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Since	  responsibility	  is	  part	  of	  freedom’s	  intrinsic	  value,	  
we	  would	  like	  to	  know	  when	  we	  can	  said	  to	  be	  
responsible	  for	  an	  outcome.	  
• Problem	  1:	  Responsibility	  is	  a	  fuzzy	  concept	  (just	  like	  
freedom,	  justice,	  democracy,	  ….)	  
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world:	  can	  we	  ever	  be	  responsible	  	  for	  an	  outcome?
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on	  what	  others	  do	  – can	  we	  ever	  ascertain	  what	  our	  
exact	  share	  was?	  



1.	  Introduction:	  The	  Problems

Since	  responsibility	  is	  part	  of	  freedom’s	  intrinsic	  value,	  
we	  would	  like	  to	  know	  when	  we	  can	  said	  to	  be	  
responsible	  for	  an	  outcome.	  
• Problem	  1:	  Responsibility	  is	  a	  fuzzy	  concept	  (just	  like	  
freedom,	  justice,	  democracy,	  ….)	  

• Problem	  2:	  We	  have	  only	  limited	  control	  over	  the	  
world:	  can	  we	  ever	  be	  responsible	  	  for	  an	  outcome?

• Problem	  3:	  The	  outcomes	  of	  our	  actions	  often	  depend	  
on	  what	  others	  do	  – can	  we	  ever	  ascertain	  what	  our	  
exact	  share	  was?	  



1.	  Introduction:	  The	  Problems

Since	  responsibility	  is	  part	  of	  freedom’s	  intrinsic	  value,	  
we	  would	  like	  to	  know	  when	  we	  can	  said	  to	  be	  
responsible	  for	  an	  outcome.	  
• Problem	  1:	  Responsibility	  is	  a	  fuzzy	  concept	  (just	  like	  
freedom,	  justice,	  democracy,	  ….)	  

• Problem	  2:	  We	  have	  only	  limited	  control	  over	  the	  
world:	  can	  we	  ever	  be	  responsible	  	  for	  an	  outcome?

• Problem	  3: The	  outcomes	  of	  our	  actions	  often	  depend	  
on	  what	  others	  do	  – can	  we	  ever	  ascertain	  what	  our	  
exact	  share	  was?	  



2.	  Preliminaries

• Freedom	  of	  the	  will	  versus	  social	  freedom

• Individualism:	  ethical,	  methodological,	  ontological	  
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3.	  The	  Elements	  of	  Responsibility

A	  person	  is	  responsible	  for	  a	  certain	  outcome	  x	  
if,	  and	  only	  if,	  she:

• is	  a	  moral	  agent	  (i.e.	  has	  the	  relevant	  moral	  
capacity)

• made	  a	  causal	  contribution	  to	  x
• had	  a	  reasonable	  opportunity	  to	  do	  otherwise	  
(and	  could	  have	  known	  he	  had	  so)
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4.	  Causal	  contribution

Proposal	  1: The	  but-‐for	  test	  

Your	  action	  was	  necessary for	  the	  outcome	  to	  
emerge:	  but	  for	  your	  action,	  the	  outcome	  would	  not	  
have	  resulted	  



4.	  Causal	  contribution

Problem:	  Overdetermination



4.	  Causal	  contribution

Proposal	  2: The	  sufficiency	  test	  

Your	  action	  was	  sufficient	  for	  the	  outcome	  to	  
emerge.



4.	  Causal	  contribution

Problem:	  An	  outcome	  may	  be	  the	  result	  of	  many	  
individual	  actions,	  none	  of	  which	  is	  sufficient



4.	  Causal	  contribution

Solution:	  NESS-‐test

An	  action	  (or	  omission)	  causally	  contributed	  to	  x	  if	  it	  
is	  
1. an	  element	  of	  a	  set	  of	  conditions	  S	  that	  is	  

sufficient	  for	  x, and	  
2. its	  membership	  of	  S	  is	  necessary	  for	  that	  set	  to	  

be	  sufficient	  
Or:	  it	  is	  a	  necessary	  element	  of	  a	  sufficient	  set	  for	  x.



4.	  Causal	  contribution

(If	  you’re	  interested	  in	  game	  theory,	  it	  is	  good	  to	  
know	  there	  are	  nice	  game-‐theoretic	  renditions	  of	  
the	  NESS-‐test)
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• Example	  1:	  Election	  results

• Example	  2:	  Police	  abuse

• Example	  3:	  Climate	  change
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5.	  Avoidance	  potential

Recall:	  A	  person	  is	  responsible	  for	  a	  certain	  
outcome	  x	  if,	  and	  only	  if,	  she:
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5.	  Avoidance	  potential

We	  say	  that	  a	  person	  had	  a	  reasonable	  opportunity	  
to	  do	  otherwise	  if	  she	  had	  an	  alternative	  action

1. that	  had	  a	  lower	  probability	  of	  forming	  a	  NESS-‐
condition	  for	  x,	  and

2. for	  which	  it	  is	  reasonable	  to	  say	  that	  she	  could	  
have	  chosen	  it.	  
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• Example	  1:	  The	  bank	  clerk

• Example	  2:	  Gender	  stereotyping
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6.	  Responsibility	  voids

Many	  hands	  problems:
Serious	  
danger?

Device	  
effective?

Costs	  
bearable?

Should	  we	  
do	  it?

Group	  1 No Yes Yes No

Group	  2 Yes No Yes No

Group	  3 Yes Yes No No
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Costs	  
bearable?
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6.	  Responsibility	  voids

Is	  it	  a	  responsibility	  void	  (i.e.	  a	  situation	  in	  which	  no	  one	  
is	  responsible)?

• They	  all	  formed	  a	  NESS-‐condition	  for	  the	  outcome

• They	  did	  have	  an	  opportunity	  to	  do	  otherwise	  (act	  
strategically)	  

• But	  is	  it	  reasonable	  to	  say	  that	  they	  could	  have	  acted
strategically?	  An	  open	  question.



7.	  Voting	  and	  responsibility

National	  results:

Florida	  results:



8.	  Conclusion:	  The	  burden	  of	  freedom

• Problem	  1:	  Responsibility	  is	  a	  fuzzy	  concept	  (just	  
like	  freedom,	  justice,	  democracy,	  ….)

• Problem	  2:	  We	  have	  only	  limited	  control	  over	  the	  
world:	  can	  we	  ever	  be	  responsible	  	  for	  an	  
outcome?	  

• Problem	  3:	  The	  outcomes	  of	  our	  actions	  often	  
depend	  on	  what	  others	  do	  – can	  we	  ever	  ascertain	  
what	  our	  exact	  share	  was?	  
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8.	  Conclusion:	  The	  burden	  of	  freedom

• Intrinsic	  value	  of	  freedom:	  relation	  with	  responsibility

• On	  the	  account	  presented	  here,	  we	  are	  responsible	  
for	  many	  more	  things	  then	  we	  may	  think

• Being	  responsible	  is	  a	  crucial	  element	  of	  our	  moral	  
agency,	  but	  it	  is	  not	  necessarily	  a	  joyous	  thing:	  the	  
burden	  of	  freedom.


