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MICHAEL S. MCKENNA 

THE LIMITS OF EVIL AND THE ROLE OF MORAL ADDRESS: 
A DEFENSE OF STRAWSONIAN COMPATIBILISM* 

(Received 8 October 1996; accepted in revised form 25 January 1998) 

ABSTRACT. RF. Strawson defends compatibilism by appeal to our natural commitment 

to the interpersonal community and the reactive attitudes. While Strawson's compatibilist 

project has much to recommend it, his account of moral agency appears incomplete. Gary 
Watson has attempted to fortify Strawson's theory by appeal to the notion of moral address. 

Watson then proceeds to argue, however, that Strawson's theory of moral responsibility (so 

fortified) would commit Strawson to treating extreme evil as its own excuse. Watson also 

argues that the reactive attitudes do not lend unequivocal support to Strawsonian com 

patibilism and that the reactive attitudes are sometimes sensitive to considerations which 

suggest an incompatibilist or skeptical diagnosis. Watson attempts to provide a Strawsonian 

defense against these difficulties, but he ultimately concludes that the skeptical threats 

raised against Strawsonian compatibilism cannot be sufficiently silenced. I believe that 

Watson has done Strawsonian compatibilism a great service by drawing upon the notion of 

moral address. In this paper I attempt to defend the Strawsonian compatibilist position, 
as Watson has cast it, against the problems raised by Watson. I argue against Watson 

that Strawson's theory of responsibility, as well as the notion of moral address, does not 

commit the Strawsonian to treating extreme evil as its own excuse. I also argue that Watson 

misinterprets the point of certain reactive attitudes and thereby wrongly assumes that these 

attitudes are evidence against Strawsonian compatibilism. 
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1. In "Freedom and Resentment," R F. Strawson presents the following 

argument for a compatibility between moral responsibility and determin 

ism: Two categories of pleas are used to show that an agent should not be 

held morally responsible. One category excuses an agent when some piece 
of behavior, normally indicative of a lack of due moral regard towards 

others, does not in the particular case at hand actually manifest disregard. 
Pleas like, "I didn't know," or "I was shoved," or "I was threatened," or "I 

didn't mean to," fall into this category. The other category exempts an agent 
from membership in the class of competent moral agents. Exemptions 
show that an agent is incapacitated for ordinary interpersonal relations 

and, thus, for participation within the moral community. Pleas like, "She's 

only a child," or "She's a hopeless schizophrenic," or "She is mentally 

handicapped," fall into this second category. Call these two types of pleas 
local and global excuses.1 Strawson argues that if we were to discover 

determinism to be true, we would have no grounds to excuse all persons 

locally or globally. For, the argument goes, if determinism is true, it does 

not follow that any local excuse applies universally (i.e., that we were all 

pushed, or that no one ever meant to do what she did). Nor, if determinism 

is true, does it follow that any global excuse applies universally (i.e., that 

everyone is only a child, or that every one is a hopeless schizophrenic). 
Therefore, the truth of determinism would provide no universal grounds 
for undermining the general practice of holding morally responsible. Call 

this Strawson's argument from excuses.2 

Strawson's argument from excuses arises out of his naturalist theory of 

moral responsibility. In order to fully appreciate his argument, it is impor 
tant to see why this is so. According to Strawson, moral responsibility is 

constituted by a range of attitudes: 

1 
Strictly speaking, excuses and justifications show in different kinds of ways how a 

particular action does not demonstrate a lack of proper regard for others. Exemptions are 

designed to show that an agent is exempt from the demands of the moral community. 
For a helpful explanation of these distinctions see Gary Watson's "Responsibility and 

the Limits of Evil: Variations on a Strawsonian Theme," in F.D. Schoeman (ed.), Re 

sponsibility, Character and the Emotions: New Essays in Moral Psychology (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 256-286; and also in J.M. Fischer, and M. Ravizza 

(eds.), Perspectives on Moral Responsibility (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), 

pp. 122-124. All references are to the latter. See also R.J. Wallace, Responsibility and the 

Moral Sentiments (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), pp. 119-121. For 

purposes of convenience I will speak instead in terms of local and global excuses. 
2 

P.F. Strawson, "Freedom and Resentment," Proceedings of the British Academy, 
vol. xlviii (1962), pp. 1-25. Also in G. Watson (ed.), Free Will (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1993), pp. 72-73. All references are to the latter. 
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Only by attending to this range of attitudes can we recover from the facts as we know them 

a sense of what we mean, i.e. of all we mean, when, speaking the language of morals, we 

speak of desert, responsibility, guilt, condemnation, and justice.3 

These attitudes are situated within the framework of ordinary interpersonal 
relations and expectations central to social life. Most importantly, human 

susceptibility to this range of attitudes is a fundamental natural aspect of 

adult interpersonal life and is therefore not optional.4 Thus, on the Straw 

sonian view, the attitudes which constitute moral responsibility arise out 

of circumstances endemic to the human condition. 

To hold another (or oneself) responsible on Strawson's account is for 

one to be prone to a class of morally reactive attitudes towards another 

(attitudes of resentment, guilt or perhaps indignation).5 These reactive atti 

tudes are understood as appropriate responses towards attitudes of ill will 

(or disregard) made manifest in another's (or in one's own) behavior. As 

Watson puts it, to hold another responsible means something in practice; it 

is not merely a judgment that a certain fact about another person obtains.6 

It involves certain attitudes and feelings seen as appropriate responses 
toward an offending party. 

Because, on Strawson's account, the practice of holding responsible is 

a natural fact of adult interpersonal life, it requires no theoretical truth 

as a basis for its justification. Traditional theoretical justifications for the 

practice of holding morally responsible have involved, for instance, the 

libertarian claim that a responsible moral agent's will must be metaphysi 

cally free, or the compatibilist/utilitarian claim that it is appropriate to hold 

an agent morally responsible when doing so would optimize the utility 
of a system of rewards and punishments. In contrast, on the Strawsonian 

account, what is relevant to any justification regarding an ascription of 

responsibility is not the obtaining of any theoretical truth, but a set of 

practical questions related to the two categories of pleas mentioned above: 

First, is the person genuinely a member of the interpersonal community 

(is she a competent moral agent); second, does her particular piece of 

behavior indicate an attitude of ill will or general disregard for others (has 

3 
Strawson, my emphasis, p. 78. 

4 
Ibid., p. 78. 

5 In focussing upon resentment, guilt and indignation, I am restricting the discussion 

to holding one morally responsible for blameworthy behavior. A full theory would be able 

to accommodate praiseworthy behavior, as well as morally neutral behavior performed by 
a competent moral agent. For ease of discussion only, I will focus throughout exclusively 

upon Strawson's theory of responsibility as it applies to morally blameworthy behavior. 
6 

Watson, pp. 119-120. 
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she violated a moral demand)?7 When the answer to one of these questions 
is no, some local or global excuse applies. 

Understood as such, the two categories of excuses can be taken to 

define the conditions of moral responsibility.8 This shows how Strawson's 

argument from excuses gains its force from his naturalist view of respon 

sibility. According to the argument, determinism would not imply that 

some excuse applies universally. Because the excuses themselves, given 
Strawson's naturalist interpretation, define the conditions of moral respon 

sibility, it follows (trivially) that determinism would not universally 
undermine any condition requisite for holding another morally responsible. 

2. Here is a problem with Strawson's argument from excuses: Global 

excusing considerations are designed to show an incapacity for responsible 
moral agency by showing an incapacity for adult interpersonal relation 

ships. Perhaps such persons do not have the relevant capacities precisely 
because, for whatever reasons, they are determined. Until we understand 

the relevant capacities, we cannot maintain that if determinism were true, 
these capacities would not be undermined.9 

Sympathetic to Strawson's compatibilist strategy, in "Responsibility 
and the Limits of Evil: Variations on a Strawsonian Theme," Watson 

explores the notion of moral address as a way of explaining global excuses 

and, consequently, as a way of capturing the capacities requisite for 

membership within the moral community.10 Strawson tells us that global 
excuses function by inhibiting the basic demands of morality.11 Watson's 

suggestion is to draw upon moral address to explain how global excuses 

inhibit moral demands. The proposal is certainly appealing: If an agent 
cannot be addressed, then we cannot present her with demands. 

Watson proceeds to argue, however, that the Strawsonian theory of 

moral responsibility (supplemented by appeal to the notion of moral 

address) appears to lead to paradox, and that the reactive attitudes are, as 

he puts it, not as "philosophically innocent" as Strawson has taken them 

to be.12 According to Watson, Strawson's theory suggests that extreme 

7 
This account of Strawson's general theory is based on both Watson's "Responsibil 

ity and the Limits of Evil," pp. 129-130, and John Martin Fischer's and Mark Ravizza's 

introduction to Perspectives on Moral Responsibility, pp. 12-15. 
8 

This way of capturing the force of Strawson's argument from excuses was kindly 

suggested to me by Watson in comments on an earlier draft of this paper. 
9 This objection is carefully set out in Paul Russell's, "Strawson's Way of Naturalizing 

Responsibility," Ethics 102 (1992), pp. 287-302. 
10 

Watson, p. 126. 
1 { 

Strawson, p. 73. 
12 

Watson, p. 120. 
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evil should count as its own excuse. Furthermore, certain general skeptical 
reflections would seem to affect our morally reactive attitudes and, thereby, 
our willingness to hold responsible. Watson ultimately concludes that there 

are features of our reactive attitudes that are resistant to a Strawsonian 

compatibilist diagnosis. 
I believe that Watson is right to appeal to moral address in defending 

Strawsonian compatibilism, and I take his skeptical conjectures to offer 

several significant and innovative challenges to Strawson's position. In 

what follows I would like to consider the problems Watson raises, and 

try to offer a more hopeful Strawsonian response. 

3. Watson's arguments turn on a fairly plausible assumption about 

Strawson's theory of responsibility. Following Lawrence Stern, Watson 

argues that membership in the interpersonal moral community requires 
the possibility of moral address, the capacity to be seen as a potential 
interlocutor in our interpersonal exchanges.13 As Watson explains, we can 

only address someone within the moral community if she understands our 

reactions and demands. This seems right. But Watson carries this insight 
a step further. The pertinent understanding seems to require some shared 

moral framework of values as a basis for our interactions.14 

The demands of moral address, according to Watson, cannot be satisfied 

at the limits of evil, and here is where the trouble begins for Strawson's the 

ory of responsibility. For example, Watson examines the horrible 1982 case 

of Robert Harris who brutally murdered two youths in order to use their car 

in a bank robbery. By virtue of his behavior, Harris ought to serve as a clear 

candidate for blame. The initial problem seems to be this: If a condition 

of responsible moral agency is membership within the moral community, 
then those individuals who are so evil that their behavior eschews the val 

ues of moral community altogether should fail to count as moral agents, 
and hence, fall outside the scope of our ascriptions of responsibility. They, 

by virtue of their evil manner, do not share our framework of values, and 

therefore cannot be seen as potential interlocutors in the moral community. 
If Strawson wants to say that moral responsibility is constituted by the 

relations from within the framework of the moral community then, Watson 

suggests, it seems as if (according to the Strawsonian view) extreme evil 

should be its own excusing condition. But, of course, this ought to be taken 

as a reductio. If a case of clear, calculated, malicious behavior, by virtue of 

being malicious behavior, cannot be a candidate for our negative reactive 

13 Lawrence Stern, "Freedom, Blame, and the Moral Community," The Journal of 

Philosophy 11 (1974), pp. 72-84. 
14 

Watson, p. 130. 
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attitudes, then what can? Where Strawson's theory, by appeal to moral 

address, should commit us to excusing, our reactive attitudes, in practice, 
commit us to holding responsible.15 

4. Watson's challenge is motivated by the presuppositions that member 

ship in the moral community requires the potential for moral address, that 

moral address requires understanding, and that understanding requires a 

shared framework of values. This creates two problems: Individuals like 

Harris do not seem to be members of the moral community at all; and 

Harris cannot be morally addressed (and thus held responsible) unless 

Harris understands our demands (but understanding here appears to imply 
a shared framework of values, and Harris lacks this). I shall consider each 

problem separately. 
As to the issue of membership, there are two ways to meet the present 

challenge. One option is to argue that individuals like Harris remain mem 

bers of the moral community, while a second option is to conclude that 

membership in the moral community is not necessary for moral respon 

sibility. Both alternatives present troubles for Strawsonian compatibilism. 
The former is problematic because there is a clear sense in which someone 

like Harris is not a member of the moral community. As Watson points 
out, Harris's actions manifest a "repudiation of the moral community; he 

thereby declares himself a moral outlaw."16 The latter is problematic since 

it departs from Strawson's naturalist attempt to explain moral responsi 

bility purely in terms of the attitudes from within the framework of the 

interpersonal moral community. 

Preserving membership within the moral community would fit 

Strawson's expressed intentions best: 

The concepts we are concerned with ... 
(regarding offenders of moral demands) ... are 

those of responsibility and guilt, qualified as 'moral,' on the one hand - 
together with 

membership of a moral community ... The partial withdrawal of goodwill which ... (the 

morally reactive)... attitudes entail... is ... the consequence of continuing to view ... (an 

offender of moral demands) ...as a member of the moral community; only as one who has 

offended against its demands.17 

Is it possible to argue that, in some relevant sense, Harris is a member 

of the moral community? Perhaps one might argue that Harris is a member 

of the moral community merely by virtue of his capacity to participate 
within the community, despite his refusal to do so. But this is implausible. 

Membership in a community appears to involve some shared ends or goals. 

15 
Ibid., p. 134. 

16 
Ibid., p. 134. 

17 
Strawson (my parentheses, my emphasis, Strawson's emphasis), p. 77. 
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It would be a great stretch of linguistic intuition, for example, to argue that 

I am a member of the community of Taos, New Mexico, simply because 

I have the capacity to engage in the activities which define membership 
for individuals in that community. I may in fact never have been to Taos, 

yet I do (so far as I know) have the capacity to engage in the activities 

definitive of membership in the Taos community. These considerations 

suggest that in the case of community some manner of actual participa 
tion or cooperative activity is essential to the notion of membership itself. 

Some acts of extreme evil, like Harris's, are themselves denunciations of 

the cooperative demands of the moral community. Therefore, it is best to 

conclude that Harris is not a member of the moral community, even if he 

has the capacity for membership within the community.18 

5. If perpetrators of extreme evil are morally responsible for their 

actions, responsibility does not require membership in the moral com 

munity. Does this compromise the Strawsonian compatibilist project? The 

basis for Strawson's naturalist account is to explain responsibility in terms 

of the "complicated web" of feelings and attitudes central to moral life. As 

Strawson sees it, these attitudes and feelings themselves only gain signif 
icance from within the moral community. But if individuals who commit 

extreme evil are both responsible, and yet not members of the moral com 

munity, then it appears that moral responsibility is not constituted by moral 

community alone. 

I advise a slight modification to Strawson's account of moral respon 

sibility. Strawson's basic naturalist insight can be preserved by explaining 

responsible moral agency in terms of a capacity for membership within 

the moral community. On this account one could be morally responsible 
for a particular action, yet not he & member of the moral community, just 
so long as one had the capacity for membership. This account of agency is 

consistent with the distinct thesis that the practice of holding morally res 

ponsible and the actual demands of morality are constituted by the moral 

community. 

This modification does no damage to Strawson's naturalist theory of 

responsibility. Granted, Strawson intended to capture the entire range of 

concepts about moral responsibility from within the "web" of attitudes in 

the interpersonal community. This account permits some non-members the 

status of morally responsible agents. But on the present account, that status 

is dependent upon one's ability to participate within the moral community. 
Thus the conceptual status of the notion of morally responsible agency is 

itself still articulated in terms of the expectations and demands from within 

18 
These views are influenced by Watson's remarks on an earlier draft of this paper. 
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the framework of the moral community. This conceptual dependence 
should be enough to preserve Strawson's basic naturalizing move: The 

social framework itself, along with the interpersonal attitudes expressed 
within it, provides the conceptual foundations for our understanding of 

responsibility. No further theoretical justification is called for. 

In the case of moral agency, it very well may be that an agent like 

Robert Harris is not a member of the moral community, but the question of 

whether Harris is a morally responsible agent will be decided by his capac 

ity for membership in the moral community. If skeptical suspicions about 

extreme evil remain at this point, then it can only be about an account of 

the capacity for membership in the moral community. Following Watson, 
I believe that the Strawsonian would do well to explain the capacity for 

membership in the moral community by appeal to the capacity for moral 

address. But this leads to the second challenge posed by cases of extreme 

evil: In what meaningful sense can individuals like Harris be morally 
addressed? 

6. As Watson rightly pointed out, moral address requires understanding, 
and understanding appears to require a shared framework of values.19 In 

what manner does understanding the pertinent demands require a shared 

framework of values? I might understand a shared framework of values, 
and yet refuse to commit to those values. That does not even require that 

I remain unaffected by them; my reaction to them might be quite visceral. 

In the case of our ordinary interpersonal reactive attitudes, it seems quite 

plausible to suggest that understanding moral demands requires an under 

standing of the shared framework of values from whence such demands 

arise. But it is unclear that understanding those demands thereby requires 
an adoption of that shared framework of values. Rather, what is required 
is that there be some shared framework of values as the object of under 

standing. One could not have an understanding which had as its object the 

demands of the moral community, if those demands were themselves not 

constitutive of a shared framework of values. 

In the case of Robert Harris, Watson recounts the brutal murder, the 

humor Harris found in the act, the pleasure he would have taken in going 
to the parents of the youths dressed as a police officer to inform the parents 

19 It is unclear whether Watson thinks that understanding essentially requires a commit 

ment to a shared framework of values. In citing Stern, he seems to endorse the connection 

(p. 130). However, immediately following an account of the Harris case, he then states that 

the case is arresting because, unlike the small child or psychopath, Harris, "exhibits an 

inversion of moral concern, not a lack of understanding" (p. 134). 
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of their sons' deaths, and his wish to go out and just kill some cops.20 No 

doubt, this is a person who has contempt for the moral order and who is 

unwilling to be a member of the moral community. Unlike a monster such 

as Godzilla,21 however, the details of this case do not indicate that Harris 

failed to understand the framework of values which tie chose to confront; 

rather, it appears that his evil, murderous mind was precisely so because 

he understood quite well the depth of those values. This is shown by his 

callous wish to inform the parents of their losses, his willingness to kill 

police (those who enforce the moral order), and the pleasure he took in 

shooting two young boys on a sunny summer day. 
It might be objected that I have mislocated the relevant sort of under 

standing. The understanding in question, one might argue, requires not 

only knowledge that moral demands are made, but also knowledge of how 

to guide one's conduct in light of those demands, and knowledge of why 
one should do so.22 Harris, it will be argued, must know more than that 

such and such demands are made upon him. He must also know how to 

guide his conduct in accord with moral demands, and he must be able to 

know why one ought to comply with those demands. But I see no reason 

why Strawson cannot simply incorporate this requirement into his account 

of global excuses.23 Granted, it is certainly tempting to suppose that Harris 

lacked this second kind of knowledge, but this would be premature. We 

cannot move from the fact that Harris did not guide his conduct by the 

moral community's demands, to the conclusion that Harris lacked the 

knowledge of how and why to do so. Had he genuinely lacked this knowl 

edge, the case should be unproblematic for Strawson. Harris would be 

incapacitated for ordinary adult interpersonal relations and thus exempted. 
If Harris did not lack the knowledge, then there is no reason to exempt. 

Watson suggests that we can only morally address someone who shares 
some framework of values with us. There are certainly cases in which 
someone turns a deaf ear to our admonishments; but a person who fails to 

share our framework of values is not thereby immune to our moral address. 

To understand us and interact with us, a person does not need to agree with 
us. True, as Watson points out, not all communication is dialogue. And 
it certainly seems, as Watson presents the case, that Harris was unwilling 
to engage in further dialogue with us: He just doesn't see the point of 

20 
Watson, pp. 131-134. 

21 
The contrast between Godzilla's ignorance of the moral community and Harris's 

understanding of it was suggested to me by Carl Ginet. 
22 

Both Lee and Mclntyre have objected to my account of understanding on these 

grounds. 
23 In fact, Strawson mentions "being morally underdeveloped" as a global excuse (p. 66). 
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talking," said a sister,... who has visited him three times since he has been 

on Death Row. "He told me that he had his chance, he took the road to hell 

and there's nothing more to say."24 
But it is important to appreciate that Harris's actions were a form of 

moral dialogue 
- a terrible and contemptuous form of dialogue. When we 

then turn to confront Harris, addressing him with our moral outrage, it is 

not as if Harris is unable to appreciate our point of view. In fact, more than 

likely he anticipates it. It is not so much that there is no dialogue between 

Harris and us; it is just that, as Harris sees it, the conversation is over. 

If moral address requires understanding a shared framework of values, 
it does not follow that one must actually adopt that framework of values. 

It is not therefore evidence against Harris's capacity for moral address that 

he failed to adopt the values of the moral community. Furthermore, if our 

response to a perpetrator of extreme evil is met with icy silence, it does not 

mean that we fail to morally address this person; it may simply be that our 

moral address counts as the terminus of our conversation. 

I hope that the discussion in this and the previous section is sufficient 

to show that the Strawsonian compatibilist is not committed to treating 
extreme evil as its own excuse. An effective Strawsonian reply to the 

charge does demand a slight modification to Strawson's expressed inten 

tions: A person is a responsible moral agent so long as she has the capacity 
for membership within the moral community; she need not actually be a 

member. If she does have this capacity, she can be morally addressed, so 

long as she understands and is able to comply with moral demands. But 

she may understand all of this without thereby adopting that framework of 

values. 

7. I turn to Watson's suggestion that the reactive attitudes are sensitive 

to considerations which suggest an incompatibilist or skeptical diagnosis. 
Watson's fundamental concern is this: Sometimes historical consider 

ations - in appeals to extremely unfortunate formative circumstances 

in particular 
- affect our antipathetic responses towards perpetrators of 

extreme evil. Yet, often such appeals do not provide evidence for any 

incapacity making the agent unable to participate in the moral community. 
Watson calls such appeals nonevidential.25 

Were appeals to an agent's unfortunate formative circumstances cited 

as the causal origins of an incapacity for moral address, there would be no 

threat to Strawsonian compatibilism: Such an agent would simply be seen 

24 
Miles Corwin, "Icy Killer's Life Steeped in Violence," Los Angeles Times, May 16, 

1982; cited from Watson, p. 134. 
25 

Watson, p. 137. 
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as falling under the rubric of a global excusing consideration.26 But if sen 

timents of antipathy are modified by nonevidential appeals to unfortunate 

formative circumstances, then it would seem that the sentiments consti 

tutive of holding morally responsible are affected by historical origins 

despite the prospect that an individual might be a competent Strawsonian 

moral agent. This invites skeptical worries that historical factors can under 

mine responsible agency even if the "compatibilist friendly" capacities for 

moral agency are in place.27 
To examine nonevidential appeals to unfortunate formative circum 

stances Watson draws upon Robert Harris's biography, an account which 

has the understandable effect of (at least temporarily) diffusing antipathy. 
Harris's life began with a mother's neglect and an abusive father. He was 

rejected and scorned by both parents throughout his childhood. He spent a 

good deal of his teenage years in prisons for juvenile offenders and later, 
as an adult, in prisons and penitentiaries. A particularly noteworthy detail 

is that from early childhood Harris's mother did not permit him so much as 

to touch her. He was denied the most rudimentary human affections during 
the most vulnerable period in his life.28 

When Harris's life is recounted to us, our original antipathetic res 

ponses are affected. But how so?29 We do not simply suspend negative 
reactive attitudes (and thus excuse) when we learn of Harris's past. But 

appeals to unfortunate formative circumstances do have some effect upon 
our sentiments. Such appeals tend to engender feelings of sympathy, cre 

ating an overall ambivalence in our attitude towards the perpetrator of 

extreme evil. As Watson explains, it is difficult to unequivocally sustain 

26 In fact, Strawson includes amongst a list of global excusing considerations, "being 
unfortunate in formative circumstances" (p. 66). 

27 Kane makes exactly this claim about appeals to unfortunate formative circumstances. 

See Robert Kane, The Significance of Free Will (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1997), p. 84. 
28 It is, perhaps, contestable that this history is nonevidential of an incapacity for moral 

address. But the crucial point, and the role played by Watson's use of this particular ex 

ample, is to understand those accounts which are nonevidential of incapacities, but yet 

do affect our antipathy. Thus, for purposes of this discussion, presume that the present 

biography does not provide evidence of any incapacity. Though, as Watson makes clear, 

the biography does provide evidence for understanding Harris's evil behavior as a response 
to his past: ".. .our interpretation of who Harris is depends upon his biography, upon our 

interpretation of his life. Harris's cruelty is a response to the shattering abuse he suffered 

during the process of socialization" (p. 140). 
29 

My discussion of Watson in what follows has been influenced greatly by Mclntyre's 

insightful remarks on an earlier draft of this paper. 
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sentiments of antipathy when we see Harris as a victim and experience 
sentiments of sympathy.30 

Furthermore, appeals to unfortunate formative circumstances invite 

thoughts about moral equality and moral luck. When we learn of the 

historical roots of extremely evil behavior, we are sometimes impressed 

by how (relatively) fortunate we are to have had the histories we have 

had. We come to see how such evil is an understandable response to that 

history and how our own moral place in the world is conditioned by a 

more fortunate past. According to Watson, this has a kind of chilling effect 

upon our willingness to cast blame. Our reactive attitudes are stifled by the 

sense that, given a similar history, we too might have acted likewise, that 

we therefore might be no better than the perpetrator of evil, and hence are 

not in a position to cast blame.31 

8. I believe that one can locate in Watson's discussion four distinct 

skeptical challenges which arise from the above reflections. Two arise 

from the effect of ambivalence, and two from thoughts about moral luck.32 

Consider first the effect of ambivalence. Learning of Harris's unfortunate 

past casts him as a victim, and we come to see his terrible behavior as a 

response to that history. This engenders an ambivalence in one's attitudes 

towards Harris. But, Watson continues, whenever any individual commits 

acts of extreme evil, will there not be some explanation of "what went 

wrong" in this person which explains her actions? Whatever the particular 
facts of that explanation are, whether they are facts about a person's past, 
or her genetic constitution, they can be cast as the circumstances which 

victimized this perpetrator of evil. Watson asks, "can evil be the object of 

unequivocal reactive attitudes only when it is inexplicable?"33 
This invites two kinds of skeptical threats. One issues from the possi 

bility that determinism is true, the other, from simple human ignorance. 
Consider first the thesis of determinism. If determinism is true, then, as 

Watson explains, "evil is a joint product of nature and nurture."34 If so, then 

there will always be some facts of an agent's environment or constitution 

which explains why she does wrong when she does wrong. Just as learning 
of Harris's past portrayed him as a victim of his life, so too can each wrong 
doer be cast as a victim of the circumstances which determined her actions. 

It seems that determinism would imply that no cases of extreme evil - or 

30 
Watson, pp. 138-139. 

31 
Ibid., p. 139. 

32 I am uncertain as to whether my discussion properly accords with Watson's views. 
33 

Watson, p. 140. 
34 

Ibid., p. 141. 
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even moderate evil - could be met with "unequivocal reactive attitudes" of 

moral indignation. We would face a state of universal ambivalence towards 

all persons whom we held responsible for evil.35 

Ambivalence also poses another kind of skeptical threat to moral res 

ponsibility. As Watson points out, we are normally ignorant of most 

individuals' personal histories: 

If, for whatever reasons, reactive attitudes are sensitive to historical considerations, as 

Strawson acknowledges, and we are largely ignorant of those matters, then it would seem 

that most of our reactive attitudes are hasty, perhaps even benighted, as skeptics have long 

maintained. In this respect, our ordinary practices are not as unproblematic as Strawson 

supposes.36 

9. Now consider the effect of moral luck and moral equality. These 

also generate two skeptical concerns, one arising from reflections about 

determinism, another from ignorance.37 If determinism were true, then, 
when confronted with a case of extreme evil, I might think that it is simply 
a matter of luck that I did not have the same kind of history as the history 
of the person who did evil. Perhaps if I did have such a history, I too would 

have done evil. This invites the thought that one is in no position to cast 

blame, that one is - quite possibly 
- no better than this perpetrator of evil. 

Therefore, if determinism is true, we all stand in a similar relation to any 

agent who commits extreme evil. 

Watson rejects this brand of skepticism. We cannot, Watson argues, 
assume universally that we might have done the same as any evil perpetra 
tor had we had the exact same determining history. Conditions of personal 

identity show that this thought experiment is incompatible with our respec 

35 This is a skeptical threat which Watson rejects. He denies the view that determinism 

could affect our reactive attitudes in the way that they are affected by learning of Harris's 

history. But Watson's reasons for rejecting this skeptical threat are based on reflections 

having to do with moral luck and personal identity (p. 141). His rejection is not based upon 
the considerations which (according to him) give rise to the effect of ambivalence. Thus, 

Watson's remarks are not sufficient to address this skeptical threat. 

I believe that it is because Watson asks the question of how determinism would affect us 

in light of both the phenomena of ambivalence, and of moral luck, that he does not see that 

his rejection of the skeptical threat posed by determinism is only applicable to thoughts of 

moral luck. His appeal to conditions of personal identity leaves the problem of ambivalence 

untouched. 
36 

Watson, p. 145. 
37 These are interesting skeptical challenges. Where most sources of skepticism about 

responsibility arise out of suspicions regarding the agent to be held responsible, these forms 

of skepticism focus upon the status of the individual who holds responsible. They allow 

that a person might be seen as an appropriate object of moral address, but yet they challenge 
the presumption that it is appropriate for anyone to address her. 
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tive identities.38 For instance, if genetic heritage were a determining factor 
in an act of extreme evil, and if genetic heritage counted among one's 

essential identity conditions, then it would not be metaphysically possible 
for one to have another's genetic history.39 

Watson's rejection of this brand of skepticism is unsatisfactory. True, 
considerations of personal identity might show that it is not metaphys 

ically possible, in many cases, for one to share the determining causes 

of another's evil behavior. But that does not dispel the worry that for 

any individual, there might be some determining causes consistent with 

her identity which also would have led her to equally evil ways. Hence, 
Watson's worries about moral luck and determinism remain unanswered.40 

Another source of skepticism can arise from thoughts about moral 

luck, combined with ignorance of whether we too could withstand similar 

histories. It may very well be, as Watson argues, that some histories or 

determining factors in the lives of perpetrators of evil are incompatible 
with another's personal identity. But some may very well not be. We are 

left with the prospect that our willingness to hold responsible might be 

presumptuous.41 

10. I turn now to a response to each of these four skeptical threats. 

Consider first the two problems raised by the effect of ambivalence. 

Nonevidential appeals to unfortunate formative circumstances do often 

elicit an ambivalent attitude towards the perpetrator of extreme evil. Can 
the Strawsonian explain the phenomenon of ambivalence in a way that 
does not invite skepticism arising from worries about determinism or 

ignorance? 
One explanation is to deny that these histories influence our antipa 

thetic response. Rather, the attendant sympathy is a distinct response 
to a tragic past.42 This strategy individuates responses according to the 
different facts which elicit them. Such histories, on this account, "give 

38 For a similar line of argument see Wallace, pp. 200-201. 
39 

Watson, p. 143. 
40 This point was made clear to me by an anonymous referee for The Journal of Ethics. 
41 

Watson, p. 145. 
42 

George Thomas has pointed out that Joseph Rainsbury has developed an alternative 

interpretation. According to Rainsbury, one explanation for the influence of these biograph 
ical considerations is that sympathetic responses elicited are responses to the innocent child 

as victim and not to the evil person now before us. In this case our reactive attitudes are 

directed at different types of moral characters, though they have as their objects, the same 

person. I am less sympathetic with this alternative because it makes the response turn on 

the moral quality of the child which later became the evil person. However, it seems to me 

that our reactive attitudes towards horrific biographies do not turn upon whether the child 
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pause" to our antipathy, not because they modify the antipathetic response, 
but because our attentions are focussed upon facts which do rightly 
elicit a distinct sympathetic response.43 This would insulate the antipa 
thetic response 

- constitutive of holding responsible 
- from historical 

considerations. 

Will this do? Perhaps for a good number of cases, but not for others. 

Often times, as in the Harris case, appeals to unfortunate formative circum 

stances are not simply historical accounts of tragedies in earlier life. The 

point of the Harris narrative is precisely to show how such evil could be of 

a piece with a particular history. The historical considerations are intended 

to and actually do affect the original antipathetic response itself.44 

Suppose that nonevidential appeals to horrible pasts do affect our anti 

pathetic responses to perpetrators of evil. The Strawsonian might argue 
that this does not undermine the judgment that it would be appropriate 
to sustain sentiments of antipathy.45 On this approach, the distinct facts 

motivating the antipathy and sympathy would not individuate distinct sen 

timental responses. Instead, the different facts would serve to individuate 

distinct judgments about the appropriateness of responding to an agent 
with antipathy or sympathy. 

In order to show that this maneuver is not ad hoc, the Strawsonian must 

offer a general account of how the propriety of a morally reactive attitude 

can come apart from the attitudes which are in fact elicited. But, indeed, 
this is a modification to Strawsonian compatibilism required to explain 
the vagaries of our mor'al sentiments. RJ. Wallace uses the example of a 

charming colleague who has deceived us.46 In the grip of our colleague's 
charm we may be unable to muster the pertinent reactive sentiments; never 

theless, we might judge that she is morally responsible for her actions. 

For the Strawsonian to explain this ordinary phenomenon (and preserve 
her thesis that responsibility can be captured purely in terms of the moral 

sentiments) she must distinguish between the sentiments which are elicited 

form those which would be appropriate. 

was a little angel or a little monster. What seems to me to elicit the response is that such 

harms were done to any child. 
43 

Mclntyre has objected to this reply because, she argues, it makes holding responsible 
a matter of responding to the datable facts of a person's life (her particular actions, etc.), 

and not to the person as a whole. But this is not so. I might have distinct responses to a 

person which are elicited by my learning about distinct aspects of that person's life, without 

my responses therefore being merely responses to the facts and not to the person. 
44 

Both Mclntyre and Watson have persuaded me of this point. 
45 Watson has encouraged this line of thought, and has been instrumental in helping me 

to get clear the differences between this approach and the approach previously considered. 
46 

Wallace, p. 76. 
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In Harris's case, assuming that his terrible history did not incapacitate 
him as a moral agent, an appeal to his history may very well affect our 

antipathetic reaction (constitutive of holding him responsible), but this 

does not itself show that it is inappropriate to sustain unequivocal senti 

ments of antipathy towards him. The modification of our antipathy can be 

understood as a psychologically unavoidable effect of learning of Harris's 

past.47 

I believe that the above discussion provides an adequate reply to the 

skeptical challenge posed by the phenomenon of ambivalence. Our res 

ponses to cases like the Harris case may well result in ambivalence when 

confronted with accounts of unfortunate formative circumstances. This 

effect upon our reactive attitudes cannot, however, be generalized to show 

that it is never appropriate to unequivocally respond to extreme evil with 

sentiments of antipathy, even if, psychologically, it is often difficult to 

do so.48 

There may be some residual worries about this treatment of the Harris 

case. Views of responsibility over matters as delicate as this are con 

testable and reasonable persons have different intuitions. Some might feel 

that learning of Harris's unfortunate past does indeed make appropriate a 

response to Harris's evil quite different from what is called for in cases 

without such histories, irrespective of any incapacities Harris might have 

for moral address. An adequate defense of Strawsonian compatibilism 
should be able to capture this indeterminate area of our thinking about 

responsibility. Is there any way to avoid the skeptical consequences Watson 

draws and yet acknowledge that appeals to unfortunate histories do make 

appropriate a modification in our antipathetic responses? 
Wallace has argued that we can explain many appeals to unfortu 

nate formative circumstances as indications that an agent might find 

it "extremely difficult" to comply with the demands of morality.49 On 

Wallace's account, an appeal to unfortunate historical circumstances would 

not be intended to show that an individual like Harris is incapacitated for 

moral agency. Rather, the evidential appeal would be intended to show that 

it is overwhelmingly burdensome for Harris to exercise the capacity for 

membership in the moral community which he does have. This approach 

47 This is not to suggest that the Strawsonian must be cold hearted and simply dismiss 
as weak sentimentalism the import of a history like Harris's. It is equally consistent with 

the account sketched here to maintain that Harris's past makes appropriate a sympathetic 

response, even though, in light of his evil, psychologically, it might be difficult to sustain 

such an attitude. 
48 Tim Robbins's recent film, Dead Man Walking does an excellent job of illustrating 

many of these ideas. I am thankful to Kenton Machina for bringing this to my attention. 
49 

Wallace, Chap. 8, especially pp. 231-235. 
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opens the scope of global excusing considerations to include mitigating 
factors which modify the intensity of our judgments. 

On Wallace's account, then, the proper Strawsonian reply to Watson's 

skeptical challenge is to modify Strawson's account of global excuses to 

include not simply incapacities for membership within the moral commu 

nity, but also severe handicaps which make it reasonable for us to be less 

demanding about an agent's performances from within the moral commu 

nity. This reply should also be sufficient to address the skeptical challenges 

posed by the phenomenon of ambivalence, for unless it can be shown that 

all (or most) individuals' histories are such that it is difficult for them to 

comply with the demands of the moral community, then there is no reason 

to suppose that all responses to extreme evil should be met with ambivalent 

sentiments. 

I am inclined to think that each response, the one posed by Wallace, 
and the one I have offered, has a role to play in explaining how appeals 
to unfortunate formative circumstances affect our morally reactive senti 

mental responses to those who commit extreme acts of evil. The accounts 

are directed at conflicting intuitions about the legitimate role of appeals to 

unfortunate formative circumstances in our thinking about responsibility. 

Nevertheless, on either account, Watson's skeptical conjectures regarding 
the effect of ambivalence, while compelling, can be adequately addressed 

by the Strawsonian compatibilist. 

11. What about the problem of moral luck? According to Watson these 

terrible biographies affect our willingness to cast blame. Here the difficulty 
is that, for all we know, we might have acted similarly had we had similar 

histories (or different horrible histories causing us to act in similar ways). 
This engenders the thought that we might be no better, and therefore, are 

in no position to judge. Often times we do feel as if we are in no position to 

cast blame. If Katherine drinks more than she ought and squanders money 
better left to her family's nest egg, I may think her behavior shoddy and 

selfish. Knowing, though, that I too have spent more at the local pubs than 

prudence allows, I might feel that it is not my place to cast judgment. 
But there is a substantial discrepancy between my reticence in this case, 
and the kind of cases Watson has in mind. In this case my reticence is 

explained by the way that I now am. It is not that, had I had different 

historical influences, then I too might have a tendency to drink too much, 
it is that I do have a tendency to drink too much. 

Thus, when Watson argues that our reactive attitudes are affected by 
these biographies with the thought that "I too am a potential wrong doer," 
there is a sense in which this is clearly true, or at least highly likely, and 
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another in which it is false, or at least highly unlikely. Considering the 

Harris case, it is certainly true that, had I had a radically different history 
than the history which I do have, I might have become a very different 

kind of person. I then might have become the monstrous kind of individual 

which Harris is. But given the fact that I have had the history that I have 

had, there are certain options which are plainly unavailable to me; these 

limits reflect features essential to who I now am. I, as I am now, am not (to 
the best of my knowledge) a potential wrong-doer in the way Harris is.50 

Thus, the ontological shudder which Watson alludes to has little force. 

No doubt he is correct; had many of us had quite different formative years 
we might be quite different people 

- 
possibly morally contemptuous ones. 

But this thought does not seem to me to have the effect upon our reactive 

attitudes which Watson suggests it does. The thought that we ought not 

blame does not seem compelling in these cases since it is hard to take 

seriously that we might have been like that - for we are now not anything 
like that. Furthermore, for many of us, perhaps most of us, it is essential 

to our present selves that we could not be like that. The intuition that 

we ourselves ought not cast blame seems only to gain a purchase upon 
our sentiments when the condition of our present selves shares the same 

kind of moral fault, or minimally, shares the potential for the same kind 

of fault51 (To illustrate the kind of potential I have in mind, consider the 

person who is prone to binge eating. She might be susceptible to compul 
sive drinking even though she might never have drunk compulsively. Such 

a person might easily see how, given her weakness for food, she might find 
a like weakness for drink). 

There is another way to respond to the problem of moral luck. Moral 

reactive attitudes are responses we feel on behalf of others who have 

suffered some harm. There is, therefore, a moral claim upon us to hold 

accountable. It might be true that we see in ourselves moral faults like 

those exemplified in another's actions or, as Watson might put it, we see 

50 
These remarks are influenced by Harry Frankfurt's work on volitional necessity. See 

"The Importance of What we Care About," Synthese 53 (1982), pp. 257-272; "Identifi 

cation and Wholeheartedness" in F. Schoeman (ed.), and the preface to Frankfurt's The 

Importance of What We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
"Identification and Wholeheartedness," and "The Importance of What We Care About" 

are reprinted in Frankfurt's own The Importance of What We Care About. 
51 As Stephen Schwartz has pointed out in conversation, even here, it is unclear that our 

reaction is to think that we are in no position to cast blame. We might see how someone 

could come to do a terrible thing, and we might further believe that we ourselves might 
have done a similar thing had we been in those circumstances. Even so, we might feel 

that it is perfectly appropriate for us to respond with antipathy, and that it would be per 

fectly appropriate for others (and ourselves) to respond to us with antipathy had we acted 

similarly. Schwartz used the Mai Lai massacres as an illustrative example here. 
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in ourselves how, given different histories, we too might have had similar 

kinds of moral faults. Seeing this might evince the thought that we ought 
not cast blame. Given that our response is a response to harm done to 

someone other than ourselves, our own personal discomforts and moral 

short-comings should not dominate how we respond. There are compet 

ing demands here upon our moral sensibilities. One is that "the moral 

order" must find a voice somehow. Sometimes there is no one but oneself 

available to give voice to or enforce the moral order. The thought is that 

someone has to do it. Another demand is simply the protection of the inno 

cent and of the victims of harms done. These kinds of moral considerations 

surely do not nullify the uneasiness we experience when thoughts of moral 

luck present themselves. But it seems that they should override them. In 

this way we might think that these feelings of moral luck will humble us 

and give us a due sense of the caution and understanding which ought 
to be exercised when holding another accountable. That is, moral luck 

might make us more compassionate in how we go about holding others 

accountable. Thoughts of moral luck might affect our reactive attitudes. 

There is, despite this, no compelling reason to think that the likely effect 

will be a sense of our impotence to hold others accountable. 

12. As explained in Section 2, a serious difficulty with Strawson's 

argument from excuses concerns an adequate account of global excusing 
considerations. According to Strawson, global excusing considerations are 

designed to show that an agent is incapacitated for membership within 

the moral community. Strawson's argument from excuses states that deter 

minism would not show that some global excuse applies universally. But 

until it is clear what relevant capacities are required for membership within 

the moral community, Strawson cannot convincingly maintain that deter 

minism would not undermine them. Some might insist that the relevant 

capacities require the metaphysical freedom to do otherwise, a freedom 

which is incompatible with determinism. 

Watson has advised the Strawsonian compatibilist to explain the capa 
cities relevant to morally responsible agency, and hence, global excuses, 
in terms of moral address. Moral address does not appear to invite any 

untoward theoretical commitments. It thus permits the Strawsonian com 

patibilist to preserve her basic naturalist project by providing an account of 

moral responsibility in terms of the natural framework of the interpersonal 

community, a framework which demands no more basic theoretical facts 
as a foundation for its justification. 

Watson's suggestion does Strawsonian compatibilism a great service. 

It is, therefore, important to address the compelling challenges Watson 
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raises against it. Watson's challenges arise from two different sources, 
one having to do with acts of extreme evil, the other arising from effects 

upon our reactive attitudes brought on by appeals to severely unfortunate 

biographies. 

Contrary to Watson, I have argued that individuals who perform 
extreme acts of evil do not pose a serious difficulty for Strawsonian com 

patibilism. Granted, in order to adequately accommodate cases of extreme 

evil, the Strawsonian must make a slight modification to her theory: An 

individual is a competent moral agent so long as she has the capacity 
to participate within the moral community; she need not actually be a 

member. If she does have that capacity, she stands within the scope of our 

moral address. She need not embrace the moral community's framework 

of values in order to understand it. Nor must she share that framework of 

values in order for those who stand within it to morally address her. 

If, as Watson suggests, our reactive attitudes are sensitive in certain 

ways to historical considerations, then the conditions of moral address 

would be influenced by various skeptical concerns. I also have argued that 

the historical considerations which do affect our reactive attitudes do not 

do so in ways which could be universalized in light of skeptical conjec 
tures. A cautious Strawsonian response to Watson's challenges shows that 

the reactive attitudes do not themselves provide the seeds of skepticism 
about responsibility. 

Strawson's basic naturalist position is defensible against a range of 

difficulties raised by Watson. If the conditions requisite for membership 
within the moral community can be specified in terms of moral address, 
and if the framework of the moral community is itself constitutive 

of responsibility, then by showing that moral address is compatible 
with determinism, one shows that responsibility is compatible with 

determinism. This is the compatibilist project which Watson has advised 

the Strawsonian compatibilist to pursue. I believe that she would be well 

advised to do so. 
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