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ix

p r e fac e

ludwig wittgenstein reportedly once suggested that phi los o-
phers greet one another with “Take your time.” In con temporary aca-
demia, we might do better with “Give one another time.” Or, though 
it is less pithy, “Work to undermine the bureaucratic and professional 
pressures that make it inadvisable to take your time.”

I have been unusually fortunate to have had time for this proj ect.
I vividly remember sitting in my  sister’s bedroom while home 

from school, sometime in the 1990s, reading Peter Strawson’s “Free-
dom and Resentment.” I was ready to raise exactly the objection that 
Strawson claimed, with unexpected impoliteness, would be raised 
only by someone who “utterly failed to grasp the purport of the pre-
ceding answer.” I stood guilty as charged. With work, and given some 
familiarity with Strawson’s philosophical milieu, I eventually arrived 
at what I  here call the “broadly Wittgensteinian” interpretation of 
Strawson’s text. I then taught that interpretation to undergraduates 
almost  every year for over a de cade.

Still, I was not fully satisfied that I could follow Strawson’s thought 
from sentence to sentence on what  were clearly the crucial two pages, 
and this both ered me. For example, on the first of  these pages, Straw-
son gives an exceedingly quick dismissal of the pos si ble relevance of 
determinism. He then immediately admits that the dismissal is “too 
facile”— but, he says, only “in a sense.” Why pre sent a too- facile dis-
missal? And how is it facile only “in a sense”? He next attempts to 
reassure the reader, saying that “what ever is too quickly dismissed in 
this dismissal is allowed for in the only pos si ble form of affirmative 
answer that remains.” What is the pos si ble form of affirmative an-
swer? Two sentences  later, he says, “And our question reduces to 
this . . .”— but what follows seemed to me simply a restatement, not a 
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x p r e fa c e

reduction, of the question at hand. The next page brought further 
mysteries. Then, when Strawson fi nally raises the objection that he 
claims has “utterly failed to grasp the purport” of his answer, he poses 
it in a way that it should not be posed, on the broadly Wittgensteinian 
interpretation: he has his objector ask not  whether it would be moral 
or just to continue holding one another responsible if determinism is 
true, but instead  whether it would be rational to do so. The pieces did 
not quite fit.

In 2011–12, with the benefit of a research leave, I began drafting my 
own manuscript about  free  will and moral responsibility (with which 
I am still taking my time).  After turning out a  couple of chapters, I 
thought I  ought to take the time I had been given to sort out how, 
exactly, Strawson moves from sentence to sentence across  those two 
crucial pages. I did almost nothing  else for the remainder of my leave, 
and then for a few more years. I was provided crucial guidance and 
hints from  people who knew Strawson’s broader corpus, and I was 
helped by a conference in honor of the fiftieth anniversary of the 
publication of “Freedom and Resentment.” I also had the incredible 
privilege— and  great fun—of teaching some early and midcentury 
analytic philosophy with David Kaplan (or, better, of assisting David 
Kaplan as he did the teaching). Eventually, I needed to turn my atten-
tion to the manuscript that I had started, along with a few other 
smaller proj ects, but I let this one simmer on the back burner, occa-
sionally stopping to give it a stir, add some ingredients, and, espe-
cially, filter out some of the accumulated muck.

I believe—or, hope— the result is a testimony to the benefits of 
time. May we work to give it to one another.
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xi

p r i m e r  on   
f r e e   w i l l  a n d  mor a l  r e s p on s i bi l i t y

this short primer is meant for  those unfamiliar with the philo-
sophical lit er a ture on the prob lem of  free  will and moral responsibil-
ity. It sketches the basic, intuitive prob lem and explains some terms, 
such as determinism, compatibilism, and incompatibilism, that  will be 
impor tant in what follows. It moves extremely quickly through dif-
ficult terrain. I hope it is nonetheless of use to relative newcomers. 
Old- timers should feel  free to skip ahead.

A disclaimer: The philosophical lit er a ture on this topic is vast; 
what follows is not an overview of that lit er a ture ( there are no cita-
tions). It is not even a survey of the dif er ent philosophical positions 
taken in the lit er a ture. It is, rather, an opinionated introduction, 
meant only to remind the reader of, or to orient the reader in, some 
basic ideas and terms that  will be presumed in what follows.

Our topic is P. F. Strawson’s “Freedom and Resentment.”1 In it, 
Strawson aims to resolve an age- old dispute about moral responsibil-
ity and  free  will. He addresses the prob lem in its con temporary garb, 
in which the threat to moral responsibility and freedom is posed by 
the scientific thesis of determinism.2

As Strawson notes at the beginning of his article, the exact details 
of that thesis can be a  matter of disagreement. For our purposes, 
we can work with this understanding: According to the thesis of 
determinism, the complete physical state of the world at any one 

1. Peter F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment,” Proceedings of the British Academy 
48 (1962): 1–25. Page numbers refer to the reprint in this volume.

2. The prob lem may instead be posed by God’s power or knowledge.
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point in time, together with the laws of nature, determines the com-
plete physical state of the world at all other points in time. Our world 
is deterministic if determinism is true of it.

It seems to many  people that if our world is deterministic, then we 
are not  free.  After all,  human actions are part of the physical world, 
and, if the world is deterministic, then  every physical event— every 
movement you have ever made,  every action you have ever taken or 
ever  will take— was and  will be determined by the laws of nature 
together with the state of the world as it was some time before you 
 were born. But, it seems, if you enjoy  free  will, then what you do must 
be in your control or up to you. It must be the case that you could 
have done other wise. However, you cannot change the laws of nature, 
nor can you change the past. And thus it seems that, if determinism 
is true, then what you do is not  really up to you or in your control. If 
determinism is true, then, once we fix the past and the laws of nature, 
what you do has been fixed, as well. Thus it seems you are not  free. 
(One might think that, if the world is instead indeterministic, our 
freedom would be secure. Unfortunately,  things are not so  simple.)3

3. Many now think that the world is, at some level, indeterministic— that the laws 
of nature and a given state of the world  will determine only probabilities, or chances, 
of subsequent (or prior) occurrences. Some see,  here, hope for  human freedom. But 
that hope  will be fulfilled only if  humans can somehow, by making decisions, influ-
ence the chances established by the laws of nature. An immaterial soul or spirit some-
how endowed with the power to afect the physical world might be able to intervene. 
It is much more difficult to see how a physically embodied mind, psy chol ogy, or 
personality could do so— because such a mind  will, itself, be subject to the probabi-
listic laws.

Once we allow that our mind or personality is itself a part of the physical world, 
it  will seem that indeterminism is no more hospitable to  human freedom than de-
terminism: if indeterminism is true, then, although your choices are not determined, 
they are left to chance. But  things that are left to chance are not  things that are up to 
you. The prob lem can therefore seem to be posed simply by any suitably robust form 
of scientific explanation.

The person Strawson calls, in his opening paragraph, the “genuine moral sceptic” 
rejects the possibility of an immaterial soul or spirit and reasons that, if determinism 
is  either true or false, we are not  free. But since determinism must be  either true or 
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I have just sketched the position held by the incompatibilist 
about determinism and  free  will:  human freedom is incompatible 
with the truth of determinism. The compatibilist disagrees. The 
compatibilist thinks that, even if determinism is true,  humans can 
enjoy  free  will.

Upon first encountering the issue, most  people find the compati-
bilist position utterly opaque: if determinism is true, how could we 
be  free? We can begin to bring the compatibilist position into view in 
this way: notice that, if determinism is true, it is already true. But, we 
already know that we often (not always) afect certain  things (not 
every thing) in exactly the way we had meant to afect them—we 
sometimes bring certain  things to be as we would have them to be, 
and, to that extent, we control them. Thus we already know that  there 
are some  things we can, at least in this sense, control— such as our 
cofee cup, our fork, or  whether we  will accept the invitation to next 
week’s event— and other  things we cannot— such as  whether we  will 
win the lottery, or the geopo liti cal situation, or our teenager’s emo-
tional state. Some  things are, at least in this way, up to us; other  things 
are not. We also regularly draw distinctions between cases in which 
someone acted voluntarily— when, for example, they accepted the 
invitation without coercion or duress— and cases in which they  were, 
instead, pressured or threatened by someone  else, or when the only 
alternatives they faced  were clearly worse than what they chose. If 
we learn that determinism is true, that  will not render us suddenly 
unable to draw  these distinctions— not even the incompatibilist 
thinks so. Rather, the incompatibilist grants  these distinctions, but 
claims that, if determinism is true, then we have been misidentifying 
one side of them as instances of  human freedom. If determinism is true, 
the incompatibilist thinks, then, although we admittedly regularly 
afect our cups, forks, and dinner invitations in just the way we meant 
to, we do not  really control anything;  those  things are not  really up to 
us. And, the incompatibilist  will continue, if determinism is true, 
then, even if we are not coerced or threatened by some other person, 

false, we can conclude that we are not  free. And since moral responsibility requires 
freedom, we can conclude that we are not morally responsible.
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we are nonetheless forced to do what we do by the physical world—
we do not  really make choices, we are not  really  free.

We can begin to bring the compatibilist position into view by say-
ing that the compatibilist does not accept the incompatibilist’s 
“ really”— the compatibilist does not think the “ really” picks out any-
thing that could be real, so to speak. And so the compatibilist is content 
with the kind of freedom and control we already know we sometimes 
enjoy.4 (Again, this is not meant as a full explication of the compatibilist 
position. It is only the beginnings of a sketch, an attempt to bring 
at least the possibility of a compatibilist position into view. Strawson 
 will provide a more robust defense.)

Notice that compatibilism and incompatibilism are views about 
the compatibility of two claims: the claim that determinism is true and 
the claim that  humans enjoy  free  will. They are not views about the 
truth or falsity of  these claims. And so, strictly speaking, one could be 
 either a compatibilist or an incompatibilist while believing determin-
ism is  either true or false, and one could be  either a compatibilist or 
an incompatibilist while believing  humans  either do or do not have 
 free  will. In fact, strictly speaking, a compatibilist could believe any 
combination of  these. Only the incompatibilist  faces a restriction: the 
incompatibilist cannot believe both that determinism is true and that 
 humans enjoy  free  will— because, of course, as an incompatibilist, 
they believe  these are incompatible.

Notice that, therefore, incompatibilism about determinism and 
 human freedom comes in two va ri e ties: some incompatibilists 
believe that determinism is true and therefore  humans are not  free, 

4. Compatibilism comes in (at least) two very dif er ent va ri e ties. The more con-
ventional sort of compatibilist thinks what one would expect them to think, given the 
explanation above. The other sort, the Kantian, neo- Kantian, or “two standpoints” 
compatibilist, thinks that facts about the physical world and facts about  human action 
occupy dif er ent realms, “standpoints,” or conceptual schemes, and so cannot be 
brought into conflict with one another. Thus the two claims— that we are  free and 
that the world is deterministic— are, so to speak, so incompatible that they cannot 
even be made to contradict. And therefore they are compatible: both can be true. For 
this second sort of compatibilist, the incompatibilist’s “ really” does not make good 
sense  because the two kinds of facts cannot, so to speak, be brought into one frame.
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while  others believe that  humans are  free and therefore determinism 
is false.5 The first sort of incompatibilist is sometimes called a hard 
determinist, while the second sort is called a libertarian.6 The kind of 
freedom the libertarian thinks we enjoy is called libertarian freedom, 
or contra- causal freedom. This is the kind freedom that is incompatible 
with the truth of determinism; the kind we would enjoy if we  were 
“ really”  free.

Fi nally, notice that,  because libertarian freedom has been defined 
as the kind that is incompatible with the truth of determinism, the 
compatibilist is likely to think we do not enjoy that kind of freedom.7 
The compatibilist  will think our freedom can take a dif er ent form— a 
form that does not require the falsity of determinism. Thus  there is 
real danger of encountering, in this debate, what turns out to be a 
merely verbal dispute. If a compatibilist claims that we are  free and 
a hard determinist disagrees, they may simply be talking past one 
another: They may agree that we do not enjoy libertarian freedom, and 
they may also agree that we do enjoy what the compatibilist is content 
to call freedom. They may be disagreeing only about how to use the 
word “ free.”

Let us turn, now, to responsibility. In addition to the debate about 
the compatibility of determinism and  free  will,  there is a closely re-
lated debate about the compatibility of determinism and responsibil-
ity.  There are, again, both compatibilist and incompatibilist positions 
on this related question. The incompatibilist thinks that, if determin-
ism is true, then we are not responsible. The compatibilist thinks the 
truth of determinism has no implications for our responsibility.

Considering responsibility can transform what would other wise 
be a merely verbal dispute about freedom into a substantive debate. 
Typically, every one agrees that, if we are not  free, then we are not 

5.  There is a third possibility: agnosticism about both claims.
6. The libertarian about  human freedom is to be distinguished from the po liti cal 

libertarian. The two positions have some affinity, but no necessary connection.
7. I say “likely”  because, strictly speaking, the compatibilist could be agnostic on 

the question. They could think that, if determinism turns out to be false, then we 
could enjoy libertarian freedom while also maintaining that,  whether or not deter-
minism is true, we enjoy what they would call freedom.
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responsible.8 However, the incompatibilist  will think that responsibil-
ity requires libertarian freedom, and is therefore incompatible with 
determinism, while the compatibilist  will think some other kind of 
freedom is sufficient for responsibility. Thus, the verbal dispute  whether 
determinism is compatible with “freedom” may find substance as a 
debate about  whether determinism is compatible with responsibility.

The compatibilist position about responsibility may seem harder 
to hold. The compatibilist maintains that the freedom (or control, or 
self- determination) that we already know we sometimes enjoy is 
enough (not only to talk about “freedom,” but also) to ground 
responsibility— enough for praise and blame, reward and punish-
ment, guilt, indignation, and condemnation. The incompatibilist 
objects: if what ever immoral choices we make  were already deter-
mined, already in the cards, from sometime before we  were born, 
how could it be just, fair, or appropriate to blame, punish, or con-
demn us for them? It can certainly seem that, if determinism is true, 
then we are not  free in the way that is required for responsibility.

This is the debate that Strawson means to adjudicate. However, in 
 doing so, he imagines two somewhat more specific contenders. He 
imagines, first, an incompatibilist about both freedom and responsi-
bility who is what he calls a “pessimist”: Strawson’s pessimist is an 
incompatibilist who believes that determinism is most likely true. The 
pessimist thus is close to, though not quite, a hard determinist. In his 
other corner, Strawson imagines a very specific sort of compatibilist, 
whom he calls an “optimist.” I  will wrap up this primer by explaining 
the position of the optimist.

Strawson’s optimist is a consequentialist compatibilist. Consequential-
ism is a position in moral philosophy that claims that  whether an action 
is right or wrong, morally justified or unjustified, depends in some way 
on its consequences: wrong actions are  those with bad consequences.

Consequentialism, as a moral theory, encounters some serious 
counter- examples,  because, according to consequentialism, the ends 

8. The exception is the semi- compatibilist. Some semi- compatibilists are compati-
bilists about responsibility but not about freedom. The semi- compatibilist may sim-
ply remain agnostic about  whether we are  free.
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always justify the means. In fact, according to consequentialism, the 
ends (or, better, the consequences) are precisely what justify the means. 
But, according to ordinary moral intuitions, the ends do not always jus-
tify the means— according to ordinary moral intuition, sometimes you 
have to re spect certain  people’s rights, or keep your promise, or tell the 
truth, even though it  will result in a worse outcome than if you had not 
done so. Such cases pre sent themselves as counter- examples to conse-
quentialism. The consequentialist has strategies for addressing  these 
cases. Rather than consider  those strategies, I turn to the optimist.

The optimist is a consequentialist compatibilist— the optimist be-
lieves that,  whether or not determinism is true, our familiar practices 
of holding  others responsible are justified by their consequences. By 
“our familiar practices of holding  others responsible,” I mean such 
facts as, if you insult someone, they  will resent you for it; if you show 
someone especially good  will, they  will be grateful; if you betray 
someone, they may confront you about it and  others are likely to 
distrust you; if you steal from someone, you  will not only be expected 
to return what you took, but also be subject to criminal punishment. 
The optimist points out that  these practices serve impor tant social 
functions— they promote certain sorts of attitudes and be hav ior 
while disincentivizing other sorts.  Because we praise, blame, reward, 
and punish one another,  things go better. And thus, according to the 
optimist,  these practices are justified by their consequences— they 
are, as Strawson puts it, justified by their “efficacy . . .  in regulating 
be hav ior in socially desirable ways” (108).

Importantly,  because we already know that  these practices efec-
tively serve  these functions, the optimist is confident that,  whether 
or not determinism turns out to be true,  these practices  will be justi-
fied. As Strawson puts it in his opening pages, the optimist argues that 
“the facts as we know them supply an adequate basis for [our] 
concepts and practices,” even though  those facts do not show deter-
minism to be false.9

9. Strawson himself agrees with the general form of the optimist’s argument as 
he sketches it on page 108: Strawson’s own position is that “the facts as we know 
them” provide an adequate basis for our concepts and practices without showing 
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Before moving on, we should notice how diferently the optimist 
and the incompatibilist treat certain familiar facts about when we 
do and when we do not hold one another responsible. It is a familiar 
fact that we excuse  people if they  were innocently ignorant or if it was 
an accident or an unforeseeable consequence. Further, we do not 
hold young  children as responsible as adults, nor  those who have 
been drugged, nor  those sufering from serious  mental incapacities, 
and so on.

The incompatibilist typically looks at  these familiar facts about 
excuse and exemption and draws, from them, moral princi ples. That 
is, the incompatibilist typically takes  these facts as data, so to speak, 
from which to extract moral truths: the incompatibilist might con-
clude that a person cannot rightly be held morally responsible  unless 
they could have done other wise, or, perhaps,  unless what they did 
was in their control, or  unless it was up to them.10

Some such princi ple, supported in this way by familiar facts, in 
turn supports the incompatibilist’s incompatibilism: the incompati-
bilist points out that, if determinism is true, then no one could ever 
do other wise, or nothing was ever in our control, or nothing was ever 
up to us. Thus, if determinism is true, no one can rightly be held mor-
ally responsible.

In contrast, rather than taking the familiar facts as data from which 
to draw a moral princi ple, the optimist’s overarching moral theory 
about the justification of our practices predicts  these facts about ex-
cuse and exemption—it nicely predicts the bound aries between 
cases when we do and do not hold  people responsible.11  After all, 
blaming  people for what is unforeseeable or an accident  will not pro-
vide any useful disincentive for  future unforeseeable or accidental 

determinism false. However, Strawson points to a very dif er ent set of facts that 
we know.

10. The incompatibilist argues in what one might think of as a “bottom-up” way: 
They look at the cases as data, and then argue, up from the data, to a princi ple. The 
princi ple  will, so to speak, fit the curve of the data.

11. That is to say, the optimist can argue “top down,” from their theory about the 
nature of morality to the princi ples in light of which, based on that theory, we would 
expect to excuse or exempt.
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cases. Similarly, young  children are slowly developing their capacities 
for self- control, and so holding them responsible  will afect their 
 future be hav ior only within  those limits. Likewise for  those who suf-
fer from  mental illness. The optimist’s position thus nicely accounts 
for the contours of our familiar practices.

Recall, now, that the compatibilist and the hard determinist 
agree that responsibility requires “freedom” but disagree about 
how to use the word. We can now see how the optimist understands 
“freedom”: the optimist  will understand a person to be “ free” when-
ever the person is responsible. That is to say, for the optimist, if you 
are rightly held responsible, you thereby count as  free. As Strawson 
puts it, “what ‘freedom’ means  here is nothing but the absence of 
certain conditions the presence of which would make moral con-
demnation or punishment inappropriate” (108). Thus, the optimist 
maintains what we might think of as a “list view” of freedom: to 
act freely just is to be a reasonably capable adult acting without 
ignorance, accident, coercion, and so on. For the optimist, the con-
ditions that belong on the list are  those that show that holding you 
responsible for your be hav ior would be inefficacious—it would do 
no good.

Notice what this implies: for the optimist, so long as you can be 
efectively given incentives or disincentives for or against similar 
 future be hav ior, you are rightly held responsible— and therefore, ac-
cording to the optimist, you count as having acted freely. Of course, 
we already know that,  whether or not determinism is true, you can, 
in certain circumstances, efectively be given incentives and disincen-
tives. Thus, according to the optimist, we already know that both 
freedom and responsibility are compatible with the truth of 
determinism.

The pessimist finds the optimist’s picture shocking and appalling. 
Strawson is sympathetic—he, too, feels the shock and appall. How-
ever, he is not sympathetic to the pessimists’ concern about the truth 
of determinism. Strawson is, himself, a compatibilist, though of a 
very dif er ent sort than the optimist. Thus he hopes to adjudicate 
their debate.

At this point, the reader is, I hope, prepared to dive into Strawson’s 
difficult but fascinating text (which is reprinted in this volume, 
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xx p r i m e r

starting on page 107). With the scene set and the players’ positions 
before us, hopefully Strawson’s thought in the opening sections of his 
article  will now be available to the reader. The remainder of this 
volume examines the central portion of Strawson’s text, line by line, 
unearthing the assumptions that underwrite the underappreciated 
central argument of this enduring paper.
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Introduction

when p. f. strawson’s “Freedom and Resentment” first appeared, 
nearly sixty years ago, it forced a profound shift in the debate about 
 free  will and moral responsibility.1 For de cades since, it has inspired 
views on wide- ranging topics.2 Most of the ongoing attention has 
focused on Strawson’s fascinating and fecund notion of “reactive 
attitudes.” In contrast, the central argument of the paper has received 
relatively  little attention.3

The central argument claims that,  because determinism is an en-
tirely general thesis, true of every one at all times, its truth would not 
show that we are not, in fact, morally responsible. It is a startling 
claim. The neglect given to the argument for it would be surprising, 
if that argument  were not so difficult to discern.

1. Peter F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment,” Proceedings of the British Acad-
emy 48 (1962): 1–25. Page numbers refer to the reprint of the essay in this volume.

2. Recent titles on further- ranging topics include Stephen Darwall, The Second- 
Person Standpoint: Morality, Re spect, and Accountability (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2006) and Akeel Bilgrami, Self- Knowledge and Resentment (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006). Recent Strawson- inspired work on 
 free  will and moral responsibility is legion.

3. Some attention has been given to the argument in the (considerable) time this 
book has been in preparation. See, e.g., the papers collected in David Shoemaker and 
Neal Tognazzini, eds., Freedom and Resentment at 50, Oxford Studies in Agency and 
Responsibility, vol. 2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015).
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When the argument is considered, it is often interpreted as relying 
on a thought about our psychological capacities: we are simply not 
capable of abandoning the reactive attitudes, across the board, in 
something like the way we are simply not capable of remembering 
every thing we are told. We do not have the right equipment. Given 
our psychological limitations, we are stuck treating one another as if 
we are morally responsible—we are incapable of  doing other wise. 
Therefore, according to this interpretation, we should rest content in 
the thought that we are morally responsible— asking  whether we 
 ought to treat one another diferently is useless. I  will call this “the 
 simple Humean interpretation” and the thought on which it relies 
“the  simple Humean thought.”

A dif er ent line interprets Strawson as relying on something like a 
conceptual point: you can neither support nor call into question the 
 whole of a practice using notions that are, themselves, constituted by 
that practice. Thus, you cannot ask  whether our moral practices, 
taken as a  whole, are, themselves, morally just, right, appropriate, or 
fair.  Doing so would be like asking  whether the game of baseball is, 
itself, “fair” or “foul” in the sense of  those words established by the 
game— “fair” or “foul,” in that sense, can be rightly asked of batted 
balls or of territory in the baseball field, but the question cannot be 
sensibly asked of the game itself, taken as a  whole. On this second 
interpretation, Strawson accuses his opponent of a sophisticated kind 
of confusion. I  will call this “the broadly Wittgensteinian interpreta-
tion” and the thought on which it relies “the broadly Wittgensteinian 
thought.”

Both the  simple Humean thought and the broadly Wittgenstei-
nian thought can be found in Strawson’s paper, and he makes use of 
each. But neither interpretation would lead you to expect what you 
 will find, looking at the central text: Strawson twice accuses his op-
ponent of being caught in some kind of contradiction. So neither 
interpretation, on its own, is correct.

By providing a close reading of the central text, I  will do my best 
to articulate Strawson’s more in ter est ing, and more power ful, argu-
ment. The argument depends on an under lying picture of the nature 
of moral demands and moral relationships— a picture that has gone 
largely unnoticed, that is naturalistic without being reductionistic, 
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and that is worthy of careful consideration. Having drawn out this 
under lying metaethical picture, I  will begin to subject it to some 
philosophical scrutiny. I hope to show that it can withstand the objec-
tions that are both the most obvious and the most serious, leaving it 
a worthy contender.
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1

Strawson’s Strategy

let us begin at the article’s beginning. Strawson’s stated aim is to 
adjudicate and reconcile the debate between a gloomy incompatibil-
ist about moral responsibility and determinism, whom he calls “the 
pessimist,” and a consequentialist compatibilist, whom he calls “the 
optimist.”

The optimist argues that our practices of holding one another 
responsible are justified by their good consequences,  whether or not 
determinism is true. By engaging in  these practices, we secure impor-
tant social goods (we reinforce prosocial be hav ior, disincentivize 
antisocial be hav ior, and so build a well- functioning society).1

The pessimist finds this attempted justification appalling. If we 
justify our practices of blaming and punishing by appeal to their good 
consequences, the question of  whether someone deserves blame or 
punishment becomes the question of  whether blaming and punish-
ing in such circumstances (generally) leads to good outcomes. But 
this, the pessimist thinks, is just to ignore the question of  whether 
anyone  really deserves blame or punishment— whether anyone is 
in fact responsible for his or her be hav ior. And the pessimist is 

1. The position was more popu lar at the time Strawson was writing. See, e.g., 
P. H. Nowell- Smith, “Freewill and Moral Responsibility,” Mind 57, no. 225 (1948): 
45–61 and J. J. C. Smart, “ Free  Will, Praise, and Blame,” Mind 70, no. 279 (1961): 
291–306.

125-84709_Hieronymi_Morals_5P.indd   5 3/6/20   11:17 AM
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6 c h a p t e r  1

pessimistic  because he thinks not only that, if determinism is true, 
then no one is responsible, but also that determinism is very likely 
true.2

Strawson means to adjudicate the dispute. He sees merit in each 
position. He agrees with the pessimist that the optimist’s position 
distorts our notions of moral blame and guilt beyond recognition. 
But, with the optimist, Strawson does not think that preserving  these 
notions requires the falsity of determinism.

In fact, Strawson thinks that, by appealing to determinism, the 
pessimist is making something like the same error the optimist makes 
by appealing to consequences: they each assume that our practices 
of holding one another responsible require a justification that  those 
practices do not require. As Strawson puts it, the framework consti-
tuted by our practices “neither calls for, nor permits, an external ‘ra-
tional’ justification” (131).

We can already see that, broadly speaking, Strawson would like to 
adjudicate the dispute by convincing each side to stop talking one 
step  earlier, so to speak: he would like the optimist to stop talking 
about consequences and he would like the pessimist to stop talking 
about determinism. He would like them both to stop talking—to 
stop attempting to justify our practices of holding one another 
responsible— and instead rest content with what he calls “the facts as 
we know them” (108). But it is difficult to see how or why one can 
legitimately rest content right  there. It is hard to see why further jus-
tification is not required.

By understanding the central argument of the text, we  will eventu-
ally come to see why Strawson thinks we can stop talking. Again, the 
central argument reaches the conclusion that,  because determinism 
is a general thesis— true of every thing—it  will not show our prac-
tices of holding  others responsible unjustified.

2. The pessimist is not the libertarian (the incompatibilist who thinks that, 
 because we are  free, determinism must be false), but nearer, in con temporary terms, 
to the “hard determinist.”
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Strawson’s Picture of Responsibility
Strawson’s central argument depends on a par tic u lar picture of what 
it is to be responsible.

To paint his picture, Strawson first draws our attention to how very 
much we care about how other  people think of us, or, as he puts it,

the very  great importance that we attach to the attitudes and inten-
tions  towards us of other  human beings, and the  great extent to 
which our personal feelings and reactions depend upon, or involve, 
our beliefs about  those attitudes and intentions. (111)

To illustrate, he points out,

If someone treads on my hand accidentally, while trying to help 
me, the pain may be no less acute than if he treads on it in con-
temptuous disregard for my existence, or with a malevolent wish 
to injure me. But I  shall generally feel in the second case a kind and 
degree of resentment I  shall not feel in the first. (112)

Even if the physical pain is the same in both cases, we care about the 
motive, or the quality of  will, that led to that pain. Justice Holmes 
makes a similar point when he notes, “Even a dog distinguishes be-
tween being stumbled over and being kicked.”3 Perhaps (though only 
perhaps) the dog simply registers  whether a fight- or- flight response 
is needed. In contrast, we care about how we stand in the other’s 
world.

Strawson next identifies a class of attitudes, which he calls the “re-
active” attitudes, such as resentment or gratitude, which we adopt in 
response to “the quality of  others’  wills  towards us, as manifested in 
their be hav ior” (121).  These stand in contrast with “objective” atti-
tudes: responses such as frustration or relief, which we might have to 
events and states of afairs we believe  were not willed by anyone. So, 
while we might be frustrated when our plans are thwarted by a 
downed tree, we do not resent the tree for lying  there (or, if we do, 

3. Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., “Early Forms of Liability,” Lecture I from The Com-
mon Law (1909).
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we recognize this as a  mistake). If an unsteady board bears your 
weight in a time of need, you feel relieved, not grateful. Though you 
may be disappointed when the strap on your old, reliable bag breaks, 
you do not feel betrayed. If, on the other hand, you believe that the 
tree was downed, the board supported, or the strap broken by some-
one, on purpose, with you in mind, then you might resent, feel grate-
ful, or feel betrayed. Resentment, gratitude, and feelings of betrayal 
are reactive attitudes. When contrasted with  these, frustration, relief, 
and disappointment are objective attitudes.4

In addition to  these “personal” reactive attitudes, Strawson notes 
their “impersonal” or “vicarious” analogues. The impersonal reactive 
attitudes are  those we adopt in response to our perception of the 
quality of another person’s  will  toward  others. They include indigna-
tion (an analogue of resentment) and moral admiration (an analogue 
of gratitude). Attitudes such as guilt and remorse Strawson identifies 
as self- directed reactive attitudes— those we have in response to our 
perception of the quality of our own  will  toward  others.

In general, then, a reactive attitude is x’s reaction to x’s perception 
of or beliefs about the quality of y’s  will  toward z. In the impersonal 
reactive attitudes, x, y, and z are dif er ent persons. In the case of the 
personal reactive attitudes, the same person stands in for x and z. In 
the case of self- directed reactive attitudes, the same person stands in 
for x and y.

4. Strawson does not introduce the reactive attitudes in this way. In fact, he only 
rarely talks of “objective attitudes,” in the plural, and he does not consider responses 
to inanimate objects or unwilled events. Instead, he usually talks about adopting “the 
objective attitude” or “an objective attitude”  toward a person or  toward their actions. 
I think the contrast I have drawn is helpful in locating what Strawson has in mind, 
but it is worth keeping in mind that it goes beyond Strawson’s text. I am grateful to 
an anonymous reviewer for calling attention to the diference.

Strawson lists anger as a reactive attitude. I suspect he has in mind what we might 
call being “angry with” in contrast to being “angry that.” Similarly, he says you cannot 
“reason with” someone  toward whom you have  adopted an objective attitude. I sus-
pect he has in mind a kind of “reasoning with” that requires the other to be “reason-
able,” in the sense of open to and considerate of the interests of  others. (He allows 
that you can both “talk” and “negotiate.”)
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S t r aw s o n ’s  S t r a t e g y  9

It is crucial for Strawson’s argument that the reactive attitudes are 
modified or suspended in cases of two distinct kinds.  There has been 
much ink spilled interpreting this distinction.  Here is how I believe 
it should be understood:

In the first kind of case, we learn we  were mistaken about the qual-
ity of the  will in question, and therefore our reactive attitude— our 
reaction to our perception of or our beliefs about the quality of that 
 will— must change. We learn, for example, that the actor was inno-
cently ignorant, or that it was an accident, and so we see that they 
 really meant no harm. They only appeared to. Or, now that we know 
the person was threatened with their life, we can see that their choice 
showed no disrespect. Or, now that we know that the person was in 
fact pushed, or that this par tic u lar bit of be hav ior was just a reflexive 
movement, we can see that the movement displayed no  will at all. As 
an imperfect slogan, we could say  these are cases in which we learn 
that “the  will was not ill.”5

5. Notice that Strawson includes, in his first category, “he was pushed.” I believe 
he would include other cases in which we learn that no  will was at work: reflex move-
ments, epileptic fits, or having your body used like a puppet.

It  will seem to some readers that such cases belong in the second category (it 
once seemed that way to me). It  will seem so  because it is tempting to think of this 
first category as cases in which the person is responsible for their action or attitude 
and yet showed no ill  will, while thinking of the second category as cases in which 
the person is not responsible. Since reflexes, epileptic fits, and being used like a pup-
pet are cases in which you are not responsible, it can seem they should go into the 
second category.

However, at this stage of the argument, relying on intuitions about who is respon-
sible would be illicit. Strawson is trying to understand who is responsible by consid-
ering ways in which we suspend or modify the reactive attitudes. His first category 
are cases in which we suspend or modify the reactive attitudes due to error about the 
quality of the  will— including error about  whether any  will was operative at all. If 
 there was no  will at work (if he was pushed or used like a puppet), it is still true that 
we  were in error about its quality—in our slogan, that  will was not ill. Yet (looking 
ahead to the second category), that  will, the  will of that person in  those circum-
stances, might still  matter in the usual way. Such cases belong in the first category. 
Thanks to Sarah Buss for pressing for clarification.
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Importantly, the information we receive in this first kind of case, 
while prompting us to revise our reactive attitudes, does nothing to 
suggest that the person in question is not an apt target of such atti-
tudes. The quality of that person’s  will continues to  matter to us in the 
usual way; we  were simply mistaken about which quality (if any) was 
manifest, in the case at hand.

Not so, for the second sort of case. In  these cases, rather than come 
to see that we  were mistaken about the quality of this  will, we come 
to see that it would be a  mistake to react to this  will, in  these circum-
stances, in the usual way, regardless of its quality. This  will, in  these 
circumstances, does not call for the usual sort of reactions. It may be 
that the person  really did mean harm, or know what he was  doing. It 
was not an accident. We  were in fact shown disregard or malice. 
Nonetheless, when we come to learn, for example, that the person in 
question was  under extreme strain, or is mentally ill, or is a very 
young child, we do not react as we other wise would. As an imperfect 
slogan, we could say  these are cases in which “the ill  will does not 
 matter in the usual way.” Rather than react with the corresponding 
reactive attitude, we shift to more objective attitudes—we adopt 
what Strawson calls “the objective attitude.”

Strawson notes that this second type of case comes in two sub- 
varieties. Sometimes we discount the importance of someone’s  will 
temporarily, due to extreme or unusual circumstances, saying, for 
example, “he  wasn’t himself.” At other times, the discounting is due 
to some more enduring condition that renders the person incapaci-
tated for tolerably ordinary adult interpersonal relationship, such as 
disease or immaturity.

Having sketched  these two sub- varieties of the second sort of case, 
Strawson says, “But  there is something curious to add to this.” He 
then makes what  will be a very impor tant observation: we sometimes 
shift from the reactive to the more objective attitude even in cases in 
which the  will in question is neither immature, diseased, nor in ex-
treme or unusual circumstances. He says,

The objective attitude is not only something we naturally tend to 
fall into in cases [of] abnormalities or immaturity. It is also some-
thing which is available as a resource in other cases, too . . .  we can 
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sometimes look with something like the same [objective] eye on 
the be hav ior of the normal and mature. We have this resource 
and can sometimes use it—as a refuge, say, from the strains of 
involvement; or as an aid to policy; or simply out of intellectual 
curiosity. (116)

This “use” of this “resource” should, I think, be familiar. Sometimes 
the “strains of involvement”— the emotional efort and expense of 
engaging with, say, a par tic u lar coworker or  family member— seems 
too much. We want to disengage. Sometimes we can— sometimes we 
can relate to a person simply as an “issue,” a “prob lem” to deal with 
(as in, “Oh, him— he’s another issue altogether”). Alternatively, we 
might similarly disengage, not  because the person is too much, but 
rather  because we, ourselves, are exhausted or  under  great strain. 
Similarly, when we are thinking through what policies to adopt, or 
playing the role of therapist, we can step away from what would 
other wise be our natu ral reaction to outrageous or ofensive be hav ior 
and instead adopt a more objective attitude.

I argue, below, that this available “resource” plays a central role in 
Strawson’s central argument. It provides a third sub- variety of case in 
which ill  will does not  matter to us in the usual way— a third sub- 
variety of case in which we suspend the reactive attitudes and shift to 
a more objective mode.

Strawson seems reluctant, though, simply to class this third sub- 
variety with the other two; he instead sets it apart as something “curi-
ous.” It seems he is thinking that, while we “naturally tend to fall into” 
the objective attitude in the first two sub- varieties of cases, our natu-
ral tendency to do this in  those cases becomes, for us, a capacity we 
can make use of— a “resource” we can employ—in other cases, for a 
variety of reasons, more or less at  will.

Having thus surveyed the ways in which the reactive attitudes are 
modified or suspended, Strawson notes a connection between reac-
tive attitudes, on the one hand, and an expectation of and demand 
for goodwill or regard, on the other. He says,

The personal reactive attitudes rest on, and reflect, an expectation 
of, and demand for, the manifestation of a certain degree of good-
will or regard on the part of other  human beings  towards 
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ourselves; or at least on the expectation of, and demand for, an 
absence of the manifestation of active ill  will or indiferent disre-
gard. (122)

Likewise,

The generalized or vicarious analogues of the personal reactive 
attitudes rest on, and reflect, exactly the same expectation or de-
mand in a generalized form; they rest on, or reflect, that is, the 
demand for the manifestation of a reasonable degree of good  will 
or regard, on the part of  others, not simply  towards oneself, but 
 towards all  those on behalf of whom indignation may be felt; i.e., 
as we now think,  towards all men. (122)

 These expectations of and demands for regard are, broadly speaking, 
moral expectations and demands.

Strikingly, Strawson  later claims that “the making of the demand 
is the proneness to such attitudes” (129, emphasis original).

Given this striking identification, notice that, when we shift to a 
more objective mode (when “the ill  will does not  matter”), with 
 children, for example, or with  those sufering from dementia, we no 
longer stand ready to respond with reactive attitudes—we are no lon-
ger prone to such attitudes. Thus, given the identification, we also, 
thereby, cease to make the associated demands. By shifting to an 
objective attitude, we lift the corresponding demands. Accordingly, 
cases of the second kind are often referred to as cases of “exemption”: 
in  these cases, the person is exempted from the usual demands.

In contrast, in cases of the first kind (when “the  will was not ill”), 
in which we simply come to see that we  were mistaken about the 
quality of the  will, the new information prompts us to modify our 
attitude “without inhibiting, or displacing, the sort of demand of 
which [the attitude] can be said to be an expression” (123, emphasis 
original). The demands stay in place.  These are often referred to as 
cases of “excuse.”6

6. We saw, above and in the previous note, that Strawson includes, in his first 
category, cases in which I learn that I was mistaken about the quality of your  will 
 because I was mistaken about  whether your  will was active at all (you  were 
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Hereafter I  will use the labels “excuse” and “exemption” to refer to 
Strawson’s two types of case.7

Turning, now, to responsibility: Strawson identifies  those who are 
rightly subject to the general demand to show good  will as  those who 
are morally responsible. Since revisions of the first kind (excuses, in 
which we  were mistaken about the quality of  will) do not displace the 
demand,

considerations of this group have no tendency to make us see the 
agent as other than a morally responsible agent; they simply make 
us see the injury as one for which he was not morally responsible. 
The oferings and ac cep tance of such exculpatory pleas as are  here 
in question in no way detracts in our eyes from the agent’s status 
as a term in moral relationships. On the contrary, since  things go 

pushed, or your body was used like a weight). He should do so:  these are not cases 
in which the quality of your  will no longer  matters to me. However,  doing so may 
seem to generate a strange consequence: one might note that we would suspend 
or revise our reactive attitude in just the same way if we learned that what we 
thought was the action of a person was in fact just the movement of an inanimate 
object, perhaps a mannequin blown by the wind. By using the label “excuse” for 
Strawson’s first category, it seems we are claiming that we sometimes excuse 
mannequins.

The prob lem is in our label, not Strawson’s theory (he does not use the label). 
( There  will be similar difficulty with the label “exemption,” as we  will see.) Though 
“excuse” is a con ve nient label, we should remember that it is currently just that— a 
technical term, one that would allow us to “excuse” even mannequins. Thanks to 
Sarah Buss for raising  these issues.

7.  There is some delicacy about  whether use of the resource should be counted 
as an exemption, i.e., as a case in which the expectations and demands are no longer 
in place. On the one hand, if the making of the demand is the proneness to the atti-
tude, then one might think that, by using our resource, by stepping away from the 
attitudes, we are also abandoning our expectation and demand. On the other hand, 
one might think that, when using our resource, we are still prone to the reactive at-
titudes; we are simply choosing to step away from them temporarily. Thus the de-
mand stays in place; we simply ignore or discount its violation. We  will return to this 
issue. See chapter 2, footnote 15; chapter 5, footnotes 15, 17, and 35.
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wrong and situations are complicated, it is an essential part of the 
life of such relationships. (124)

In contrast, in cases of the second sort (exemptions), in which we 
suspend the reactive attitudes, we cease to regard the person as 
responsible:

He is not seen as one on whom the demands and expectations lie 
in that par tic u lar way that we think of them as lying when we speak 
of moral obligation; he is not, to that extent, seen as a morally re-
sponsible agent, as a term of moral relationships, as a member of 
the moral community. (124)

The person is exempted from responsibility altogether.8

We are now ready to piece together Strawson’s picture of what it is to 
be morally responsible. According to Strawson, to be morally respon-
sible is to be a term in moral relationships. (I believe he is thinking of 
relations on analogy with “to the left of,” so that, if a is to the left of b, 
a and b are terms in that relation, which might be written in logical 
notation as L(a,b).) To be a term in such relationships is, at least in 
part, to be the apt target of certain demands for goodwill. To make 
such a demand of another is to be prone to respond to the quality of 
that person’s  will with reactive attitudes. So, to be morally responsible 
is to be such that  others are rightly prone to  these attitudes, in re-
sponse to the quality of your  will. We might say that, for Strawson, to 
be responsible is to be such that the quality of your  will  matters to 
 others in this distinctive way.

8. We might think  there is room for a third sort of change in the demands and 
expectations: might we not, in light of new information, modify the demands— ease 
them, or recalibrate them— rather than lift them entirely? That is, might we not be 
correct about the quality of  will, but change our mind about  whether or to what 
degree a  will of that quality, in  these circumstances, violates or disappoints reason-
able expectations or demands? In such a case, we would shift, rather than lift, the 
demands, and recalibrate, rather than suspend, the reactive attitudes.

It would have been helpful if Strawson had explic itly addressed this third possi-
bility. We  will consider such a case below.
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This picture of what it is to be responsible— Strawson’s sense of 
the subject  matter— provides much of his contribution to this topic. 
However, it has not generally been noticed that the picture Strawson 
paints is not merely a masterly detail of a certain fascinating range of 
our psy chol ogy. It is not even just a picture of what it is to be respon-
sible. He is, rather, sketching what we might call a metaphysics of 
morals: an under lying picture of the nature of moral and interper-
sonal demands and requirements— one he paints by observing our 
 actual practices, in his style of “descriptive metaphysics.”9 This 
under lying metaethical picture is crucial for Strawson’s argument— 
and in ter est ing in its own right. It  will emerge more fully as we work 
to understand his text.

We turn, now, to his central argument.

The Central, and Seemingly Facile, Argument
To introduce his argument, Strawson first poses what he takes to be 
the question at hand:

What efect would, or should, the ac cep tance of the truth of a gen-
eral thesis of determinism have upon  these reactive attitudes? 
More specifically, would, or should, the ac cep tance of the truth of 
the thesis lead to the decay or the repudiation of all such attitudes? 
(117)

He then immediately considers an objection raised in response to 
the cavalier way in which he has treated the thesis of determinism: 
“But how can I answer, or even pose, this question, without knowing 
exactly what the thesis of determinism is?” In response, he announces 
his argumentative strategy:

 There is one  thing we do know: that if  there is a coherent thesis of 
determinism, then  there must be a sense of “determined” such 
that, if that thesis is true, then all be hav ior what ever is determined 
in that sense. Remembering this, we can consider at least what 

9. See Peter F. Strawson, Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics (London: 
Routledge, 1959).
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possibilities lie formally open; and then perhaps we  shall see that 
the question can be answered without knowing exactly what the 
thesis of determinism is. We can consider what possibilities lie 
open  because we have already before us an account of the ways in 
which par tic u lar reactive attitudes . . .  may be, and, sometimes, we 
judge, should be, inhibited. (117)

Strawson means to use the fact that determinism is a general thesis, 
true of every one at all times, together with the account he has given 
of the ways in which the reactive attitudes are and should be modified 
or suspended, to reach the conclusion that ac cep tance of the truth of 
determinism neither would nor should lead to the decay or repudia-
tion of the reactive attitudes.

It is surprising to think Strawson can draw this very strong conclu-
sion from  those meager resources. If it works, it is a power ful 
argument.

Embarking on his task, Strawson first considers the first sort of revi-
sion, in which we learn that we  were mistaken about the quality of 
 will and so revise which, if any, attitude we hold in response to that 
 will— while continuing to relate to the person in the usual way. He 
notes that the decay or repudiation of all reactive attitudes could not 
be a revision of this sort: if we lost or repudiated all the reactive atti-
tudes, we would no longer relate to anyone in the usual way.

He makes a second point: We make this first sort of revision when 
we see we  were mistaken about the quality of the other’s  will. There-
fore, to excuse every one in this way would be to come to see we had 
been mistaken to think that anyone ever meant any harm, or showed 
any disrespect, or. . . .   As Strawson puts it, to excuse every one in this 
way would be “not a consequence of the reign of universal determin-
ism, but of the reign of universal goodwill” (117).

Thus, the first sort of revision (in which we come to see that “the 
 will was not ill”) is not fit for general application.

Strawson then turns to consider the second sort of revision. In the 
terms of our slogan, Strawson considers  whether, given the truth of 
determinism, ill  will would or should cease to  matter to us in the 
usual way. In his own terms, he considers  whether we would or 
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should come to view every one objectively, regardless of the quality 
of anyone’s  will. He argues we neither would nor should.

Strawson’s argument to this conclusion is unexpected, extremely 
short, and typically overlooked. I believe it contains his main point. 
He says,

Next, I remarked that the participant attitude, and personal reac-
tive attitudes in general, tend to give place, and, it is judged by the 
civilized, should give place, to objective attitudes, just insofar as 
the agent is seen as excluded from ordinary adult  human relation-
ships by deep- rooted psychological abnormality—or simply by 
being a child. But, it cannot be a consequence of any thesis which 
is not itself self- contradictory that abnormality is the universal 
condition. (118)

Strawson immediately follows by saying, “Now this dismissal might 
seem altogether too facile; and so, in a sense, it is.” Strawson’s quick 
follow-up tempts many to dismiss his dismissal. But we need to pause 
and take seriously Strawson’s thought. We need to understand both 
why Strawson would put forward this argument at all and why he 
thinks it is facile only “in a sense.”

Notice that Strawson’s seemingly facile argument starts with a 
claim— a very strong, questionable claim— about the reason why we 
exempt, why we do and should suspend the reactive attitudes: we do 
and should “just insofar as [that is, if, only if, and to the extent that] the 
agent is seen as excluded from ordinary adult  human relationships.”10 
Strawson claims that we exempt  people from  these attitudes just in case 
we believe they are (as he  later puts it) “incapacitated” for ordinary adult 
interpersonal relationships. And, from this single premise, he immedi-
ately concludes that his opponent is committed to a contradiction.

The conclusion follows immediately, if we interpret Strawson’s “ordi-
nary” as “statistically ordinary.” On this interpretation, Strawson’s first 

10. Throughout, Strawson is noncommittal about  whether “the reason why” is, 
as it is sometimes put, “explanatory” or “normative.” Note the constant disjunction, 
“would or should.” I  will try to remain equally noncommittal. Note, too, the “insofar 
as”: Strawson seems to have in mind degrees. See his  later comments about  children.
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premise claims that we do and should suspend the reactive attitudes just 
insofar as we believe the agent is excluded from statistically ordinary 
adult relationships.11 Strawson’s opponent thinks that a general thesis— 
something true of every one— will give us reason to suspend the reactive 
attitudes. So, by Strawson’s first premise, the opponent must think this 
general thesis  will give us reason to believe that every one is excluded 
from what is statistically ordinary— that every one is abnormal. But that 
is a contradiction. And, any thesis which implies a contradiction must 
itself be contradictory, not a “coherent thesis” (117).

Thus, from his initial premise, Strawson is ready to conclude, 
straightaway, that nothing true of every one could give us reason to 
suspend the reactive attitudes and adopt the objective ones. This is, 
I believe, Strawson’s core idea— though the argument must be 
amended, for reasons that  will emerge.

The opponent  will find Strawson’s initial premise baffling. Why 
should  whether someone is or should be exempted from the reactive 
attitudes and associated demands depend on  whether that person is 
ordinary, statistically speaking? Strawson owes an explanation.

But Strawson does not addresses the opponent’s bafflement. In-
stead, he sees an entirely dif er ent prob lem with his argument. He 
had allowed,  earlier, for three sub- varieties of cases in which we sus-
pend the reactive attitudes and adopt a more objective stance, but his 
argument addresses only one of them, the second sub- variety (in 
which a person is seen as excluded from ordinary relationships due 
to disease or immaturity). And so this initial argument is, in at least 
this way, facile: the initial premise is false, by Strawson’s own admis-
sion. It is not the case that we adopt the objective attitudes just insofar 
as we judge a person to be incapacitated for ordinary adult relation-
ships. We need to examine the other sub- varieties.

We can quickly dispense with the first sub- variety (Strawson 
claimed we could dispense with it as he introduced it).  These  were 

11. This interpretation of “ordinary” meets much re sis tance. I do not see how to 
make sense of the passage without it. Once we make this interpretive move, the rest 
of the paper follows.
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cases in which the reactive attitudes are inhibited temporarily, due to 
extreme or unusual circumstances (“he is  under  great strain,” “he 
 wasn’t himself ”). But, just as it cannot be case that every one is abnor-
mal, so it cannot be the case that every one is always in an unusual or 
extreme circumstance (nor that no one is ever themselves).

It is the third sub- variety that trou bles Strawson, the use of the 
resource. He acknowledged that sometimes, to avoid “the strains of 
involvement,” or even just out of intellectual curiosity, we “look with 
something like the same [objective] eye on the be hav ior of the nor-
mal and mature” (116). Sometimes we use our resource for reasons 
that have nothing to do with  whether the person is in extreme or 
unusual circumstances or is capable of tolerably ordinary adult inter-
personal relationships. Thus, Strawson has not yet ruled out the pos-
sibility that the truth of determinism provides a reason to treat every-
one in the way in which we now treat the abnormal— because the 
truth of determinism might somehow give us reason to employ our 
resource at all times.

Strawson, in fact, says as much. Immediately  after giving the seem-
ingly facile argument, he says,

Now this dismissal might seem altogether too facile; and so, in a 
sense, it is. But what ever is too quickly dismissed in this dismissal 
is allowed for in the only pos si ble form of affirmative answer that 
remains. We can sometimes, and in part, I have remarked, look on 
the normal ( those we rate as “normal”) in the objective way in 
which we have learned to look on certain classified cases of abnor-
mality. [Strawson  here refers to our “resource.”] And our question 
reduces to this: could, or should, the ac cep tance of the determinist 
thesis lead us always to look on every one exclusively in this way? 
[That is, could, or should, ac cep tance of the deterministic thesis 
lead us to always employ this resource?] For this is the only condi-
tion worth considering  under which the ac cep tance of determin-
ism could lead to the decay or repudiation of participant reactive 
attitudes [as the rest can be shown incoherent]. (118)

Once one considers the possibility that Strawson is, in this passage, 
addressing the worry that we might have reason to use our resource, 
I believe the interpretation becomes irresistible.
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Nonetheless,  those who remain doubtful can consider the first 
several paragraphs of the article’s sixth section.  There Strawson revis-
its the initial dispute between the optimist and the pessimist. He 
highlights the fact that the optimist represents our practices “as in-
struments of policy, as methods of individual treatment and social 
control” (128). By so representing them, the optimist has suggested 
(both to Strawson and to the pessimist) that we adopt an objective 
attitude  toward one another, even as we continue to do certain  things— 
 impose sanctions, create incentives— that the optimist  will incor-
rectly call “holding responsible.”12 Strawson explic itly connects this 
pragmatic, policy- minded aspect of the optimist’s position to the use 
of the resource:

I have remarked that it is pos si ble to cultivate an exclusive objec-
tivity of attitude in some cases, and for some reasons, where 
the object of that attitude is not set aside from the developed 
inter- personal attitudes by immaturity or abnormality. And the 
suggestion which seems to be contained in the optimist’s ac-
count is that such an attitude should be universally  adopted to 
all ofenders. . . .  [And the pessimist thinks] if to all ofenders 
than to all mankind. (128–29)

The optimist’s pragmatic justification would have us adopt an objec-
tive attitude  toward the normal in ordinary circumstances— but that 
would be, in Strawson’s terms, using our resource at all times. Straw-
son needs to address this possibility.13

Moving forward, then, we should note the remaining questions, both 
for us and for Strawson. The most pressing question for us is this: why 
does Strawson think that  whether we would or should exempt de-
pends on what is ordinary, statistically speaking? Why should statistics 

12. This results in “conceptual shock” to both the pessimist and Strawson.
13. For further support, see Strawson’s much  later Skepticism and Naturalism, 

where the resource is that which makes doubt about moral responsibility especially 
pressing. See Skepticism and Naturalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1985), 33–35, 40.
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 matter? Meanwhile, the remaining question, for Strawson, is very dif-
fer ent. He is asking  whether the truth of determinism could, would, 
or should lead us to exercise the resource available to us and react to 
the normal in the way we characteristically react to the outliers.

We  will, in the next chapter, consider Strawson’s answer to his own 
question, and, in so  doing, start to answer our question.
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The Resource and  
the Role of Statistics

the previous chapter presented what I take to be Strawson’s 
central idea. He sees cases of exemption— cases in which we suspend 
our reactive attitudes, shift to objective attitudes, and thereby lift the 
usual moral and interpersonal demands and expectations—as outlier 
cases. He is therefore tempted to conclude, immediately, that no gen-
eral thesis could be a reason to exempt— because it could not be the 
case that we are all outliers.

However, Strawson is not completely satisfied with this argu-
ment,  because he had  earlier noted what he calls our “resource”: we 
can and sometimes do suspend the reactive attitudes even in cases 
in which both the person and the circumstances are tolerably nor-
mal. Thus Strawson believes that he needs to address the question 
of  whether we could, would, or should, in light of the truth of deter-
minism, use our resource all the time (in fact, he and the pessimist 
take the optimist to suggest that we do so,  whether or not determin-
ism is true).

Meanwhile, the reader, I assume,  will be baffled by Strawson’s ap-
peal to statistical normalcy (so baffled, in fact, that this interpretation 
of Strawson has not been previously considered).

In this chapter, we  will consider Strawson’s treatment of what he 
sees as the remaining question, and, in so  doing, we  will start to ad-
dress the reader’s bafflement.
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 Here, again, is the text in which Strawson first makes his seemingly 
facile (but, I claim, core) argument and then raises his worry about it:

Next, I remarked that the participant attitude, and personal reac-
tive attitudes in general, tend to give place, and, it is judged by the 
civilized, should give place, to objective attitudes, just insofar as 
the agent is seen as excluded from ordinary adult  human relation-
ships by deep- rooted psychological abnormality—or simply by 
being a child. But, it cannot be a consequence of any thesis which 
is not itself self- contradictory that abnormality is the universal 
condition.

Now this dismissal might seem altogether too facile; and so, in a 
sense, it is. But what ever is too quickly dismissed in this dismissal 
is allowed for in the only pos si ble form of affirmative answer that 
remains. We can sometimes, and in part, I have remarked, look 
on the normal ( those we rate as “normal”) in the objective way in 
which we have learned to look on certain classified cases of ab-
normality. [Strawson  here refers to our “resource.”] And our 
question reduces to this: could, or should, the ac cep tance of the 
determinist thesis lead us always to look on every one exclusively 
in this way? [That is, could, or should, ac cep tance of the deter-
ministic thesis lead us to always employ this resource?] For this 
is the only condition worth considering  under which the ac cep-
tance of determinism could lead to the decay or repudiation of 
participant reactive attitudes [as the rest can be shown incoher-
ent]. (118)

Immediately  after posing this remaining question, Strawson gives 
a complicated answer to its first two parts.  Here is the text (which 
immediately follows the text above):

It does not seem to be self- contradictory to suppose that this 
might happen. So I suppose we must say that it is not absolutely 
inconceivable that it should happen. But I am strongly inclined to 
think that it is, for us as we are, practically inconceivable. The 
 human commitment to participation in ordinary inter- personal 
relationships is, I think, too thoroughgoing and deeply rooted for 
us to take seriously the thought that a general theoretical 
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conviction might so change our world that, in it,  there  were no 
longer any such  things as inter- personal relationships as we nor-
mally understand them; and being involved in inter- personal rela-
tionships as we normally understand them precisely is being ex-
posed to the range of reactive attitudes and feelings that is in 
question. (118)

Strawson first admits, “It does not seem to be self- contradictory” to 
suppose we would use our resource at all times. That is, he cannot 
make the same statistical argument, in this case, that he could for the 
other cases. Therefore he grudgingly admits that it is not “absolutely 
inconceivable.” But abandoning the reactive attitudes, across the 
board, would entail eliminating interpersonal relationships as we nor-
mally understand them. And that, he thinks, is, “for us as we are, prac-
tically inconceivable,” something we cannot “take seriously.”

It is impor tant to avoid misinterpretation. Strawson is not making 
what would be a very conservative, and implausible, claim: that we 
are stuck with exactly the set of attitudes and demands we ( here in 
the West? in midcentury  England?) currently employ. Strawson is not 
suggesting that we could not be a  little kinder and gentler, or more 
forgiving, or less judgmental or moralistic. Of course we could; we 
prob ably should. Rather, what Strawson finds “practically inconceiv-
able” is the abandonment of reactive attitudes, generally, and the 
adoption of an objective attitude, in all cases— that is, what he finds 
practically inconceivable is the abandonment of any such system of 
attitudes and demands, any such system of expectations and 
reactions.1

1. Late in the article, Strawson claims one should be “chary of claiming as essential 
features of morality in general, forms of  these attitudes which may have a local and 
temporary prominence.” He continues, “No doubt to some extent my own descrip-
tions of  human attitudes have reflected local and temporary features of our own 
culture. But an awareness of the variety of forms should not prevent us from ac-
knowledging also that in the absence of any forms of  these attitudes it is doubtful 
 whether we should have anything that we could find intelligible as a system of  human 
relationships, as a  human society” (132). (And, it would be remarkably uncharitable, 
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We can elaborate on his thought: To be engaged in anything like 
interpersonal relationships is to expect some sort of regard or good-
will from  others. Further, violations of  those expectations  will be met 
with some sort of negative reaction, some reaction playing the role of 
resentment or indignation. (Likewise, superseding our expectations, 
or meeting them in difficult circumstances, is met with some positive 
reaction, something playing the role of gratitude or admiration.) 
Strawson can and should allow both that the expectations might 
change in their content and that the corresponding reactions might 
change in their tone, so to speak. We might (in fact, it seems, we might, 
in light of our increased understanding of our place in nature) become 
more gracious and less punitive.2 A dif er ent society might react not 
with resentment, but with a certain shade of disappointment— a 
reactive attitude of a dif er ent stripe.3 But to imagine a world in 
which we respond with only objective attitudes is to imagine a 
world in which any framework of this kind is absent, in which nothing 
plays the role of expectation- and- reaction— which is to imagine 
something alien to us. Indeed, it can seem nearly inevitable that non- 
solipsistic, language- using, social creatures sharing a world of  limited 
resources should engage in some such system of expectations and 
reactions.

One might resist this claim. One might think we could imagine 
a  human society in which  there  were no expectations of goodwill 
and no distinctive sort of reaction to failures of  those expectations. 
One might try to imagine a society of  people who simply did not 
care about the quality of  others’  wills— a society of  people fitting 
the popu lar conception of psychopathy. I find it doubtful that such 

I think, to ascribe such  little imagination to the author of Individuals, which contem-
plates both the “no- space” world [chap. 2] and the social world in which only groups 
are recognized [Strawson, Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics, 112–15].)

2. Strawson makes a similar point: “This is in no way to deny the possibility and 
desirability of redirection and modification of our  human attitudes in the light of 
 these studies” (“Freedom and Resentment,” 133).

3. For an in ter est ing exploration of this possibility, see David Goldman, “Modi-
fication of the Reactive Attitudes,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 94, no. 4 (2014): 
1–22.
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 people could in fact form a working society.4 One might try, in-
stead, to imagine a society in which  people recognize and value 
good  will (as, say, something beautiful that sometimes appears in 
the universe), and perhaps hold it up as an ideal to promote, but do 
not expect or demand it of  others— something like a society of sto-
ics.5 I find it easier to imagine something along  these lines, but, 
when I do so, it seems I am still imagining a society in which a 
system of expectations and reactions is in place— just a very subtle, 
serene one. One might instead suggest a society with expectations, 
but without reactions to violations of  those demands or expecta-
tions. But recall Strawson’s claim that the making of the demand is 
the proneness to the reaction. One might hope for a society with 
only positive reactions—we promote the ideal, but we do not de-
mand conformity to it. I suspect, though, that even the  simple ab-
sence of a positive reaction, in such a context, could be construed 
as a negative reaction.

In any case, I think it clear that Strawson thinks that some or an-
other such system of expectations and reactions, demands and atti-
tudes, is, as he puts it, “given with the fact of  human society” (131).6 
Support for this interpretative claim can be found not only in “Free-
dom and Resentment,” but also in a lesser- known paper, “Social 
Morality and Individual Ideal” (published a year  earlier).7

As suggested by its title, the latter paper examines the tension 
between, on the one hand, Strawson’s own (po liti cally liberal) wish to 
allow and encourage the flourishing of a multitude of contrasting and 
even conflicting  human ideals— ideals of  human life and community 
one can find lived out in dif er ent socie ties or compellingly portrayed 

4. Or, at least, that they could do so without employing a lot of surveillance 
technology of the sort we are now developing.

5. I am grateful to Sharon Street for pressing this objection.
6. In his landmark book, R. Jay Wallace argues for understanding the reactive 

attitudes as a narrower class, a class we might abandon without abandoning society. 
See Wallace, Responsibility and the Moral Sentiments (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1996), §2.2. This is not Strawson’s position (nor does Wallace think it is).

7. Peter F. Strawson, “Social Morality and Individual Ideal,” Philosophy 36, no. 136 
(1961): 1–17. I am grateful to Lucy Allais for drawing my attention to this paper.
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in lit er a ture and art— and, on the other hand, the need for individuals 
pursuing  these ideals to exist together in a functioning society and so 
to find a unifying social morality. The tension leads Strawson to what 
he calls a “minimal” conception of morality— a conception he admits 
is inadequate and incomplete, but which he insists is also fundamen-
tal and useful:

Now it is a condition of the existence of any social organ ization, 
any  human community, that certain expectations on the part of its 
members should be pretty regularly fulfilled; that some duties, 
one might say, should be performed, some obligations acknowl-
edged, some rules observed. We might begin by locating the 
sphere of morality  here. It is the sphere of observation of rules, 
such that the observance of some such set of rules is the condition 
of the existence of society. This is a minimal interpretation of mo-
rality. It represents it as what might literally be called a kind of 
public con ve nience: of first importance as a condition of every-
thing that  matters, but only as a condition of every thing that 
 matters, not as something that  matters in itself. (5)

Note that Strawson  here claims that a minimal morality is “a condi-
tion on the existence of any social organ ization.” Moreover, he thinks 
that the demands of such a system  will be “pretty regularly fulfilled”— 
that “the observance of some such set of rules is the condition of the 
existence of society” (emphases added). We have,  here, the ingredi-
ents for a transcendental argument moving from the existence of 
society to the satisfaction of the conditions required for it— the typi-
cal observance of a minimal set of rules.8

I must stress that Strawson recognizes (indeed emphasizes) the 
extreme poverty of this minimal conception. It is definitely not a 
conception of ideal  human life. Indeed, he contrasts it with such 
conceptions. Before Strawson is willing even to call it “moral,” he 
insists that it involve reciprocal demands and so, in some way, serve 
the interests of each. (He stops far short of insisting on equality; this 

8. One might compare this to Donald Davidson’s arguments about the holism 
of the  mental or W. V. O. Quine’s about radical interpretation.
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is not even an ideal moral system.) But, interestingly, Strawson also 
thinks that facts about  human nature  will ensure that some demands 
 will be reciprocal. He says it is “a fact of  human nature which can 
prob ably be explained in a number of ways, that quite thoroughgo-
ing egotism [of the kind that would ignore or deny reciprocal de-
mands] is rare” (10).9

So, Strawson believes that some or another system of demands 
and reactions  will be given with the fact of society and that a system 
of reciprocal demands  will be given with the fact of  human society. Its 
absence is, “for us as we are, practically inconceivable.”

Once we have in view Strawson’s way of thinking of the system of 
moral and interpersonal expectations and reactions— not as ideals, 
but as a framework required for, and therefore guaranteed by, the 
existence of a  human society—we can start to see why he thinks that 
statistics  matter: Given the existence of a working society, we know 
both that some such system is in place and that the minimal expecta-
tions and demands of that system are “pretty regularly fulfilled.” Now, 
we can ask, what sets  those expectations— that is, what determines 
their par tic u lar content? And, what would ensure that they are pretty 
regularly fulfilled?

The thought, I take it, is that the details of the system  will be 
 determined, at least in part, by what is usual or ordinary. If we had 
a dif er ent emotional constitution, we would have dif er ent reac-
tions. If we had very dif er ent capacities or very dif er ent needs, 
we  would, presumably, also have dif fer ent expectations of one 
 another, and so we would live  under a dif er ent system of demands. 
If most of us lacked the capacities required to satisfy certain expec-
tations or demands,  those expectations and demands would be 

9. I believe this is roughly the same point he makes in “Freedom and Resent-
ment” when he denies wide- ranging moral solipsism (122–23). In his much  later reply 
to Jonathan Bennett, he says, “I freely affirm the central importance of that sense of 
sympathy, and of a common humanity, which underlies not only my indignation on 
another’s behalf but also my indignation on my own.” “Replies,” in Philosophical Sub-
jects: Essays Presented to P. F. Strawson, ed. Zak Van Straaten (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1980), 266, emphasis original.
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unsustainable— and so would not be part of our system.10 The sys-
tem  will be attuned to the usual capacities.11

But, of course, the range of capacities in the  human population is 
wide, and, at the edges—in the case of small  children, for example, 
or  those sufering from dementia or from certain other forms of seri-
ous  mental illness—we encounter  those who lack the capacities re-
quired to interact with  others in the ordinary way. Rather than con-
tinue to make usual demands of them, we can and do, it seems, make 
exceptions.12 We shift, to some extent, to a more objective attitude 
and so, to some extent, lift the associated demands—we overlook and 
work around instances of what would other wise be malice, disre-
spect, or disregard.

Compare what Strawson says about the first sub- variety of exemp-
tion, cases such as “he is having a bad day,” or “he  wasn’t himself ”: 
 After taking seriously the claim that “he  wasn’t himself ” (a claim that 
must be exceptional) Strawson says, “We normally have to deal with 
him  under normal stresses; so we  shall not feel  towards him, when he 
acts as he does  under abnormal stresses, as we should have felt 
 towards him had he acted as he did  under normal stresses” (115). 
Strikingly, Strawson suggests we sometimes exempt precisely  because 
circumstances are not normal;  because cases of this kind are unusual, 

10. If, on the other hand, we  were to gain in our capacities, we might also start to 
expect more of one another.

11. I have elsewhere suggested morality is more like a hymn than an  opera: 
written for the average congregant, not for the star performer. See my “Reflection 
and Responsibility,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 42, no. 1 (2014): 35.

The view I attribute to Strawson is open to an extremely impor tant objection: 
What if bad be hav ior is ordinary? Would that render it permissible? I  will consider 
this objection in the final chapter.

12. I suspect Strawson’s (now uncivil) references to “the civilized” refer to this 
fact: “the civilized” drop their demands at the edges, so to speak. (One might com-
pare this to Nietz sche’s thought that the strong may show mercy: On the Genealogy 
of Morality, trans. Maudemarie Clarke and Alan J. Swenson [Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1998], Treatise II.)
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we can overlook them.13 I believe he would say the same about his 
second sub- variety of exemption: “We normally have to deal with 
 people of normal capacities; so we  shall not feel,  towards persons of 
abnormal capacities, as we would feel  towards  those of normal ca-
pacities.”  Those who lack the capacities required to fit into the usual 
system tolerably well, are, for that reason, exempted from it. And so 
we arrive at Strawson’s baffling premise.

Strawson’s thought  will continue to seem strange and unappealing. 
To motivate it a bit more, let us consider a society in which, although 
 people are endowed with capacities sufficient to maintain a working 
society, every one lacks certain capacities required to satisfy certain 
of the expectations and demands that we currently impose on one 
another. Perhaps  those sufering from psychopathy could not form a 
working society, but perhaps active alcoholics could. Currently, I take 
it, drunkenness can (sometimes) exempt. I have suggested that 
Strawson thinks that, if so, it exempts in part  because it is (relatively) 
unusual.14 But now suppose that we all naturally possessed only the 

13. Strikingly, the appeal is not to fairness  toward the ofender (and so contrasts 
sharply with the approach in Wallace). It is about what we, the ofended,  will feel. The 
suggestion seems to be that we can simply aford to overlook  things once in a while. To 
help make this plausible, bear in mind that  these are not cases in which we simply lower 
our expectations— cases in which,  because of the stressful circumstances, the ordinary 
expectations would be unreasonable, and so we think that, given the circumstances, 
no real disrespect or disregard was shown. Rather,  these are cases in which even adjusted 
standards have been  violated, so that the person  really did show disregard or malice. 
But  because of  these unusual certain circumstances, we adopt a more objective atti-
tude, saying, e.g., “he  wasn’t himself.” Thanks to Mark C. Johnson for conversation.

14. It is in ter est ing to think about exactly how, and to what extent, drunkenness 
exempts. It can seem to depend on the circumstances in ways that Strawson would 
predict: If, while out on the occasional night on the town, your now obviously inebri-
ated roommate says something mean, ill- tempered, or petty, you might simply dis-
miss it with the thought “he was drunk,” much as you would if “he was  under  great 
strain” or “he  wasn’t himself.” Such a case falls into Strawson’s first subcategory: 
unusual circumstances. But, as occasional use becomes regular abuse, that attitude 
 will become difficult to maintain. You may have to use your resource “to avoid the 
strains of involvement.” Fi nally, relations with  those we see as active alcoholics 
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degree of inhibitory control, attention, and memory that we now pos-
sess when fairly intoxicated. The system of demands and expectations 
that would form, in our society, would be sensitive to  those limita-
tions. Certain expectations and demands would be unreasonable and 
unsustainable.

Notice that, in such a society, our relations with one another 
would, in certain ways, look similar to the relations we now have to 
 those who are drunk: we would not react to certain outbursts or rev-
elations, nor would we expect certain temptations to be avoided or 
certain occasions or events to be remembered. But  there would be 
this crucial diference: As  things now stand, our lack of reaction or 
expectation amounts to taking up a detached or partially objective 
attitude; we are exempting the person from the usual expectations 
and demands. Crucially, in a context in which  those par tic u lar expec-
tations and demands are simply absent—in which  people are simply 
not expected to avoid  those outbursts or remember as much— our 
lack of reaction would not amount to taking up a detached or objec-
tive attitude. It would rather be an unremarkable part of ordinary 
adult relations. So, although no one would be blamed for the out-
bursts or forgetfulness, that would not be  because every one was ex-
empted from the usual expectations or demands—it would simply 
be  because such outbursts or forgetting would not be disrespectful 
or wrong.

To put this crucial point a dif er ent way: If we had dif er ent ca-
pacities, we would live  under a dif er ent system of demands, but a 
diference in the content of the demands is a diference in what we 
might call duties, or standards of regard—it is a diference in what 
counts as showing ill- will or disregard; it is not a diference in the 
conditions on moral responsibility— not a diference in whose ill- will 
or disregard  matters. So, if we all had lesser natu ral capacities,  things 

resemble, in certain ways, our relations with the immature: we hope they  will find a 
way out of their condition, but, as  things stand, our relations are partially objective. 
We have shifted to Strawson’s second sub- variety of exemption: this person is not a 
term in ordinary moral relations, due to disease. The categories  here are intriguingly 
fluid. In the main text I consider not widespread active alcoholism, but instead an 
inherent condition of similarly  limited capacities.
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would be dif er ent— but not  because we would uniformly exempt 
one another from certain moral demands or responsibility. Instead, 
the system of demands would, itself, adjust to us—it would adjust to 
what is typical or tolerably ordinary.

Pulling together Strawson’s picture: Strawson believes that the exis-
tence of a  human society requires some or another system of de-
mands and expectations for regard, including reactions to their viola-
tion and to their being exceeded. Moreover, we can know, in advance, 
that certain of  these expectations and demands (the minimal ones) 
 will typically be satisfied, and so we can know, in advance, that  those 
to whom  those apply  will typically have the capacities required to 
satisfy them. We can now, I hope, start to see why Strawson thinks 
that nothing true of every one could provide an exemption. Once we 
focus not on ideals we might advocate, but rather, as he puts it, on 
“what it is actually like to be involved in ordinary inter- personal rela-
tionships” (113), we are considering a system attuned to the facts on 
the ground, so to speak.

With this understanding, let us retrace our steps. The initial, seem-
ingly facile argument relied on the claim that we exempt  because the 
person in question is  either in extreme or unusual circumstances or 
 else incapacitated for ordinary adult interpersonal relationships—we 
exempt in the outlier cases. By understanding Strawson’s under lying 
picture, we can at least start to see why he might think this is so. If we 
grant that we exempt only in the outlier cases, it follows that no gen-
eral thesis could be a reason to exempt— because it cannot be the 
case that every one is an outlier. However, Strawson recognized that 
this initial argument is flawed, in that it overlooks what Strawson 
himself  earlier allowed: we sometimes use our resource to exempt 
even the normal. As  things stand, we do so in only a minority of cases 
(to avoid the strains of involvement, or as an aid to policy, or out of 
curiosity, or for therapeutic purposes). Even so, the reason we use our 
resource, in such cases, is not (always) that the person or the circum-
stance is in some way exceptional. Thus, such cases reveal that we 
sometimes have reasons to adopt an objective attitude that could, in 
princi ple, apply to every one. And thus Strawson must confront the 
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remaining question:  whether we could, would, or should, in light of 
the truth of determinism, make use of our resource all the time.

In answer to this question, Strawson says that, although  there is 
nothing self- contradictory about the hypothesis, and so it is not 
absolutely inconceivable, our commitment to interpersonal relation-
ships runs too deeply to take it seriously. It is “practically inconceiv-
able.” Strawson thus addresses the first and second parts of his re-
maining question— whether ac cep tance of the truth of determinism 
could or would lead to the decay or repudiation of the reactive atti-
tudes. In some sense it could—it is not absolutely inconceivable— but 
it would not.

However, it  will seem as though Strawson has not yet addressed 
the final part of his question— whether ac cep tance of the truth of 
determinism should lead to the decay or repudiation of the reactive 
attitudes. In par tic u lar, it seems as though he has not addressed the 
question of  whether the truth of determinism should lead us to use 
our resource, repudiate the reactive attitudes, and thus lift all moral 
and interpersonal demands and expectations, even for the statisti-
cally normal.15 This is not a minor oversight: it seems, in fact, like the 
crucial question. I  will call this “the crucial objection.”

15. Returning to the delicate question of  whether use of the resource should 
count as an “exemption” (see chapter 1, footnote 7): When we use our resource only 
occasionally, we may continue not only to believe that the expectations and demands 
are in place, but also to be prone to the reactive attitudes; we thus maintain the ex-
pectations and demands, but we choose to ignore their violation. This seems like an 
“exemption.” However, if we  were to use our resource across the board, for every one 
at all times—if we  were to uniformly repudiate the reactive attitudes—it would then 
be difficult to insist that the expectations or demands remain in place; rather, it 
would seem we had lifted them. Of course, if the demands are not in place, it would 
be odd to call this a case of “exempting” from the demands— the label we introduced 
again  causes difficulty. The impor tant point is that Strawson  will see the universal use 
of the resource as indistinguishable from the lifting of all demands. One might say 
that, while universal use of the resource is, strictly speaking, pos si ble (though “practi-
cally inconceivable”), universal “exempting” is impossible— because, once suspen-
sion of the reactive attitudes is universal,  there are no demands from which to 
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Strawson does, eventually, explic itly raise and address the crucial 
objection, but he does not do so right away. Instead, at this point, he 
turns to consider an additional complication. He notes that  there is 
“a further point implicit in the forgoing, which must be made ex-
plicit” (118). In fact, he calls this further, implicit point the second 
part of what he calls his two- part answer. So, before turning to the cru-
cial objection, we  will, in the next chapter, consider this further point.

“exempt.” But that is an artifact of our label. (See also chapter 2, footnotes 15, 17, and 
35.) Thanks to Sarah Buss and an anonymous reviewer for pressing for clarification.
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The Further, Implicit Point

in the first chapter we considered Strawson’s initial argument 
to the conclusion that no general thesis could provide a reason to 
exempt every one from moral demands: we do and should exempt in 
the outlier cases, and it could not be the case that every one is an 
outlier. Strawson saw a prob lem with his argument: we do not adopt 
the objective attitude only in the outlier cases; sometimes use our 
“resource” in cases that are not outliers. Thus, Strawson took himself 
to need to address the question of  whether ac cep tance of the truth of 
determinism would, could, or should lead us to use our resource to 
exempt every one.

While Strawson was worried about the use of our resource, the 
reader was baffled by the initial premise of Strawson’s argument: 
Why does Strawson think that we do and should exempt a person 
from responsibility  because the person or the circumstance is in 
some way an outlier? Why should statistics  matter? In the previous 
chapter we considered Strawson’s initial answer to his question, about 
the resource, and, in so  doing, we began to unearth his under lying 
picture of the nature of morality and so began to address our own 
bafflement.

We saw that Strawson believes that some or another framework 
of moral and interpersonal demands and expectations  will be given 
with the fact of  human society. We surmised that the content of 
 those demands and expectations must be set, in part, by the  actual 
abilities of  those in the society. Thus it is that statistics  matter:  Actual 
abilities help to determine the content of the demands and expecta-
tions, and so help to determine what counts as disregard or ill  will. 
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If it  were the case that every one lacked some natu ral ability, then 
failing to exercise that ability would not count as showing disregard. 
Likewise, if satisfying certain demands is generally required for the 
existence of  human society, then the capacity to satisfy such de-
mands  will be typical in  human society.1 In certain extreme or un-
usual circumstances, or in  those cases in which a person lacks the 
usual capacities, we can and do simply suspend the usual expecta-
tions and demands and thereby exempt the person. We exempt in 
the outlier cases.

This under lying picture tempts a quick argument to the conclu-
sion that no general thesis could be a reason to exempt— the argu-
ment Strawson makes. However, Strawson also sees that his quick 
argument  will be undermined by his own observation that we some-
times use our “resource” to adopt an objective attitude  toward  those 
of normal capacities in circumstances that are not unusual. Thus, he 
must address the question of  whether, in light of the truth of deter-
minism, we could, would, or should use our resource to exempt 
every one at all times.

He answers this remaining question by appeal to “our commit-
ment to ordinary interpersonal relationships.” Given this commit-
ment, he says, abandoning ordinary interpersonal relations, across 
the board, is “practically inconceivable” (118), not something we can 
take seriously.

As we noted in the previous chapter, this claim seems not to pro-
vide a complete answer to the question Strawson needs to address: it 
answers the first two parts— though we could abandon ordinary 
moral and interpersonal relationships, we would not— but it seems 
to leave untouched the question of  whether, given the truth of deter-
minism, we should do so. I called this the crucial objection. Strawson 
eventually raises and addresses it. However, before  doing so, he turns 
to what he calls a “further point, implicit in the foregoing, which must 
be made explicit” (118). This chapter considers Strawson’s further 
point. The next  will consider the crucial objection.

1.  These claims about the relevance of  actual ability require elaboration and de-
fense. Some  will be provided in the final chapter.
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Returning to Strawson’s text: Immediately  after making the point that 
it is “practically inconceivable” that we would give up on ordinary 
interpersonal relationships, Strawson says,

This, then, is a part of the reply to our question. A sustained 
objectivity of the inter- personal attitude, and the  human isola-
tion which that would entail, does not seem to be something of 
which  human beings would be capable, even if some general 
truth  were a theoretical ground for it. But this is not all.  There is 
a further point, implicit in the foregoing, which must be made 
explicit. (113)

Looking ahead, we learn the further point is that we never shift to a 
more objective attitude  because we believe the person’s be hav ior was 
determined in some sense (forced, caused, fated, out of their control) 
in which all be hav ior is determined, if determinism is true. As Straw-
son puts it, “when we do in fact adopt such an [objective] attitude in 
a given case, our  doing so is not the consequence of a theoretical 
conviction which might be expressed as ‘Determinism in this case’ ” 
(120).

This is a strong and striking claim. If true, it would undercut one 
of the standard, and one of the strongest, arguments for incompatibil-
ism, sometimes called “the generalization strategy.”2 I believe Straw-
son pauses to make this further claim explicit with an eye to the gen-
eralization strategy.3

2. I take the term “generalization strategy” from Wallace, Responsibility and the 
Moral Sentiments, 115.

3. One might be tempted to read Strawson’s formulation, “our  doing so is not the 
consequence of a theoretical conviction which might be expressed as ‘Determinism 
in this case’ ” (120), not as making the strong claim that we do not exempt for any 
reason that would generalize if determinism is true, but rather as making the much 
weaker claim that, when we exempt, we do not have in mind the scientific thesis of 
determinism.  There are two strong reasons to resist this interpretation. First, so in-
terpreted, the claim is narrower than what follows from the argument Strawson gives. 
And, second, Strawson means, throughout, to argue without presupposing any spe-
cific understanding of the thesis of determinism.
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The Generalization Strategy
Someone employing the generalization strategy argues as follows: 
Sometimes we exempt a person from moral responsibility  because 
we learn that their be hav ior was caused by forces beyond their 
control— because, for example, they are subject to an illness or dis-
order that renders them unable to control their impulses. In such a 
case, it seems we exempt the person  because they  were made to do 
what they did by facts about their physiology. But, if determinism is 
true, then each of us is always made to do what we do by such facts. 
Therefore, contrary to Strawson’s further point, we do sometimes shift 
to an objective attitude  because a person’s be hav ior was determined 
in a way in which all be hav ior would be, if determinism is true. And 
thus, if determinism is true, we  will have reason to exempt every one— 
the very same reason at work in  these familiar cases (the reason  will 
“generalize,” given the truth of determinism). Therefore, if we learn 
that determinism is true, then  whether or not we would or could, we 
certainly should exempt every one—we should do so for the same 
reason for which we now exempt certain cases of disease. The gener-
alization strategy can thus motivate the pessimist’s position: if deter-
minism is true, every one should be exempt for the same reason that 
we now exempt certain  people.

Strawson’s further point would undercut the generalization strat-
egy by denying its main premise: the further point claims that we 
never, in fact, shift to the objective attitudes  because a person’s be hav-
ior was determined in some way in which all be hav ior would be if 
determinism is true. Rather, Strawson claims, we exempt  because the 
person’s be hav ior was determined in some way that renders them 
incapable of ordinary interpersonal relationships. If Strawson is cor-
rect about this,  there is no reason that  will generalize, given the truth 
of determinism— because nothing could show that we are all inca-
pable of ordinary interpersonal relationships.

Before examining how Strawson makes explicit his further point, 
let us note that, given Strawson’s distinction between (what we called) 
excuse and exemption, the generalization strategist must choose 
their cases carefully. If we learn that your body was used like a puppet, 
for example, then you are, in the terms we have introduced, excused, not 
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exempted: we have learned that we  were mistaken about the quality 
of your  will, and therefore we must modify or suspend any reactive 
attitude that  were based on that  mistake, but we need not regard you 
as someone whose  will does not  matter—we need not adopt an ob-
jective attitude.4 Likewise if you  were held at gunpoint. In fact, many 
of the typical cases in which someone was “made to do something” 
or “had no choice” are cases of excuse, not exemption. As Strawson 
notes, if such cases  were universal, that would be a consequence not 
of universal determinism, but of universal goodwill. Thus,  these are 
not candidates for the generalization strategy. The generalization 
strategist must instead find cases in which someone is “made to do 
something,” “had no choice,” or “lacked control” in a way that renders 
the person no longer an apt target of the reactive attitudes, at all. 
Certain forms of  mental illness or incapacity seem to provide such 
cases.

Making Explicit the Further Point
How, then, does Strawson “make explicit” this further point? How 
does he argue from his claim that “sustained objectivity of the inter- 
personal attitude . . .  [is not] something of which  human beings 
would be capable” (118) to the conclusion that we never in fact ex-
empt anyone  because their be hav ior is determined in some way in 
which all be hav ior is, if determinism is true?

He first notes what he calls a “connection,” saying, “In the extreme 
case of the mentally deranged, it is easy to see the connection be-
tween the possibility of a wholly objective attitude and the impossi-
bility of what we understand by ordinary inter- personal relation-
ships” (119). This “connection” is, presumably, found in, implicit in, 
the fact that sustained objectivity is not something of which  human 
beings are capable: We are not capable of relating objectively all the 
time, and so (as we saw in the previous chapter) the framework of 
expectations and demands that constitutes what we understand as 
engaged, nonobjective interpersonal relating  will adjust to what ever 

4. See chapter 1, footnotes 5 and 6.
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is ordinary. Still, in unusual cases, when such ordinary relating is not 
pos si ble, we might relate in an objective way. Strawson appeals to this 
connection to support his thought that when we exempt  those sub-
ject to, for example, an impulse control disorder, we do so  because it 
renders the person incapable of ordinary interpersonal relating (at 
least in a certain range of circumstances).

But, Strawson  will then point out, ordinary adult relating is 
 actual—it is, as he puts it, “among the facts as we know them.” Thus, 
we already know that many  people are, in fact, capable of ordinary 
adult relating. But, if determinism is true, it is already true—if deter-
minism is true, then every one’s be hav ior is already determined in 
what ever way the thesis of determinism specifies. And so we know 
that, if determinism is true, then being determined in what ever way 
it specifies does not render us incapable of ordinary adult relating. To 
think other wise would flatly contradict the facts as we know them. 
And so Strawson concludes that, if determinism is true, then, when 
we exempt  those who are incapable of ordinary relating, we do not 
do so  because the be hav ior in question was determined in what ever 
sense is at issue in that thesis. This is the further point, which Straw-
son sees as implicit in the claim that sustained objectivity is not 
something of which we are capable, now made explicit.

 Here is how Strawson makes the point, in his text: He first reminds 
us of the possibility of objective relating, “Exceptionally, I have said, 
we can have direct dealings with  human beings without any degree 
of personal involvement, treating them simply as creatures to be 
handled in our own interests, or our side’s, or society’s—or even 
theirs” (118–19). He then notes the “connection” between the possi-
bility of objective relating and the impossibility of ordinary 
relating:

In the extreme case of the mentally deranged, it is easy to see 
the connection between the possibility of a wholly objective at-
titude and the impossibility of what we understand by ordinary 
inter- personal relationships. Given this latter impossibility, no 
other civilized attitude is available. . . .  [T]o view him as outside 
the reach of personal relationships is already, for the civilized, 
to view him [in] this [objective] way. For reasons of policy or 
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self- protection we may have occasion, perhaps temporary, to 
adopt a fundamentally similar attitude  towards a “normal”  human 
being. (119)

Having noted this connection, and having also reminded us of the 
possibility of using our resource for reasons of “policy or self- 
protection,” he launches into an argument:

Now it is certainly true that in the case of the abnormal, though 
not in the case of the normal, our adoption of the objective atti-
tude is a consequence of our viewing the agent as incapacitated in 
some or all re spects for ordinary interpersonal relationships. But, 
 there is something  else which,  because this is true, is equally cer-
tainly not true. And that is that  there is a sense of “determined” 
such that (1) if determinism is true, all be hav ior is determined in 
this sense, and (2) determinism might be true, i.e., it is not incon-
sistent with the facts as we know them to suppose all be hav ior is 
determined in this sense, and (3) our adoption of the objective 
attitude  toward the abnormal is the result of a prior embracing of 
the belief that the be hav ior, or the relevant stretch of be hav ior, of 
the  human being in question is determined in this sense. (119)

Strawson sees a contradiction (this is the second point at which he 
argues by appeal to a contradiction) in asserting all four of the 
following:

P0: “In the case of the abnormal . . .  our adoption of the objec-
tive attitude is a consequence of our viewing the agent as 
incapacitated in some or all re spects for ordinary interper-
sonal relationships.”

P1: If determinism is true, then all be hav ior is determined* 
(determined in the sense that all be hav ior is, if determinism is 
true).

P2: Determinism might be true; it is not inconsistent with the 
facts as we know them.

P3: “Our adoption of the objective attitude  toward the abnormal 
is the result of a prior embracing of the belief that the 
be hav ior, or the relevant stretch of be hav ior, of the  human 
being in question” is determined*.
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To rehearse the apparent contradiction once more: The “ordinary 
interpersonal relationships” in P0 are  those that we have been en-
gaged in all along— those we know and love, and so know to be 
 actual. Thus, that some  people are capable of  these relationships is 
among “the facts as we know them.” Thus, it could not be that, when 
we regard certain  people as incapacitated, it is  because we regard 
them as subject to some shortcoming to which every one might (al-
ready) be subject, consistent with what we know.  Because, again, we 
already know that some  people enjoy the capacities required. Thus, 
at least “in the case of the abnormal,” we never adopt the objective 
attitude  because we believe a person’s be hav ior is “determined” in a 
sense that all be hav ior could be, consistent with what we know. 
Rather, when we adopt the objective attitude, we do so  because we 
see their be hav ior as forced, or caused, or stemming from forces out-
side their control in a way or to a degree that renders tolerably ordi-
nary relating impossible. In light of the contradiction, Strawson re-
jects P3. If determinism is true, then being determined* does not 
render us incapacitated for ordinary interpersonal relationships. And, 
since we exempt  because  people are thus incapacitated (P0), we do 
not exempt them  because their be hav ior is determined* (P3).

Objections
The opponent  will be unimpressed. Most glaringly, while Strawson 
rejects P3, the opponent  will simply reject P0 (the claim that, when 
we exempt an outlier, we do so  because we see the person as incapaci-
tated for ordinary relating).

Strawson seemed to suggest that P0 is implicit in the fact that we 
are incapable of sustained objectivity of attitude— that fact was to 
connect the possibility of adopting a wholly objective attitude with 
the impossibility of ordinary relating, and that connection was meant 
to support the claim that we exempt an outlier  because we believe 
they are incapacitated for ordinary relating (P0). However, once we 
grant P0, Strawson argues that we need to deny P3.

In response, the opponent  will raise a version of the crucial 
objection: Strawson once again is moving illicitly from facts about 
what we could or would do to conclusions about what we should 
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do—to conclusions about our reasons for exempting. The opponent 
 will not allow it.

Thus, for the opponent, P0 receives no support from Strawson’s 
claim about our capacities for sustained objectivity; for the oppo-
nent, P0 must rely for support only on the strength of Strawson’s 
quick survey and taxonomy of cases of exemption. The opponent  will 
interpret  those cases diferently and so  will reject P0 in  favor of some 
other princi ple, perhaps a princi ple about control (we rightly exempt 
 those who lack control) or about alternative possibilities (we rightly 
exempt  those who lack alternatives).  These other princi ples might be 
universally  violated, if determinism is true.

Notice, though, that the argument has revealed something both 
in ter est ing and impor tant: The under lying disagreement turns on 
 whether, when we adopt the objective attitudes in the case of outliers, 
we do so  because ordinary relating has become impossible, as Straw-
son insists, or  whether, instead, engaging in ordinary relationships is 
subject to some other kind of standard, some standard that even cur-
rent,  actual, working relationships might fail to meet, rendering them 
illicit.

Notice, too, that even acknowledging the distinction between 
conditions that render ordinary relating impossible and standards 
that show it illicit  will pre sent a challenge for the opponent. We 
have already seen that, due to the diference between excuse and 
exemption, the opponent must rely on cases such as  mental illness 
(and not cases in which we  were simply mistaken about the quality 
of  will) to serve as evidence for a standard that  will be universally 
 violated if determinism is true. However, once we acknowledge 
this new distinction, such cases do not clearly provide evidence of 
the kind the opponent needs:  these are cases in which ordinary 
relating is not merely inappropriate or illicit, but is (also) impos-
sible. (If the opponent  were instead to appeal to control, claiming 
that such cases such as  mental illness reveal that we need to be in 
control and that the truth of determinism would show that we do not 
 really or ultimately control anything, Strawson could again reply 
that, in the cases presented,  people lack the kind or degree of control 
required for tolerably ordinary relating, which we evidently possess. 
And so on.) Much better evidence, for the opponent, would be 
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supplied by cases in which it would be plainly pos si ble to continue 
relating in the ordinary way, but in which it is illicit to do so,  because 
the person’s be hav ior is determined in some sense ( because they 
“could not have done other wise” or “had no choice” or  things  were 
“out of their control”). Such cases are hard to find. In fact, it can 
seem disrespectful always to regard objectively someone capable of 
ordinary relating.5

Still, the opponent may yet insist that  there are standards on the 
appropriateness of ordinary interpersonal relating that could be uni-
versally  violated (standards of control or of alternative possibilities), 
one of which would be  violated if determinism is true, requiring us 
to give up interpersonal relating. I believe Strawson rejects the pos-
sibility of such standards, and this rejection, like P0, rests on his 
under lying, naturalistic picture of morality. We  will return to this in 
the next chapter.

However, before  doing so, we should consider two further objections 
to Strawson’s argument to the further point.

5. It can seem disrespectful, though sometimes we might feel the need to do so: 
consider someone who, we think, has the capacities required for ordinary relating, 
but who is, say, too much of a jackass to continue to take seriously. We use our re-
source to “avoid the strains of involvement.” Is failing to use our resource, and main-
taining the usual demands, illicit? I do not think so; it is just exhausting. Is using our 
resource disrespectful? That seems a complicated question— but, insofar as it in-
volves distancing ourselves from someone capable of tolerably ordinary relating, it 
has the feel of disrespect. (I  will  later make a distinction between natu ral capacities 
and socially developed capacities. The jackass may,  after all, lack the capacity for 
tolerably ordinary relating due to a failure of social development. But, as we  will see 
in the final chapter, though that may render him incapable of tolerably ordinary relat-
ing, it may not exempt. See chapter 5, footnotes 3 and 20.)

Cheating in a game would provide the kind of example the opponent needs: If 
you cheat by, e.g., using performance- enhancing drugs, ordinary play is still pos si ble, 
but it is also illicit. It seems to be in princi ple pos si ble to learn that every one has al-
ways been cheating (in a way that it is not pos si ble to learn that no one has ever been 
capable of ordinary play). I take up this kind of example in the final chapter. See 
chapter 5, footnote 46.
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First, the argument reaches its conclusion by claiming that P0– P3 
are inconsistent. But, strictly speaking, they are not. P0 claims that 
we exempt  because we believe that the person is incapacitated for or-
dinary interpersonal relationships. P3 claims that, when we exempt, 
we do so  because we believe they are determined.* Adding, to  these, 
P1 and P2 (adding that every one might already be determined*) 
would show that we believe a collection of  things that cannot all be 
true. But we sometimes do fall into contradiction. And it seems our 
 actual moral and interpersonal practices might have, embedded in 
them, this contradiction—it is,  after all, the ambition of the general-
ization strategy to show our practices incompatible with the truth of 
determinism. So, given our fallibility, perhaps we do sometimes ex-
empt  because a person’s be hav ior was determined*, despite thinking 
both that we exempt outliers and that determinism might be true of 
every one. It seems that Strawson needs another premise: that our 
reasons for exempting  will not drive us into contradiction with what 
we know. We  will return to this issue in the final chapter.6

A second prob lem with the argument remains: Even if we grant 
Strawson both P0 and the extra premise, the argument would not 
establish the further point as Strawson has stated it—as he is well 
aware. The argument from P0– P3 only reaches the conclusion that 
“in the case of the abnormal” we do not adopt the objective attitude 
 because we believe the be hav ior in question is determined*. None-
theless, having reached this partial conclusion, Strawson immediately 
asserts, “Neither in the case of the normal, then, nor in the case of the 
abnormal is it true that, when we adopt an objective attitude, we do 
so  because we hold such a belief ” (119). This is surprising. How can 
he simply draw the same conclusion, in the case of normal?

6. See chapter 5, footnote 40. Also: Why not pre sent the argument, not as about 
what we believe to be reasons, but rather as about what reasons  there are, so to speak? 
Once we grant (what we might call P0*) that the reason to exempt the abnormal is 
the fact that they are incapacitated for ordinary interpersonal relationships, then it 
follows that determinism, if true, would not provide this reason for exempting every-
one— because, as Strawson put it, “it cannot be a consequence of any thesis which 
is not itself self- contradictory that abnormality is the universal condition.” Note, 
though, Strawson did pre sent this argument: it is his original, seemingly facile one.
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Strawson’s silence would be bizarre if the purpose of making ex-
plicit the further point  were to address the question of  whether, given 
the truth of determinism, we should use our resource to exempt even 
the normal. We should therefore conclude that this is not Strawson’s 
purpose. He is not,  here, addressing the crucial objection (as we have 
seen, the argument he gives re- raises the crucial objection in a new 
guise). I have suggested that his aim is instead to show that, once we 
grant P0, we have undercut the generalization strategy. That strategy 
is not well motivated by typical cases in which we use our resource: 
we do not use our resource for reasons that anyone would be tempted 
to think are similar to the thesis of determinism. Rather, as Strawson 
reminded us early in the current passage, we use our resource for 
“reasons of policy or self- protection,” for reasons of therapy or curios-
ity or exhaustion, or avoiding “the strains of involvement.” Perhaps 
we do so on a whim. We do not use our resource  because we think 
the person “could not help himself,” or  because his be hav ior was “out 
of his control,” or “forced upon him” or  because he “had no choice.”7 
And thus, having dealt with the abnormal case, Strawson feels he can 
simply draw the conclusion that neither in that case nor in the case 
of the normal do we shift to a more objective attitude  because we 
believe a person’s be hav ior is determined*.8

7. It is true that we might bring ourselves to adopt the objective attitude, in the 
case of the normal, by focusing on, as Strawson puts it, “how he works” (119). But, 
though this is our method, our reasons for undertaking this method are reasons of 
policy or self- protection.

8. The opponent may raise a third objection: When Strawson first admitted that 
his initial argument was facile, he seemed to allow the opponent to group any over-
looked reasons for repudiating the reactive attitudes (any reason that could be apply 
to the statistically normal) as a “use of the resource.” (He said, “what ever is too 
quickly dismissed in this dismissal is allowed for in the only pos si ble form of affirma-
tive answer that remains” (118).) But, at this point in the argument, Strawson is being 
more strict about what might count as use of the resource. He thus seems to be 
equivocating in a way that rules out princi ples that could generalize (about control 
or alternative possibilities).

I believe Strawson is, in fact,  doing exactly this. It would be a prob lem, dialecti-
cally, if the argument to the further point  were meant to rule out  these alternative 
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The opponent  will remain unsatisfied. They  will remain convinced 
that Strawson has overlooked some further condition on the appro-
priateness of moral responsibility, one that is neither captured by P0 
nor well understood as a use of the resource (though, as noted above, 
Strawson’s distinctions  will make it difficult for the opponent to sup-
port such a condition by appeal to cases). And thus the opponent  will 
remain convinced that Strawson has not yet adequately answered the 
question he set for himself: he has not shown that ac cep tance of the 
truth of determinism should not lead to the decay or repudiation of 
the reactive attitudes. Again, the opponent might grant that the reac-
tive attitudes  will not decay— that, given our nature, abandoning 
them  will be impossible— but, the opponent  will continue to think, 
we might, at least, repudiate them— and, certainly, we should do so, if 
determinism is true. We are, at last, ready to consider the crucial ob-
jection. In  doing so, we  will better understand why Strawson thinks 
 there are no further conditions— why  there are no standards on the 
appropriateness of ordinary interpersonal relating, but only condi-
tions of its possibility.

princi ples. But it is not. As we  will see in the next chapter, Strawson sees  those princi-
ples as already ruled out by his under lying picture of morality. The argument for the 
further point assumes this. The argument from P0– P3 simply makes plain that, if 
determinism is true, then being determined* does not render us incapacitated for 
ordinary interpersonal relationships. Strawson can then conclude that, on his picture, 
 there is no reason that  will generalize.
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Addressing the Crucial Objection

A quick review: In the first chapter we considered Strawson’s ini-
tial argument to the conclusion that the ac cep tance of a general thesis 
neither would, could, nor should lead us to exempt every one. We do 
and should exempt in the outlier cases, but it could not be that  every 
case is an outlier. In the second chapter we considered Strawson’s 
attempt to address what he called the “the only possibility that re-
mains”: we do not exempt only in the outlier cases; we sometimes 
also use our “resource.” Perhaps, then, we could, would, or should use 
our resource at all times? Strawson answered by claiming that our 
commitment to interpersonal relationships renders using the re-
source at all times “practically inconceivable”: though, strictly speak-
ing, we could do it, we would not. Strawson’s answer seems not to 
fully address his question: it seems to leave untouched  whether we 
should use our resource at all times. I called this “the crucial 
objection.”

Instead of addressing the crucial objection, Strawson turned to 
make explicit a further point: he moved from the claim that we are 
not capable of suspending the reactive attitudes at all times to the 
claim that we do so, in the case of the outliers,  because ordinary relat-
ing is impossible. However, since ordinary relating is  actual, and since 
determinism, if true, is already true, we know that, if determinism is 
true, then being determined in what ever sense it specifies (being “de-
termined*”) does not render ordinary relating impossible. Thus, 
Strawson concludes, it is not among the reasons for which we exempt 
outliers. Strawson took it to be obvious that we do not use our 
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resource for this reason  either, and so he concluded that we never 
adopt an objective attitude  because a person is determined*.

In making this point explicit, it  will seem to the opponent that 
Strawson has once again overlooked the possibility of other kinds of 
conditions on the appropriateness of ordinary relating (e.g., condi-
tions about control or about alternative possibilities or fair opportu-
nity). The opponent  will be frustrated.1

Continuing, then, in Strawson’s text: Immediately  after making ex-
plicit the further point, Strawson seems to think he has completed 
his argument. He provides a summary:

So my answer has two parts. The first is that we cannot, as we are, 
seriously envisage ourselves adopting a thoroughgoing objectivity 
of attitude to  others as a result of theoretical conviction of the 
truth of determinism; and the second is that when we do in fact 
adopt such an attitude, in a par tic u lar case, our  doing so is not a 
consequence of a theoretical conviction which might be expressed 
as “Determinism in this case,” but is a consequence of our aban-
doning, for dif er ent reasons in dif er ent cases, the ordinary inter- 
personal attitudes. (119–20)2

It is difficult to understand why Strawson thinks he is finished. Again, 
the first part of the two- part answer shows that we would not give up 

1. We also saw that Strawson’s distinctions  will make it difficult for the opponent 
to find evidence to support an alternative condition: cases of exemption (rather than 
of excuse or use of the resource) do, in fact, seem to be ones in which tolerably ordi-
nary relating has become not just inappropriate, but unworkable. It would have been 
useful for Strawson to make this point more explicit.

2. The “dif er ent reasons in dif er ent cases” refers to a list he provided, a few sen-
tences  earlier, of reasons for which one might be incapacitated for ordinary interper-
sonal relationships: “He is thus incapacitated, perhaps, by the fact that his picture of 
the world is a pure fantasy, that he does not, in a sense, live in the real world at all; or 
by the fact that his be hav ior is, in part, an unrealistic acting out of unconscious pur-
poses; or by the fact that he is an idiot, or a moral idiot” (119). I have been focusing on 
the case of an impulse control disorder, as I think it a better case for the opponent. 
Strawson’s text supports the reading I have given:  these dif er ent reasons exempt inso-
far as they render the person incapacitated for ordinary interpersonal relationships.
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ordinary relating, but seems not to address the question of  whether 
we should. The second part of the answer (the further point) claims 
we never, in fact, exempt  people  because their be hav ior was deter-
mined in the way in which all be hav ior would be, if determinism is 
true. If we  were to grant the further point, we would thereby grant 
that  there is not, in our pre sent practices, a reason for which we exempt 
that would, if determinism is true, generalize to exempt every one. 
But, one might think, merely showing that something is not now used 
as a reason does not show that it is not a reason. For that, one might 
think, you need an argument. Thus, one might conclude that, even 
granting the further point, Strawson has not yet shown that the truth 
of determinism should not lead to the decay or repudiation of the reac-
tive attitudes

So the opponent is again baffled, impatient to raise the crucial 
objection: How can facts about what we now, in fact, do, or about 
what we would, in fact, do, lead us to conclusions about what we  ought 
to do— what we should do, if we learn that determinism is true.

Immediately  after summarizing his two- part argument, Strawson 
explic itly considers this objection:

It might be said that all this leaves the real question unanswered, 
and that we cannot hope to answer it without knowing exactly 
what the thesis of determinism is. For the real question is not a 
question about what we actually do, or why we do it. It is not even 
a question about what we would in fact do if a certain theoretical 
conviction gained general ac cep tance. It is a question about what 
it would be rational to do if determinism  were true, a question 
about the rational justification of ordinary interpersonal attitudes 
in general. (120)

Strawson then provides a remarkably unhelpful reply, in two parts:

To this I  shall reply, first, that such a question could seem real only 
to one who had utterly failed to grasp the purport of the preceding 
answer, the fact of our natu ral  human commitment to ordinary 
interpersonal attitudes. This commitment is part of the general 
framework of  human life, not something that can come up for re-
view as par tic u lar cases can come up for review within this general 
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framework. And I  shall reply, second, that if we could imagine 
what we cannot have, viz., a choice in the  matter, then we could 
choose rationally only in the light of an assessment of the gains 
and losses to  human life, its enrichment or impoverishment; and 
the truth or falsity of the general thesis of determinism would not 
bear on the rationality of this choice. (120)

Apparently, we need to examine even more closely Strawson’s thought 
about “the fact of our natu ral  human commitment to ordinary inter-
personal attitudes,” whose full purport we have yet failed to grasp. In 
par tic u lar, we need to understand why he would think our commit-
ment cannot “come up for review” in the way that par tic u lar cases can 
come up for review “within this general framework.” We also need to 
understand how this claim about what can and cannot come up for 
review meets the crucial objection—an objection that was not put 
forward as questioning a “framework,” nor as seeking an “external” 
justification, but which simply suggested that  there might yet be a 
reason to exempt even the normal. And, fi nally, we need to under-
stand why choosing our commitments rationally (if we could) would 
require choosing “only in the light of an assessment of the gains and 
losses to  human life.”

Unearthing Strawson’s Naturalism
To begin, note the use of the term “natu ral.” That word carries a sig-
nificance in Strawson’s mouth one might not expect. We find a clue 
in a footnote late in the article, when he is again discussing the frame-
work that cannot come up for review.  Here is the text to which the 
footnote is attached:

Inside the general structure or web of  human attitudes and feelings 
of which I have been speaking,  there is endless room for modifica-
tion, redirection, criticism, and justification. But questions of jus-
tification are internal to the structure or relate to modifications 
internal to it. The existence of the general framework of attitudes 
is itself something we are given with the fact of  human society. As 
a  whole, it neither calls for nor permits an external “rational” 
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justification. Pessimist and optimist alike show themselves . . .  un-
able to accept this. (131)

And  here is the footnote:

Compare the question to the justification of induction. The 
 human commitment to inductive belief- formation is original, 
natu ral, non- rational (not irrational), in no way something we 
could choose or give up. Yet rational criticism and reflection can 
refine standards and their application, supply “rules for judging 
cause and efect.” Ever since  these facts  were made clear by Hume, 
 people have been resisting ac cep tance of them. (131)

Strawson seems to be thinking that,  because it is “original, natu ral, 
non- rational . . .  in no way something we could choose or give up,” our 
commitment to inductive belief- formation is not something we could 
justify, but also not something that needs to be justified. This is so, 
even though the formation of par tic u lar beliefs is subject to justifica-
tion (they can come up for review, within the general framework), 
and, indeed, even though the practice can be improved through ratio-
nal reflection— supplying “rules for judging cause and efect.”

Likewise, for Strawson, our commitment to participation in inter-
personal relationships, and so to some or another framework of 
demands- and- attitudes, is also original, natu ral, nonrational (not ir-
rational), not something we could  either choose or give up— that is, 
he seems to think, not something for which  there are reasons, not 
something we could justify, but also not something that needs to be 
justified. Further, our engagement in such relationships provides a 
framework within which  there are reasons for par tic u lar actions or 
attitudes on par tic u lar occasions— reasons to resent or to admire, to 
excuse or to exempt. Moreover, and importantly, rational criticism 
and reflection can refine the standards and improve the practice— 
supplying rules of justice, say. It may be that we should all be kinder 
and gentler. It may even be that the particulars of our practices should 
change dramatically. But, Strawson thinks, the framework, itself— 
that is, the fact that we engage in some such system— neither calls for 
nor permits justification.
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Why does Strawson think that such frameworks need no justifica-
tion? He pre sents a case for inductive belief formation in the ninth 
chapter of an early work, Introduction to Logical Theory.3 I recom-
mend it to the reader.  Here is one long passage:

So to ask  whether it is reasonable to place reliance on inductive 
procedures is like asking  whether it is reasonable to proportion 
the degree of one’s convictions to the strength of evidence.  Doing 
this is what “being reasonable” means in such a context.

. . .  It is generally proper to inquire of a par tic u lar belief,  whether its 
adoption is justified . . .  we are [then] appealing to, and applying, 
inductive standards. But to what standards are we appealing, when 
we ask  whether the application of inductive standards is justified 
or well- grounded? If we cannot answer, then no sense has been 
given to the question. Compare it with the question: Is the law 
 legal? It makes perfectly good sense to inquire of a par tic u lar action, 
of an administrative regulation, or even, in the case of some states, 
of a par tic u lar enactment of the legislature,  whether or not it is 
 legal. The question is answered by an appeal to a  legal system, by 
the application of a set of  legal (or constitutional) rules or stan-
dards. But it makes no sense to inquire in general  whether the law 
of the land, the  legal system as a  whole, is or is not  legal. For to what 
 legal standards are we appealing?

The only way in which a sense might be given to the question  whether 
induction is in general a justified or justifiable procedure, is a trivial 
one which we have already noticed. We might interpret it to mean, 
“Are all conclusions, arrived at inductively, justified?” i.e., “Do  people 
always have adequate evidence for the conclusions they draw?” The 
answer to this question is easy, but uninteresting: it is that some-
times  people have adequate evidence, sometimes they do not. (257)4

3. Peter F. Strawson, Introduction to Logical Theory (London: Methuen, 1952), 
chap. 9. I am grateful to Roger White for bringing it to my attention.

4. (We would all be excused  under the reign of universal good  will, and inductive 
belief formation would be justified, generally,  under the reign of universal good 
reasoning.)
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This passage contains what I called, in the introduction, the broadly 
Wittgensteinian thought: it makes no sense to question or to criticize 
a practice, as a  whole, in terms that owe their meaning to that 
practice.5

Note, though, that even if we grant this thought, we do not yet 
arrive at Strawson’s stronger claim in “Freedom and Resentment”: 
that certain of our commitments are natu ral and nonrational in a 
way that precludes any request for justification. We can,  after all, 
seek an extralegal justification of the  legal system: we can ask 
 whether we would simply be better of without it—in the language of 
the crucial objection, we can ask about “the rational justification of 
the [the  legal system] in general,” and we can answer by appeal to the 
gains and losses to  human life. Thus, while the broadly Wittgenstei-
nian thought might address an opponent who asks  whether it 
would be moral (or just, or fair) to continue in our moral practices, 
that is not the opponent Strawson gives to himself. Rather, the cru-
cial objection, as Strawson poses it, asks what it would be rational 
to do, if determinism is true. This extramoral question can be asked 
even if one grants the broadly Wittgensteinian thought— and it 
could be answered, as the optimist answers it, by appeal to the gains 
and losses to  human life.6 Strawson clearly thinks such a question 
is not “real,” something we “cannot have.” It is not yet clear why he 
thinks this.

At this point it  will be helpful to consider a much  later work, 
Strawson’s Woodbridge Lectures from 1983, published in 1985 as 

5.  There is much that could be said about this thought. I leave it for another 
occasion.

6. It would be what Rudolf Carnap called an “external” question about the prac-
tice, and the broadly Wittgensteinian thought, as presented, seems not to rule out 
such questions. On “external” questions, see Carnap, “Empiricism, Semantics, and 
Ontology,” Revue Internationale de Philosophie 4 (1950): 20–40. See also Strawson’s 
discussion of Carnap in Strawson, Skepticism and Naturalism, 6f., and “Carnap’s 
Views on Constructed Systems versus Natu ral Languages in Analytic Philosophy,” 
in The Philosophy of Rudolf Carnap, Library of Living Phi los o phers, ed. Paul A. 
Schilpp (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 1963).
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Skepticism and Naturalism.7 In the first chapter he considers a re-
sponse to skepticism, which he identifies with both Hume and Witt-
genstein, that he initially calls “Naturalism,” and  later calls “social 
naturalism.”

Strawson starts by characterizing two “Humes,” a skeptic and a 
naturalist. Hume the Skeptic raises the prob lem with induction: we 
have no in de pen dent grounds on which to justify it. According to 
Strawson, Hume the Naturalist responds to Hume the Skeptic by, so 
to speak, simply walking out of the study: “Skeptical doubts are not 
to be met by argument. They are simply to be neglected . . .   because 
they are idle; powerless against the force of nature, of our naturally 
implanted disposition to belief ” (13).

By giving, as the reason for the Naturalist’s neglect, the fact that the 
doubts are “powerless against . . .  our naturally implanted disposi-
tion,” Strawson  here seems to be giving what I called in the Introduc-
tion the  simple Humean response: Our psychologies ensure we  will 
not change, and so we should just stop talking about the skeptical 
doubt. The question is “unreal” and something “we cannot have,” 
simply  because of our psychological limitations.8

7. Skepticism and Naturalism. Strawson’s views  were developed over a long time. 
Many think they changed very significantly from Individuals to Skepticism and Natu-
ralism, especially in response to pressure from Barry Stroud’s “Transcendental Argu-
ments,” Journal of Philosophy 65, no. 9 (1968): 241–56. I doubt they changed so much. 
For discussion, see John J. Callanan, “Making Sense of Doubt: Strawson’s Anti- 
Scepticism,” Theoria 77, no. 3 (September 2011): 261–78.

8. Strawson sounds most like the  simple Humean in his second statement of the 
argument in “Freedom and Resentment”: “Fi nally, to the further question  whether 
it would not be rational, given a general theoretical conviction of the truth of deter-
minism, so to change our world that in it all  these attitudes  were wholly suspended, 
I must answer, as before, that one who presses this question has wholly failed to 
grasp the import of the preceding answer, the nature of the  human commitment 
that is  here involved: it is useless to ask  whether it would not be rational for us to 
do what it is not in our nature to (be able to) do” (126). He seems to deny a  simple 
Humean approach in his “Reply to Ernest Sosa”: “It is not merely a  matter of dis-
missing the demand for justification of one’s belief . . .  on the ground that one  can’t 
help believing it. That would be very weak indeed” (370). In The Philosophy of P. F. 
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But the  simple Humean thought is unsatisfying, for both textual 
and philosophical reasons.

We noted the first textual prob lem in the Introduction: If we in-
terpret Strawson as making the  simple Humean point, we should not 
expect him to charge his opponent with incoherence. Yet he does, 
twice.

A second, related textual prob lem is this: The  simple Humean in-
terpretation renders most of Strawson’s article unnecessary. If his 
response is the  simple Humean one, why did he bother to lay out the 
distinction between reactive and objective attitudes or the distinction 
between excuse and exemption? Why give the seemingly facile argu-
ment, narrow our attention to cases of using our resource, or make 
explicit the further point? The  simple Humean response recom-
mends a far shorter article (or, perhaps, no article at all— get out and 
enjoy your day).

Fi nally, Strawson claims that, by raising the crucial objection, his 
opponent “utterly failed to understand the purport of the preceding 
answer.” But, if the preceding answer  were the  simple Humean one, 
then, in raising the crucial objection, the objector would not be mis-
understanding; the objector would be straightforwardly objecting 
(what we in fact do, or what we could do, the objector says, is not to 
the point).

The  simple Humean response also seems philosophically unsatis-
fying. It seems an invocation of something like the following general 
princi ple: if someone lacks the ability to do or change something, 
then their continuing in the status quo neither calls for nor permits 
justification. But that princi ple seems, at the very best, highly 
contentious.

Strawson is not invoking such a general princi ple. Instead, he 
sees Hume pointing to a small number of “framework” commit-
ments, and it is only  these to which questions of justification do not 
apply. Once “inside” a framework, questions of justification have 
 free rein— perhaps even in cases in which we lack the ability to change. 

Strawson, Library of Living Phi los o phers, ed. Lewis Edwin Hahn (LaSalle, IL: 
Court Press, 1998).
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 Whether a lack of ability to change forecloses questions of justifica-
tion  will usually be a question to  settle within the framework (and 
the answer, presumably,  will be, sometimes yes, sometimes no). 
Strawson makes the point in a passage that recalls our footnote:

This does not mean that Reason has no part to play in relation to 
our beliefs concerning  matters of fact and existence. It has a part 
to play, though a subordinate one. . . . ( Here we may recall and 
adapt that famous remark about Reason and the passions). Our 
inescapable natu ral commitment is to a general frame of belief and 
to a general style (the inductive style) of belief- formation. But 
within that frame and style, the requirement of Reason, that our 
beliefs should form a consistent and coherent system, may be 
given full play. Thus . . .  Hume could quite consistently proceed to 
frame “rules for judging cause and efect.” Though it is Nature 
which commits us to inductive belief- formation in general, it is 
Reason which leads us to refine and elaborate our inductive can-
ons and procedures and, in their light, to criticize, and sometimes 
to reject, what in detail we find ourselves naturally inclined to be-
lieve. (13–14)

Reflection “inside” the framework can lead us to reject our natu ral 
inclinations— and, presumably, to minimize, contain, and work 
around  those we cannot change. The  simple Humean response is too 
 simple.

If, following Strawson, we grant Hume the Naturalist’s claim 
that (only) certain “framework” commitments are immune to 
questions of justification, we can next won der which commitments 
belong to the framework and why  those, and only  those, need no 
justification.9

Taking the first question first: For Hume the Naturalist, only two 
commitments belonged: “the existence of body and . . .  the general 
reliability of inductive belief formation” (18). But on this question 

9. Note that to ask why a commitment is counted as part of a framework, as well 
as why  those, and only  those, require no justification, may be to start to look for a 
kind of justification.
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Strawson prefers Wittgenstein (primarily, he says, the Wittgenstein 
of On Certainty), who has a more fluid picture. For Wittgenstein, 
Strawson says, the framework is “dynamically conceived: what was 
at one time part of the framework may change its status, may as-
sume the character of a hypothesis to be questioned and perhaps 
falsified” (18).10

Moreover, for Wittgenstein, society, rather than nature, estab-
lishes the framework: “Wittgenstein does not speak, as Hume 
does, of one exclusive source, viz., Nature, for  these préjugés. Rather, 
he speaks of our learning, from childhood up, an activity, a prac-
tice, a social practice” (19). Moreover, the beliefs that form Witt-
genstein’s framework “are not judgements we actually make or, in 
general,  things we explic itly learn . . .  but rather reflect the general 
character of the practice itself, form a frame within which the judg-
ments we actually make hang together in a more or less coherent 
way” (19).

By considering the Wittgenstein of On Certainty and Hume the 
Naturalist, Strawson arrives at a position he calls “social naturalism.” 
He summarizes it thus:

[Hume and Wittgenstein] have in common the view that our 
“beliefs” in the . . .  general reliability of induction are not 
grounded beliefs, and at the same time are not open to serious 
doubt. They are, one might say, outside our critical and rational 
competence in the sense that they define, or help to define, the 
area in which that competence is exercised. To attempt to con-
front the professional skeptical doubt with arguments in support 
of  these beliefs, with rational justification, is simply to show a 
total misunderstanding of the role they actually play in our 
belief- systems. The correct way with the professional skeptical 
doubt is not to attempt to rebut it with argument, but to point 

10. So whereas for Hume the Naturalist specific claims are beyond question, for 
Strawson claims that play certain roles are beyond question. This brings the issue of 
induction closer to the “framework” we have been considering: some or another sys-
tem of demands and expectations playing a certain role (namely, making pos si ble 
 human society).
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out that it is idle, unreal, a pretense; and then rebutting argu-
ments  will appear as equally idle; the reasons produced in  those 
arguments to justify induction or belief in the existence of body 
are not, and do not become, our reasons for  those beliefs;  there 
is no such  thing as the reasons for which we hold  these beliefs. We 
simply cannot help accepting them as defining the areas within 
which the questions come up of what beliefs we should ratio-
nally hold on such- and- such a  matter. (19–20)

Note that, in this passage, the reason given for neglecting the doubt, 
the reason  these commitments need no justification, is not (simply) 
our natu ral psychological limitations, but (also) the role the commit-
ments play, a role that Strawson seems to think must be, and is ap-
propriately, ungrounded.11

While one may have reservations about Strawson’s social natural-
ism, it is, I think, at least better motivated and less unsatisfying than 
the  simple Humean thought.

Social Naturalism and the Central Argument
We can now add to our  earlier picture. We can now see that Straw-
son’s claim about the seriousness of our commitment to interpersonal 
relating is an expression of his under lying social naturalism. More-
over, this social naturalism has the implications we saw Strawson 
take for granted when making explicit his further point: insofar as 
it remains pos si ble to engage in tolerably ordinary interpersonal 

11. One can won der  whether Strawson unnecessarily weakens his position by 
appealing to uselessness or inability to change instead of appealing simply to the 
claim that certain commitments serve a certain function or role, and that, in that 
function or role, they are rightly ungrounded— they are not held for reasons. And, 
therefore, one might want to say, questioning them is idle: it is idle, not simply 
 because of a psychological inability, but rather  because the role they play is not, need 
not be, and, perhaps, could not be grounded in reasons. And if one  were to make this 
argument (as Strawson almost does), one can then say (as Strawson does) that ques-
tioning their justification shows “misunderstanding.”
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relationships, we  will do so, and, crucially, our  doing so  will not be 
illicit.12  There are no general conditions on the appropriateness of 
ordinary interpersonal relating that are not also conditions on its pos-
sibility. His social naturalism thus puts to rest, for Strawson, not only 
the question of  whether ac cep tance of the truth of determinism 
would lead to the decay or repudiation of the reactive attitudes, but 
also the question of  whether it should. Given our natu ral commitment 
to interpersonal relating, engaging in such relationships, where pos-
si ble, does not require justification; participation in ordinary inter-
personal relations is not the sort of  thing for which we have reasons.13 
The question of  whether we should participate is thus idle. If we go 
on to ask  whether, given the truth of determinism, it would nonethe-
less be rational to abandon  human society, we would have “utterly 
failed to grasp the purport of the preceding answer, the fact of our 
natu ral  human commitment to ordinary interpersonal attitudes” (120).

Note, too, that, given the social naturalism, Strawson’s further 
point falls out as easily as Strawson thought it would: if, as he thinks, 
 there are no conditions on the appropriateness of ordinary relating 
that are not also conditions on its possibility, then, given that ordi-
nary relating is evidently pos si ble ( because sometimes  actual), no 
general thesis could both be true and give a condition on the appro-
priateness of ordinary relating. We are thus assured that the general-
ization strategy  will fail—if determinism is true, then we never ex-
empt anyone  because they are determined*.

We can also now see, in light of Strawson’s social naturalism, why 
he hopes to adjudicate the dispute between the optimist and pessi-
mist by, so to speak, convincing each to stop talking one step  earlier—
by convincing the optimist to stop talking about efficacy and conse-
quences and the pessimist to stop talking about determinism. The 
optimist thinks our practices can be shown justified by appeal to the 

12. Or, more accurately, insofar as it remains pos si ble, we  will typically do so— 
occasionally we use our resource. In some of  those cases (e.g., when in the role of a 
therapist),  there may be specific reasons (e.g., therapeutic goals) that would render 
ordinary relating in  those cases illicit.

13. Not even Carnap- style external reasons.
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good consequences they produce. The pessimist (correctly) thinks 
that this justification distorts, beyond recognition, the notions of 
desert, blameworthiness, and justice— the optimist would replace 
 these with merely objective relating. But the pessimist, in turn, thinks 
that ordinary, nonobjective relating  will be justified only if determin-
ism is false. From Strawson’s point of view, each disputant commits 
the same of error: they each think that ordinary relating requires 
some justification. It does not. Thus they each, in their own way, 
answer an unreal question and thereby “overintellectualize the 
facts” (131).

Thus, Strawson’s social naturalism underlies the first part of his two- 
part answer, and that first part, itself, is meant to address the question 
of  whether ac cep tance of the truth of determinism  either would or 
should lead to the decay or the repudiation of the reactive attitudes— 
either in the normal or in the outlier case.

However, once we understand this, we are left with another puz-
zle (one also raised for the  simple Humean interpretation): If Straw-
son is, in the end,  going to rely on his under lying social naturalism, 
why does he bother to do all the other work of the article? Why did 
he draw our attention to the distinction between reactive and objec-
tive attitudes, mark the diference between (so called) excuse and 
exemption, consider  whether each could be universalized, and give 
the seeming facile argument? Why does he go on to make explicit 
the further point? Why not just appeal directly to the social natural-
ism? Much of the article might now seem unmotivated. It may now 
seem that Strawson, himself, is in danger of overintellectualizing.

I believe  there are two replies to this objection. First, Strawson 
characterized the initial dispute between the optimist and the pes-
simist as centered on “something vital” that the optimist had 
wrongly left out and that the pessimist was rightly anxious to get 
back. The pessimist “in the grip of his anxiety . . .  feels the vital 
 thing can be secured only if, beyond the facts as we know them, 
 there is the further fact that determinism is false” (108). Strawson 
wants to restore the vital  thing, without relying on the falsity of 
determinism.
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We can make the same point using a meta phor from Skepticism 
and Naturalism.  There, Strawson provides a quotation from Wittgen-
stein that, Strawson says, “neatly sums  things up [the social natural-
ist] point of view: ‘It is so difficult to find the beginning. Or, better: 
it is difficult to begin at the beginning. And not to try to go further 
back’ (471)” (24). From Strawson’s point of view, both the pessimist 
and the optimist start, so to speak, too far back. To restore the vital 
 thing is to start at the beginning.

The vital  thing, we learn at the end of Strawson’s article, is the 
acknowl edgment of the character and role of the network of reac-
tive attitudes.14 The optimist’s position suggested, to the pessimist 
and to Strawson, that the optimist advocates relating to  others in a 
purely objective way. The pessimist rightly recoils, but wrongly 
thinks that only the falsity of determinism would prevent that di-
saster. Strawson hopes that careful attention to the network of reac-
tive attitudes, to “what it is actually like to be involved in ordinary 
interpersonal relationships” (113),  will convince both parties that 
they need not appeal to further facts for justification; they can, in-
stead, with the social naturalist, start at the beginning, with the fact 
of  these attitudes.

Thus, the first answer to the current objection (why did Strawson 
do all the work of the article?) is Strawson’s (perhaps naïve) hope 
that, by drawing our attention to what it is actually like to be involved 
in ordinary interpersonal relationships,  going into some detail about 
the reactive attitudes, contrasting them with the objective attitude, 
marking the diference between excuse and exemption, and consider-
ing  whether we would or should use our resource all the time, he 
might convince the disputants to accept the upshot of his social natu-
ralism: that this network of attitudes does not require further justifi-
cation; we can start  here, at the beginning.

14. The second, difficult sentence of the following quotation is worth parsing: “It 
is a pity that talk of the moral sentiments has fallen out of favour. The phrase would 
be quite a good name for that network of attitudes in acknowledging the character 
and place of which we find, I suggest, the only possibility of reconciling  these dispu-
tants to each other and to the facts” (132).
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The optimist, “being the sort of man he is,” might accept Straw-
son’s position—he may recognize that his consequentialist form of 
justification threatens to cast all our relating as objective, and so may 
accept Strawson’s social naturalism (and so adjust his talk of 
consequences).15 But the pessimist is unlikely to be convinced— and 
Strawson knows this.

The pessimist’s recalcitrance provides the second answer to the 
current objection: Strawson not only wants to restore the “vital 
 thing” but also hopes to address—or, perhaps better, to destabilize— 
the pessimist’s worries. With his distinctions on hand, he can hope 
to do so with his second, more concessive reply to the crucial objec-
tion. Let us now turn to this.

Notice, first, that the pessimist’s concern is a moral concern: he is 
asking  whether, if determinism is true, it is just or fair, morally ap-
propriate, licit, or correct to hold  people responsible. The pessimist 
thinks  there is some moral standard on aptly holding  others respon-
sible (perhaps about control or about opportunities or possibilities) 
that  will be  violated if determinism is true.

We have seen that Strawson rejects such standards, due to his so-
cial naturalism. The pessimist does not accept the social naturalism. 
However, we also saw that Strawson’s distinction between (what we 
called) excuse and exception, together with his interpretation of the 
cases,  will make it difficult for the pessimist to find evidence for the 
sort of standard he needs, in the cases. We  will return to the skeptic’s 
objections to social naturalism in the final chapter.

For now, suppose the pessimist grants the further point—as  things 
currently stand, we never exempt  because we believe  people are de-
termined*. If the pessimist grants this but continues to ask  whether, 
in light of the truth of determinism, it would be morally legitimate to 
continue to relate to  others in the ordinary way, then Strawson can 
then ask, as he did with the  legal system, “to what [moral] standards 

15. Strawson concedes, late in the article, that “when certain of our beliefs about 
the efficacy of some of  these practices turns out to be false, then we may have good 
reason for dropping or modifying  those practices” (133). This much of the optimist’s 
position is consistent with Strawson’s own picture.
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are we appealing?” Once the pessimist grants that being determined* 
is not a reason we now use to exempt, he cannot deploy the general-
ization strategy. In fact, once the pessimist grants that the fact that 
someone is determined* is not among our reasons for exempting— 
that it does not, so to speak, appear in the moral rulebook—it is dif-
ficult to see how the pessimist can appeal to its truth as morally rel-
evant, at all.16 It may now seem that asking  whether, given the truth 
of determinism, engaging in our moral practices would be morally 
legitimate is like asking  whether, given the truth of determinism, the 
 legal system would be  legal. But, again, Strawson thinks it makes no 
sense to question or to criticize a practice, as a  whole, in terms that 
owe their meaning to that practice.  Doing so is, he thinks, the essence 
of certain skeptical positions, which are to be rejected as absurd. So, 
if the pessimist grants the further point, then the question he would 
like to raise cannot be coherently asked. He would be vulnerable to 
the broadly Wittgensteinian argument (as hinted at in the footnote 
about induction).17

16. He may try to mount an argument that starts not in cases, but in an account 
of the nature of morality. We  will consider this in the next chapter.

17. I do not see Strawson making this broadly Wittgensteinian argument, explic-
itly, in “Freedom and Resentment,” but I do believe he expects his reader to fill it in. 
It is a standard sort of argument for Strawson to make, and one standard interpreta-
tion of “Freedom and Resentment” understands him to be relying on it.

Compare his treatment of skepticism in Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive Meta-
physics: “This gives us a more profound characterization of the sceptic’s position. He 
pretends to accept a conceptual scheme, but at the same time quietly rejects one of 
the conditions of its employment. Thus his doubts are unreal, not simply  because 
they are logically irresoluble doubts, but  because they amount to the rejection of the 
 whole conceptual scheme within which alone such doubts make sense. So, naturally 
enough, the alternative to doubt which he ofers us is the suggestion that we do not 
 really, or should not  really, have the conceptual scheme that we do have; that we do 
not  really, or should not  really, mean what we think we mean, what we do mean. 
But this alternative is absurd. For the  whole pro cess of reasoning only starts  because 
the scheme is as it is; and we cannot change it even if we would” (35–36; see also 
106, 109).

Compare, too, what Strawson and Grice characterize as “a typical example of a 
phi los o pher’s paradox. Instead of examining the  actual use that we make of the 
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Even so, the pessimist could raise the crucial objection as stated 
by Strawson: the pessimist could go on to ask  whether it is rational to 
continue ordinary relating. Strawson says that such a question is un-
real. But he also gives his second, more concessive, reply. He says that, 
if one insists on “imagining what we cannot have” and so asking this 
question, we still could not answer it in the way that the pessimist 
would like to, namely, by considering  whether anyone “ really” de-
serves resentment, indignation, punishment, and so on. Once one 
grants the further point, that possibility is ruled out by the broadly 
Wittgensteinian thought. Instead, we would have to answer it by ap-
peal to some extramoral standard—by appeal to the “gains and losses 
to  human life” (such as, e.g., longer life expectancy, greater wealth, 
therapeutic improvements,  etc.). But, this is just the way the optimist 
addresses the question. And Strawson and the pessimist are in agree-
ment that this is the wrong way to answer the question that the pes-
simist wants to ask.

Thus, I believe, Strawson engages in much of the work of the ar-
ticle not only to restore the vital  thing, but also in an efort to desta-
bilize the pessimist’s worries: The further point would disarm the 
generalization strategy. With that strategy disarmed, the broadly 
Wittgensteinian thought (which remains in the background) might 
be used to argue that it makes no sense to ask  whether the moral 
system is, as a  whole, morally legitimate. The most one could then 
intelligibly ask, Strawson thinks, is  whether our moral practices are, 
in some other way, good or bad— but that is not the question the 
pessimist wanted to ask.18 Moreover, it is not a question Strawson 
thinks real. We should, instead, rest content in the fact that the exis-
tence of some such framework of interpersonal demands and reac-
tions is a natu ral part of  human life— a part that can be improved 

notion . . .  the phi los o pher mea sures it by some perhaps inappropriate standard . . .  
and  because it falls short of this standard, or seems to do so, denies its real ity, declares 
it illusory.” H. P. Grice and Peter F. Strawson, “In Defense of a Dogma,” Philosophical 
Review 65, no. 2 (April 1956): 147.

18. One might think that, in asking  whether they are rational, one was asking not 
 whether they are good or bad, but simply  whether they are coherent. We  will consider 
this in the final chapter.
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and refined, to be sure, and can even be improved and refined for 
moral reasons, in light of our increased understanding of our place in 
nature— but not part of life that could or even should be abandoned.

Of course, the pessimist  will not be satisfied. In the next and final 
chapter we  will consider the objections that remain. In so  doing, we 
 will bring to light more of Strawson’s under lying metaethical 
picture.
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5

The Remaining Objections

we have, i hope, come to understand the central argument of 
“Freedom and Resentment,” and, in par tic u lar, how it relies on Straw-
son’s under lying metaphysics of morals— a metaphysics of morals 
that is, in turn, an expression of Strawson’s broader social naturalism. 
I believe that, so understood, the argument is power ful. But, of 
course, objections can be raised. The pessimist, in par tic u lar,  will re-
main dissatisfied. In this final chapter we  will consider what I imagine 
to be the pessimist’s remaining dissatisfactions and provide, on 
Strawson’s behalf, some pos si ble replies. Though the objections are 
serious, I believe robust replies can be supplied.

Intermediate Princi ples and Cases
The pessimists’ continued dissatisfactions spring from his firm con-
viction that  there are conditions not just on the possibility or work-
ability, but on the moral legitimacy of relating to  others in the ordi-
nary way, in ordinary circumstances. The pessimist believes that it 
is unfair (or unjust, or morally illicit) to hold someone responsible 
when their action was out of their control, or when they lacked al-
ternative possibilities, or when their be hav ior was forced or fated 
or not up to them. Moreover, the pessimist believes, if determinism 
is true, then every one is always in this condition: all of us always 
lack control, possibilities, or some such. And thus, if determinism 
is true, ordinary relating is always morally illegitimate. We called 
this argument “the generalization strategy.” It depends on the claim 
that  there are moral standards that all ordinary interpersonal 
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relating could fail to meet, requiring us to adopt the objective attitude 
universally.

We have seen that, as a consequence of his social naturalism, 
Strawson rejects such standards. He thinks  there are no standards on 
the legitimacy of engaging with  others in the ordinary way, only con-
ditions of its possibility. (And, since such ordinary engagement is 
evidently sometimes pos si ble, no thesis that is both general and true 
 will show it inappropriate.) Moreover, we have seen that Strawson’s 
arguments in “Freedom and Resentment” presuppose the social 
naturalism that supports this rejection. The unconvinced pessimist 
 will not accept social naturalism.

Absent social naturalism, Strawson’s rejection of the pessimist’s 
standards would rest simply on his examination of our practices— 
that is, it would rest on his interpretation of cases in which we sus-
pend or modify the reactive attitudes— together with an assumption 
that the disagreement must be resolved by appeal to cases.1 But the 
pessimist  will no more accept Strawson’s interpretation of cases than 
the social naturalism.

How to adjudicate this disagreement? In one way, Strawson seems 
to have the advantage: he can, at least, support his interpretation of 
the cases by situating it in his larger theoretical picture (the social 
naturalism). The pessimist could respond with his own metaphysics 
of morals— that is, the unconvinced pessimist could support his in-
terpretation of the cases by providing an argument that starts from 
claims about the nature of moral requirement or moral demand and 
reaches the conclusion that moral demands require a form of control, 
possibility, originality, spontaneity, or some such, that is ruled out 
by the truth of determinism. We would then be left to compare the 
pessimist’s metaphysics of morals with Strawson’s.

Strikingly, though,  those who argue the pessimist’s position rarely 
delve into the nature of moral requirement or moral demand. They 
typically, instead, trade in intermediate moral princi ples (their stan-
dards about desert, control, alternatives, possibility, originality, and 

1. The article is often interpreted in this way. Strawson’s interpretation of cases 
gives some reason to reject the standards.
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so on), which they usually simply pre sent as intuitively compelling, 
illustrating with cases. However, once such an intermediate princi-
ple is questioned ( because, for example, it is incompatible with the 
truth of determinism) and an alternative interpretation of the cases 
is presented, something more than  simple appeal to intuition is 
called for.

One might think the pessimist should return to the cases, now 
appealing to them as evidence for, rather than merely illustrations of, 
his princi ples. However, as we saw in chapter 3, even absent the 
social naturalism, the distinctions Strawson has drawn make it 
 difficult for the pessimist to support his intermediate princi ples in 
this way.

To review: The pessimist’s trou ble comes in two stages. First, 
Strawson’s distinction between (what we called) excuse and exemp-
tion requires the pessimist to choose his cases carefully. Often, when 
we learn that someone was caused to do something (or, that they had 
no alternative, or what they did was out of their control, or not up 
to them, or forced, or fated), we thereby learn that we  were mistaken 
about the quality of their  will— they  really meant no harm, or it 
could not be avoided, or they slipped, and so on.  These are cases of 
“excuse”—in our rough slogan,  these are cases in which the  will was 
not ill.2 However, the truth of determinism  will not show that we have 
always been mistaken about the quality of one another’s  wills— that 
no  will has ever been ill. That, Strawson pointed out, would be a con-
sequence of the reign of universal good  will, not universal determinism. 
Thus, if determinism is to provide a reason to suspend or modify all 
reactive attitudes, it would have to be a reason to “exempt”, rather than 
to “excuse”: it would have to be a reason that shows, in our rough slogan, 
that the (sometimes poor) quality of other’s  wills never  matters in the 
way we have thought it does. And so, in light of this distinction between 
excuse and exemption, the pessimist must choose his cases carefully: 
he must find a case in which the quality of a person’s  will does not 
 matter  because that person’s  will is somehow out of their control 
(or forced or fated or not up to them).  There are such cases; we 

2. See, again, chapter 1, footnotes 5 and 6.
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considered the case of an impulse control disorder. The pessimist 
might then suggest that, if determinism is true,  every case is like 
this one.

However, Strawson poses a second challenge by providing an 
alternative interpretation of  these cases: According to Strawson, 
when we exempt someone with an impulse control disorder, we do 
not do so simply  because their  will is somehow out of their control 
(or forced or fated or not up to them). Rather, we exempt them 
 because their  will is out of their control in such a way as to render 
them incapacitated for ordinary interpersonal relating. Once this 
alternative way of interpreting the relevant cases is on the  table, the 
pessimist may have difficulty finding evidence, in cases, to support 
his interpretation over Strawson’s. It is difficult to locate cases in 
which characteristically engaged relating is tolerably pos si ble but is 
nonetheless illicit.3

A Pessimistic Metaphysics of Morals?
Perhaps, then, the unconvinced pessimist should attempt his own 
metaphysics of morals,  after all. What kind of overarching account of 
the nature of moral demands and requirements would support a pes-
simistic position?

The optimist’s consequentialism certainly does not—it renders 
the pos si ble truth of determinism irrelevant. A contractualist picture 
would do the same, though for somewhat dif er ent reasons.4 An eth-
ics grounded in  human excellence or  human nature would also, it 
seems, accommodate itself to the facts on the ground—to what ever 
turns out to be true of excellent  humans choosing well.

3. Engaged relating is pos si ble but, perhaps, ill- advised or unwise, in the case of 
the jackass: better to use your resource. However, merely being unwise or ill- advised 
is not enough for the pessimist’s argument. It must be illicit, unfair, undeserved. See 
chapter 3, footnote 5 and footnote 20 in this chapter.

4. If the moral standards are the ones we would all agree to  under certain circum-
stances, we would, presumably, take into account, in our agreement, what ever limita-
tions are true of us. See T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1998), chaps. 6 and 8.
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If one believes the moral standards are established by divine com-
mand, grounded in divine nature, or (especially) enforced by a deity 
who is sovereign over the physical world, one could then find a way 
to argue that moral standards require, for their legitimate application, 
a kind of freedom that is incompatible with determinism. However, 
it seems unlikely that one would, in this case, be pessimistic—it 
seems likely that one would also find, in one’s theology, reasons to 
expect determinism to be false. Likewise, a Kantian could perhaps 
find resources for arguing (rather than asserting) that the moral law 
requires a kind of freedom that is incompatible with determinism, 
but the Kantian may also argue that, although our in de pen dence 
from the physical world does not appear when we consider ourselves 
as merely empirical subjects, it is nonetheless true of us as we are in 
ourselves. Neither of  these metaphysics is pessimistic.

Since I find a pessimistic metaphysics of morals difficult to locate, 
I  will not,  here, consider one. I  will, instead, consider the strategy I 
believe the pessimist is most likely to pursue.

Against Social Naturalism
Rather than pre sent his own metaphysics of morals, the pessimist is 
likely to go on the ofensive; he is likely to argue that Strawson’s social 
naturalism cannot provide a satisfying account of moral standards. It 
is a good strategy. Serious challenges can be raised to Strawson’s 
under lying picture. In fact, it  will seem to many, even non- pessimistic, 
ethicists simply a nonstarter. (I suspect this is why Strawson’s argu-
ment has typically been misunderstood.)

On Strawson’s socially naturalistic picture, moral standards seem 
to appear with, and to be sustained by,  human social activity. They are 
constituted, at least in part, by  actual moral practice.5 Thus it seems 

5. An alternative might see moral standards as constituted not so much by prac-
tice as by a practical prob lem: the prob lem of sharing a world with  others. This is how 
I understand contractualism. With more time, I would compare it to the position in 
the text. Both ground moral standards in something  actual. Both can allow them to 
reach beyond that starting point. My initial sympathies are with the contractualist, 
but I find Strawson’s position intriguing.
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that the practice is somehow prior to the standards—or, better, not 
posterior to them.6 Strawson thus concludes that the standards are 
attuned to our  actual capacities— capacities we already know we cur-
rently enjoy,  whether or not determinism is true.

The pessimist, as well as many who are not pessimistic,  will raise 
a serious objection: The purpose and role of moral standards is to 
govern our social practice. The standards are not meant to reflect the 
practice, but rather to regulate it. When  there is divergence between 
the standards and our practice, it is the practice, not the standards, 
that must change. Hence, it might seem, the standards must be estab-
lished in de pen dently of, must find a ground somewhere other than, 
our social practice— other wise they  will not have the right kind of 
“authority” over the practices.7 They  will lack critical purchase. Thus, 
one might think, social naturalism is inadequate as an account of the 
nature of moral expectations and demands, precisely  because it al-
lows moral standards to adjust to what is ordinary: the same feature 

6. This is not a common thought in ethics, but similar thoughts are more com-
mon elsewhere. Wittgenstein is associated with the idea that use establishes mean-
ing. Strawson is ambivalent about this thought. (See the final chapter of Strawson, 
Skepticism and Naturalism.) Compare the reaction of Strawson and Grice to 
Quine’s thought that conventional rules might establish synonymy: “The notion 
of synonymy by explicit convention would be unintelligible if the notion of syn-
onymy by usage  were not presupposed.  There cannot be law where  there is no 
custom, or rules where  there are not practices (though perhaps we can better un-
derstand what a practice is by looking at the rule).” Grice and Strawson, “In De-
fense of a Dogma,” 153.

As applied to ethics, it is an intriguing picture and (assuming it can withstand the 
objections raised below) one we might do well to consider, especially in light of the 
challenge from evolution advanced by Sharon Street in, e.g., “A Darwinian Dilemma 
for Realist Theories of Value,” Philosophical Studies 127, no. 1 (2006): 109–66. (Strawson 
identifies himself as a realist, though Street would not so identify him. See Strawson, 
Skepticism and Naturalism, chap. 4.) Consider, too, T. M. Scanlon’s evocation of 
Carnap in his discussion of the metaphysics of reasons, in Being Realistic about Rea-
sons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). Time may be ripe for a midcentury 
revival.

7. Always question “authority.”
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that allows Strawson to make his argument against the relevance of 
any general thesis also renders his picture unacceptable.

This concern about authority, or about critical purchase, can 
make Strawson’s under lying picture seem simply a nonstarter.  After 
all, the actually existing framework of expectations and demands in 
any given  human society can be, and often is, ghastly, as any brief 
glance through history or across the globe  will attest—or a more 
searching gaze  here and now. Strawson has claimed that the contents 
of the demands in a society are determined, at least in part, by what 
is statistically ordinary— but, atrocities are ordinary. In certain socie-
ties, it is ordinary to punish  women for being raped, or to beat  those 
of lower castes for failures to show deference. In our own society, it 
is ordinary simply to ignore the desperate but satisfiable needs of 
 those distanced from us,  either by time and space or by social class 
or category. Genocide is, in some sense, ordinary. Xenophobia is 
certainly ordinary— and likely part of our inheritance in  human na-
ture. But ordinariness does not render  these permissible.  These are 
flagrant violations of reasonable demands for re spect and 
goodwill.

One might try to reply, on Strawson’s behalf, by distinguishing 
between ordinary practices, which can be ghastly, and ordinary capaci-
ties, to which any practice must be sensitive: The pessimist claims 
that, if determinism is true, then we all lack a capacity presumed 
by moral demands. One might try to insist that moral demands  will 
presume no more than the typical capacities while allowing moral 
demands to remain insensitive to, and thereby potentially critical of, 
the typical practices.

This  will not work, as a reply for Strawson. First, it cuts against 
the social nature of his social naturalism, which relies on practices. 
Second, capacities for respecting  others (e.g., for overcoming xeno-
phobia, or delaying one’s own gratification for the sake of another, 
or resisting envy) can vary just as capacities for memory or inhibi-
tory control can.8 We saw,  earlier, that demands that exceed the 

8. Or, at least, Strawson should think so. Why deny that capacities for respecting 
 others can vary just as any other capacity? Presumably  because one affirms a strong 
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ordinary capacity for memory, attention, or inhibitory control  will 
not be part of the adjustable system. However, if capacities for re-
specting  others can vary just as capacities for memory, attention, or 
inhibitory control can, then it might seem that Strawson cannot 
avoid the conclusion that demands that exceed the current capacity 
for re spect for or sensitivity to  others  will also not be part of the 
adjustable system. If so, then it  will turn out that, as long as what we 

version of “ ought implies can,” that is, presumably  because one thinks that each per-
son facing a legitimate moral demand must have the capacity to satisfy that demand 
(or to bring it about that they do), regardless of their contingent history or circum-
stance. Call this capacity “moral freedom.” Presuming moral freedom opens one 
to the pessimist’s worries: a capacity to satisfy moral demands, regardless of one’s 
history or circumstances, seems to require an in de pen dence from history and circum-
stances that the truth of determinism might undermine. Strawson should not presume 
moral freedom. (Though see footnote 25.)

The presumption that  ought implies can is, I think, standard in many con-
temporary moral intuitions, and it motivates the pessimist’s position. Note, though, 
that  there are two ways of accommodating it: assert ability or deny obligation. In the 
second critique, Kant argued from the fact of moral obligation to the (noumenal) 
real ity of moral freedom. See Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, Cam-
bridge Texts in the History of Philosophy, trans. Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1997), 5:30.  Others argue in the contrapositive, from the fact 
of  human limitation to the limitation of legitimate moral obligation. The pessimist 
is the limiting case of the latter strategy, arguing from the elimination of moral free-
dom to the elimination of morality.  Later in this chapter I  will consider the implica-
tions, for Strawson, of the fact that moral intuition includes some commitment to 
moral freedom.

For now, note a contrary thought, also standard in the moral intuition of many: 
Sometimes  people are simply too weak of  will, or too vicious of character, too selfish 
or petty, to rise to the occasion and do what is nonetheless required of them. The 
pro cess of moral development and education leaves some of us inadequate to the 
moral task, subject to what we might call “original sin.” This second thought seems 
to me clearly correct: it is simply not the case that each of us always, regardless of our 
history and circumstances, has the capacity to do what is nonetheless rightly re-
quired of us. Strawson’s naturalism should leave him with the same opinion.

Thanks to Sarah Buss and to an anonymous reviewer for pressing for 
clarification.
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would call disrespect is sufficiently entrenched in the culture, it  will 
not be disrespect,  after all.9

In sum, the objector claims that Strawson’s social naturalism is 
inadequate as an account of the nature of moral and interpersonal 
standards  because such standards must have the ability to criticize 
the status quo, and do so radically, not merely at the edges or incre-
mentally. By relying, as Strawson does, on actually existing capacities 
and practices, he has deprived moral standards of the in de pen dence 
they require to do the work they are meant to do. Again, the feature 
that allows Strawson to make his argument also renders his picture 
unacceptable.

A Defense of Social Naturalism
In reply, Strawson should first point out that he has not advocated 
a merely descriptivist ethics. He has instead claimed that any 
 human society  will include a certain general, formal feature: a 
framework of expectations and demands constituted by certain 
characteristic reactions to the violation or supersession of  those 
expectations or demands. Participation in some or another such 
framework, he claims, is “original, non- rational . . . in no way some-
thing we could choose or give up” (131n7), and so, he thinks, beyond 
questions of justification. We have seen that he also believes the 
existence of a working  human society guarantees that certain minimal 
demands and expectations are typically met. We have surmised 
that  those minimal demands must be attuned to the statistically 
ordinary capacities. Thus, Strawson can conclude that most  people 
enjoy the capacities required for minimal participation in the 
framework. But, within the framework, Strawson has claimed, 
 there is “endless room for modification, redirection, criticism and 

9. The point must be put carefully. If “disrespect” is simply what ever violates the 
standards currently at work, disrespect  will always be wrong. However, this observa-
tion does not address the concern. The objector worries that what we now regard as 
serious violations of  human dignity (or equality or freedom or self- governance) may, 
in certain circumstances, no longer count as disrespect.
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justification” (131).10 Thus he makes room for critical purchase, 
within the practice.

One might won der, what provides that critical purchase? On what 
basis do we modify, redirect, criticize, and so on? Strawson mentions 
rational consistency.11 However, given the flexibility of his social 
naturalism, it seems that Strawson can and should also allow that 
certain ideals can and  will be incorporated into the moral and inter-
personal framework— ideals that set expectations above the mini-
mum, which expectations may not typically or ordinarily be met. We 
could, for example, incorporate into the framework a concern for 
equality, or self- governance, or the freedom of each consistent with 
the freedom of all, or symmetric standing in determining the terms 
of our respectful relating, or a concern for producing certain goods, 
or exemplifying  human excellence, or avoiding pain in sentient crea-
tures, or caring for the natu ral world.12

To see how this is pos si ble, note again the diference between what 
we might now call standards of regard, that is, expectations and de-
mands “within the framework,” to which we respond with the reac-
tive attitudes, and what we might call exempting conditions, that is, the 
conditions that preclude being a participant in the framework, “a 
term in moral relationships” (124), someone to whom we apply the 

10. “Endless” is overstatement— the minimal requirements must be kept, and 
Strawson insists on reciprocity.

11. I do not know how far he thinks consistency  will take us—it is a Kantian hope 
that it  will take us very far. See footnote 25.

12. Perhaps, just as Strawson was unwilling to call the framework “moral”  unless 
it included reciprocity, we should be unwilling to do so  unless it includes such ideals. 
But, like Strawson, I would also wish to keep our sense of the “moral” spare enough 
to allow for a variety of ideals to thrive in a liberal society.

What I am calling “symmetric standing in determining the terms of our respect-
ful relating” appears, I believe, in Scanlon’s contractualism. As an ideal, it supports 
what I call below the “counter- pressure.” See Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other 
and Pamela Hieronymi, “Of Metaethics and Motivation: The Appeal of Contractu-
alism,” in Reasons and Recognition: Essays on the Philosophy of T. M. Scanlon, ed. 
Rahul Kumar, Samuel Scheffler, and R. Jay Wallace (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 101–28. 
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standards of regard. The first are the standards by which we deter-
mine (in our rough slogan)  whether your  will was ill. The second are 
the conditions that determine (in our rough slogan)  whether your 
(possibly ill)  will  matters to us in the usual way.13

Strawson believes that our “natu ral commitment to ordinary in-
terpersonal relating” ensures that exemptions  will be rare. However, 
one could maintain this without insisting that the standards of regard 
 will typically be satisfied. Although Strawson did claim that the exis-
tence of a society guarantees that a certain minimum set of demands 
and expectations  will typically be satisfied, maintaining this is con-
sistent with allowing other, more robust demands and expectations 
that are not typically satisfied— perhaps even only rarely satisfied (in 
just the way that certain standards of evidence are typically not satis-
fied, due to, for example, confirmation bias).

Thus, one might think that Strawson can avoid the serious objec-
tion simply by allowing certain ideals to be incorporated into the 
framework of moral and interpersonal demands and expectations, 
where  these ideals  will set standards of regard— and perhaps set them 
much higher than typically satisfied by the usual practices— without 
afecting the exempting conditions.

However, Strawson is not out of the woods. More must be said, 
 because we have seen that, on his picture, the fact that exemptions 

13. I say “exempting conditions” rather than “standards of exemption” attempting 
to mark the fact that, for Strawson, nonexemption is simply the default, not some-
thing that needs or requires justification. I mean simply the conditions (such as  those 
Strawson has listed)  under which we exempt.

It seems to me that the diference between standards of regard and exempting 
conditions is the diference at which interpreters sometimes gesture with the slip-
pery spatial meta phors of “internal” and “external.” I very much distrust  these meta-
phors, and I have tried to minimize their use. (I likewise dislike the meta phors of 
“constituted by,” “prior,” and “posterior,” on which I  earlier relied. I welcome 
clarification.)

In the next page of the main text I note that, for Strawson, the need to limit the 
exempting conditions puts pressure on the standards of regard— the two interact. I 
believe this is, in part, why the “internal/external” meta phor is so unsatisfying.
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 will be rare can put significant pressure on, and in fact  will help to 
determine, the standards of regard.

We saw the efects of this pressure  earlier, when we considered 
the community of  people who are naturally equipped with only the 
degree of inhibitory control, memory, and attention that we typi-
cally enjoy when fairly inebriated. As  things stand, we typically re-
gard certain sorts of outbursts or revelations, or certain moments 
of distraction, inattention, or forgetfulness, as disrespectful— 
violations of the standards of regard. Though, if they appear in 
isolated bouts of drunkenness, we sometimes exempt (saying, e.g., 
“he  wasn’t himself ”).14 However, in a community of  people whose 
natu ral capacities are diminished, finding the same outbursts (or, 
distraction, inattention, and so on) disrespectful would be both un-
reasonable and emotionally unsustainable. Thus, it seems,  people 
in that community would not be prone to respond to  those out-
bursts with negative reactive attitudes. Importantly, though, in such 
a community, it  will not be the case that every one is constantly 
exempting one another from some unchanging, universal standards 
of regard (standards that we typically meet but they cannot). Rather, 
in such a community, the standards of regard adjust to suit the 
 actual capacities.15

Why think that the standards of regard adjust?  Because  those stan-
dards just are the expectations and demands constituted by the reac-
tive attitudes. As Strawson put it, “the making of the demand is the 
proneness to the attitude.” If failing to react to certain outbursts is 
the norm, then that failure to react is not a case of exempting from the 
usual expectations or demands (nor a use of the resource). Rather, 
no expectation has been  violated; no demand is in place. To be sure, 
one may maintain certain beliefs about what would be best, or even 
about what would be morally ideal, without any proneness to the 

14. For details on drunkenness, see chapter 2, footnote 14.
15. I believe this sort of  thing happens in many  actual cases— perhaps most viv-

idly in nursing homes.  Those in such communities need not be simply exempting 
one another—as Strawson would allow. See chapter 1, footnote 7; chapter 2, footnote 
15; and this chapter, footnote 17 and 35.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:17 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T h e  R e m a i n i n g  O b j e c t i o n s  83

reactive attitudes. One might well think it would be better, morally 
speaking, if  people refrained from  those outbursts. However, if  those 
ideals are not (in a society or for an individual) among the standards 
whose violations tend to elicit reactive attitudes, then the violation 
of  those standards does not, in fact,  matter (in that society or to that 
individual) in the way that violations of the standards of regard 
 matter— those ideals are not ones to which  people are held respon-
sible in the usual way. Thus, they do not qualify as among the stan-
dards of regard.16 The standards of regard shift with the reactive 
attitudes.17

In the community with diminished natu ral capacities for memory, 
attention, or inhibitory control, an adjustment of the standards of 
regard seems welcome. We can note, too, that the same dynamic  will 
allow the standards of regard to adjust upward—if  people develop 
greater capacities for memory or attention, they might ask more of 
another, and, insofar as it is workable, it may become expected. That 
seems a happy outcome.

However, while the flexibility seems welcome in  those two cases, 
it invites the serious objection: what is to prevent  those standards 
from adjusting downward, to accommodate the circumstances,  until 
what we would regard as serious disrespect no longer  matters?

Again, the worry is not idle:  humans are not born possessing the 
emotional capacities required to face the ethical and interpersonal 
challenges of adult life; we require moral and personal education 

16. The fact that certain ideals that might plausibly be called “moral” might not 
be incorporated into the standards of regard might clarify a variety of puzzling fea-
tures of “morality.”

17.  Earlier I claimed the question of  whether the use of the resource was a case of 
exemption was delicate:  there are grounds for saying that, when you use your re-
source, you simply ignore violations of standards that you nonetheless maintain. 
However, the universal use of the resource would eliminate the demands:  there 
would be no basis for claiming that the expectations or demands remain in place. 
Thus it turns out that society- wide “exemption” is not pos si ble—if nonreaction be-
comes the norm, then the operating standards of due regard have changed. (Again, 
the introduction of the label “exemption” can be misleading.) (See, again, chapter 1, 
footnote 7; chapter 2, footnote 15; and this chapter, footnote 15.)
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and development. Tragically,  those pro cesses can go awry. As a re-
sult,  people often enough arrive at adulthood simply too weak of 
 will, or too vicious of character, or too selfish or petty, or too full of 
self- doubt or self- criticism, or too stubbornly blind to the needs or 
experiences of  others, to rise to the occasion and do what, one 
might think, is nonetheless required of them. Often enough,  people 
arrive at adulthood without the capacities required to treat  others 
(or, perhaps certain classes of  others) with the deference or accom-
modation they would expect for themselves (and, often enough, 
also without the wherewithal to recognize this fact about 
themselves).18 Worse, a given culture might positively reinforce and 
regularly reproduce  these failures.19 Why, then, would the standards 
of regard not adjust to  those incapacities, in  those circumstances, 
just as it did for  those incapable of greater memory, attention, or 
inhibitory control?

Strawson should respond first by granting that  there  will, indeed, 
be pressure for the standards of regard to adjust to the status quo, to 
accommodate the tendencies and incapacities of the majority (or the 
culturally dominant). He should then point out that  there  will also 
be counter- pressure, coming both from the needs and interests of 
 those disadvantaged and from demands of consistency, to resist this 
pressure—to maintain in, or to incorporate into, the standards of re-
gard a concern for needs and interests of each and to apply  those 
enriched standards consistently across the population. Insofar as this 
dynamic of pressure and counter- pressure accurately describes our 
social and moral life while allowing for critical purchase, Strawson 
 will, I think, have a robust defense against the serious objection.

To illustrate and elaborate upon this reply: Let us start by recon-
sidering the pressure to accommodate the majority, but now examin-
ing, not limitations of memory, attention, or the like, but rather wide-
spread and serious failures of interpersonal re spect. Suppose you 
somehow come to live among  people the vast majority of whom are, 

18. See footnote 8.
19. For only one current example, consider the current concern about “rape 

culture.”

125-84709_Hieronymi_Morals_5P.indd   84 3/6/20   11:17 AM

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:17 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



T h e  R e m a i n i n g  O b j e c t i o n s  85

as you see it, regularly violating basic demands of interpersonal re-
spect through, for example, a strict system of caste, or racism, or sex-
ism, or other social stratification. Given your conviction that each 
person deserves equal re spect and equal treatment, it seems you 
should be regularly, frequently indignant, even outraged, and, if you 
fall into one of the disfavored categories, resentful. But  those emo-
tions are costly, both personally and interpersonally. It  will therefore 
be difficult to avoid  either regularly using your resource, to cope with 
“the strains of involvement,” or  else coming to see  those you live with 
as somehow morally immature or diseased.20 However, if you do 
 either, you  will have, in efect, exempted  those around you from the 
standards you believe they are violating. By  doing so consistently, you 
 will shift your standards of regard. Although you may remain con-
vinced, intellectually, that  those you live around are being seriously 
disrespectful, neither your actions nor your reactions  will embody 
that conviction. It may become difficult to maintain, publicly, your 
claim that the violations are serious ones— that they  really  matter. 
Although you may continue to believe that a serious moral require-
ment is being  violated, you no longer include that requirement 
among the interpersonal expectations or demands to which you hold 
 others responsible. Your moral convictions may seem to be so only 
in name.21

20. One might note that, on Strawson’s picture, the line between using your re-
source to avoid the strains of involvement and exempting a person due to incapaci-
ties  will not be a sharp one. Thus, the line between vice and disease is also not sharp. 
This seems to be so, in practice: we respond to the extreme jackass and the psycho-
path in much the same way. The blurring of this line seems to me salutary: our main 
interest in drawing the line is to determine who is to be held responsible. But, for 
Strawson, this is just the question of  whether ordinary relating is tolerably pos si ble, 
and in neither case is it. We can draw a line by saying that, in one case, the impossibility 
is due to pathology, while, in the other, it is due to inadequate moral development. 
But, if that diference makes no significant diference in practice, we have an explana-
tion for why the line can seem difficult. See chapter 3, footnote 5 and this chapter, 
footnote 3.

21. If the example seems unconvincing, one might instead consider the current 
plight of the global poor, or the treatment of animals in factory farming, and how 
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Alternatively, you might, instead, continue to sufer the strains of 
involvement, you might continue to respond to  others as responsible 
adults violating impor tant standards of regard— that is, you may con-
tinue to relate to  others with the resentment or indignation called for 
by your convictions.22 If so, you  will be holding  others to standards 
that they, with the crowd, neither recognize nor regard as reasonable. 
They  will then resent you. As time goes on, it is likely they  will  either 
turn against you (the list of martyred moral reformers is long) or  else 
begin to use their resource to respond to you more objectively: you 
 will become a prob lem, an issue, or perhaps a kind of curiosity or 
museum piece. You  will then be left outside the scope of ordinary 
interpersonal relationships.23 If you are one and they are many, this 
 will not be so difficult for them.

 those facts do or do not manifest in one’s own interpersonal and intrapersonal reac-
tions to everyday decision making.

22. It is crucial for the plausibility of the position I ofer to Strawson that the reac-
tive attitudes are, as I would put it, neither voluntary nor involuntary. Though we can 
sometimes voluntarily use our resource to step away from them, so to speak,  these 
attitudes are not themselves voluntary— they cannot be simply  adopted or abandoned 
for any reason one would like (as the position of the optimist seems to suggest). Nor 
are they involuntary— they are not merely passive occurrences to which we are sub-
ject, like a sensation or a perceptual experience. I have elaborated on the form of 
agency embodied in  these attitudes elsewhere, calling them “non- voluntary” activi-
ties. See, e.g., “Controlling Attitudes,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 87, no.  1 
(March 2006): 45–74; “The Wrong Kind of Reason,” Journal of Philosophy 102, no. 9 
(September 2005): 1–21; “Believing at  Will,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 35, suppl. 
(2009): 149–87; “I’ll Bet You Think This Blame Is about You,” in Oxford Studies in 
Agency and Responsibility: Essays on Themes from the Work of Gary Watson, ed. Justin 
Coates and Neal Tognazzini (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 60–87.

Strawson seems to want to point to this aspect of the reactive attitudes in the final 
paragraph of “Freedom and Resentment”: “ These practices, their reception, the reac-
tions to them,  really are expressions of our moral attitudes and not merely devices 
we calculatingly employ for regulative purposes. Our practices do not merely exploit 
our natures, they express them. Indeed the very understanding of the kind of efficacy 
 these expressions of our attitudes have turns on our remembering this” (133).

23. The dilemma (curtail your standards or be criticized or ostracized) seems to 
be faced by many, both progressive and conservative.
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It seems, then, that the natu ral  human commitment to ordinary, 
engaged relating  will, indeed, put pressure on the standards of 
regard— pressure  toward conformity or  toward what is typical— even 
if what is typical is seriously disrespectful. The pressure  will make it 
difficult to respond to widespread disrespect as disrespectful, just as 
the objector surmised. The standards are in fact in danger of slipping. 
Again, Strawson should grant this.

Having granted this, Strawson should also point out that it is dif-
ficult to respond to widespread disrespect as disrespectful, in just the 
way described. One might see it as a strength of Strawson’s picture 
that it captures some of this difficulty.

Turning, next, to the counter- pressure: It may seem odd to think 
that  there could be any counter- pressure for change or reform of the 
poor practices of the majority, given both the fact that the standards 
of regard must be emotionally and interpersonally sustainable and 
the fact that  people may be simply incapable of showing re spect for 
 others (or even of recognizing their own incapacity to do so). How-
ever, I believe that maintaining aty pi cal standards of regard— 
continuing in emotionally engaged expectation and demand, even 
when  those expectations or demands are widely unrecognized— can 
be emotionally and interpersonally sustainable, in the right circum-
stances. Though it  will surely be difficult.24

Let us start by making a distinction. We have noted that many 
ordinary adult capacities are gained through successful personal, 
interpersonal, and moral education and development. We might 
then distinguish between what we could call purely natu ral capacities 
and limitations— such as our ability to remember many  things but 
not every thing— and what we could call socially developed capacities 
and incapacities— capacities that are the result of socialization, edu-
cation, and inculturation, such as the ability to lose gracefully; or to 
relate, without fear, to  those very dif fer ent from you; or to find 
disagreement in ter est ing rather than threatening; or to recognize the 
needs of  others and accommodate them at some cost to yourself.

24. Again, engaging is not voluntary, not something that can be done for strategic 
reasons. See footnote 22.
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Demands or expectations that exceed the typical natu ral capacities 
 will be consistently met with frustration, and, it seems, such demands 
 will be both unreasonable and unsustainable—as we saw in our 
 imagined community with diminished capacity for attention, mem-
ory, and inhibitory control. The standards of due regard  will attune 
themselves to the typical natu ral limitations.

However, the same need not be said of demands that exceed the 
typical socially developed capacities: Such demands may also be regu-
larly met with frustration, but it may not follow that they are  either 
unreasonable or unsustainable.  Whether they are so  will depend on 
the case. They may be both reasonable and sustainable if enough is at 
stake for  those making the demand. The fact that the demand could 
be accommodated with the right social or cultural changes, together 
with the fact that, given the needs and interests at stake, the cost of 
making  those changes is worth paying, makes the demand reasonable.25 

25. Of course,  those ignoring the demand  will resist seeing it as reasonable. Seeing 
it as reasonable— seeing the costs of accommodation as worth paying— will require 
some appeal to consistency (e.g., “You would pay the cost, if the needs and interests 
at stake  were your own”). The appeal to consistency  will typically be responded to, 
by the dominant, with vari ous spurious distinctions (e.g., “If the needs and interests 
 were mine, then the costs would indeed be worth paying. But  there is this or that 
diference between us, and we are consistently applying a standard that is sensitive 
to that diference,” or “separate but equal” or . . .). Thus, I believe appeals to consis-
tency, alone,  will do  little work. But paired with needs and interests, and (crucially) 
in the presence of empathy and ego strength, they are extremely power ful.

Note, too, that the reasonableness of the demand does not depend on the capaci-
ties of the individual subject to it on a given occasion. A given person may be too 
entrenched in, say, their chauvinism to rise to the occasion. That does not render 
resentment or indignation unreasonable.

An inability to rise to the occasion might render imposing sanctions or making 
requests unreasonable, but the reactive attitudes are neither sanctions nor requests. 
Such attitudes would also be unreasonable if they included a belief that the person 
could have done other wise— but, I would argue, they do not. See my “The Force and 
Fairness of Blame,” Philosophical Perspectives 18, no. 1 (2004): 115–48; “Reflection and 
Responsibility”; “I’ll Bet You Think This Blame Is about You”; “Fairness, Sanction, 
and Condemnation,” in Oxford Studies in Agency and Responsibility, ed. David Shoe-
maker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020). And, see, again, footnote 22.
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And, the needs and interests at stake can make the demand sustain-
able (though no doubt difficult), for  those who make it. (It  will help if 
they form a supportive community.)26 Thus it is pos si ble for de-
mands that exceed the typical socially developed capacities to be both 
reasonable and sustainable (though, costly), if enough is at stake for 
 those making the demand.27

Note, though, that reformers  will introduce ambiguity into the 
standards of regard at work in their corner of the world— there  will be, 
at work in that corner of the world, both a higher and a lower standard, 
so to speak.  There may be arguments in  favor of the higher standard, 
perhaps even arguments that show it correct. However,  because “the 
making of the demand is the proneness to such attitudes” (129), resolv-
ing the ambiguity in  favor of the higher standard (while maintaining 
the same society)  will require more than argument or even truth: some 
 people on the receiving end of the higher expectation or demand must 
come to respond, not with counter- resentment or by ostracizing (or 
worse), but instead with enough empathy and ego strength to enable 

In fact, it could be that no one in the society has the capacity to meet the demand, 
 here and now. It does not follow that the demand is unreasonable. For a demand to 
be reasonable, it must only be the case that (a) with the right social and personal de-
velopment and enculturation, most  people could be brought to be able to meet the 
demand and (b) the interests at stake, for  those disadvantaged by the status quo, are 
sufficient to require, as a  matter of fairness, that society pay what ever costs are required 
to change in such a way as to enable most  people to be able to meet the expectation 
and demand. (Thanks to Sarah Buss for pressing for clarification on this point.)

One might note that “ ought implies can” turns out to be true, at the societal 
level—or, at least, “ ought implies could- with- enough- time- and- efort.” (One might 
be tempted to say that society, itself, enjoys moral freedom—if given time.)

26. I hope one can see,  here, the role of consciousness- raising sessions.
27. One might doubt that  there is a meaningful distinction between natu ral and 

socially developed capacities. Xenophobia, I said  earlier, is plausibly part of our natu-
ral endowment. And yet, it seems, any par tic u lar manifestation of xenophobia could 
be overcome with better enculturation. One might suspect that even natu ral capaci-
ties such as memory and attention could be improved with training. We might then 
consider, instead, what we might call socially malleable capacities. Perhaps all capaci-
ties are socially malleable. That  will not undermine the argument, as the question 
 will then simply be which, among the malleable ones, are worth trying to change.
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them to see that the demands are, in fact, reasonable ones, and so 
begin to react accordingly. This sometimes happens.

Thus, while Strawson should allow that  there  will be emotional 
and interpersonal pressure to conform to the majority or the domi-
nant, he can also insist that  there can be counter- pressure to incorpo-
rate, into the standards of regard, ideals that are not widely satisfied. 
While the fact of our natu ral  human commitment to characteristi-
cally interpersonal relating pushes us to adjust our standards  toward 
the majority or the dominant,28 that same commitment, in conjunc-
tion with the needs and interests of individuals and standards of con-
sistency, can generate counter- pressure to maintain and advance 
certain ideals— and so  either to maintain the standards or to adjust 
them upward or outward. By appeal to  these opposing dynamics, 
Strawson can deny that disrespect  will inevitably cease to be disre-
spectful simply  because it goes widely unrecognized. Certain ideals 
can, with efort, be incorporated into the actually existing framework 
and can, with effort, be upheld. They may be contested— but, of 
course, that is an accurate description of  human social life.29

One may yet be unsatisfied. One obvious source of dissatisfaction 
is the clear injustice of the burden  these dynamics of pressure and 
counter- pressure place on  those already disadvantaged. This is a serious 
prob lem. I am sorry to say, it seems to me that this injustice is both 
tragic and unavoidable. It is a consequence of a general failure of hu-
manity, of the fact that we are not better than we are— that, collectively, 
we fall so short.

One might instead be dissatisfied  because one discerns that  there 
remains, in this picture, the possibility that certain standards may be 
simply lost in history, so to speak— just as certain cultures, languages, 
and species have been. Even if the ideas are maintained—in the 
books, so to speak— the real ity may not be.

28. Recall Thrasymachus’s claim that justice is the advantage of the stronger in Plato, 
Republic, trans. G. M. A. Grube, ed. C. D. C. Reeve (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1992).

29.  These opposing dynamics may explain why it seems right to say that the “cen-
tral” portion of morality concerns the interests of other  people rather than, say, na-
ture or beauty, or even other sentient creatures. That “center” is where the stakes are 
most pressing.
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However, one might think that this, too, is an accurate reflection 
of how  things are. If so, then, in addition to capturing the emotional 
and interpersonal difficulty of pressing for social reform, a picture like 
Strawson’s  will also capture some of the urgency of incorporating cer-
tain ideals into the standards of regard. The reformer is subject to a 
kind of double- vision.

To illustrate: Though it is edifying to say, for example, that we are 
all moral equals, that each is endowed with no more but also no less 
moral standing or worth than any other, in many circumstances  there 
is a palpable sense in which this is not yet so. Some are more equal 
than  others.30 The interests of some, and the voices of some, domi-
nate the standards of regard, the actually existing moral and interper-
sonal framework of a society. And so the edifying claim is, in one way, 
not true. It might be more accurate to say that each person  ought to 
have equal moral status— though, of course, if this is so (if each  ought 
to have equal moral status) then, in another way, each one does, al-
ready, have a kind of equal moral status, insofar as one appeals to the 
ideal. (Thus the double vision.) The protester of injustice asks for this 
more rarified, ideal status to be made  actual. The urgency of protest-
ing injustice comes, in part, from the fact that something like the 
here- and- now real ity of one’s moral standing is on the line and, per-
haps, in part from a concern that one’s vision of justice might be lost 
to history.31 A picture like Strawson’s seems able to capture this 
urgency.32

Strawson thus has resources available to him to address the claim 
that his picture provides too  little critical purchase. His view is not as 
retrograde as one might at first imagine; he can allow for calls for 
reform and charges of widespread injustice.

30. The phrase belongs, of course, to George Orwell, Animal Farm (London: 
Secker and Warburg, 1945).

31. I once characterized resentment as a protest against the ongoing threat posed 
by past wrong. It is a threat to what I am calling the here- and- now real ity of one’s 
moral standing. See “Articulating an Uncompromising Forgiveness,” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 62, no. 3 (2001): 529–55.

32. The ideas of this paragraph—in fact, of this entire subsection— are obviously 
undertheorized, but I hope they are suggestive.
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The opponent may, of course, reject the view in  favor of something 
with greater in de pen dence from the  actual. The opponent may think 
it impor tant to ground  either the standards of regard or the ideals 
they might incorporate somewhere safe from the contingencies of 
history— somewhere they cannot be lost, so to speak. Perhaps they 
might find grounding in  human nature, or rational nature, or divine 
nature, or in what  people call “Plato’s heaven,” or in the undeniable 
goods and evils of plea sure and pain, or even in demands for intra-
personal consistency.

The opponent is  free to seek such grounds, though I think it re-
markably unclear what, exactly, we gain from that kind of grounding— 
how or why it serves us better,  either in our interactions with  others 
or in our own convictions, than does a robust description of, and 
appeal to, an ideal: the good of equality, or of the freedom of each 
consistent with the freedom of all, or of the absence of sufering, or 
the beauty of nature. Perhaps additional grounding  will satisfy rea-
son’s search for the unconditioned, or perhaps it  will help, po liti cally, 
in the gathering of adherents.33 It  will not, though, provide any better 
motivation than an appeal to the ideal, itself (or, if it does, we have 
identified a dif er ent ideal). Again, one might say that we should start 
at the beginning, and not further back.

In any case, I think it safe to conclude that Strawson need not be 
embarrassed by his own position. He may respond to the opponent’s 
alternative as he does to the skeptic in Individuals:

Fi nally, we may, if we choose, see the sceptic as ofering for con-
templation the sketch of an alternative scheme; and this is to see 

33. It is clear to me that most  people believe we do gain— a metaphysics of morals 
that bottoms out in God or nature or reason or logic (rather than simply stopping at 
ideals or values) seems to most  people to be worth fighting for, both intellectually 
and other wise. But I am not clear what we gain. The existentialist sees such appeals 
as appealing  because they allow one to shirk one’s responsibility, or one’s freedom, 
by allowing the equivalent of “I was just following  orders.” That dark thought has 
plausibility. (And is at least less dark than the Nietz schean diagnosis— that the meta-
physics or religion allows the high priests to control or to exact revenge. See Nietz-
sche, On the Genealogy of Morality, esp. Treatises I and III.)
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him as a revisionary metaphysician with whom we do not wish to 
quarrel, but whom we also do not need to follow. (35–36)

An Opening for the Generalization Strategy?
The serious objection claimed that the same feature that allowed 
Strawson to make his argument for the irrelevance of determinism 
also showed his view unacceptable. Having shown how to find the 
view acceptable, one might worry we have thereby undermined the 
argument for the irrelevance of determinism. That is, one might 
worry that, once we allow for critical purchase, we also provide a 
foothold for the generalization strategy. We need to consider this.

We have argued that the view can be made acceptable by allowing 
certain ideals to be incorporated into the standards of regard, even if 
 those ideals are not widely, or perhaps never fully, satisfied. However, 
if we allow an ideal of, say, equality, to be incorporated into the stan-
dards of regard, why not also allow an ideal of, say, fairness, to be incor-
porated into the conditions  under which we hold  others responsible? 
That is, why not also introduce an ideal, not only into the standards of 
regard, but also into the exempting conditions? If we  were to do that, 
then it seems that we could deploy the generalization strategy.

To this Strawson can reply with his social naturalism—he can say 
that, although the standards of regard may incorporate certain ideals 
that are rarely if ever satisfied, the exempting conditions cannot. The 
exempting conditions, remember, are not standards of justification. 
They are simply the conditions  under which ordinary, engaged relat-
ing ceases to be tolerably workable. So long as ordinary, engaged 
interpersonal relating is tolerably pos si ble, we need not exempt. 
When it ceases to be workable, we do exempt. But  there is no ques-
tion, for the social naturalist, of  whether  doing so is  either justified 
or unjustified, and thus no standards into which to incorporate 
ideals.34

34. The plausibility of the objection—of thinking that  there are standards of fair-
ness on interacting with  others in the engaged way— comes from the tendency to 
think of reactive attitudes  either as forms of sanction or punishment or as requests 
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The opponent may have another go. The opponent may point 
out that, on Strawson’s picture, it is not simply that when ordinary, 
engaged interpersonal relating ceases to be tolerably pos si ble, we 
exempt—it is also the case that, if we “exempt” uniformly and con-
sistently, in certain sorts of cases, then we have thereby changed 
the standards of regard. (Or, to put the point more precisely, it is 
 impossible to exempt uniformly,  because, if we uniformly fail to 
react, we have eliminated the standards from which we might have 
“exempted.”)35 However, in addressing the serious objection, we 
allowed that,  because uniformly failing to react amounts to chang-
ing the standards, sometimes certain  people  will, so to speak, hold 
out— they  will continue to engage, even when engaged interper-
sonal relating becomes very difficult,  because the standards of re-
gard that would be eliminated if they did not are too impor tant to 
them.36 That is to say, we have seen that the importance of incorpor-
ating certain ideals into the standards of regard can put pressure on 
the conditions for exemption. In the cases considered, the pressure in 
question was pressure to avoid exempting—to continue engaging 
with  others, even when it is difficult. However, the pessimist might 
think that, once we allow ideals to put pressure on the conditions 
for engaged interpersonal relating, we have opened up the possibil-
ity that certain ideals could instead show that we  ought always to 
“exempt,” that we  ought never to engage with  others in the usual way.

How would this argument be made? To what ideal would the op-
ponent appeal? When considering the counter- pressure, I introduced 
the question of  whether a given expectation or demand would be 
reasonable. I suggested that only reasonable demands would be 
sustained— that, if a demand was unreasonable, it would not be able 

or commands. Sanctions and punishment are subject to questions of justification, 
while requests and commands are inappropriately directed at  those unable to satisfy 
them. We  will consider this below. See also footnotes 22, 25, and 39 and references 
 there cited.

35. This is the delicacy introduced in chapter 1, footnote 7, and followed in chap-
ter 2, footnote 15, and in this chapter’s footnotes 15 and 17.

36. Again, this is not voluntary. See footnote 22.
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to be incorporated into the system by reformers.37 In  doing so, one 
might think, I have provided a point of leverage for the generaliza-
tion strategy: The generalization strategist might argue that it is 
unreasonable—in par tic u lar, unfair—to demand or expect  people to 
do what they lack an ability or capacity to do. But, if determinism is 
true, they might argue, none of us has the ability or capacity to satisfy 
the demands or expectations. Therefore, they might conclude, none 
of us is reasonably subject to any of  these demands. Therefore, if we 
are to be reasonable, if we are to treat  others fairly, the standards of 
regard should shift to the point of elimination.

It is true that, by introducing the idea of what is reasonable, I have 
introduced a variable that deserves more attention than I have given it. 
It is also true that the standards of reasonableness that I believe must 
be met by the reformers concern fairness.38 Nonetheless, the appeal to 
reasonableness does not provide a point of leverage for the generaliza-
tion strategist. The strategist’s argument fails on multiple counts.

First, the argument relies on two claims: the apparently plausible 
claim that it is unreasonable or unfair to demand or expect  people to 
do what they lack the ability or capacity to do and the further claim 
that, if determinism is true, then none of us has the ability or capacity 
to satisfy demands. Both are incorrect.

37. I first introduced the idea of reasonability when considering limitations of natu-
ral capacities, saying that it would be “unreasonable and emotionally unsustainable” to 
continue to resent someone who has diminished capacities for, for example, memory 
or attention. I then added the idea that the reformer’s demands must be reasonable, 
where that included some appeal to what is fair— the reformer’s demands must be 
reasonable in a way that, say, expecting or demanding that every one treat you specially, 
or accommodate your needs to the exclusion of  others, would be unreasonable. (See 
footnote 25.) Upholding such an obviously biased standard would be unsustainable, 
 unless you are able to exploit diferences in power to which the reformers  will not have 
access— others  will simply refuse. (An unreasonable demand could be incorporated 
into the system by the majority or the dominant, but not, I think, by the reformers.) By 
appealing to what is reasonable, I am relying on some basic ideas of fairness—in much 
the way that both Rawls and Scanlon rely on basic ideas of fairness in Scanlon, What 
We Owe to Each Other; John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 1971).

38. See footnotes 25 and 37.
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The second is incorrect  because, as Strawson points out, many of 
us in fact satisfy the expectations and demands actually placed upon 
us, so many of us evidently do enjoy the capacities required to do 
so— and therefore, if determinism is true, it cannot be incompatible 
with  these capacities.

The first claim is the more plausible, but it gains its plausibility 
from one of two ideas:  either the idea that moral and interpersonal 
expectations or demands are like requests or commands— which can 
be unreasonable when directed to someone who lacks the capacity 
to satisfy them—or the idea that the reactive attitudes are like punish-
ment or sanction— either of which might require, for their fairness, an 
adequate opportunity to avoid them. Neither is true.

A full explanation of why neither is true is more than I can take on 
 here.39 To give a sense of it, compare the standards of regard with 
the standards of good parenting or policing. The standards of parent-
ing or policing are, themselves, neither requests nor commands 
(though someone may issue a request or command based on them). 
They do not cease to be reasonable when a par tic u lar parent or officer 
lacks the capacities required to satisfy them (as a request or com-
mand might). Moreover, the negative consequences that follow from 
failing to satisfy  those standards are not, like sanction or punishment, 
shown unfair by a lack of opportunity to avoid. If a given parent or 
officer lacks the capacities required to satisfy the standards,  things 
 will go badly: feelings  will be hurt and lives  will be damaged. But 
 these consequences  will not be shown unfair by the fact that the 
parent or officer lacked the ability to satisfy the standard: If we remove 
a police officer from duty  because they are too impetuous to be 
trusted in the field, the fact that that par tic u lar officer never had an 
opportunity to become more circumspect does not render  either 
their removal or our distrust unfair. In the same way, being prone to 
resentment or indignation is not the same as making a request or 
command, and the standards of regard do not cease to be reasonable 
 because a par tic u lar person lacks the capacity to satisfy them. When 

39. The issues  here are large. See footnotes 22 and 25, the references cited  there, 
and footnote 34.
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the standards are  violated,  things  will go badly, feelings  will be hurt, 
and relationships may be damaged or broken— but the wrongdoer 
cannot point to the hurt feelings or the broken relationships and 
complain of unreasonableness or unfairness. Or so I would argue.

Fi nally, and perhaps most to the point, in claiming that the “de-
mands and expectations” are unreasonable or unfair  unless some 
condition is met, the generalization strategist is in fact making a 
claim, entering a moral princi ple, about the fairness or licitness of 
engaged interpersonal relating (rather than a princi ple about the fair-
ness or licitness of a par tic u lar request, command, sanction, or pun-
ishment). But, if some princi ple would, in its application, prohibit all 
ordinary, engaged interpersonal relating, it  will be that princi ple that 
is unreasonable. If the pessimist thinks other wise, he must first intro-
duce some grounding for this claim about what is reasonable or fair 
(beyond the analogies with request, command, sanction, or punish-
ment), then defend that idea even as he shows that, with the likely 
truth of determinism, it  will undermine ordinary interpersonal relat-
ing. This  will be difficult to do.

This final reply may become more clear as we turn to consider the 
final set of objections.

Error, Inconsistency, and Crises
The pessimist might, at this point, shift his strategy. Rather than con-
tinuing to attack Strawson’s under lying social naturalism, he might 
instead backtrack, a bit, and point out what seems to be a serious 
oversight in Strawson’s argument, even if we grant the social natural-
ism: We have been attributing to Strawson the view that some or 
another framework of moral and interpersonal demands  will be given 
with the fact of  human society and that it  will, at least at its minimal 
points, be attuned to the capacities we actually have— attuned to 
what is in fact ordinary. Strawson could then argue that we already 
know that most  people in fact possess the minimally required capaci-
ties. But, one might think, this is just a  mistake: the socially natural-
istic framework  will not be attuned to what is in fact ordinary. Rather, 
at best, the framework  will be attuned to what is believed to be ordi-
nary. Thus, the pessimist may argue, we should grant to Strawson not 
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the claim that we exempt  those who are incapacitated for ordinary 
interpersonal relationships, but rather, at best, the claim that we ex-
empt  those we believe to be incapacitated for what we believe to be 
ordinary relationships. Likewise, we should not grant to Strawson the 
claim that, when we exempt the abnormal, we do so  because we be-
lieve them incapable of a kind of relating we already know to be  actual. 
Rather, at best, we do so  because we believe them incapable of a kind 
of relating we believe (we know) to be  actual. It could turn out that 
we have been mistaken— such relating is not, in fact,  actual. We 
might thus learn that no one in fact possesses the capacities our  actual 
practice requires. If so, it seems that the generalization strategy  will 
succeed  after all; the practice  will condemn itself.40

To put some flesh on the challenge: The pessimist might point out 
that we have, for centuries, thought of ourselves as spirits inhabiting 
a material world, endowed with something like contra- causal free-
dom, able to detach from, “step back” from, our circumstances and 
act in de pen dently. We have assumed this to be the ordinary condi-
tion. And we have, for centuries, taken the fact that someone’s be hav-
ior is caused by forces outside of their control to show that they are 
wrongly held responsible—we have, for ages, taken that to be a rea-
son to exempt. So it would seem that, if we learn that we are not  free 
spirits, that we are not able to act in de pen dently of the material 
world, then we also, thereby,  will learn that every one qualifies for the 
exemption we have all along been granting to certain special cases. 
The pessimist thinks that, if we make that discovery, the system  will 
then undermine itself: to avoid the contradiction, we  ought to stop 
interacting in the ordinary way, despite our natu ral commitment.

It seems, then, that Strawson is overlooking the possibility that our 
practices are, themselves, based on widespread error about our own 
capacities. But surely Strawson should allow the possibility of such 
error, and surely he should also allow that such error might infect our 

40. Recall  there  were two outstanding objections to Strawson’s argument for the 
further point (in chapter 3, “Objections”): (1) it relies on social naturalism and (2) 
it presumes our reasons for exempting  will not drive us into contradiction. Having 
defended social naturalism, we are now considering the second objection.
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practices. Once he allows both, how can he rule out the possibility 
that we, even now, exempt  people due to a condition that might be 
true of every one? That is, how can he rule out the possibility that we 
might be guilty of exactly the kind of contradiction he imagines, 
when he argues against the generalization strategy? And how can he 
avoid the pessimist’s conclusion that, faced with that kind of contra-
diction, we  ought to stop interacting in the ordinary way ( whether or 
not we can or  will)?

Recall that Strawson believes that it is the job of reflection and rea-
soning (and of descriptive metaphysics) to reveal the princi ples at work 
within the framework of  human life, in part by eliminating inconsisten-
cies. Thus (I think) Strawson believes that the framework, although 
established by our practice, must be consistent: if we discover an incon-
sistency, we have discovered a point at which reason has revealed that 
we are wrong about the princi ples at work in our practice.41 Strawson 
and the pessimist agree that our practice would be inconsistent if we 
exempted only some  people  because we believe, of them, something 
we know to be true of every one. The pessimist thinks we should resolve 
the inconsistency by abandoning characteristically interpersonal relat-
ing. But what the pessimist imagines we  ought to do is just the  thing 
that Strawson thinks practically inconceivable, while what the pessi-
mist imagines is unjustified (continuing in ordinary interpersonal rela-
tions) is what Strawson thinks does not require justification. Rather 
than accept the pessimist’s conclusion that we  ought to give up charac-
teristically  human relationships, Strawson concludes that we can, by 
reflection and reasoning, rule out the possibility that anything true of 
every one is, in fact, a reason to exempt.

41. Recall, from Skepticism and Naturalism, “Our inescapable natu ral commit-
ment is to a general frame of belief and to a general style (the inductive style) of 
belief- formation. But within that frame and style, the requirement of Reason, that 
our beliefs should form a consistent and coherent system, may be given full play. 
Thus . . .  Hume could quite consistently proceed to frame ‘rules for judging cause 
and efect.’ Though it is Nature which commits us to inductive belief- formation in 
general, it is Reason which leads us to refine and elaborate our inductive canons and 
procedures and, in their light, to criticize, and sometimes to reject, what in detail we 
find ourselves naturally inclined to believe” (13–14).
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Again, to put some flesh on the reply: Suppose, as  imagined, that 
we have for centuries believed that we enjoy something like contra- 
causal freedom, and, further, that we have thought that the fact that 
someone’s be hav ior is the result of physical and psychological forces 
beyond their control exempts the person of responsibility for that 
stretch of be hav ior. Then we come to learn that we are not, in fact, 
 free in the way we had  imagined, that every one’s be hav ior is ultimately 
the result of physical and psychological forces beyond their control. 
On Strawson’s picture, we are not, thereby, forced to conclude that 
every one is exempt, that no one deserves to be blamed, or that con-
tinuing to engage in the system of demands and reactions would be 
unjustified. Rather, this is an occasion in which reflection has helped 
us to better understand the terms of our relating— reflection reveals 
to us the princi ples actually at work. In this situation, Strawson may 
suggest, we could, would, and should conclude, not only that we have 
been in error, all along, about our own freedom and metaphysical 
status, but also (in fact, therefore) that we have been in error about 
our own reasons for exempting.42 Being the result of physical and 
psychological forces that are ultimately outside of one’s control is not, 
in fact, what exempts those who are severely mentally ill. Rather, the 
person who is severely mentally ill is exempted  because their conduct 
is far enough outside of their control to render them incapable of tol-
erably ordinary adult relationships. With his firm grip on our natu ral 
 human commitment to interpersonal relating, Strawson has done us 
the  favor of anticipating this correction and pointing out that we ex-
empt only in the unusual cases.43

42. Note, we have just supplied Strawson with the missing premise for the argu-
ment from P0– P3: our beliefs  will not drive us into contradiction. See chapter 3, 
footnote 6.

43. Notice that this line of thought has the perhaps surprising consequence that 
our practice  will,  after all, be attuned to the  actual (and not just to our beliefs about 
what is  actual). See, too, the following quotation from Strawson, “Replies,” 265: 
“ There is a quite general ambiguity in the notion of ‘our ordinary concept’ of what-
ever it may be. Should the lineaments of such a concept be drawn from its use, from 
our ordinary practice, or should we add the reflective accretions, however confused, 
which, naturally or historically, gather round it? The distinction is hardly clear- cut; 
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I hope we have now arrived at a better understanding of the role of 
Strawson’s social naturalism in his response to the pessimist. By, on the 
one hand, understanding our participation in some or another moral 
and interpersonal framework as a natu ral commitment given with the 
fact of  human society, not open to questions of justification, and, on 
the other, allowing that the framework is open to correction by reflec-
tion and revision, Strawson can rest assured that the practice  will not 
embed the inconsistency  imagined by the pessimist. The further point 
is implicit in his under lying picture, just as he said.  There are no stan-
dards on the legitimacy of ordinary relating that are universally unmet.

The pessimist may object to this most recent line of thought, say-
ing it is simply implausible to think that, in light of the discovery that 
we are not  free spirits, we have also discovered that our reasons for 
exempting  were not as we thought. The moral princi ples are,  after all, 
on a naturalist picture, of our own making— how could we have been 
confused about them? And, more to the point, why think the frame-
work could not, itself, simply be inconsistent?

I believe Strawson’s answer is the one above— the answer of a de-
scriptive metaphysician. But I  will close by considering a nearby, 
more concessive, but also more radical reply that might be made by 
a social naturalist of a more existentialist bent. One might point out 
that, even if the princi ples run no deeper than our practices, so to 
speak,44 and even if our practices had incorporated into them false 
princi ples, we are not then beholden to  those princi ples when their 
falsehood comes to light. When an inconsistency threatens to under-
mine the entire system, no par tic u lar part of the system must retain 
special authority. Rather, the crisis raises a prob lem, and we both 
must and may solve that prob lem as best we can— though we are not 
bound to solve it in any par tic u lar way, in advance (that is what makes 
it a crisis).45

but where it can be made, I prefer the first alternative.” I am grateful to David Beglin 
for bringing my attention to this quotation.

44. Strawson resists this in Skepticism and Naturalism, chap. 4.
45. I have, in efect, led Strawson to Sartre’s young man: the standards given to us 

have given out; they ofer no clear guidance. And I am making Sartre’s suggestion: 
“Choose, that is to say, invent” ( Jean- Paul Sartre, “Existentialism Is a Humanism” 
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I  will illustrate this last by an analogy with baseball—or, rather, 
with a game also called “baseball” and much like our baseball, played 
in a nearby pos si ble world. In this nearby world, the rules of baseball 
explic itly stipulate that if performance- enhancing drugs are used in a 
game, that game is to be struck from the rec ord: its scores and statis-
tics are not kept; it contributes not at all to the teams’ or players’ 
standings. And, in this world, “performance- enhancing drug” is 
explic itly defined as any chemical that improves per for mance but has 
detrimental efects on players’ overall, long- term health. Moreover, 
as it happens, in this world, in  every game that has ever been played, 
many players have been using chewing tobacco on the field. It is then 
discovered that chewing tobacco fits the definition of a performance- 
enhancing drug.

I hope the analogy is clear: The use of performance- enhancing 
drugs is a condition that is explic itly stipulated, by the rules of the 
game, to undermine the game.46 The discovery is then made that this 
condition has always held. Thus, the reasoning of the generalization 
strategy would require us to conclude that, in light of the medical 
discovery, no game has ever been won or lost (or, better, no game has 
ever  really been won or lost): we must wipe the rec ords and reset the 
stats.

I hope it is also clear that we would not, in the scenario  imagined, 
be unquestionably bound by the explic itly established rules. Rather, 
we would be faced with a prob lem—we have been brought to a kind 
of crisis and we need to consider how best to resolve it. To be sure, 

[lecture, 1945]). But (like Sartre, I would argue) I am not imagining we can resolve 
the crisis by “radical choice,” if that is a choice made by fiat, a mere picking. Rather, 
we must undertake serious reflection of a familiar kind— a kind of reflection that is, 
one might think, the province of philosophy. Charles Taylor describes the situation 
eloquently in the final passages of “Responsibility for Self,” in The Identities of Persons, 
ed. Amélia O. Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 281–99. (I  will, 
with some trepidation, note the resonance between the idea that practice precedes 
standards and the thought that existence precedes essence.)

46. This rule about performance- enhancing drugs is a condition that renders a 
game illegitimate without also rendering play impossible—it is an example of the sort 
that is hard to find in the moral and interpersonal realm. See chapter 3, footnote 5.
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we might, in the end, do exactly as the generalization strategy would 
suggest: we might stick with the old rules and decide that, heretofore, 
no game has ever ( really) been won or lost— wipe the rec ords and 
reset the stats, ditch the dip and start over. But we might, instead, 
revise our definition of performance- enhancing drug and carry on as 
before— roughly as Strawson suggested, above. Or, we might opt for 
a “grueish” solution: we might ignore the use of chewing tobacco up 
 until now, while prohibiting it in the  future.47 Each of  these is open, 
with pros and cons.  There may not be a uniquely right answer. But we 
 will have to  settle on one. To think that the rules we have heretofore 
been following must hold sway, even in the crisis, is to be guilty of 
a kind of bad faith. (Likewise to think that we can just opt for any 
alternative, without reason.)48

The opponent might feel the analogy makes vivid the weakness 
in this position: morality is not a game and we are not at liberty to 

47. On “grue,” see Nelson Goodman, Fact, Fiction, and Forecast (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University, 1955).

48. Note that  because we cannot ditch determinism in the way we can ditch dip, 
neither wiping the rec ords and starting over fresh nor the grueish option is available. 
 Unless we reinterpret the rules, we would need to give up the game. But, Strawson 
says, giving it up is not only not realistically pos si ble but also not something that 
could be required.

Also of interest: in the case of ethics, unlike the case of baseball,  there is nobody 
to make the decision. Rather, faced with crises, “we” come to something like a deci-
sion, through our practice. I find an in ter est ing comparison in the current evolution 
of the En glish third- person singular pronoun. The usual menu of “he,” “she,” and “it” 
seemed to leave us without a gender- neutral way to refer to a single person in the 
third person. The prob lem could have been addressed in a number of ways— e.g., by 
hearing “it” as an acceptable way to refer to persons or by introducing a new word 
(as, I understand, happened in some En glish dialects). It seems, though, that we are 
addressing the prob lem by using “they” as a singular pronoun— and, at the same 
time, introducing a host of new singular verb forms, which (confusingly) are identi-
cal to the plural verb forms. It is not the solution I would have chosen, but it seems 
to be something “we” have done— something like a choice we have made, without 
choosing as a collective body. (This note  will prompt some to point out that “they” 
has been so used for centuries in works of  great lit er a ture. True. Please add that in-
formation wherever needed.)
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change it as we like. But, of course, both Strawson and the more 
existentialist social naturalist agree with both claims. The disagreement 
runs deeper—it seems to me to be the disagreement we first consid-
ered, the rejection of social naturalism.

What would it take for the pessimist to support his pessimism? He 
would first have to locate plausible standards on the legitimacy of 
characteristically engaged interpersonal relating that  will be unmet if 
determinism is true, and then he would need to argue that  those stan-
dards  will continue to apply, even as we learn our  mistake about our 
metaphysical status. It is hard to see what could give the standards 
that sort of authority. To think they have that kind of authority would 
be to think, so to speak, that man was made for the Sabbath, rather 
than the Sabbath for, and by, man.
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Conclusion

Let us now retr ace from the beginning. Strawson is thinking, 
from the start, that we have a natu ral, nonrational commitment to 
engaging in characteristically interpersonal relationships—he is 
thinking that the quality of  others’  wills  toward us  matters to us, that 
we put some (or another) set of demands on the quality of  others’ 
 wills, that we  will react in certain (or other) ways when  those de-
mands are  violated or exceeded, and that this fact about us is given 
with  human society, not something for which  there are or need to be 
reasons. Thus we  will, as a  matter of fact, typically engage with  others 
in the characteristically interpersonal way. Moreover, the exact de-
mands and reactions, the details of our ordinary interpersonal rela-
tionships, are themselves a natu ral fact, a product of life as it actually 
happens. And so the detail of our system  will be sensitive to typical 
 human capacities and typical circumstances. We sometimes suspend 
characteristically interpersonal relating when circumstances are ex-
treme or when someone is incapable of engaging in it. More curi-
ously, we sometimes exercise our “resource” to opt out of such relat-
ing, just to avoid the strains of involvement, or for therapeutic 
purposes, or out of curiosity. But it could not be the case that every-
one is in unusual or extreme circumstances, nor could it be that 
every one is incapable of ordinary relating—to say  either is to assert 
a contradiction. Thus, the only condition worth considering is 
 whether we could or should come to exercise our resource all the 
time, and so give up characteristically interpersonal relating. Could 
we do so? While saying so involves no contradiction, it seems practi-
cally inconceivable that we would do so. Should we do so? Engaging 
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in characteristically interpersonal relating is not done for reasons, nor 
something that requires justification, and so the question is idle—we 
need not take it seriously. But  there is a further point that can now be 
made explicit: we can know, in advance, that being determined* (the 
sense of “determined” at issue in the thesis of determinism) is not a 
reason to exempt,  because (given Strawson’s social naturalism) we 
can know that the princi ples that govern moral and interpersonal re-
lating  will not include the contradiction that would require: if we 
discover an apparent contradiction in our princi ples, we have discov-
ered that we  ought to revise our understanding of  those princi ples. 
Thus we can rest assured that nothing true of every one  will provide 
a reason to exempt. If this is not enough, we can also note that, even 
if we could face a choice about  whether to abandon our commitment 
to characteristically interpersonal relating, a choice Strawson finds 
unreal, our reasons for making the choice would not be the kind that 
motivate the pessimist— they would not be moral reasons. If we  were 
to decide that no one should be held responsible, we would have to 
make that decision for reasons that concern not questions of desert 
or justice, but the gains and losses to  human life. And, as Strawson 
says, the truth or falsity of determinism would have no bearing on this 
choice.
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P. F. Strawson,  
“Freedom and Resentment”* 

I
Some phi los o phers say they do not know what the thesis of determin-
ism is.  Others say, or imply, that they do know what it is. Of  these, 
some— the pessimists perhaps— hold that if the thesis is true, then 
the concepts of moral obligation and responsibility  really have no ap-
plication, and the practices of punishing and blaming, of expressing 
moral condemnation and approval, are  really unjustified.  Others— the 
optimists perhaps— hold that  these concepts and practices in no way 
lose their raison d’être if the thesis of determinism is true. Some hold 
even that the justification of  these concepts and practices requires the 
truth of the thesis.  There is another opinion which is less frequently 
voiced: the opinion, it might be said, of the genuine moral sceptic. 
This is that the notions of moral guilt, of blame, of moral responsibility 
are inherently confused and that we can see this to be so if we consider 
the consequences  either of the truth of determinism or of its falsity. 
The holders of this opinion agree with the pessimists that  these no-
tions lack application if determinism is true, and add simply that they 
also lack it if determinism is false. If I am asked which of  these parties 
I belong to, I must say it is the first of all, the party of  those who do not 
know what the thesis of determinism is. But this does not stop me 
from having some sympathy with the  others, and a wish to reconcile 

* From Proceedings of the British  Academy, vol xlviii (1962) pp. 1–25.
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them. Should not ignorance, rationally, inhibit such sympathies? Well, 
of course, though darkling, one has some inkling— some notion of 
what sort of  thing is being talked about. This lecture is intended as a 
move  towards reconciliation; so is likely to seem wrongheaded to 
every one.

But can  there be any possibility of reconciliation between such 
clearly opposed positions as  those of pessimists and optimists about 
determinism? Well,  there might be a formal withdrawal on one side in 
return for a substantial concession on the other. Thus, suppose the 
optimist’s position  were put like this: (1) the facts as we know them 
do not show determinism to be false; (2) the facts as we know them 
supply an adequate basis for the concepts and practices which the pes-
simist feels to be imperilled by the possibility of determinism’s truth. 
Now it might be that the optimist is right in this, but is apt to give an 
inadequate account of the facts as we know them, and of how they 
constitute an adequate basis for the problematic concepts and prac-
tices; that the reasons he gives for the adequacy of the basis are them-
selves inadequate and leave out something vital. It might be that the 
pessimist is rightly anxious to get this vital  thing back and, in the grip 
of his anxiety, feels he has to go beyond the facts as we know them; 
feels that the vital  thing can be secure only if, beyond the facts as we 
know them,  there is the further fact that determinism is false. Might 
he not be brought to make a formal withdrawal in return for a vital 
concession?

II
Let me enlarge very briefly on this, by way of preliminary only. Some 
optimists about determinism point to the efficacy of the practices of 
punishment, and of moral condemnation and approval, in regulating 
behaviour in socially desirable ways.1 In the fact of their efficacy, 
they suggest, is an adequate basis for  these practices; and this fact 
certainly does not show determinism to be false. To this the pessi-
mists reply, all in a rush, that just punishment and moral 

1. Cf. P. H. Nowell- Smith, ‘Freewill and Moral Responsibility’, Mind, 1948.
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condemnation imply moral guilt and guilt implies moral responsibil-
ity and moral responsibility implies freedom and freedom implies the 
falsity of determinism. And to this the optimists are wont to reply in 
turn that it is true that  these practices require freedom in a sense, and 
the existence of freedom in this sense is one of the facts as we know 
them. But what ‘freedom’ means  here is nothing but the absence of 
certain conditions the presence of which would make moral condem-
nation or punishment inappropriate. They have in mind conditions 
like compulsion by another, or innate incapacity, or insanity, or other 
less extreme forms of psychological disorder, or the existence of cir-
cumstances in which the making of any other choice would be mor-
ally inadmissible or would be too much to expect of any man. To this 
list they are constrained to add other  factors which, without exactly 
being limitations of freedom, may also make moral condemnation or 
punishment inappropriate or mitigate their force: as some forms of 
ignorance,  mistake, or accident. And the general reason why moral 
condemnation or punishment are inappropriate when  these  factors 
or conditions are pre sent is held to be that the practices in question 
 will be generally efficacious means of regulating behaviour in desir-
able ways only in cases where  these  factors are not pre sent. Now the 
pessimist admits that the facts as we know them include the existence 
of freedom, the occurrence of cases of  free action, in the negative 
sense which the optimist concedes; and admits, or rather insists, that 
the existence of freedom in this sense is compatible with the truth of 
determinism. Then what does the pessimist find missing? When he 
tries to answer this question, his language is apt to alternate between 
the very familiar and the very unfamiliar.2 Thus he may say, familiarly 
enough, that the man who is the subject of justified punishment, 
blame or moral condemnation must  really deserve it; and then add, 
perhaps, that, in the case at least where he is blamed for a positive act 
rather than an omission, the condition of his  really deserving blame 
is something that goes beyond the negative freedoms that the opti-
mist concedes. It is, say, a genuinely  free identification of the  will with 

2. As Nowell- Smith pointed out in a  later article, ‘Determinists and Libertarians’, 
Mind, 1954.
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the act. And this is the condition that is incompatible with the truth 
of determinism.

The conventional, but conciliatory, optimist need not give up yet. 
He may say: Well,  people often decide to do  things,  really intend to 
do what they do, know just what  they’re  doing in  doing it; the reasons 
they think they have for  doing what they do, often  really are their 
reasons and not their rationalizations.  These facts, too, are included 
in the facts as we know them. If this is what you mean by freedom—
by the identification of the  will with the act— then freedom may 
again be conceded. But again the concession is compatible with the 
truth of the determinist thesis. For it would not follow from that the-
sis that nobody decides to do anything; that nobody ever does any-
thing intentionally; that it is false that  people sometimes know per-
fectly well what they are  doing. I tried to define freedom negatively. 
You want to give it a more positive look. But it comes to the same 
 thing. Nobody denies freedom in this sense, or  these senses, and 
nobody claims that the existence of freedom in  these senses shows 
determinism to be false.

But it is  here that the lacuna in the optimistic story can be made 
to show. For the pessimist may be supposed to ask: But why does 
freedom in this sense justify blame,  etc.? You turn  towards me first 
the negative, and then the positive,  faces of a freedom which no-
body challenges. But the only reason you have given for the prac-
tices of moral condemnation and punishment in cases where this 
freedom is pre sent is the efficacy of  these practices in regulating 
behaviour in socially desirable ways. But this is not a sufficient 
basis, it is not even the right sort of basis, for  these practices as we 
understand them.

Now my optimist, being the sort of man he is, is not likely to in-
voke an intuition of fittingness at this point. So he  really has no more 
to say. And my pessimist, being the sort of man he is, has only one 
more  thing to say; and that is that the admissibility of  these practices, 
as we understand them, demands another kind of freedom, the kind 
that in turn demands the falsity of the thesis of determinism. But 
might we not induce the pessimist to give up saying this by giving the 
optimist something more to say?
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III
I have mentioned punishing and moral condemnation and approval; 
and it is in connection with  these practices or attitudes that the issue 
between optimists and pessimists—or, if one is a pessimist, the issue 
between determinists and libertarians—is felt to be particularly 
impor tant. But it is not of  these practices and attitudes that I propose, 
at first, to speak.  These practices or attitudes permit, where they do 
not imply, a certain detachment from the actions or agents which are 
their objects. I want to speak, at least at first, of something  else: of the 
non- detached attitudes and reactions of  people directly involved in 
transactions with each other; of the attitudes and reactions of of-
fended parties and beneficiaries; of such  things as gratitude, resent-
ment, forgiveness, love, and hurt feelings. Perhaps something like the 
issue between optimists and pessimists arises in this neighbouring 
field too; and since this field is less crowded with disputants, the issue 
might  here be easier to  settle; and if it is settled  here, then it might 
become easier to  settle it in the disputant- crowded field.

What I have to say consists largely of commonplaces. So my lan-
guage, like that of commonplaces generally,  will be quite unscientific 
and imprecise. The central commonplace that I want to insist on is 
the very  great importance that we attach to the attitudes and inten-
tions  towards us of other  human beings, and the  great extent to which 
our personal feelings and reactions depend upon, or involve, our be-
liefs about  these attitudes and intentions. I can give no  simple de-
scription of the field of phenomena at the centre of which stands this 
commonplace truth; for the field is too complex. Much imaginative 
lit er a ture is devoted to exploring its complexities; and we have a large 
vocabulary for the purpose.  There are simplifying styles of  handling 
it in a general way. Thus we may, like La Rochefoucauld, put self- love 
or self- esteem or vanity at the centre of the picture and point out how 
it may be caressed by the esteem, or wounded by the indiference or 
contempt, of  others. We might speak, in another jargon, of the need 
for love, and the loss of security which results from its withdrawal; or, 
in another, of  human self- respect and its connection with the recogni-
tion of the individual’s dignity.  These simplifications are of use to me 
only if they help to emphasize how much we actually mind, how 
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much it  matters to us,  whether the actions of other  people— and par-
ticularly of some other  people— reflect attitudes  towards us of good-
will, afection, or esteem on the one hand or contempt, indiference, 
or malevolence on the other. If someone treads on my hand acciden-
tally, while trying to help me, the pain may be no less acute than if he 
treads on it in contemptuous disregard of my existence or with a ma-
levolent wish to injure me. But I  shall generally feel in the second case 
a kind and degree of resentment that I  shall not feel in the first. If 
someone’s actions help me to some benefit I desire, then I am bene-
fited in any case; but if he intended them so to benefit me  because of 
his general goodwill  towards me, I  shall reasonably feel a gratitude 
which I should not feel at all if the benefit was an incidental conse-
quence, unintended or even regretted by him, of some plan of action 
with a dif er ent aim.

 These examples are of actions which confer benefits or inflict in-
juries over and above any conferred or inflicted by the mere manifes-
tation of attitude and intention themselves. We should consider also 
in how much of our behaviour the benefit or injury resides mainly 
or entirely in the manifestation of attitude itself. So it is with good 
manners, and much of what we call kindness, on the one hand; with 
deliberate rudeness, studied indiference, or insult on the other.

Besides resentment and gratitude, I mentioned just now forgive-
ness. This is a rather unfashionable subject in moral philosophy at 
pre sent; but to be forgiven is something we sometimes ask, and for-
giving is something we sometimes say we do. To ask to be forgiven is 
in part to acknowledge that the attitude displayed in our actions was 
such as might properly be resented and in part to repudiate that at-
titude for the  future (or at least for the immediate  future); and to 
forgive is to accept the repudiation and to forswear the resentment.

We should think of the many dif er ent kinds of relationship which 
we can have with other  people—as sharers of a common interest; as 
members of the same  family; as colleagues; as friends; as lovers; as 
chance parties to an enormous range of transactions and encounters. 
Then we should think, in each of  these connections in turn, and in 
 others, of the kind of importance we attach to the attitudes and inten-
tions  towards us of  those who stand in  these relationships to us, and 
of the kinds of reactive attitudes and feelings to which we ourselves 
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are prone. In general, we demand some degree of goodwill or regard 
on the part of  those who stand in  these relationships to us, though 
the forms we require it to take vary widely in dif er ent connections. 
The range and intensity of our reactive attitudes  towards goodwill, its 
absence or its opposite vary no less widely. I have mentioned, specifi-
cally, resentment and gratitude; and they are a usefully opposed pair. 
But, of course,  there is a  whole continuum of reactive attitude and 
feeling stretching on both sides of  these and— the most comfortable 
area—in between them.

The object of  these commonplaces is to try to keep before our 
minds something it is easy to forget when we are engaged in philoso-
phy, especially in our cool, con temporary style, viz. what it is actually 
like to be involved in ordinary interpersonal relationships, ranging 
from the most intimate to the most casual.

IV
It is one  thing to ask about the general  causes of  these reactive atti-
tudes I have alluded to; it is another to ask about the variations to 
which they are subject, the par tic u lar conditions in which they do or 
do not seem natu ral or reasonable or appropriate; and it is a third 
 thing to ask what it would be like, what it is like, not to sufer them. I 
am not much concerned with the first question; but I am with the 
second; and perhaps even more with the third.

Let us consider, then, occasions for resentment: situations in 
which one person is ofended or injured by the action of another and 
in which—in the absence of special considerations— the ofended 
person might naturally or normally be expected to feel resentment. 
Then let us consider what sorts of special considerations might be 
expected to modify or mollify this feeling or remove it altogether. It 
needs no saying now how multifarious  these considerations are. But, 
for my purpose, I think they can be roughly divided into two kinds. 
To the first group belong all  those which might give occasion for the 
employment of such expressions as ‘He  didn’t mean to’, ‘He  hadn’t 
realized’, ‘He  didn’t know’; and also all  those which might give occa-
sion for the use of the phrase ‘He  couldn’t help it’, when this is sup-
ported by such phrases as ‘He was pushed’, ‘He had to do it’, ‘It was 
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the only way’, ‘They left him no alternative’,  etc. Obviously  these vari-
ous pleas, and the kinds of situations in which they would be appro-
priate, difer from each other in striking and impor tant ways. But for 
my pre sent purpose they have something still more impor tant in 
common. None of them invites us to suspend  towards the agent, 
 either at the time of his action or in general, our ordinary reactive 
attitudes. They do not invite us to view the agent as one in re spect of 
whom  these attitudes are in any way inappropriate. They invite us to 
view the injury as one in re spect of which a par tic u lar one of  these 
attitudes is inappropriate. They do not invite us to see the agent as 
other than a fully responsible agent. They invite us to see the injury 
as one for which he was not fully, or at all, responsible. They do not 
suggest that the agent is in any way an inappropriate object of that 
kind of demand for goodwill or regard which is reflected in our ordi-
nary reactive attitudes. They suggest instead that the fact of injury 
was not in this case incompatible with that demand’s being fulfilled, 
that the fact of injury was quite consistent with the agent’s attitude 
and intentions being just what we demand they should be.3 The 
agent was just ignorant of the injury he was causing, or had lost his 
balance through being pushed or had reluctantly to cause the injury 
for reasons which acceptably override his reluctance. The ofering of 
such pleas by the agent and their ac cep tance by the suferer is some-
thing in no way opposed to, or outside the context of, ordinary inter- 
personal relationships and the manifestation of ordinary reactive at-
titudes. Since  things go wrong and situations are complicated, it is an 
essential and integral ele ment in the transactions which are the life of 
 these relationships.

The second group of considerations is very dif er ent. I  shall take 
them in two subgroups of which the first is far less impor tant than the 
second. In connection with the first subgroup we may think of such 
statements as ‘He  wasn’t himself ’, ‘He has been  under very  great 
strain recently’, ‘He was acting  under post- hypnotic suggestion’; in 

3. Perhaps not in  every case just what we demand they should be, but in any case 
not just what we demand they should not be. For my pre sent purpose  these difer-
ences do not  matter.
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connection with the second, we may think of ‘He’s only a child’, ‘He’s 
a hopeless schizophrenic’, ‘His mind has been systematically per-
verted’, ‘That’s purely compulsive behaviour on his part’. Such pleas 
as  these do, as pleas of my first general group do not, invite us to 
suspend our ordinary reactive attitudes  towards the agent,  either at 
the time of his action or all the time. They do not invite us to see the 
agent’s action in a way consistent with the full retention of ordinary 
inter- personal attitudes and merely inconsistent with one par tic u lar 
attitude. They invite us to view the agent himself in a dif er ent light 
from the light in which we should normally view one who has acted 
as he has acted. I  shall not linger over the first subgroup of cases. 
Though they perhaps raise, in the short term, questions akin to  those 
raised, in the long term, by the second subgroup, we may dismiss 
them without considering  those questions by taking that admirably 
suggestive phrase, ‘He  wasn’t himself ’, with the seriousness that— for 
all its being logically comic—it deserves. We  shall not feel resent-
ment against the man he is for the action done by the man he is not; 
or at least we  shall feel less. We normally have to deal with him  under 
normal stresses; so we  shall not feel  towards him, when he acts as he 
does  under abnormal stresses, as we should have felt  towards him had 
he acted as he did  under normal stresses.

The second and more impor tant subgroup of cases allows that the 
circumstances  were normal, but pre sents the agent as psychologically 
abnormal—or as morally undeveloped. The agent was himself; but 
he is warped or deranged, neurotic or just a child. When we see some-
one in such a light as this, all our reactive attitudes tend to be pro-
foundly modified. I must deal  here in crude dichotomies and ignore 
the ever- interesting and ever- illuminating va ri e ties of case. What I 
want to contrast is the attitude (or range of attitudes) of involvement 
or participation in a  human relationship, on the one hand, and what 
might be called the objective attitude (or range of attitudes) to an-
other  human being, on the other. Even in the same situation, I must 
add, they are not altogether exclusive of each other; but they are, pro-
foundly, opposed to each other. To adopt the objective attitude to 
another  human being is to see him, perhaps, as an object of social 
policy; as a subject for what, in a wide range of sense, might be called 
treatment; as something certainly to be taken account, perhaps 
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precautionary account, of; to be managed or handled or cured or 
trained; perhaps simply to be avoided, though this gerundive is not 
peculiar to cases of objectivity of attitude. The objective attitude may 
be emotionally toned in many ways, but not in all ways: it may in-
clude repulsion or fear, it may include pity or even love, though not 
all kinds of love. But it cannot include the range of reactive feelings 
and attitudes which belong to involvement or participation with 
 others in inter- personal  human relationships; it cannot include re-
sentment, gratitude, forgiveness, anger, or the sort of love which two 
adults can sometimes be said to feel reciprocally, for each other. If 
your attitude  towards someone is wholly objective, then though you 
may fight him, you cannot quarrel with him, and though you may talk 
to him, even negotiate with him, you cannot reason with him. You 
can at most pretend to quarrel, or to reason, with him.

Seeing someone, then, as warped or deranged or compulsive in 
behaviour or peculiarly unfortunate in his formative circumstances— 
seeing someone so tends, at least to some extent, to set him apart 
from normal participant reactive attitudes on the part of one who so 
sees him, tends to promote, at least in the civilized, objective atti-
tudes. But  there is something curious to add to this. The objective 
attitude is not only something we naturally tend to fall into in cases 
like  these, where participant attitudes are partially or wholly inhibited 
by abnormalities or by immaturity. It is also something which is avail-
able as a resource in other cases too. We look with an objective eye 
on the compulsive behaviour of the neurotic or the tiresome behav-
iour of a very young child, thinking in terms of treatment or training. 
But we can sometimes look with something like the same eye on the 
behaviour of the normal and the mature. We have this resource and 
can sometimes use it; as a refuge, say, from the strains of involvement; 
or as an aid to policy; or simply out of intellectual curiosity. Being 
 human, we cannot, in the normal case, do this for long, or altogether. 
If the strains of involvement, say, continue to be too  great, then we 
have to do something else— like severing a relationship. But what is 
above all in ter est ing is the tension  there is, in us, between the parti-
cipant attitude and the objective attitude. One is tempted to say: 
between our humanity and our intelligence. But to say this would be 
to distort both notions.
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What I have called the participant reactive attitudes are essentially 
natu ral  human reactions to the good or ill  will or indifference of 
 others  towards us, as displayed in their attitudes and actions. The 
question we have to ask is: What efect would, or should, the ac cep-
tance of the truth of a general thesis of determinism have upon  these 
reactive attitudes? More specifically, would, or should, the ac cep tance 
of the truth of the thesis lead to the decay or the repudiation of all 
such attitudes? Would, or should, it mean the end of gratitude, re-
sentment, and forgiveness; of all reciprocated adult loves; of all the 
essentially personal antagonisms?

But how can I answer, or even pose, this question without knowing 
exactly what the thesis of determinism is? Well,  there is one  thing we 
do know; that if  there is a coherent thesis of determinism, then  there 
must be a sense of ‘determined’ such that, if that thesis is true, then all 
behaviour what ever is determined in that sense. Remembering this, we 
can consider at least what possibilities lie formally open; and then per-
haps we  shall see that the question can be answered without knowing 
exactly what the thesis of determinism is. We can consider what pos-
sibilities lie open  because we have already before us an account of the 
ways in which par tic u lar reactive attitudes, or reactive attitudes in gen-
eral, may be, and, sometimes, we judge, should be, inhibited. Thus I 
considered  earlier a group of considerations which tend to inhibit, and, 
we judge, should inhibit, resentment, in par tic u lar cases of an agent 
causing an injury, without inhibiting reactive attitudes in general 
 towards that agent. Obviously this group of considerations cannot 
strictly bear upon our question; for that question concerns reactive at-
titudes in general. But resentment has a par tic u lar interest; so it is worth 
adding that it has never been claimed as a consequence of the truth of 
determinism that one or another of  these considerations was operative 
in  every case of an injury being caused by an agent; that it would follow 
from the truth of determinism that anyone who caused an injury  either 
was quite simply ignorant of causing it or had acceptably overriding 
reasons for acquiescing reluctantly in causing it or . . .  ,  etc. The preva-
lence of this happy state of afairs would not be a consequence of the 
reign of universal determinism, but of the reign of universal goodwill. 
We cannot, then, find  here the possibility of an affirmative answer to 
our question, even for the par tic u lar case of resentment.
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Next, I remarked that the participant attitude, and the personal 
reactive attitudes in general, tend to give place, and it is judged by the 
civilized should give place, to objective attitudes, just in so far as the 
agent is seen as excluded from ordinary adult  human relationships by 
deep- rooted. psychological abnormality—or simply by being a child. 
But it cannot be a consequence of any thesis which is not itself self- 
contradictory that abnormality is the universal condition.

Now this dismissal might seem altogether too facile; and so, in a 
sense, it is. But what ever is too quickly dismissed in this dismissal is 
allowed for in the only pos si ble form of affirmative answer that re-
mains. We can sometimes, and in part, I have remarked, look on the 
normal ( those we rate as ‘normal’) in the objective way in which we 
have learned to look on certain classified cases of abnormality. And 
our question reduces to this: could, or should, the ac cep tance of the 
determinist thesis lead us always to look on every one exclusively 
in this way? For this is the only condition worth considering  under 
which the acceptance of determinism could lead to the decay or repu-
diation of participant reactive attitudes.

It does not seem to be self- contradictory to suppose that this 
might happen. So I suppose we must say that it is not absolutely in-
conceivable that it should happen. But I am strongly inclined to think 
that it is, for us as we are, practically inconceivable. The  human com-
mitment to participation in ordinary inter- personal relationships is, 
I think, too thoroughgoing and deeply rooted for us to take seriously 
the thought that a general theoretical conviction might so change our 
world that, in it,  there  were no longer any such  things as inter- personal 
relationships as we normally understand them; and being involved in 
inter- personal relationships as we normally understand them pre-
cisely is being exposed to the range of reactive attitudes and feelings 
that is in question.

This, then, is a part of the reply to our question. A sustained ob-
jectivity of inter- personal attitude, and the  human isolation which 
that would entail, does not seem to be something of which  human 
beings would be capable, even if some general truth  were a theoreti-
cal ground for it. But this is not all.  There is a further point, implicit 
in the foregoing, which must be made explicit. Exceptionally, I have 
said, we can have direct dealings with  human beings without any 
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degree of personal involvement, treating them simply as creatures to 
be handled in our own interest, or our side’s, or society’s—or even 
theirs. In the extreme case of the mentally deranged, it is easy to see 
the connection between the possibility of a wholly objective attitude 
and the impossibility of what we understand by ordinary interper-
sonal relationships. Given this latter impossibility, no other civilized 
attitude is available than that of viewing the deranged person simply 
as something to be understood and controlled in the most desirable 
fashion. To view him as outside the reach of personal relationships 
is already, for the civilized, to view him in this way. For reasons of 
policy or self- protection we may have occasion, perhaps temporary, 
to adopt a fundamentally similar attitude to a ‘normal’  human being; 
to concentrate, that is, on understanding ‘how he works’, with a view 
to determining our policy accordingly, or to finding in that very un-
derstanding a relief from the strains of involvement. Now it is cer-
tainly true that in the case of the abnormal, though not in the case 
of the normal, our adoption of the objective attitude is a conse-
quence of our viewing the agent as incapacitated in some or all re-
spects for ordinary interpersonal relationships. He is thus incapaci-
tated, perhaps, by the fact that his picture of real ity is pure fantasy, 
that he does not, in a sense, live in the real world at all; or by the fact 
that his behaviour is, in part, an unrealistic acting out of unconscious 
purposes; or by the fact that he is an idiot, or a moral idiot. But  there 
is something  else which,  because this is true, is equally certainly not 
true. And that is that  there is a sense of ‘determined’ such that (1) if 
determinism is true, all behaviour is determined in this sense, and 
(2) determinism might be true, i.e. it is not inconsistent with the 
facts as we know them to suppose that all behaviour might be deter-
mined in this sense, and (3) our adoption of the objective attitude 
 towards the abnormal is the result of a prior embracing of the belief 
that the behaviour, or the relevant stretch of behaviour, of the  human 
being in question is determined in this sense. Neither in the case of 
the normal, then, nor in the case of the abnormal is it true that, when 
we adopt an objective attitude, we do so  because we hold such a be-
lief. So my answer has two parts. The first is that we cannot, as we 
are, seriously envisage ourselves adopting a thoroughgoing objectiv-
ity of attitude to  others as a result of theoretical conviction of the 
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truth of determinism; and the second is that when we do in fact 
adopt such an attitude in a par tic u lar case, our  doing so is not the 
consequence of a theoretical conviction which might be expressed 
as ‘Determinism in this case’, but is a consequence of our abandon-
ing, for dif fer ent reasons in dif fer ent cases, the ordinary inter- 
personal attitudes.

It might be said that all this leaves the real question unanswered, 
and that we cannot hope to answer it without knowing exactly what 
the thesis of determinism is. For the real question is not a question 
about what we actually do, or why we do it. It is not even a question 
about what we would in fact do if a certain theoretical conviction 
gained general ac cep tance. It is a question about what it would be 
rational to do if determinism  were true, a question about the rational 
justification of ordinary inter- personal attitudes in general. To this I 
 shall reply, first, that such a question could seem real only to one 
who had utterly failed to grasp the purport of the preceding answer, 
the fact of our natu ral  human commitment to ordinary inter- 
personal attitudes. This commitment is part of the general frame-
work of  human life, not something that can come up for review as 
par tic u lar cases can come up for review within this general frame-
work. And I  shall reply, second, that if we could imagine what we 
cannot have, viz., a choice in this  matter, then we could choose ratio-
nally only in the light of an assessment of the gains and losses to  human 
life, its enrichment or impoverishment; and the truth or falsity of a 
general thesis of determinism would not bear on the rationality of 
this choice.4

4. The question, then, of the connection between rationality and the adoption of 
the objective attitude to  others is misposed when it is made to seem dependent on 
the issue of determinism. But  there is another question which should be raised, if 
only to distinguish it from the misposed question. Quite apart from the issue of 
determinism, might it not be said that we should be nearer to being purely rational 
creatures in proportion as our relation to  others was in fact dominated by the objec-
tive attitude? I think this might be said; only it would have to be added, once more, 
that if such a choice  were pos si ble, it would not necessarily be rational to choose to 
be more purely rational than we are.
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V
The point of this discussion of the reactive attitudes in their relation—
or lack of it—to the thesis of determinism was to bring us, if pos si ble, 
nearer to a position of compromise in a more usual area of debate. 
We are not now to discuss reactive attitudes which are essentially 
 those of ofended parties or beneficiaries. We are to discuss reactive 
attitudes which are essentially not  those, or only incidentally are 
 those, of ofended parties or beneficiaries, but are nevertheless, 
I  shall claim, kindred attitudes to  those I have discussed. I put re-
sentment in the centre of the previous discussion. I  shall put moral 
indignation—or, more weakly, moral disapprobation—in the centre 
of this one.

The reactive attitudes I have so far discussed are essentially reac-
tions to the quality of  others’  wills  towards us, as manifested in their 
behaviour: to their good or ill  will or indiference or lack of concern. 
Thus resentment, or what I have called resentment, is a reaction to 
injury or indiference. The reactive attitudes I have now to discuss 
might be described as the sympathetic or vicarious or impersonal or 
disinterested or generalized analogues of the reactive attitudes I have 
already discussed. They are reactions to the qualities of  others’  wills, 
not  towards ourselves, but  towards  others.  Because of this impersonal 
or vicarious character, we give them dif er ent names. Thus one who 
experiences the vicarious analogue of resentment is said to be indig-
nant or disapproving, or morally indignant or disapproving. What we 
have  here is, as it  were, resentment on behalf of another, where one’s 
own interest and dignity are not involved; and it is this impersonal or 
vicarious character of the attitude, added to its  others, which entitle 
it to the qualification ‘moral’. Both my description of, and my name 
for,  these attitudes are, in one impor tant re spect, a  little misleading. 
It is not that  these attitudes are essentially vicarious— one can feel 
indignation on one’s own account— but that they are essentially ca-
pable of being vicarious. But I  shall retain the name for the sake of its 
suggestiveness; and I hope that what is misleading about it  will be 
corrected in what follows.

The personal reactive attitudes rest on, and reflect, an expectation 
of, and demand for, the manifestation of a certain degree of goodwill 
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or regard on the part of other  human beings  towards ourselves; or at 
least on the expectation of, and demand for, an absence of the mani-
festation of active ill  will or indiferent disregard. (What  will, in par-
tic u lar cases, count as manifestations of good or ill  will or disregard 
 will vary in accordance with the par tic u lar relationship in which we 
stand to another  human being.) The generalized or vicarious ana-
logues of the personal reactive attitudes rest on, and reflect, exactly 
the same expectation or demand in a generalized form; they rest on, 
or reflect, that is, the demand for the manifestation of a reasonable 
degree of goodwill or regard, on the part of  others, not simply  towards 
oneself, but  towards all  those on whose behalf moral indignation may 
be felt, i.e. as we now think,  towards all men. The generalized and 
non- generalized forms of demand, and the vicarious and personal 
reactive attitudes which rest upon, and reflect, them are connected 
not merely logically. They are connected humanly; and not merely 
with each other. They are connected also with yet another set of at-
titudes which I must mention now in order to complete the picture. 
I have considered from two points of view the demands we make on 
 others and our reactions to their possibly injurious actions.  These 
 were the points of view of one whose interest was directly involved 
(who sufers, say, the injury) and of  others whose interest was not 
directly involved (who do not themselves sufer the injury). Thus I 
have spoken of personal reactive attitudes in the first connection and 
of their vicarious analogues in the second. But the picture is not com-
plete  unless we consider also the correlates of  these attitudes on the 
part of  those on whom the demands are made, on the part of the 
agents. Just as  there are personal and vicarious reactive attitudes as-
sociated with demands on  others for oneself and demands on  others 
for  others, so  there are self- reactive attitudes associated with de-
mands on oneself for  others. And  here we have to mention such phe-
nomena as feeling bound or obliged (the ‘sense of obligation’); feel-
ing compunction; feeling guilty or remorseful or at least responsible; 
and the more complicated phenomenon of shame.

All  these three types of attitude are humanly connected. One who 
manifested the personal reactive attitudes in a high degree but 
showed no inclination at all to their vicarious analogues would ap-
pear as an abnormal case of moral egocentricity, as a kind of moral 
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solipsist. Let him be supposed fully to acknowledge the claims to 
regard that  others had on him, to be susceptible of the  whole range 
of self- reactive attitudes. He would then see himself as unique both 
as one (the one) who had a general claim on  human regard and as one 
(the one) on whom  human beings in general had such a claim. This 
would be a kind of moral solipsism. But it is barely more than a con-
ceptual possibility; if it is that. In general, though within varying lim-
its, we demand of  others for  others, as well as of ourselves for  others, 
something of the regard which we demand of  others for ourselves. 
Can we imagine, besides that of the moral solipsist, any other case of 
one or two of  these three types of attitude being fully developed, but 
quite unaccompanied by any trace, however slight, of the remaining 
two or one? If we can, then we imagine something far below or far 
above the level of our common humanity— a moral idiot or a saint. 
For all  these types of attitude alike have common roots in our  human 
nature and our membership of  human communities.

Now, as of the personal reactive attitudes, so of their vicarious ana-
logues, we must ask in what ways, and by what considerations, they 
tend to be inhibited. Both types of attitude involve, or express, a cer-
tain sort of demand for inter- personal regard. The fact of injury con-
stitutes a prima facie appearance of this demand’s being flouted or 
unfulfilled. We saw, in the case of resentment, how one class of con-
siderations may show this appearance to be mere appearance, and 
hence inhibit resentment, without inhibiting, or displacing, the sort 
of demand of which resentment can be an expression, without in any 
way tending to make us suspend our ordinary inter- personal attitudes 
to the agent. Considerations of this class operate in just the same way, 
for just the same reasons, in connection with moral disapprobation 
or indignation; they inhibit indignation without in any way inhibiting 
the sort of demand on the agent of which indignation can be an ex-
pression, the range of attitudes  towards him to which it belongs. But 
in this connection we may express the facts with a new emphasis. We 
may say, stressing the moral, the generalized aspect of the demand: 
considerations of this group have no tendency to make us see the 
agent as other than a morally responsible agent; they simply make us 
see the injury as one for which he was not morally responsible. The 
offering and ac cep tance of such exculpatory pleas as are  here in 
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question in no way detracts in our eyes from the agent’s status as a 
term of moral relationships. On the contrary, since  things go wrong 
and situations are complicated, it is an essential part of the life of such 
relationships.

But suppose we see the agent in a dif er ent light: as one whose 
picture of the world is an insane delusion; or as one whose behaviour, 
or a part of whose behaviour, is unintelligible to us, perhaps even to 
him, in terms of conscious purposes, and intelligible only in terms of 
unconscious purposes; or even, perhaps, as one wholly impervious 
to the self- reactive attitudes I spoke of, wholly lacking, as we say, in 
moral sense. Seeing an agent in such a light as this tends, I said, to 
inhibit resentment in a wholly dif er ent way. It tends to inhibit resent-
ment  because it tends to inhibit ordinary interpersonal attitudes in 
general, and the kind of demand and expectation which  those atti-
tudes involve; and tends to promote instead the purely objective view 
of the agent as one posing prob lems simply of intellectual under-
standing, management, treatment, and control. Again the parallel 
holds for  those generalized or moral attitudes  towards the agent 
which we are now concerned with. The same abnormal light which 
shows the agent to us as one in re spect of whom the personal atti-
tudes, the personal demand, are to be suspended, shows him to us 
also as one in re spect of whom the impersonal attitudes, the general-
ized demand, are to be suspended. Only, abstracting now from direct 
personal interest, we may express the facts with a new emphasis. We 
may say: to the extent to which the agent is seen in this light, he is 
not seen as one on whom demands and expectations lie in that par-
tic u lar way in which we think of them as lying when we speak of 
moral obligation; he is not, to that extent, seen as a morally respon-
sible agent, as a term of moral relationships, as a member of the moral 
community.

I remarked also that the suspension of ordinary inter- personal at-
titudes and the cultivation of a purely objective view is sometimes 
pos si ble even when we have no such reasons for it as I have just men-
tioned. Is this pos si ble also in the case of the moral reactive attitudes? 
I think so; and perhaps it is easier. But the motives for a total suspen-
sion of moral reactive attitudes are fewer, and perhaps weaker: fewer, 
 because only where  there is antecedent personal involvement can 
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 there be the motive of seeking refuge from the strains of such involve-
ment; perhaps weaker,  because the tension between objectivity of 
view and the moral reactive attitudes is perhaps less than the tension 
between objectivity of view and the personal reactive attitudes, so 
that we can in the case of the moral reactive attitudes more easily 
secure the speculative or po liti cal gains of objectivity of view by a 
kind of setting on one side, rather than a total suspension, of  those 
attitudes.

 These last remarks are uncertain; but also, for the pre sent purpose, 
unimportant. What concerns us now is to inquire, as previously in 
connection with the personal reactive attitudes, what relevance any 
general thesis of determinism might have to their vicarious ana-
logues. The answers once more are parallel; though I  shall take them 
in a slightly dif er ent order. First, we must note, as before, that when 
the suspension of such an attitude or such attitudes occurs in a par-
tic u lar case, it is never the consequence of the belief that the piece of 
behaviour in question was determined in a sense such that all behav-
iour might be, and, if determinism is true, all behaviour is, determined 
in that sense. For it is not a consequence of any general thesis of de-
terminism which might be true that nobody knows what he’s  doing 
or that every body’s behaviour is unintelligible in terms of conscious 
purposes or that every body lives in a world of delusion or that no-
body has a moral sense, i.e. is susceptible of self- reactive attitudes,  etc. 
In fact no such sense of ‘determined’ as would be required for a gen-
eral thesis of determinism is ever relevant to our  actual suspensions 
of moral reactive attitudes. Second, suppose it granted, as I have al-
ready argued, that we cannot take seriously the thought that theoreti-
cal conviction of such a general thesis would lead to the total decay 
of the personal reactive attitudes. Can we then take seriously the 
thought that such a conviction— a conviction,  after all, that many 
have held or said they held— would nevertheless lead to the total 
decay or repudiation of the vicarious analogues of  these attitudes? I 
think that the change in our social world which would leave us ex-
posed to the personal reactive attitudes but not at all to their vicarious 
analogues, the generalization of abnormal egocentricity which this 
would entail, is perhaps even harder for us to envisage as a real pos-
sibility than the decay of both kinds of attitude together. Though 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 3:17 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



126 R e p r i n t  o f  S t r aw s o n

 there are some necessary and some contingent diferences between 
the ways and cases in which  these two kinds of attitudes operate or 
are inhibited in their operation, yet, as general  human capacities or 
pronenesses, they stand or lapse together. Fi nally, to the further ques-
tion  whether it would not be rational, given a general theoretical con-
viction of the truth of determinism, so to change our world that in it 
all  these attitudes  were wholly suspended, I must answer, as before, 
that one who presses this question has wholly failed to grasp the im-
port of the preceding answer, the nature of the  human commitment 
that is  here involved: it is useless to ask  whether it would not be ratio-
nal for us to do what it is not in our nature to (be able to) do. To this 
I must add, as before, that if  there  were, say, for a moment open to us 
the possibility of such a god- like choice, the rationality of making or 
refusing it would be determined by quite other considerations than 
the truth or falsity of the general theoretical doctrine in question. The 
latter would be simply irrelevant; and this becomes ironically clear 
when we remember that for  those convinced that the truth of deter-
minism nevertheless  really would make the one choice rational,  there 
has always been the insuperable difficulty of explaining in intelligible 
terms how its falsity would make the opposite choice rational.

I am aware that in presenting the argument as I have done, neglect-
ing the ever- interesting va ri e ties of case, I have presented nothing 
more than a schema, using sometimes a crude opposition of phrase 
where we have a  great intricacy of phenomena. In par tic u lar the 
 simple opposition of objective attitudes on the one hand and the 
vari ous contrasted attitudes which I have opposed to them must 
seem as grossly crude as it is central. Let me pause to mitigate this 
crudity a  little, and also to strengthen one of my central contentions, 
by mentioning some  things which straddle  these contrasted kinds of 
attitude. Thus parents and  others concerned with the care and up-
bringing of young  children cannot have to their charges  either kind 
of attitude in a pure or unqualified form. They are dealing with crea-
tures who are potentially and increasingly capable both of holding, 
and being objects of, the full range of  human and moral attitudes, but 
are not yet truly capable of  either. The treatment of such creatures 
must therefore represent a kind of compromise, constantly shifting 
in one direction, between objectivity of attitude and developed 
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 human attitudes. Rehearsals insensibly modulate  towards true per-
for mances. The punishment of a child is both like and unlike the 
punishment of an adult. Suppose we try to relate this progressive 
emergence of the child as a responsible being, as an object of non- 
objective attitudes, to that sense of ‘determined’ in which, if deter-
minism is a possibly true thesis, all behaviour may be determined, 
and in which, if it is a true thesis, all behaviour is determined. What 
bearing could such a sense of ‘determined’ have upon the progressive 
modification of attitudes  towards the child? Would it not be gro-
tesque to think of the development of the child as a progressive or 
patchy emergence from an area in which its behaviour is in this sense 
determined into an area in which it  isn’t? What ever sense of ‘deter-
mined’ is required for stating the thesis of determinism, it can scarcely 
be such as to allow of compromise, borderline- style answers to the 
question, ‘Is this bit of behaviour determined or  isn’t it?’ But in this 
 matter of young  children, it is essentially a borderline, penumbral area 
that we move in. Again, consider— a very dif er ent  matter— the strain 
in the attitude of a psychoanalyst to his patient. His objectivity of 
attitude, his suspension of ordinary moral reactive attitudes, is pro-
foundly modified by the fact that the aim of the enterprise is to make 
such suspension unnecessary or less necessary.  Here we may and do 
naturally speak of restoring the agent’s freedom. But  here the restor-
ing of freedom means bringing it about that the agent’s behaviour 
 shall be intelligible in terms of conscious purposes rather than in 
terms only of unconscious purposes. This is the object of the enter-
prise; and it is in so far as this object is attained that the suspension, 
or half- suspension, of ordinary moral attitudes is deemed no longer 
necessary or appropriate. And in this we see once again the irrelevance 
of that concept of ‘being determined’ which must be the central con-
cept of determinism. For we cannot both agree that this object is at-
tainable and that its attainment has this consequence and yet hold (1) 
that neurotic behaviour is determined in a sense in which, it may be, 
all behaviour is determined, and (2) that it is  because neurotic behav-
iour is determined in this sense that objective attitudes are deemed 
appropriate to neurotic behaviour. Not, at least, without accusing 
ourselves of incoherence in our attitude to psychoanalytic 
treatment.
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VI
And now we can try to fill in the lacuna which the pessimist finds in 
the optimist’s account of the concept of moral responsibility, and of 
the bases of moral condemnation and punishment; and to fill it in 
from the facts as we know them. For, as I have already remarked, 
when the pessimist himself seeks to fill it in, he rushes beyond the 
facts as we know them and proclaims that it cannot be filled in at all 
 unless determinism is false.

Yet a partial sense of the facts as we know them is certainly pre sent 
to the pessimist’s mind. When his opponent, the optimist, under-
takes to show that the truth of determinism would not shake the 
foundations of the concept of moral responsibility and of the prac-
tices of moral condemnation and punishment, he typically refers, in 
a more or less elaborated way, to the efficacy of  these practices in 
regulating behaviour in socially desirable ways.  These practices are 
represented solely as instruments of policy, as methods of individual 
treatment and social control. The pessimist recoils from this picture; 
and in his recoil  there is, typically, an ele ment of emotional shock. He 
is apt to say, among much  else, that the humanity of the ofender 
himself is offended by this picture of his condemnation and 
punishment.

The reasons for this recoil— the explanation of the sense of an 
emotional, as well as a conceptual, shock—we have already before 
us. The picture painted by the optimists is painted in a style appropri-
ate to a situation envisaged as wholly dominated by objectivity of 
attitude. The only operative notions invoked in this picture are such 
as  those of policy, treatment, control. But a thoroughgoing objectiv-
ity of attitude, excluding as it does the moral reactive attitudes, ex-
cludes at the same time essential ele ments in the concepts of moral 
condemnation and moral responsibility. This is the reason for the 
conceptual shock. The deeper emotional shock is a reaction, not sim-
ply to an inadequate conceptual analy sis, but to the suggestion of a 
change in our world. I have remarked that it is pos si ble to cultivate an 
exclusive objectivity of attitude in some cases, and for some reasons, 
where the object of the attitude is not set aside from developed inter- 
personal and moral attitudes by immaturity or abnormality. And the 
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suggestion which seems to be contained in the optimist’s account is 
that such an attitude should be universally  adopted to all ofenders. 
This is shocking enough in the pessimist’s eyes. But, sharpened by 
shock, his eyes see further. It would be hard to make this division in 
our natures. If to all ofenders, then to all mankind. Moreover, to 
whom could this recommendation be, in any real sense, addressed? 
Only to the power ful, the authorities. So abysses seem to open.5

But we  will confine our attention to the case of the ofenders. The 
concepts we are concerned with are  those of responsibility and guilt, 
qualified as ‘moral’, on the one hand— together with that of member-
ship of a moral community; of demand, indignation, disapprobation 
and condemnation, qualified as ‘moral’, on the other hand— together 
with that of punishment. Indignation, disapprobation, like resent-
ment, tend to inhibit or at least to limit our goodwill  towards the 
object of  these attitudes, tend to promote an at least partial and tem-
porary withdrawal of goodwill; they do so in proportion as they are 
strong; and their strength is in general proportioned to what is felt to 
be the magnitude of the injury and to the degree to which the agent’s 
 will is identified with, or indiferent to, it. ( These, of course, are not 
contingent connections.) But  these attitudes of disapprobation and 
indignation are precisely the correlates of the moral demand in the 
case where the demand is felt to be disregarded. The making of the 
demand is the proneness to such attitudes. The holding of them does 
not, as the holding of objective attitudes does, involve as a part of 
itself viewing their object other than as a member of the moral com-
munity. The partial withdrawal of goodwill which  these attitudes en-
tail, the modification they entail of the general demand that another 
should, if pos si ble, be spared sufering, is, rather, the consequence of 
continuing to view him as a member of the moral community; only as 
one who has ofended against its demands. So the preparedness to 
acquiesce in that infliction of sufering on the ofender which is an 
essential part of punishment is all of a piece with this  whole range of 
attitudes of which I have been speaking. It is not only moral reactive 

5. Peered into by Mr. J. D. Mabbott, in his article ‘Freewill and Punishment’, 
published in Con temporary British Philosophy, 3rd ser., 1956.
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attitudes  towards the ofender which are in question  here. We must 
mention also the self-reactive attitudes of ofenders themselves. Just 
as the other- reactive attitudes are associated with a readiness to ac-
quiesce in the infliction of sufering on an ofender, within the ‘insti-
tution’ of punishment, so the self- reactive attitudes are associated 
with a readiness on the part of the ofender to acquiesce in such inflic-
tion without developing the reactions (e.g. of resentment) which he 
would normally develop to the infliction of injury upon him; i.e. with 
a readiness, as we say, to accept punishment6 as ‘his due’ or as ‘just’.

I am not in the least suggesting that  these readinesses to acquiesce, 
 either on the part of the ofender himself or on the part of  others, are 
always or commonly accompanied or preceded by indignant boilings 
or remorseful pangs; only that we have  here a continuum of attitudes 
and feelings to which  these readinesses to acquiesce themselves be-
long. Nor am I in the least suggesting that it belongs to this contin-
uum of attitudes that we should be ready to acquiesce in the infliction 
of injury on ofenders in a fashion which we saw to be quite indis-
criminate or in accordance with procedures which we knew to be 
wholly useless. On the contrary, savage or civilized, we have some 
belief in the utility of practices of condemnation and punishment. 
But the social utility of  these practices, on which the optimist lays 
such exclusive stress, is not what is now in question. What is in ques-
tion is the pessimist’s justified sense that to speak in terms of social 
utility alone is to leave out something vital in our conception of  these 
practices. The vital  thing can be restored by attending to that compli-
cated web of attitudes and feelings which form an essential part of the 
moral life as we know it, and which are quite opposed to objectivity 
of attitude. 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. But we do recover it 
from the facts as we know them. We do not have to go beyond them. 
 Because the optimist neglects or misconstrues  these attitudes, the 
pessimist rightly claims to find a lacuna in his account. We can fill the 

6. Of course not any punishment for anything deemed an ofence.
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lacuna for him. But in return we must demand of the pessimist a sur-
render of his metaphysics.

Optimist and pessimist misconstrue the facts in very dif er ent styles. 
But in a profound sense  there is something in common to their mis-
understandings. Both seek, in dif er ent ways, to over- intellectualize 
the facts. Inside the general structure or web of  human attitudes and 
feelings of which I have been speaking,  there is endless room for 
modification, redirection, criticism, and justification. But questions 
of justification are internal to the structure or relate to modifications 
internal to it. The existence of the general framework of attitudes it-
self is something we are given with the fact of  human society. As a 
 whole, it neither calls for, nor permits, an external ‘rational’ justifica-
tion. Pessimist and optimist alike show themselves, in dif er ent ways, 
unable to accept this.7 The optimist’s style of over- intellectualizing 
the facts is that of a characteristically incomplete empiricism, a one- 
eyed utilitarianism. He seeks to find an adequate basis for certain 
social practices in calculated consequences, and loses sight (perhaps 
wishes to lose sight) of the  human attitudes of which  these practices 
are, in part, the expression. The pessimist does not lose sight of  these 
attitudes, but is unable to accept the fact that it is just  these attitudes 
themselves which fill the gap in the optimist’s account.  Because of 
this, he thinks the gap can be filled only if some general metaphysical 
proposition is repeatedly verified, verified in all cases where it is ap-
propriate to attribute moral responsibility. This proposition he finds 
it as difficult to state coherently and with intelligible relevance as its 
determinist contradictory. Even when a formula has been found 
(‘contra- causal freedom’ or something of the kind)  there still seems 
to remain a gap between its applicability in par tic u lar cases and its 
supposed moral consequences. Sometimes he plugs this gap with 
an intuition of fittingness— a pitiful intellectualist trinket for a 

7. Compare the question of the justification of induction. The  human commit-
ment to inductive belief- formation is original, natu ral, non- rational (not irrational), 
in no way something we choose or could give up. Yet rational criticism and reflection 
can refine standards and their application, supply ‘rules for judging of cause and ef-
fect’. Ever since the facts  were made clear by Hume,  people have been resisting ac-
cep tance of them.
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phi los o pher to wear as a charm against the recognition of his own 
humanity.

Even the moral sceptic is not immune from his own form of the 
wish to over- intellectualize such notions as  those of moral responsi-
bility, guilt, and blame. He sees that the optimist’s account is inade-
quate and the pessimist’s libertarian alternative inane; and finds no 
resource except to declare that the notions in question are inherently 
confused, that ‘blame is metaphysical’. But the metaphysics was in the 
eye of the metaphysician. It is a pity that talk of the moral sentiments 
has fallen out of favour. The phrase would be quite a good name for 
that network of  human attitudes in acknowledging the character and 
place of which we find, I suggest, the only possibility of reconciling 
 these disputants to each other and the facts.

 There are, at pre sent,  factors which add, in a slightly paradoxical 
way, to the difficulty of making this acknowledgement.  These  human 
attitudes themselves, in their development and in the variety of their 
manifestations, have to an increasing extent become objects of study 
in the social and psychological sciences; and this growth of  human 
self- consciousness, which we might expect to reduce the difficulty of 
ac cep tance, in fact increases it in several ways. One  factor of compara-
tively minor importance is an increased historical and anthropologi-
cal awareness of the  great variety of forms which  these  human atti-
tudes may take at dif er ent times and in dif er ent cultures. This makes 
one rightly chary of claiming as essential features of the concept of 
morality in general, forms of  these attitudes which may have a local 
and temporary prominence. No doubt to some extent my own de-
scriptions of  human attitudes have reflected local and temporary fea-
tures of our own culture. But an awareness of variety of forms should 
not prevent us from acknowledging also that in the absence of any 
forms of  these attitudes it is doubtful  whether we should have any-
thing that we could find intelligible as a system of  human relation-
ships, as  human society. A quite dif er ent  factor of greater importance 
is that psychological studies have made us rightly mistrustful of many 
par tic u lar manifestations of the attitudes I have spoken of. They are 
a prime realm of self- deception, of the ambiguous and the shady, of 
guilt- transference, unconscious sadism and the rest. But it is an exag-
gerated horror, itself suspect, which would make us unable to 
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acknowledge the facts  because of the seamy side of the facts. Fi nally, 
perhaps the most impor tant  factor of all is the prestige of  these theo-
retical studies themselves. That prestige is  great, and is apt to make us 
forget that in philosophy, though it also is a theoretical study, we have 
to take account of the facts in all their bearings; we are not to suppose 
that we are required, or permitted, as phi los o phers, to regard our-
selves, as  human beings, as detached from the attitudes which, as 
scientists, we study with detachment. This is in no way to deny the 
possibility and desirability of redirection and modification of our 
 human attitudes in the light of  these studies. But we may reasonably 
think it unlikely that our progressively greater understanding of cer-
tain aspects of ourselves  will lead to the total disappearance of  those 
aspects. Perhaps it is not inconceivable that it should; and perhaps, 
then, the dreams of some phi los o phers  will be realized.

If we sufficiently, that is radically, modify the view of the optimist, 
his view is the right one. It is far from wrong to emphasize the efficacy 
of all  those practices which express or manifest our moral attitudes, 
in regulating behaviour in ways considered desirable; or to add that 
when certain of our beliefs about the efficacy of some of  these prac-
tices turn out to be false, then we may have good reason for dropping 
or modifying  those practices. What is wrong is to forget that  these 
practices, and their reception, the reactions to them,  really are expres-
sions of our moral attitudes and not merely devices we calculatingly 
employ for regulative purposes. Our practices do not merely exploit 
our natures, they express them. Indeed the very understanding of the 
kind of efficacy  these expressions of our attitudes have turns on our 
remembering this. When we do remember this, and modify the op-
timist’s position accordingly, we si mul ta neously correct its concep-
tual deficiencies and ward of the dangers it seems to entail, without 
recourse to the obscure and panicky metaphysics of libertarianism.
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demands and expectations, 12, 14n8, 23, 
29–34, 37, 41, 61n10, 76–82, 97–98. 
See also exemption from moral 
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determined*, 43–44, 47–48, 51–52, 
66–67, 106

determinism, xi; freedom and, xii– xvii, 
75; as a general thesis, 1, 6, 16; hard, 
xv– xvi, xix, 6n2; if false, 65, 75; if 
true, xii– xiv, xvii– xix, 5–6, 16, 19, 21, 
23, 34, 38–43, 45–47, 51, 53, 57, 58n8, 
63–64, 66–67, 71, 73, 77, 78n8, 95–97, 
104; irrelevance of, 74, 76, 93, 106; 
responsibility and, xv– xvi; thesis of, 
xi– xii, 1, 6, 15–16, 24, 39n3, 42–49, 106

excuse, xvii, 12–13; of every one, 16; 
exemption and, distinction between, 
40–41, 45, 59, 64–66, 73; incompati-
bilist view of, xviii; interpersonal 
relationships and, 55; of manne-
quins, 13n6; optimist view of, xviii. 
See also “ will was not ill” (slogan)

exempting conditions, 80–81, 93–94
exemption from moral demands: 

cases, reliance on, 45, 73–74; 
determinism and, 39n3, 41, 44, 47,  
53, 63, 66–67, 106; drunkenness, 
 because of, 31–32, 82; error about 
reasons for, 98–101; excuse and, 

broadly Wittgensteinian interpretation/ 
thought, ix– x, 2, 57, 67–68

capacities: demands adjusted to,  
29–33, 77–78, 88–89; determinism 
and, 95–96; diminished (see inca-
pacities); education required for 
development of, 83–84; error about, 
98; jackass with, 46n5; as moral 
freedom, 78n8; moral standards 
attuned to, 76–77, 79, 97; normal, 
objective attitude  adopted  toward 
 those with, 38; ordinary, distinction 
between ordinary practices and, 77; 
parent or officer, lacked by, 96; 
psychological, 2; purely natu ral vs. 
socially developed, 87–89; resource 
to enhance (see resource, use of); 
for respecting  others, 77–78; stan-
dards of regard adjust to  actual, 
82–83; statistically ordinary, 79; 
typical, 105. See also incapacities

Carnap, Rudolf, 57n6
central argument, 1, 6–7, 11, 15–21, 71
compatibilism/compatibilist, xi, 

xiii– xvii, xix, 5
consequentialism, xvi– xvii
contractualism, 74, 75n5, 80n12
crucial objection, 34–35, 38, 44, 48–49, 

51–54, 57–59, 66, 68

I n de x
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exemption from moral demands 
(continued)

 distinction between, 40–41, 73; 
framework for, 54–55; in the gener-
alization strategy, 40; the incom-
patibilist’s view of, xviii; introduced 
by Strawson’s, 12–14, 30–31; ordinary 
personal relationships, incapable 
of, 40–42, 44–45, 52n1, 74, 81; of 
outliers (therefore not every one), 
17–18, 20, 23, 33, 37–38, 51, 99, 106; 
standards of regard and, 85, 93–94; 
use of the resource to, 34n15, 37, 48, 
83n17. See also incapacities; “ill will 
does not matter” (slogan)

existentialist, 92n33, 101

framework, 6, 26, 29, 37, 41, 53–61, 68, 
77, 80–81, 90–91, 97, 99, 101

freedom: of all, 80, 92; compatibilist 
position on, xiv– xvi; determinism 
and, xi, xiii, xvi, xix, 75; existentialist 
shirking of, 92n33; God and, xin2; 
incompatibilist position on, xiv– xvi; 
indeterminism and, xvii; libertarian/
contra- causal, xv– xvi, 6n2, 98, 100; 
moral, 78n8, 89n25; optimist’s 
understanding of, xix

 free  will, xi–xv, 1. See also  will

generalization strategy, 39–41, 47–48, 
63, 67–68, 71, 93–95, 98–99, 102–3

general thesis: determinism as, 1, 6, 16; 
exempt from moral demands, as 
reason to, 23, 33, 37–38, 51 (see also 
exemption from moral demands, of 
outliers (therefore not every one)); 
generalization strategy and, 63; rel-
evance, argument against, 77; sus-
pension of reactive attitudes and, 18

Grice, H. P., 67–68n17

hard determinist, xv– xvi, xix, 6n2
Holmes, Oliver Wendell, Jr., 7
Hume, David, 58–59, 131n7
Humean interpretation/response, 2, 

58–60, 64
Humean thought, 2, 59, 62
Hume the Naturalist, 58, 60–61
Hume the Skeptic, 58

“ill will does not matter” (slogan), 10–12, 
41, 73

incapacities: abnormal capacities/
outliers, 10, 18–19, 24, 30–31, 43–44, 
47–48, 98, 100; child/children, 
xviii– xix, 10, 12, 30; determinism and, 
44, 49n8; disease or severe  mental 
illness, 10, 30, 41, 45, 100; exempting 
 people  because of, xviii– xix, 17, 31, 33, 
38, 44, 47, 74, 82, 85n20, 98, 100 (see also 
exemption from moral demands); 
generalization strategy and, 40–41; 
objective attitude and, 18, 43–44; 
reasons for, 52n2; standards of regard 
and, adjustments for, 31n13, 33, 41, 76, 
78–79, 82–84, 90. See also capacities

incompatibilism/incompatibilist, xi, 
xiii– xvi, xviii, 5, 39

indeterminism/indeterministic, xii
Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive 

Metaphysics (Strawson), 15, 26n1, 
58n7, 67n17, 92–93

induction, rationality or naturalness 
of, 55–56, 58, 61–62, 67

interpersonal re spect, failures of, 84–86
Introduction to Logical Theory 

(Strawson), 56

Kant, Immanuel, 78n8

La Rochefoucauld, François de, 111
 legal system, 56–57, 66–67
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libertarianism/libertarian freedom, 
xv– xvi, 6n2

metaphysics of morals: in God or 
nature, embedded in, 92n33; the 
pessimist’s, 72, 74–75; Strawson’s, 
15, 71. See also social naturalism

moral: framework, 80n12; responsi-
bility, xi, xiiin2, xviii, 1–2, 5, 13–14, 
20n13, 32–33, 49 (see also responsi-
bility); sceptic, xiin2, 67n17, 107

morality: minimal conception of, 
28–29, 37; naturalistic, 46

naturalism, Strawson’s: justification 
and, 55; “natu ral,” use of the term, 
54; social naturalism (see social 
naturalism)

Nietz sche, Friedrich, 30n12, 92n33
non- voluntary, 86n22

objective attitude(s), 7–8, 10, 18, 23, 26, 
40, 45, 59, 64

optimist, the: as compatibilist  imagined 
by Strawson, xvi, 6; consequences, 
focus on, 5–6, 63–64, 66; as conse-
quentialist compatibilist, xvii; 
determinism, truth of, 74; freedom, 
understanding of, xix; incompatib-
list and, xviii; pessimist, dispute 
with, 20, 63–65; reactive attiudes as 
voluntary, 86n22; relating to  others, 
65–66; Wittgensteinian thought, 
answer to, 57

ordinary capacities vs. ordinary 
practices, 77

ordinary relating: in adult/interper-
sonal relationships, 19–20, 32–33, 
38–39, 40–44, 62–63, 65; appropri-
ateness of, 52–53, 63; atrocities  
or bad be hav ior and, 30n11, 77; 

capacities and, 77–79, 97; capacities 
in fact required for vs. believed to 
be required for, 97–98; eliminating, 
25, 38, 63, 69, 99, 106; exempting/
excusing/discounting  because the 
person is incapable of, 10, 17–18, 30, 
33, 40, 42–44, 47, 51, 81, 93–94, 98, 
100, 105 (see also excuse; exemption 
from moral demands); generaliza-
tion strategy and, 71; goodwill, 
expectation of, 26–27; illicitness  
of, 45–46, 63; incapacitation from, 
Strawson’s reasons for, 52n2; justifi-
cation of, need for, 64–65; legiti-
macy of, 66–67, 71–72, 101; as a 
natu ral fact, 105; nonrational basis 
for, 6, 55, 105; objective attitude/
relating and, 42, 44–45; possibility 
of, 41–42, 44–45, 49, 51, 63, 85n20, 
93; princi ple prohibiting, 97; should 
we continue?, 38, 68 (see also crucial 
objection); standards of regard and, 
86–87, 94; statistically ordinary, 
17–18, 20, 23, 77; stopping, contra-
diction that calls for, 98–99; Straw-
son’s system, place in, 29, 33, 54;   
will and, 74

“ ought implies can,” 78n8, 89n25

pessimist: determinism and, xix, 6, 
63–64, 66–67, 71, 77; dissatisfaction 
of, 69, 71; exempting, concerns 
about, 97–99, 101; generalization 
strategy and, 40, 67; as incompati-
bilist  imagined by Strawson, xvi,  
5; metaphysics of morals, 72–75; 
moral concern of, 66; optimist  
and, dispute between, 5–6, 20, 
63–65; reactive attitudes and, 65;  
on relating to  others, 65–68, 71,  
94, 97–99; responsibility/desert, 
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pessimist (continued)
 concern regarding, 5, 64, 68, 71; 

social naturalism, rejection of, 66, 
71–73, 75–77, 79; Wittgensteinian 
argument, vulnerability to, 67

Plato, 90n28
practices, xvii– xix; capacities vs., 77; as 

embedding error or contradiction, 4, 
98–99, 101; as instruments of social 
control, 20, 63–64, 66n15; justifica-
tion of, 5–6, 55, 57, 67–68, 76, 79

pressure and counter- pressure, 80n5, 
84–90, 94

Quine, W. V. O., 28n8

rational/rationality: choosing of 
commitments, 54; consistency,  
80, 84, 88n25; to continue ordinary 
relating, 68; if determinism is true, 
57, 58n8, 63; justification, 6, 57;  
rules for judging cause and efect, 
55; standards of regard, grounding 
of, 92

Rawls, John, 95n37
reactive attitudes: anger as, 8n4; deter-

minism and, 34, 53, 63–64, 73; as 
forms of sanction or punishment, 
93n34, 96–97; impersonal/vicarious 
analogues, 8; incapacity and, 41; as 
neither voluntary or involuntary, 
86n22, 87n24, 94n36; network of,  
65; personal, 8; as requests or 
commands, 93n34, 96–97; self-  
directed, impersonal, 8; social 
naturalism and, 65; standards of 
regard and, 80, 82–83; Strawson’s 
notion of, 1–2, 7; suspension  
of/exemption from, 9–13, 9–14, 
16–18, 23–25, 34n15, 48n8, 49, 51,  
53, 63–64, 72–73

reasonableness/unreasonableness of 
demands, 8n4, 14n8, 31n13, 32, 77, 
82, 86, 88–90, 94–97

resentment, 7–8, 26, 68, 86, 88n25, 89, 
91n31, 96

resource, use of, 19–20, 31n14, 48n8, 
51–52, 59, 63n12; at all times, 23–25, 
33–34, 38, 51, 65, 105; as an exemp-
tion, 13n7, 33, 34n15, 83n17; to avoid 
the strains of involvement, 11, 19, 
46n5, 48, 85, 105; as central to 
Strawson’s argument, 11, 19–21; 
determinism and, 21, 23–24, 34,  
37; against a jackass, 74n3; for 
policy or self- protection, 43, 48; 
voluntary, 86n22
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