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Abstract Is moral responsibility essentially historical? Consider two agents qual-

itatively identical with respect to all of their nonhistorical properties just prior to the

act of A-ing. Is it possible that, due only to differences in their respective histories,

when each A-s only one A-s freely and is morally responsible for doing so? Non-

historical theorists say ‘‘no.’’ Historical theorists say ‘‘yes.’’ Elsewhere, I have

argued on behalf of philosophers like Harry G. Frankfurt that nonhistorical theorists

can resist the historical theorists’ case against them, and that, therefore, a nonhis-

torical thesis remains a live option. Nevertheless, I have remained officially agnostic

in this debate, as I acknowledge the pull of the competing considerations speaking

on behalf of each view. In what follows, I turn from defending the nonhistorical

position to fashioning a new historical theory, a relatively modest one that captures

what is especially gripping about the kinds of examples that seem to commend an

historical conclusion.
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Is moral responsibility essentially historical? Consider two agents qualitatively

identical with respect to all of their nonhistorical properties just prior to the act of

A-ing.1 Is it possible that, due only to differences in their respective histories, when
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1 Giving a precise specification of the distinction between historical and nonhistorical properties is a tall

order. In what follows I shall operate with the rather rough thesis that an object, O, possesses a

nonhistorical property, P, at a time, t, just in case whether O possesses P at t does not depend on any facts
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each A-s only one A-s freely and is morally responsible for doing so? Nonhistorical

theorists say no. Historical theorists say yes. Elsewhere (McKenna 2004, 2012a, b),

I have argued on behalf of philosophers like Harry G. Frankfurt that nonhistorical

theorists can resist the historical theorists’ case against them, so a nonhistorical

thesis remains a live option.2 Nevertheless, I have remained officially agnostic in

this debate, as I acknowledge the pull of the competing considerations speaking on

behalf of each view. In what follows, I turn from defending the nonhistorical

position to fashioning a new historical theory, a relatively modest one that captures

what is especially gripping about the kinds of examples that seem to commend an

historical conclusion.

1 Motivating the Case for an Historical Thesis

The main source of motivation for an historical thesis comes from manipulation

examples in which an agent’s history of manipulation provides the sole intuitive

basis for the judgment that the agent does not act freely and is not morally

responsible. In such cases, the featured agent appears to satisfy conditions

nonhistorical theorist would take to be at least minimally sufficient for free and

morally responsible action. Alfred Mele’s cases are especially useful, since he

presents them in pairs in which one agent’s history is unobjectionable and the

other’s has a history of the offending sort. Thus, consider this much-discussed case:

Ann is a free agent and an exceptionally industrious philosopher. She puts in

twelve solid hours a day, seven days a week, and she enjoys almost every

minute of it. Beth, an equally talented colleague, values many things above

philosophy for reasons that she has refined and endorsed on the basis of careful

critical reflection over many years. Beth identifies with and enjoys her own

way of life, and she is confident that it has a breadth, depth, and richness that

long days in the office would destroy. Their dean wants Beth to be like Ann.

Normal modes of persuasion having failed, he decides to circumvent Beth’s

agency. Without the knowledge of either philosopher, he hires a team of

psychologists to determine what makes Ann tick and a team of new-wave

brainwashers to make Beth like Ann. The psychologists decide that Ann’s

peculiar hierarchy of values accounts for her productivity, and the brain-

washers instill the same hierarchy in Beth while eradicating all competing

values – via new-wave brainwashing, of course. Beth is now, in the relevant

respect, a ‘‘psychological twin’’ of Ann. She is an industrious philosopher who

thoroughly enjoys and highly values her philosophical work. Largely as a

result of Beth’s new hierarchy of values, whatever upshot Ann’s critical

Footnote 1 continued

about O’s history prior to t. A simple example of a nonhistorical property is shape or weight. A simple

example of an historical property is ‘‘being the sibling of.’’ (Fischer and Ravizza 1998: 171–173)
2 Historical theorists include Fischer and Ravizza (1998), Haji (1998), Kane (1996), and Mele

(1995, 2006). Nonhistorical theorists include Arpaly (2006), Berofsky (2006), Double (1991), Dworkin

(1988), Frankfurt (1975), Vargas (2005), Watson (1999), and Wolf (1987).
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reflection about her own values and priorities would have, the same is true of

critical reflection by Beth. Her critical reflection, like Ann’s, fully supports her

new style of life.

Naturally, Beth is surprised by the change in her. What, she wonders, accounts

for her remarkable zest for philosophy? Why is her philosophical work now so

much more enjoyable? Why are her social activities now so much less

satisfying and rewarding than her work? Beth’s hypothesis is that she simply

has grown tired of her previous mode of life, that her life had become stale

without her recognizing it, and that she finally has come fully to appreciate the

value of philosophical work. When she carefully reflects on her values, Beth

finds that they fully support a life dedicated to philosophical work, and she

wholeheartedly embraces such a life and the collection of values that supports

it.

Ann, by hypothesis, freely does her philosophical work; but what about Beth?

In important respects, she is a clone of Ann – and by design, not accident. Her

own considered values were erased and replaced in the brainwashing process.

Beth did not consent to the process. Nor was she even aware of it; she had no

opportunity to resist. By instilling new values in Beth and eliminating old

ones, the brainwashers gave her life a new direction, one that clashes with the

considered principles and values she had before she was manipulated. Beth’s

autonomy was violated. And it is difficult not to see her now, in light of all

this, as heteronomous – and unfree – to a significant extent in an important

sphere of her life. If that perception is correct, then given the psychological

similarities between the two agents, the difference in their current status

regarding freedom would seem to lie in how they came to have certain of their

psychological features, hence in something external to their present psycho-

logical constitutions. That is, the crucial difference is historical; free agency is

in some way history-bound. (Mele 2006: 164–166)

In this passage, Mele casts the issue in terms of freedom and autonomy, but were the

situation morally charged, we could readily recast it in terms of moral

responsibility.

The case of Ann and Beth is an excellent one for thinking about the historical/

nonhistorical debate. It poses a serious challenge to the nonhistorical theorists, since

it strongly elicits the intuition that Beth is not free in acting as she does. In light of

such cases, nonhistorical theorists are saddled with taking on the jarring claim that

agents like Beth act freely and can be morally responsible for what they do. The best

known advocate of the nonhistorical position is Frankfurt. Consider this often-

quoted passage:

To the extent that a person identifies himself with the springs of his actions, he

takes responsibility for those actions and acquires moral responsibility for

them; moreover, the questions of how the actions and his identifications with

their springs are caused are irrelevant to the questions of whether he performs

his actions freely and is morally responsible for performing them. (Frankfurt

1988: 54)
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It is hard see how Frankfurt and other like-minded nonhistorical theorists can defend

their position in the face of cases like the case of Ann and Beth. Nevertheless, as I

shall explain below, the nonhistorical theorists do have resources to resist the force

of cases like the case of Beth. With the nonhistorical theorists’ case weighed in the

scales, I shall then fashion an historical theory that helps to explain our responses to

cases like Beth’s.

2 Clarifying Considerations

Before proceeding, it will be useful to put a finer point on the question dividing

historical and nonhistorical theorists. First, note that there is an uncontroversial

sense in which moral responsibility clearly has an historical dimension. The

nonhistorical theorist has no good reason to resist the contention that moral

responsibility is historical in this sense. How so? Consider the distinction between

directly free and derivatively free acts. An act is directly free just in case it issues

from a direct exercise of the free will ability.3 An act is derivatively free just in case

its status as free traces exclusively to its being suitably causally related to prior

directly free acts. A useful example is the case of Odysseus, who freely chose to be

tied to the mast so that at a later point he could hear the sirens sing whilst being

forced to resist their call. Clearly, when tied to the mast and sailing past them,

pleading with his crew to turn his ship toward them, he was not directly free. But he

was indirectly free—he freely arranged to force himself at a later time do something

(that at an earlier time) he decided to do.

A similar distinction applies as regards moral responsibility. An agent can be

directly or instead derivatively morally responsible for her actions. A simple

example is drunk driving. Suppose Sam, aware that he might need to drive home

later, freely and knowingly gets good and drunk, to the point where he eventually

has no idea what he is doing. He then gets behind the wheel to head home. Clearly,

Sam is morally responsible despite not satisfying reasonable conditions for

responsibility (control and understanding) at the time in which he acted. Now

consider Jan. She might be equally smashed out of her mind behind the wheel, but

yet not be derivatively free nor derivatively morally responsible if, unlike Sam, she

was force-fed a bottle of liquor and put behind the wheel of a car at gun point. This

difference between Sam and Jan is a matter of their respective histories. So,

obviously, in this sense—the sense turning on the distinction between direct and

derivate—moral responsibility has an historical dimension, as does the freedom

condition for it.

The philosophically interesting question is whether there is an historical

component as regards directly free acts for which an agent is directly morally

responsible. Hence, we might refine the question previously cast as follows:

3 By ‘‘the free will ability’’ I do not mean to commit to any particular conception of free will. I mean for

the expression to be open to the sorts of action-level freedom-or-control-constituting abilities theorists as

diverse as Frankfurt (1971), Fischer and Ravizza (1998) or Ginet (1990) might endorse.
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Consider two agents who are qualitatively identical with respect to their

nonhistorical properties just prior to A-ing. Is it possible that, due only to

differences in their respective histories, when each A-s only one of them A-s

directly freely and is directly morally responsible for doing so?4

When reflecting on the case of Ann and Beth, readers are to understand Ann’s free

acts in terms of direct freedom, not derivative freedom.5 The question, then, is

whether the nonhistorical theorist is able to contend that Beth is directly free and

directly morally responsible in acting as she does from the values that the dean

forced upon her.

Obviously, different nonhistorical theorists will have differing accounts of what

is at least minimally sufficient for a directly free act, but we can safely stipulate that

historical theorists will grant that an agent like Beth satisfies these conditions

whatever they come to. Their contention is that, whatever the nonhistorical theorist

has on offer as an account of directly free action, it will not be sufficient absent

some further historical condition. So, for ease of discussion, treat the candidate

nonhistorical condition in terms of the ability to do otherwise.6 When Ann acts

freely, let it be granted, she is able to do otherwise, and since we can treat Beth as a

nonhistorical qualitative duplicate of Ann, when Beth acts freely, she too is able to

do otherwise.

I leave it as an open question how to understand ‘‘the ability to do otherwise.’’ It

should be taken broadly enough to make room for a respectable compatibilist

construal of it.7 However, it should not be limited to a compatibilist construal. This

is an important qualification, one that is often not granted in these discussions.

Curiously, the historical/nonhistorical debate has for the most part been a

controversy amongst compatibilists. Maybe this is because it is thought that

compatibilists have more at stake in the outcome.8 But the topic ought to be of more

general interest, and so should be formulated in a way that makes room for

4 In asking whether the nature of moral responsibility is historical, I have framed the question in terms of

an agent’s acting freely and being morally responsible for doing so. This reflects a fairly widely-held

presupposition that any would-be historical condition for moral responsibility is nested in the freedom

conditions for moral responsibility. While this seems a reasonable assumption, I will not defend it. It is

open to an historical theorist to contend that moral responsibility is essentially historical, but free action is

not (Haji 1998 goes this route). This is a detail that will not have much bearing on the way I shall treat the

issue, and so I will ignore it in subsequent discussion.
5 To avoid any misunderstanding, I should note that Mele did not intend for his case of Ann and Beth to

be understood in terms of the distinction between direct and derivative freedom (Mele 2008, 2009b).

Thus, I am departing somewhat from his concerns in discussing the case as I do.
6 I do not think of the free will ability in terms of the ability to do otherwise, but rather in terms of

responsiveness to reasons, where this is consistent with but does not require the ability to do otherwise.

This detail, however, has little bearing on the current issue, and so thinking about freedom in terms of the

ability to do otherwise can simply be granted for present purposes.
7 Compatibilism, as I understand it here, is the thesis that determinism is compatible with both free will

and moral responsibility. Incompatibilism is the denial of compatibilism. Libertarianism is the view that

persons are able to act freely in a way that is incompatible with determinism, and this is required for

morally responsibility.
8 For reasons I shall not develop here, it seems that an historical compatibilist thesis makes it easier for

compatibilists to resist some (but not all) manipulation arguments for incompatibilism. This is because, as

the historical compatibilists would see it, some of these manipulation arguments (but not all of them)
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incompatibilist and libertarian conceptions of free action. Admittedly, this makes it

trickier to see how to formulate the controversy. Why? Given libertarian free

agency, at a given time, two agents might be qualitatively identical with respect to

all of their properties—both historical and nonhistorical—and it could still be the

case that they differ with respect to their free acts and what it is they are responsible

for. This is because, assuming they are not determined just prior to acting, one might

A and the other might not. But this should not deter us from extending the historical/

nonhistorical debate to incompatibilists as well. Note that I formulated the crucial

question in terms of whether it is possible that, were both agents to A, only one

would A freely, where this difference could be accounted for only in terms of their

respective histories. So, for example, suppose both Ann and Beth are such that, just

prior to acting, they are not determined to A, that they are able to do otherwise than

A, and that, as things happen, both actually A. And suppose that in doing so, they

exercise whatever libertarian elements of free agency can be satisfied by exclusively

nonhistorical properties. We can still ask whether it is possible that, due only to

differences in their respective histories, only one A-s directly freely and is directly

morally responsible for doing so. Nonhistorical incompatibilists would say no.

Historical incompatibilists would say yes.

The offending manipulation in the case of Ann and Beth features values that

inform Beth’s conduct. Four further points are in order about these values before

proceeding:

First, following Mele, an agent’s values can be understood as follows: ‘‘S at least

thinly values X at a time if and only if at that time S both has a positive motivational

attitude toward X and believes X to be good.’’ (Mele 1995: 116) What an agent (at

least thinly) values is simply a function of what amongst those things she is

motivated to pursue are also things that she judges by her own lights to be good.9

Second, we shall proceed by assuming that the values playing a role in the actions

of Ann and Beth are unsheddable for each agent. An unsheddable value is one

which is such that, in normal contexts of practical deliberation, it is not up to an

agent during a pertinent duration of time whether or not she possesses that value,

nor what degree of strength it has for her.10 This assumption is licensed by the

highly plausible empirical presupposition that most actual persons have and act

from some range of values that they are not able to alter at the time proximally

coincident with their acting; their values, or at any rate most of them, are in this

sense relatively stable, fixed features of their psyches, perhaps subject to revision

over larger stretches of time, but not simply alterable on the fly as the contingencies

Footnote 8 continued

mistakenly make use of examples of manipulation in which an historical condition is violated. For an

examination of this point, see McKenna (2012b).
9 I will operate with this notion of value, though it does not fully capture the relevant class of attitudes.

One could desire X and think it good and yet not be motivated to X because one was committed to its

value. (On a related point, see Watson 2002: 144–145) Judging X valuable, even when motivated to

pursue X, is more inclusive than valuing X. When thinking of a person’s values as they figure in

explanations of her actions, presumably we are interested in the more restrictive notion. I will set this

aside here, as it will not bear on the discussion to follow.
10 The useful notion of unsheddable values is introduced in Mele. (1995: 153, 2006: 167–168)
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of practical life present themselves. To the extent that we are interested in the

relevance of the historical/nonhistorical debate as it bears on the agency of actual

persons, it is advisable that we presume that the agents in question possess and act

from unsheddable values.11

Third, while we shall restrict our attention to unsheddable values that play some

causal role in the production of free action, these values should not be thought of as

being so forceful as to render the agents who act from them unable to do otherwise,

or in some other manner defeat the prospect of directly free action. Thus, let it be

granted that when Ann acts, she acts from unsheddable values, and so in the sense

that these values are unsheddable, it is not up to her that she possesses these values,

nor is it up to her what strength these values have. Nevertheless, these values are not

so strong that Ann is unable to avoid acting from them. She is, then, not directly free

with respect to whether she possesses these unsheddable values, nor with respect to

their strength, but she is directly free with respect to whether she acts upon them.

When Beth is brought to be like Ann, the values that are covertly and coercively

installed in her are such that they replicate the casual role they play in the case of

Ann.

Fourth, the reason that agents’ values are the focus of so much attention in the

historical/nonhistorical debate is because of their role in accounting for the

sophisticated sort of agency bearing on questions of free will and moral

responsibility. One crucial marker of a well-functioning agent is that she is able

to engage in evaluations as they bear upon the contexts of her practical

deliberations. But she can only do this—can only evaluate what she takes to be

worthy courses of action—by reference to some constellation of values. Further-

more, another crucial marker of well-functioning agency is that such an agent is able

to bring her actions into alignment with what she takes to be most choice-worthy;

she must be able to act in accord with what her values counsel is her best (or better)

course of action. Yet it is so often the case that at the time of action an agent has no

direct control of what her values are or how strong they are; at the time proximally

coincident with her action she is, in a sense, stuck with herself as the kind of person

she is. She cannot just, right then, up and revise her evaluative standpoint. Hence, it

is reasonable to wonder whether, as regards freedom and responsibility, there are

historical constraints upon how an agent comes to possess the values upon which

she acts, since at the time of her acting, they are unsheddable.

11 The temporal qualifications given for unsheddable values warrant emphasis. A value’s being

unsheddable is best thought of as relative to a duration of time. Thus, a value might be both unsheddable

for an agent for a certain period of time (say, the five minutes of deliberation preceding a particular

decision) and sheddable for that same agent over a more extended period of time (say, 5 years following

the time of that decision).

Note that an agent might possess an unsheddable value with respect to some context of action (she has

to make a decision in five minutes), and yet she possesses that value in a way that renders her indirectly

free and indirectly morally responsible for it. At earlier times, she might have freely and knowing made

herself into a person who later valued certain things in ways that she would not be able to alter readily on

the fly.
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3 The Case for a Nonhistorical Thesis

The example of Ann and Beth, understood as I have framed it, is an especially

gripping one strongly favoring an historical conclusion. Both Ann and post-

manipulation Beth are able to do other than as they do. Both act in accord with what

they value. But only one, Ann, acts from unsheddable values that issue from a

history that is distinctively hers. Furthermore, we may safely assume that Ann

acquired these values non-coercively through a process of reflection and evaluation,

modification, refinement, and endorsement. Beth, by contrast, had the unsheddable

values from which she deliberates and acts forced upon her. This strongly suggests

that only Ann acts freely and is morally responsible for what she does. How might

the nonhistorical theorist resist? In McKenna (2004), I proposed first that the

nonhistorical theorist fight historical-friendly examples like that of Ann and Beth

with examples of her own, examples that are friendly to a nonhistorical conclusion.

Second, I advised that she minimize the counter-intuitive fallout of having to live

with the contention that Beth is just like Ann in acting freely and being morally

responsible for doing so.

To take that first step, I called upon the aid of a magical agent, Suzie Instant.12

Suzie Instant is created by a god at an instant. She is created to be a psychologically

healthy woman indistinguishable from any other normally functioning 30-year-old

person whom any of us might encounter. To get this result, she is given a huge set of

beliefs according to which she has lived a normal human life for 30 years. For

instance, she believes (falsely) that she had a twelfth birthday and that her daddy

bought her a pony. Furthermore, Suzie has some range of unsheddable values. She

also has a set of false beliefs about how she came to acquire those values. She thinks

that she acquired them through a process of sustained effort over the years leading

up to what she thinks is her thirtieth. She takes pride in this fact and believes that

she is responsible for this process and that she engaged in it freely. (On this point,

clearly she is mistaken.) She is, also, a richly self-controlled person who is able to

resist the inclination to act with weakness of will. When she acts, the desires issuing

in her actions are the ones she wants to act upon, and when she does, she is sensitive

to a wide range of reasons for action. Hence, Suzie satisfies an impressive set of

features of the sort that, when she acts, varying theorists would regard those features

as adequate for satisfying all of the nonhistorical conditions highlighted in their

respective accounts of free and morally responsible agency.13

Suppose that Suzie is presented with the option to do one of two things, A or B.

One option, B, involves a violation of a value that is unsheddable for her. The other

option, A, involves acting from one of her unsheddable values. Suzie A-s, acting as

her unsheddable value counsels, but in doing so, she could have done otherwise—

12 In the remained of this paragraph and in the next two, I draw from McKenna (2004: 180–181). In

doing so, I have revised slightly the case of Suzie Instant so as to fit it for the points developed in this

paper. One noteworthy revision is that in this setting I have opened up the discussion so as to include

incompatibilists. Previously I restricted the discussion to a dispute just among compatibilists.
13 For an excellent treatment of agents like Suzie Instant, see Zimmerman (1999). Some have expressed

concerns about the conceptual possibility of agents like Suzie Instant, for example Davidson (1987) with

his case of swampman. I set those concerns aside here. I assume such beings are conceptually possible.
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that is, she could have B-ed. It is difficult to see how a causal history that zeroed in

on Suzie Instant all in an instant renders her unfree in a way that she would not be if

instead some causal history or other unfolded over the course of 30 years. Note that

when Suzie A-ed from her unsheddable value, being able to do otherwise, she was

not compelled to do so. Her A-ing was nothing like acting upon an irresistible

desire. It would be natural to say that she A-ed freely—in at least some non-question

begging, restricted sense of freely, say freely*.14

To press the point, imagine that every now and then this same god who created

Suzie Instant visits another possible world and there creates another 30-year-old

Suzie, Suzie Normal, in the normal zygote manner. In this latter scenario, the god

arranges things so that, after zygote-creation, little itsy-bitsy developing Suzie

Normal is left alone to develop in the normal manner for a full 30 years (and

9 months).15 As it turns out, Suzie Normal at the age of thirty arrives at the precise

point where she comes to be a nonhistorical qualitative duplicate of Suzie Instant.

Suzie Normal faces the exact same choice between options A and B as Suzie Instant

faces. Just like Suzie Instant, Suzie Normal opts to do A. In the case of Suzie

Normal, it seems that any theorist about free will and moral responsibility, with the

exception of those defending a global skeptical thesis, will be hard pressed to deny

that Suzie Normal A-s freely and is morally responsible for doing so.16 But if so,

how is it that Suzie Instant is rendered not free and not morally responsible when

she A-s at the relevant time merely by virtue of the fact that the causal history giving

14 One potential source of concern about this example is that when Suzie Instant A-s, she does so while

non-culpably believing about herself many things that are false. Given reasonable epistemic constraints

on moral responsibility, this might excuse or exempt her. But as Haji and Cuypers (2007: 349–350) have

pointed out, all that is required to avoid this pitfall is that Suzie’s act of A-ing be one that does not

implicate any objectionably false beliefs.
15 The case of Suzie Normal is similar to the case of Mele’s Ernie, who was created by the goddess Diana

in zygote form and then set free to live out a normal human life. (Mele 2006: 188–189)
16 Two points bear mentioning here. First, some readers are likely to object that in an indeterministic

setting the case of Suzie Normal does not have the intuitive clout it has in a deterministic setting. (And

they will also likely contend that the same point applies, though with less force, for the case of Suzie

Instant.) In a deterministic setting, we can suppose that the god who creates Suzie Normal can set her on

the path to performing the act of A-ing at the specified time—and this brings forth the pertinent concerns

about the role of manipulation as a basis for defeating freedom and responsibility. But, so the objection

goes, this cannot be in an indeterministic setting. Agents in indeterministic settings cannot be manipulated

into performing putatively free acts. This, however, is not clear. Suppose that the god who created Suzie

Normal had highly reliable knowledge of the probabilities describing the nondeterministic laws of nature

at the world Suzie Normal inhabits, so that this god could predict to a likelihood of .99999, or instead

.99998, or instead .99997, and so on, that Suzie Normal would A at the specified time. Depending upon

how close to a probability of 1 rather than 0 we get, would this not still elicit worries about manipulation

like those elicited in fully deterministic contexts? (A similar point applies with even more force to the

case of Suzie Instant in an indeterministic context.)

Second, in the present context, the point of these thought-experiments is to test intuitions about the

relationship between history and responsibility. Here the worry is not, as it is when these thought

experiments are used in the service of an argument for incompatibilism, whether extreme manipulation

per se defeats freedom and responsibility (in a way that is no different from the way determinism does).

The worry is, rather, whether history bears upon free and responsible agency in a certain way. And so the

comparative cases of Suzie Instant and Suzie Normal are here doing the work of running a case of one

Suzie without any history and one Suzie with a history, while keeping all else constant. Hence, we can

allow the thought-experiment to be neutral as between deterministic and indeterministic contexts.
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rise to her action came compressed in a momentary package where Suzie Normal’s

history chugged along over the course of 30 years? A difference here seems

arbitrary.

While the case of Beth clearly lends support to the historical theorist, in my

estimation, the case of Suzie Instant lends support to the nonhistorical theorist. If so,

how are we to proceed? To help bring the conflict into focus, I arranged it so that the

Ann and Beth cases converged on the Suzie Normal and Suzie Instant cases.

(McKenna 2004: 181–182) To this end, imagine that merely by cosmic accident, not

even by design, the god who created Suzie Instant and Suzie Normal happened to

bring Suzie Normal into existence in such a way as to live out a duplicate life to the

one lived by Ann, the only difference being that Ann’s parents generated the initial

zygote-later-to become-Ann in the typical fashion. And suppose that Ann, after

30 years, comes upon the same choice that Suzie Normal and Suzie Instant faced

between A and B, with the same unsheddable values held fixed, and so on. Imagine,

for instance, that the options A and B are between continuing to work on an article

through the weekend (A) and instead attending a beloved sister’s wedding (B). In

this case, as I see it, we should treat the case of Ann and Suzie Normal in the same

way. Both A rather than B, and it is plausible to think that both A freely and are

morally responsible for doing so. Now inject Suzie Instant into the case. If indeed

we should treat her no differently than we treat Suzie Normal, then we should treat

Suzie Instant no differently than we treat Ann. But, we may suppose, when Ann A-s

rather than B-s, she can be treated as a nonhistorical qualitative duplicate of Beth in

a context in which Beth also A-s rather than B-s. And so, finally, we can ask

whether we should treat the case of Beth when she A-s no differently than we treat

the case of Suzie Instant when she A-s.

Why, it might be asked, should we consider treating the cases of Beth and Suzie

Instant symmetrically? Why not allow for asymmetrical judgments of these cases?

Momentarily, I shall explore this possibility in some detail, but for the moment,

consider the following rationale:

Suzie Instant is alleged to be free and morally responsible. Assume she is. If

so, it appears that, solely by virtue of nonhistorical properties just subsequent

to her A-ing, when she A-s, she does so freely and is morally responsible for

doing so. But, by hypothesis, Beth satisfies the same nonhistorical properties

as does Suzie Instant when Beth A-s. Hence, if Suzie Instant A-s freely and is

morally responsible for doing so, then Beth A-s freely and is also morally

responsible for doing so. If, on the other hand, Beth does not A freely and is

not morally responsible, it seems that the same ruling applies to Suzie Instant,

since the case of Beth shows that the nonhistorical properties both satisfy are

insufficient for acting freely.

It is in the preceding manner that the nonhistorical theorist can fight back with her

own examples. Of course, this move is hardly decisive. I have left it open whether

the intuitive weight of a case like Suzie Instant should force a similar treatment of

Beth, thereby yielding a nonhistorical conclusion; or if instead the intuitive weight

of a case like Beth should force a similar treatment of Suzie Instant, thereby yielding

an historical conclusion. Still, without a case like Suzie Instant, the nonhistorical
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theorist appears to be at the unchecked mercy of historical-friendly cases like that of

Beth.

To further bolster her defense, the nonhistorical theorist can also attempt to

diminish the counter-intuitive appearance of contending that Beth is free and

morally responsible when she acts. Four points can be enlisted to this effect.

(McKenna 2004: 182–184)

First, Ann is morally responsible for something that Beth is not insofar as Ann

freely acquired her character under her own steam. So it should not be thought that

if we treat Beth as free and responsible for A-ing, we cannot give expression to the

plausible claim that Ann bears a greater degree of responsibility, or is in some way

responsible for more than what Beth is.

Second, Beth was wronged by having her own moral personality revised for her

through means to which she did not consent, and this rightly invites us to consider

responses to her for this wrong that was done to her.17 This might misleadingly lead

one to think that we should not regard her as morally responsible and blameworthy

for the wrongs that she has done in her post-manipulation state. But all

acknowledgment of the wrong done to her warrants is the judgment that she might

deserve certain treatments as a victim. Victimhood, however, is not an across-the-

board exonerating condition. Now that Beth is this new person, it does not follow

from the mere fact of her being victimized in this way that she does not act freely

and is not also responsible for what she now does.

Third, imagine a far less fanciful case in which an agent like Beth is altered in a

significant way. Call her Cath. She too, like Beth, we can grant, suffered a massive

and unexpected change to her psyche, and we can suppose that it was as well one to

which she did not consent. But in this case, suppose it is just the upshot of tragedy—

say being in a terrible car accident or witnessing the horrible death of one’s spouse

or child. As Nomy Arpaly (2003) has insightfully argued, there are all sorts of ways

in ordinary life that persons undergo major psychic revisions while retaining all of

the characteristic features of agency that we associate with freedom and

responsibility. In such cases, for an agent like Cath, it is much easier to persist in

seeing her as acting freely and being responsible despite the massive revisions to

who she has become. Now take the case of Cath and have her post-alteration

character come out to be a qualitative nonhistorical duplicate of both Ann and Beth.

Fourth, consider how you would think of and respond to Beth or Suzie Instant

were you to have a morally charged transaction with one of them. Imagine it so that

you were aware of their unusual causal histories. Would you find it genuinely

misplaced to make moral demands of them, to think it unfitting to respond with

indignation or resentment were one of them to, say, insult your child or cunningly

take illegitimate financial advantage of you? Perhaps at first blush it would seem

misplaced. But think through the case as vividly as you might be able. Hold clearly

in mind the point central to the nonhistorical compatibilist that, at the time

coincident with the (putatively) free act, Beth is a nonhistorical duplicate of Ann.

She has just as many resources for moral reasoning and deliberation as Ann does.

She is just as able to do otherwise as Ann is. She adopts the same attitudinal stance

17 Arpaly develops this point in responding to Mele’s defense of an historical thesis. (Arpaly 2003: 128)
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toward her own convictions about her unsheddable values as Ann does (she is proud

of how she believes herself to have acquire them, and so on). In such a case, I

remarked, when vividly imagined, it can seem credible to claim that the right way to

think of either Beth or Suzie Instant, and the right way to respond to either would be

to treat either as a ‘‘real’’ person, one who is a fully competent moral agent and a

legitimate target of our blaming responses. This is in the spirit of Frankfurt’s remark

that: ‘‘We are the sorts of persons we are; and it is what we are, rather than the

history of our development, that counts. The fact that someone is a pig warrants

treating him like a pig, unless there is reason to believe that in some important way

he is a pig against his will and is not acting as he would really prefer.’’ (Frankfurt

2002: 27–28)

Admittedly, these four considerations cannot silence the historical theorists’

contention that treating Beth as free and morally responsible is counter-intuitive. All

they can be expected to do is diminish—not neutralize—the intuitive force of a case

like that of Beth. But this at least leaves it as an open question whether free will and

moral responsibility are historical in nature.

4 Resisting a Symmetrical Treatment and the Prospects for a Negative
Historical Thesis

One way an historical theorist might try to rebut the nonhistorical defense just

outlined is by appeal to a principle licensing asymmetrical treatments of the Beth

and Suzie Instant cases. This would have the transparent advantage of optimizing

consistency with the differing intuitive reactions to these cases.

How might the historical theorist achieve this result? Consider the distinction

between a positive historical thesis and a negative historical thesis. A positive

historical thesis specifies some particular kind of history that is required for an agent

to act freely and be morally responsible for what she does. A negative historical

thesis requires only that an agent who acts freely and is morally responsible satisfy

the negative property of not having a certain kind of history. The rationale

previously sketched for a symmetrical treatment of the cases of Suzie Instant and

Beth presupposes a positive historical thesis, and with this presupposition, the

reasoning appears to be bullet-proof. If Suzie Instant acts freely and is morally

responsible, then no particular kind of history is required. If Beth is like Suzie

Instant with respect to her nonhistorical properties, then it seems pretty clear that,

despite what intuition suggests, she too acts freely and is morally responsible;

whatever properties are sufficient for Suzie Instant’s freedom and responsibility are

possessed by Beth as well.18 But the proposed rationale for a symmetrical treatment

is unsound in the light of a negative historical thesis. In particular, the negative

historical theorist can argue that it is false to assert, as the rationale in question does,

that it is solely by virtue of nonhistorical properties that Suzie Instant satisfies the

conditions for free action and moral responsibility. Rather, the negative historical

18 For an interesting attempt to argue for an asymmetrical treatment of these cases while retaining a

positive historical thesis, see Haji and Cuypers (2007). For my reply, see McKenna (2012a).
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theorist can argue that Suzie Instant also satisfies a crucial negative historical

property that Beth does not. Suzie Instant, just prior to acting, also satisfies the

negative property of not having a history whereby her values were coercively

installed and her previous ones subverted. Beth fails to satisfy that property. So,

says the negative historical theorist, Beth has a kind of freedom-and-responsibility-

compromising history that Suzie Instant does not.19 Here is a principle suited to the

task at hand:

NH: An agent A-s freely and is morally responsible for doing so only if, with

respect to the causal springs of her A-ing, she does not have a history that

includes the acquisition of any unsheddable values through means that

bypassed her ability to critically acquire, assess and sustain them.

Note that NH limits the historical constraint to factors that play a causal role in an

agent’s actions. This leaves it open, as it should, that an agent’s history might impair

her for certain kinds of free actions but not others.

This principle, NH, gains strong support from reversal cases like Mele’s case of

Beth. Prior to the manipulation, Beth was not at all like Ann, but then the

manipulation ‘‘reversed’’ Beth’s orientation toward her course of life. Furthermore,

we can suppose that Beth was morally responsible for her character prior to the

manipulation. These two facts, combined with the facts of the uninvited

manipulation, as a package strongly support the judgment that Beth does not A

freely and is not morally responsible for doing so.20 All NH does is stipulate the

bare minimum that, it seems, an historical theorist needs to capture what is

objectionable about a case like that of Beth. So structured, it leaves it open that a

case like Suzie Instant falls outside the very lean historical constraint on freedom

and moral responsibility. It is consistent with NH that Suzie Instant does act freely

and is morally responsible.

Is a principle like NH the best way to account for the intuitive judgment that Beth

does not A freely and is not morally responsible for doing so? I do not think it does.

Grant that Beth was indeed morally responsible for the acquisition of her pre-

manipulation character—a key fact that figures prominently in the support

underwriting a principle such as NH. But now consider two different ways of telling

the story of how Beth came to have this pre-manipulation character for which she was

morally responsible. Beth Active put time and energy into becoming the person she

was prior to the offending manipulation. Earlier in her life, in her high school and

college days she was obsessed with considerations of academic success and the

solitary pleasures of the life of the mind. But over the years, she came to see that life

offered many other goods that a singular focus would foreclose, and so through years

of critical reflection and evaluation, she came to value many other things. With some

strength of will, she was able to cultivate them and quell her inclinations to do nothing

other than keep her nose in a book. When she was manipulated into being like Ann,

Beth Active was robbed of a character in which she was deeply invested, and her moral

19 This is Mele’s central contention in response to my defense of nonhistorical compatibilism. (Mele

2009b)
20 This is how Mele argues for his negative historical thesis. (Mele 2009a: 169–170)
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responsibility for it was the product of her psychic labors. Here now is the story of a

different Beth. Beth Passive simply lived out her life passively allowing her interests to

be whatever they happened to be. She inherited them almost exclusively by aping her

parents, and then later some high school and college chums. It never once crossed her

mind to consider whether there were other modes of life that are more rewarding, such

as one that involves a singular commitment to the life of the mind, much like the kind

of life Ann has fashioned for herself. Beth Passive, it turns out, is no more than a value-

sponge. Had it been that her parents were more like Ann, Beth Passive would likely

have soaked up those values instead. It might well be that, like Beth Active, Beth

Passive is morally responsible for the character she has acquired, but her responsibility

consists largely in hapless omissions.

NH yields the result that, when Beth Passive is manipulated into being like Ann, she

does not act freely nor is she morally responsible. This is just what the historical theorist

wants, and more specifically, what the negative historical theorist wants. But the

problem is that it is hard to seewhyNH should apply to Beth Passive in a way that it is not

at all hard to see why NH should apply to Beth Active. Beth Passive blindly stumbled

into her moral personality. If we are to regard as freedom-and-responsibility

undermining the intervention into Beth Passive’s psychic life whereby very different

unsheddable values are covertly forced upon her, ones upon which she subsequently

acts, it is not because Beth Passive was robbed of a moral personality that she came to

possess under her own steam. This could not be what is used to provide the intuitive clout

for why one would think it right to embrace NH as the organizing principle of our

judgments about cases like that of Beth Passive. Of course, being robbed of a moral

personality in which one has invested is a rationale available for the case of Beth Active.

But it is not for Beth Passive. Beth Passive did not acquire her character so formed under

her own steam; she was passive with respect to the acquisition of it in the history of her

own life. Why then should such intervention be regarded as objectionable as it bears on

Beth Passive’s acting from a set of covertly and coercively installed unsheddable

values? Unlike Beth Active, Beth Passive is not robbed of anything in which she has

made an investment; having allowed the vagaries of life to buffet her about as they did,

the acquisition of her values prior to the manipulation was just as happenstance as were

the values that were later covertly installed in her through a process of manipulation.

To be clear, the point here is not that NH yields the wrong result for the case of

Beth Passive as an historical theorist would have it. It gets the correct result (says

the historical theorist). The problem is that it is hard to see why one would think the

ingredients in NH explain a historical-leaning judgment about a case like Beth

Passive. The worry is that there is, perhaps, a different or a stronger principle that

also yields the same results for cases like Beth Active and Beth Passive, but also

captures the underlying rationale for our judgments about these cases.

5 Back to Symmetry and the Introduction of a Positive Historical Thesis

One plausible rationale for why one would take the covert intervention into Beth

Passive’s life as freedom-and-responsibility-defeating is the following: Beth Passive

was robbed of the opportunity to fashion for herself her own values, and so, her own

96 M. McKenna

123



moral personality. Granted, in her pre-manipulation history, she made no effort to

fashion her own evaluative standpoint, but then, she is still accountable for the

person she has become—because, by omitting to engage in any active way, she

allowed herself to arrive at the person that (pre-manipulation) she came to be. In

sum, what is so important about an agent’s having a history that lacks the

acquisition of pertinent values through means bypassing her ability to critically

assess them is that she thereby has a history that afforded her an opportunity to

shape her moral personality for herself from abilities that she did possess. This can

be so even if she never took advantage of that opportunity. This proposed rationale

is, in my estimation, a fairly attractive one that provides a powerful motivation for

an historical thesis. But notice that it invites a positive historical thesis as the deeper

one underwriting the initial credibility of the negative proposal, NH. What is

required with respect to the causal springs of a free act is that an agent had a history

in which she had the opportunity to fashion her evaluative standpoint for herself

from abilities that she possessed. If this is the historical theorists’ rationale at work

in accounting for why it would be wrong to intervene in the case of Beth Passive,

and also by a natural extension Beth Active, it is also a rationale for why Suzie

Instant ought also to be regarded as unfree for her act of A-ing. If so, we do not after

all have a basis for asymmetrical judgments as between the cases of Beth and Suzie

Instant.

So the question remains, should we use the leverage from the case of Beth, which

intuitively favors an historical treatment, to argue for a similar verdict in the case of

Suzie Instant? Or instead should we use the leverage from the case of Suzie Instant,

which intuitively favors a nonhistorical treatment, to argue for a similar verdict in

the case of Beth? I remain officially committed to agnosticism about the historical/

nonhistorical debate. The considerations previously offered (in Sect. 3) on behalf of

the nonhistorical theorists strike me as adequate to show that the historical theorists

cannot claim a decisive victory. Regardless, in the remainder of this paper, I shall

explore the prospects for an historical theory, one that is able to capture what is

especially troubling about cases like Beth (Passive and Active), and that perhaps can

be used to show why after all there might be something troubling in the contention

that Suzie Instant is free and morally responsible.

I here propose on behalf of the historical theorist a modest principle that builds

upon the insights of NH, but commits to a lean positive thesis. So, consider:

PH: An agent performs a directly free act and is directly morally responsible

for it only if any unsheddable values playing a role in the production of her

action arose from a history whereby she was afforded the opportunity to

critically assess, endorse, and sustain them from abilities that she possessed,

and so none were acquired through means that bypassed those abilities.

Both Beth Active and Beth Passive satisfied PH at the pre-manipulation stage, and

neither did at the post-manipulation stage. But then neither did Suzie Instant. PH

builds upon NH because it includes the negative proviso featured centrally in NH—

lacking a history whereby the pertinent values were acquired by coercive means.

But it goes beyond it by emphasizing the role of having a history—one that makes

room for the opportunities whereby one is able to shape her moral character, should
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she wish to do so. PH also has the advantage over NH of making it easy to see why

it should apply to a case like Beth Passive just as much as Beth Active. And it also

has one further advantage. It allows the historical theorist some leverage against the

nonhistorical theorist with respect to a case like Suzie Instant. Even granting that the

case of Suzie Instant is one that intuitively favors a nonhistorical thesis, PH helps to

call forth the concern that there is something objectionable about regarding Suzie

Instant as free and responsible for her acts just after being brought into existence.

Her evaluative framework was fully fixed for her without her so much as having a

chance to have engaged in the shaping of it.

This last point merits further attention. As I explained earlier (Sect. 3), the

nonhistorical theorist has resources available to diminish, albeit not extinguish, the

intuitive force of the case of Beth. Likewise, I am suggesting here that the historical

theorists have resources available to diminish the intuitive force of the case of Suzie

Instant. In this case, what the historical theorist is able to draw upon is the fact that

Suzie Instant’s evaluative framework was fixed for her without her having had any

opportunity to take part in the fashioning of it. Consider, in light of this, the earlier

nonhistorical-friendly remark that, as regards their respective acts of A-ing, marking

a difference between Suzie Normal and Suzie Instant seems arbitrary. The historical

compatibilist can insist that the difference is not at all arbitrary. In one case, Suzie

Normal lived out a life whereby she in fact did participate in the shaping of values

that, at a later time, became unsheddable for her and played a role in her A-ing.

Suzie Instant did not. That is not arbitrary; it credibly bears on the status of their

respective acts of A-ing as regards considerations of freedom and responsibility.21

Of course, the nonhistorical theorist will insist that she can account for the

highlighted difference in terms of Suzie Normal’s being morally responsible for

something that Suzie Instant is not—her character. Regardless, the historical theorist

has something to contribute to help backup her theoretical commitment to the

contention that an agent like Suzie Instant does not act freely and is not morally

responsible.

6 Fine-Tuning a Positive Historical Thesis

Set aside PH for the moment and consider the prospects for any sort of positive

historical requirement on directly free acts. Obviously, any requirement of this sort,

if it is to be a requirement on all directly free acts, cannot be formulated such that an

21 Imagine a nonhistorical theorist objecting that at least in a deterministic context, the difference is

arbitrary because it is inevitable that both Suzie Instant and Suzie Normal will wind up with the

unsheddable values whereby each A. Just one observation about this point here: While it is at least

understandable that an incompatibilist might be suited to make this point, it seems an odd one for a

compatibilist to make as a way of advancing a nonhistorical thesis. This is because compatibilists should

not regard considerations of inevitability as defeaters to the moral praiseworthiness or blameworthiness of

an act. After all, if determinism is true, there is a sense in which every act of every agent is inevitable.

Suzie Normal’s act of A-ing might thus be just as inevitable as Suzie Instant’s act of A-ing, but this itself

should not be regarded—at least by compatibilists—as a reason to think that the acts Suzie Normal

performed earlier in life, which, let us suppose, gave rise to the acquisition of her unsheddable values, are

therefore irrelevant with respect to the status of her act of A-ing.
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agent must perform free acts in the acquisition of the pertinent historical trait. So, for

instance, in formulating their positive historical thesis, Fischer and Ravizza require,

among other things, that an agent who acts freely (they would say, with guidance

control), first comes to see herself as a fair target of the morally reactive attitudes.

(Fischer and Ravizza 1998: 211) Their claim is not that an agent must freely engage

in any sort of action—such as a decision or a choice—that would lead her to come to

see herself this way. Were they to do so, there would be an objectionable regress in

their account. Hence, what they require is only that an agent comes to believe certain

things about herself through epistemically respectable means. This might very well

require a kind of cognitive control over her belief acquisition, but it would not require

any volitional or action-level control of the sort pertaining to free action.

Similar worries might be thought to arise for PH. This is suggested by reflection

on the way the case of Beth Active is described, or for that matter, a case like Ann.

Beth Active, I claimed, freely engaged in conduct whereby she actively participated

in the shaping of her moral personality. We can readily assume the same about Ann,

and, it can be granted, Suzie Normal did as well.22 The unsheddable values on the

basis of which Beth Active, Ann, or Suzie Normal A-ed in the preceding discussion

were ones, we can allow, that each acquired by performing other free acts.

Nevertheless, PH can be construed in a fashion that avoids the worry of regress at

issue while offering an historical rationale for judgments of freedom and

responsibility even in the cases of Beth Active’s, Ann’s, and Suzie Normal’s

A-ing freely. How so? The phrase ‘‘the opportunity to critically assess, endorse, and

sustain from abilities that she possessed’’ in PH must be interpreted so that the

evaluative processes of assessment, endorsement, and sustaining involved do not

require action, and hence do not require free action. All they require is a proper

degree of cognitive control or activity. So, all PH demands is that an agent have had

the opportunity to assess her values in this more inclusive way. It is consistent with

such forms of assessment that they are instigated by actions, even free acts, such as

clear-eyed decisions to shape one’s character in certain ways. One way, then, an

agent like Beth Active might satisfy PH when acting from unsheddable values is by

prior free acts of self-formation whereby she took an active role in the shaping of

her moral personality. But this is not required for her subsequent acts to count as

directly free. Thus, with the resources provided by PH, the historical theorist has a

rationale to account for Beth Active’s, Ann’s, and Suzie Normal’s free acts of A-ing

as in contrast with Beth’s and Suzie Instant’s (putative) unfree acts of A-ing.23

As a positive historical thesis, PH is comparatively permissive. For example, it is

more permissive than Fischer and Ravizza’s proposal in at least two ways. First,

Fischer and Ravizza make the historical condition a requirement for any free act,

while PH only specifies an historical condition for those acts an agent performs in

which her unsheddable values play some causal role. If some persons perform some

22 Mele frequently describes his cases in which one of his pairs of agents, the one with an

unobjectionable history, actively engages in his or her own character formation. (e.g., Mele

1995, 2006, 2008, 2009a, b) Haji (1998), as well as Haji and Cuypers (2004) also feature agents

whose character formation is the product of free action.
23 I am indebted to rewarding conversations with E.J. Coffman and David Palmer for this way of

formulating PH.
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acts in which their unsheddable values are not implicated, then PH is silent on any

historical requirement for such acts—though given plausible empirical assumptions

about how most actual psychologically healthy persons function, I suspect that it is

unlikely that there are many such acts at all.24 Most acts performed by most actual

adult persons, I suspect, are ones in which some unsheddable value or other plays

some role. In any event, PH is also more permissive than Fischer and Ravizza’s in

that it does not even require that an agent adopt any particular attitude, such as

believing that one is a fair candidate of the reactive attitudes.25 PH only requires that

a free agent have been afforded an opportunity to critically assess, endorse, and

sustain relevant values from abilities that she possessed—something that could be

true of her history even if she never did engage in any such critical evaluation at all.

Despite the permissive nature of PH as in comparison with Fischer and Ravizza’s

thesis, it is not overly permissive. Indeed, on two fronts it is fairly demanding. One

has to do with the requirement of opportunity. A requirement of acting from an

unsheddable value, as PH suggests, is that an agent had a history which provided

conditions enabling her to engage in some relatively complex evaluations regarding,

first, what is valuable, and, second, how in light of this she would judge it best to

structure her practical affairs. It is beyond the scope of this paper to specify what

those conditions might come to, but it should be noted that whatever they do come

to, there is ample space opened up for the concern that some persons—maybe

many—were never afforded such opportunities. Another demanding presupposition

of PH has to do with the abilities a person must have to be able to critically assess,

endorse, and sustain a value that she takes on. Such abilities will require

sophisticated cognitive skills, such as the ability to judiciously apply rational

principles, an understanding of what values and valuing comes to, a sense of one’s

own self as a being with enduring interests, as well as the psychic resources to

sustain a commitment to a value over time, often in the face of temptations of

various sorts. A fully developed historical theory relying upon the kinds of

opportunities and abilities intimated in PH would need to work out all of these sorts

of details. This would naturally lead toward considerations regarding the way

children are, can be, and ought to be raised.26

Regrettably, PH needs further amendments, which I will not provide here. It is

subject to counterexamples of the following sort:

24 It is open to an historical theorist to build on the central idea in PH by arguing that it is a general

condition on free and morally responsible agency that an agent have acquired an evaluative structure

whereby she was afforded the opportunity to critically assess, endorse and sustain its contents free of any

coercive interference that would bypass those abilities. If this were regarded as a general condition on

free and morally responsible agency, then it would apply even to acts in which an agent’s unsheddable

values played no causal role.
25 Various critics have objected to Fischer and Ravizza’s positive historical thesis on just these grounds.

(Eshleman 2001; McKenna 2000; Mele 2000) The basic complaint is that plausible counterexamples to

their requirement can be generated whereby an agent does not adopt the pertinent attitude toward her own

conduct, but is nevertheless morally responsible for her actions. For Fischer’s response, see Fischer

(2006).
26 For a positive historical theory that takes seriously these sorts of constraints, see Haji (1998), and also

Haji and Cuypers (2004, 2007), who build on similar ideas developed by Feinberg (1986).
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James wants to play a mean trick on his doubles partner Geraldine by placing

some food in her tennis shoes and leaving it to turn rancid in her locker over

the weekend. After a devastating defeat, he and Geraldine had a tiff over the

advisability of eating well and its effects on good tennis playing. She

dismisses it, but James thinks it is crucial. To drive home his point, he wants to

place in her shoes a food that she knows James both really likes and that he

thinks is valuable insofar as it promotes improved athletic performance. So he

puts Greek yogurt in her shoes.

Here is the problem: James desires yogurt and believes it to be good (valuable),

hence he values it (in the sense of value specified in Sect. 2 above). Moreover,

suppose that his so desiring and believing are at the time of his acting not ‘‘up to

him’’ in the relevant sense. Hence, James values yogurt, his valuing is unsheddable,

and it plays a causal role in his performing his mean trick. Surely this does not

defeat the prospects of James acting freely and being morally responsible for what

he does. PH states that it does, and so PH is false.27

Nevertheless, PH is on the right track. The problem as it stands is that the

relevant notion of valuing is simply too permissive. The values at issue, and the sort

of role they play in the production of action, have to be more carefully linked to the

morally salient features of a person’s evaluative framework and thereby serve as the

basis for assessing her candidacy for blameworthiness or praiseworthiness. This is a

project I will not take on here. I simply acknowledge it as work that needs to be

done in developing (some refined version of) PH.

7 Concluding Remarks

Some readers might object that there are other sources of motivation for an

historical thesis, and these have not been properly weighed in the scales. In

particular, consider Watson’s (1987) influential discussion of the case of Robert

Alton Harris. Harris was a ruthless murderer whose tragic history, once we learn of

it, has the effect of diminishing a propensity to blame, despite how terrible his

crimes were. Is this not a different source of evidence to which moral responsibility

is history-bound? Watson tended to the case of Harris as a way of placing under a

microscope Peter Strawson’s (1962) acknowledgment that being ‘‘unfortunate in

formative circumstances’’ could be an excusing consideration. But there are two

problems with relying on cases like the Harris case to advance an historical theory

of moral responsibility. First, as I have previously argued (McKenna 1998), the fact

of our disinclination to sustain resentment or other retributive sentiments when

learning of Harris’s history can be granted. But this is consistent with the judgment

that Harris remains worthy of our blame, and that it would remain appropriate were

we to blame him, even if, psychologically, this is a stance that is hard for us to

sustain. Second, and of more pressing concern, is that in cases like the Harris case,

the historical record provides extremely good evidence for the worry that Harris’s

27 I am indebted to Al Mele for pointing out this problem.
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standing capacities for effective agency—which can be specified in nonhistorical

terms—have been impaired. Given his history, so the thought goes, it is not

surprising that now his agency is damaged in some way.28 Hence, the reason that

fanciful manipulation thought-experiments like the one involving Beth are an

advantage over cases like the Harris case, in the context of the historical/

nonhistorical debate, is precisely because the fanciful examples can be set up so as

to stipulate that the manipulated agent is not impaired in any sort of way as regards

the features of her agency that can be specified exclusively in nonhistorical terms.

In this paper, I have sought to give a balanced assessment of the dispute between

the historical and the nonhistorical theorists as regards the nature of moral

responsibility. In earlier work, my intention was to help keep alive the nonhistorical

position in the face of some impressive objections put forth by historical theorists.

Here, I have instead explored more thoroughly the case for an historical condition,

and, with that, a compelling historical theory, which I have attempted to codify in

the principle, PH. Still, I remain agnostic. As I see it, the differing cases of Suzie

Instant and Beth pull in different directions. True, the nonhistorical theorists are not

without resources to diminish the force of a case like Beth. But then, neither are the

historical theorists without resources to diminish the force of a case like Suzie

Instant. These competing considerations are not, it seems to me, decisive in either

direction. Furthermore, the attractiveness of these opposing theses is not exhausted

merely in the intuitive force of the examples featured here, but also in the differing

theories that these intuitions seem to commend. Thinking about the case of Suzie

Instant helps to bring forth a conception of moral responsibility in which what

matters is what a person does and how she is, regardless of her history. This is in the

spirit of Frankfurt’s remark, quoted earlier, that the fact that someone is a pig merits

treating him like a pig, regardless of how he came to be that way. (Frankfurt 2002)

On the other hand, thinking about the case of Beth helps to bring forth a conception

of moral responsibility in which a person’s responsibility for what she does and who

she is has its roots at least partially in the role she has played (or at least had the

chance to play) in fashioning her moral character for herself. Perhaps what explains

the tension on display here is that our concept of moral responsibility is vague or

indeterminate in some way.29 Or maybe there is not just one single concept of moral

responsibility at play in our intuitions or our actual moral responsibility practices. I

leave this matter unsettled and turn to a few parting observations about the

preceding discussion.

One provocative upshot of the historical thesis PH has to do with the dispute

between voluntarists and nonvoluntarists about the conditions for moral responsi-

bility. Voluntarists hold that the objects of what a person can be morally responsible

for are limited by what is either directly or indirectly within the scope of the

voluntary, or, more cautiously, what is within the scope of free action, which is how

28 Consider in this regard Susan Wolf’s (1987) instructive case of JoJo, who, Wolf maintains, is

exempted from morally responsible agency on the grounds that he is not morally sane. As Wolf explains,

JoJo’s history matters; he was raised by a psychopathic father who was a ruthless dictator. But his history

only matters because it made him into a moral monster, and it is the fact of his being such an agent that is

the basis for our assessment of him.
29 On this point, I am indebted to rewarding conversations with Terry Horgan.
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I think it best to formulate the view. (McKenna 2008) Nonvoluntarists, on the other

hand, contend that the objects of moral responsibility are not limited in this way,

and that persons can be morally responsible for such things as bad character traits,

attitudes like racist thoughts or bad desires, even if these things are not within the

scope of their voluntary control. Here, I do not wish enter this dispute,30 but there is

an interesting dimension of it that bears commenting upon in relation to the

preceding discussion. Angela Smith, one of the leading defenders of the

nonvoluntarist line, contends that the more basic condition of moral responsibility,

as in contrast with the considerations voluntarists adumbrate, is the exercising of

one’s judgment-sensitive capacities. (e.g., see Smith 2004, 2005, 2008) In

developing this view, Smith builds upon the work of others like T. M. Scanlon

(1998), who contends that even in desire’s influences on agency, we can find

exercises of judgment-sensitivity to rational considerations. The salient point for

present purposes is that Smith and other likeminded nonvoluntarists contend that the

more fundamental kind of agency that matters for moral responsibility is manifested

in the exercises of one’s rational capacities. This feature of agency, they contend, is

often at play even when an agent does not act at all.

One striking upshot of an historical principle like PH is that, as explained above

(Sect. 7), the kind of agency that is required for an agent to be able to critically

assess, endorse, and sustain her values is not an action-level kind of exercising of

agency. It is, rather, a kind of agency that can be operative merely by virtue of an

agent’s exercising of her judgment sensitive capacities. Hence, this kind of

historical theory appears to make a concession to the nonvoluntarists; exercises of

free will that involve acting from an agent’s unsheddable values have as a

prerequisite the ability to exercise a more fundamental aspect of agency, an aspect

that is featured centrally in the nonvoluntarists’ account. Of course, this does not

entail that an historical theorist advancing PH or some similar principle is

committed to nonvoluntarism; but it does show that such an historical theorist

makes a striking concession, one that nonhistorical theorists can leave well enough

alone.

In closing, one further intriguing ramification emerging from my proposed

formulation of an historical theory, as in contrast with any nonhistorical thesis, has

to do with implications extending beyond questions about free will and moral

responsibility. It is commonplace to distinguish between political freedom and the

kind of freedom bearing upon the topic of free will. But while political freedom is

distinct from metaphysical freedom, it does not follow that there are no interesting

connections between them. Suppose that the principle I have introduced, PH, or

something like it is true. If it is, then a prerequisite for agents who are morally

responsible for freely acting upon their values (at least their unsheddable ones) is

that they were provided, especially during their developmental years, with the

opportunity to engage in shaping their own moral personalities. Obviously, some

kinds of social and political arrangements will be more and some will be less

30 For my assessment of it, see McKenna (2008).
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conducive to fostering the conditions whereby this is possible.31 Here, questions of

political freedom take center stage. It might thereby be argued that one salient

marker for the value of a liberal society is the extent to which it is organized in ways

that enable persons to become free in this more fundamental way, a way that

concerns the freedom of a person’s will and her capacity for morally responsible

agency. While this is not the kind of reason one ought to enlist to conclude that an

historical thesis of free will and moral responsibility is true, I take it to be a reason

to hope that it is.
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