person B ethically respecting person A. In one sense of “respect,” respecting another person involves positive appraisal of some aspect(s) of that person, much as you might respect my speaking skills but not my fighting skills. In another sense of “respect,” respecting another person involves virtually no appraisal of the person except as being a person, though this status of being a person accords the person various moral rights and protections and, in many contexts, a degree of moral importance. Hence I might respect someone in the second sense of respect without respecting her in the first sense of respect. The relevance is that, in the first sense of “respect,” it would be odd to say that B ethically respects everyone in general; but, in the second sense of “respect,” it would not be odd at all. It is the first sense of respect that is relevant to this discussion. I thank Brad Hooker for making this point.

25 I thank my commentator Matt Talbert for this point.

26 Williams makes this point in a number of places. See, e.g., Williams (1995b, 44).

27 By contrast, the externalist needs make no such assumptions in advance of some claim with regard to A. B stating that A has a reason not to drink the glass of petrol is valid in virtue of the (external) reason that petrol is toxic. Blaming A for racial intolerance, B is justified in virtue of the (external) reason that racial intolerance is morally wrong. Where the externalist begins and ends with external reasons, the internalist begins with assumptions about the agent and ends with stating something distinctly about the agent.

28 Williams introduces the term “a hard case” in Williams (1995b, 39).

29 I want to thank my commentators András Szigeti and Matthew Talbert for their careful and extensive comments. They have forced me to think more deeply about these issues and, I hope, with greater clarity.
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