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DETAILED COURSE DESCRIPTION

Objectives
This course focuses on moral responsibility as a central concern of philosophical ethics and
metaphysics. It also explores the relationship between responsibility and other important
philosophical concepts such as agency, freedom, moral luck, moral dilemmas, emotions,
punishment, character and institutional action. By considering different aspects of responsibility,
this course seeks to show why responsibility matters and how much really turns on our
perception of ourselves as responsible beings.
Intended level
The course is aimed at junior faculty and doctoral students at departments of philosophy,
political science and legal theory. Familiarity with the subject at least at an introductory
undergraduate level is required. The course will be of interest to a sizable target audience owing
to its integrative and interdisciplinary structure.
The course will be most suitable for participants who have pursued or intend to pursue
independent research on some aspect of the subject. However, students and researchers
interested in cognate areas of metaphysics, ethics, legal theory and political theory (e.g. theories
of causation, rationality, agency, distributive justice, egalitarianism, criminal law, etc.) can also
benefit from the course.
Content of the course
We know that whatever responsibility is, it is something we care about deeply both in formal and
informal contexts. Being answerable for what we do and what we are is crucial to our perception
of ourselves as persons as well as to our interactions with others. The three main questions about
moral responsibility that the course will seek to answer are the following:
(i) Under what conditions can someone be said to be a morally responsible agent?
(ii) Do human beings satisfy these conditions (i.e. are they morally responsible agents)?
(iii) What are the normative implications of being a morally responsible agent?
The course will be divided into two parts. The first part will be devoted to the metaphysics of
moral responsibility, and hence, it will be concerned with answering, or trying to answer,
questions (i) and (ii). The second part of the course will concentrate on responsibility as an ethical
concept, and it will therefore focus on question (iii).
While these questions address different dimensions of the concept of responsibility, we are aware
that these dimensions are linked to one another in important and controversial ways. Some, call
them ethicists, would argue that certain issues that arise in connection with question (iii) need to
be answered before we can answer question (i). That is, we must first look at our actual practices
of moral responsibility–we must first understand the nature and significance of moral blame and
responsibility–before we can begin to answer questions about the conditions under which
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someone can be said to be a morally responsible agent. Others, call them the metaphysicians,
think we must first look at questions concerning the metaphysics of free will. The proposed
structure of the course is not intended to prejudge the outcome of this debate. It is our intention
to emphasize the interconnectedness of the answers to questions (i)-(iii) throughout the course.
The introductory presentations at the beginning of week 1 and week 2 will be used especially to
bring out conceptual connections among the topics discussed.
In the first half of the course—i.e., the metaphysical part—we will mostly concentrate on two
subquestions of (i) and (ii); in particular, we will try to answer the following two questions:
(i´) Does moral responsibility require an indeterministic, libertarian sort of free will?
(ii´) Do human beings actually have an indeterministic, libertarian sort of free will?
In connection with question (i´), the central issue is whether moral responsibility is compatible
with determinism, and we will look at the most important arguments on either side of this
debate; most notably, we will study variants of the consequence argument for incompatibilism
and the Frankfurt-case argument aganst the incompatibilist view that moral responsibility
requires the freedom to do otherwise.
In connection with question (ii´), on the other hand, we will investigate two different issues. One
issue we will explore is whether there are any good arguments for determinism or indeterminism.
We will begin by taking this as a question about all events, and then, if we find that there are no
compelling arguments for universal determinism (i.e. the thesis that all events are causally
necessitated by prior events), we will try to determine whether there are any good arguments for
or against a narrower version of determinism, in particular, determinism about neural/mental
events such as decisions. In addition, we will explore whether there is any evidence for thinking
that there are always nonconscious causes of our decisions and actions, so that our feeling of
conscious will is an illusion. The second issue we will explore in connection with question (ii´) is
whether it is at all plausible to maintain that we humans possess a libertarian sort of free will,
even granting that some of our decisions are causally undetermined. The worry here is that
libertarianism requires not just that some of our decisions are undetermined, but also that the
indeterminacy generates or increases free will. In other words, the indeterminacy has to increase
the amount of appropriate non-randomness–or agent-involving non-randomness–in the given
decision, where appropriate non-randomness requires, at the very least, that the decision be
authored and controlled by the given agent. Given that libertarianism requires a variety of
indeterminacy that generates or increases non-randomness, there is an obvious worry that one
might have about the view. It seems prima facie that to introduce an undetermined event into a
process is to introduce an element of randomness; thus, it’s hard to see how doing this could
increase non-randomness, and so, prima facie, it seems that even if we assume that there are
indeterminacies in our decision-making processes, libertarianism could not be true, because these
indeterminacies could not generate or increase non-randomness, or freedom.
We are going to examine the issue of whether libertarians can adequately respond to this worry.
If they can’t, then human beings do not have libertarian freedom. Thus, if we also find that
moral responsibility requires libertarian freedom, we will be forced to conclude that we humans
are not morally responsible for their actions. If, however, we can adequately defend
libertarianism, or if we can argue that moral responsibility does not require libertarian freedom,
then we will be able to maintain that humans are morally responsible for their actions. These are
the questions that we will explore in the first part of the course.
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Whatever the metaphysical pre-conditions of being a responsible agent may be, it is clear that the
notion of responsibility figures centrally in moral practice and theory. This is because moral
responsibility has significant normative implications, both for the people who are held
responsible and for those who hold them responsible: whether or not someone is thought to be
responsible will to a large extent determine how others behave towards and think of that person.
For example, punishment is usually thought appropriate only when dealing with people who are
responsible for what they have done.
The second part of the course will investigate this central role of the notion of responsibility in human
morality. We will explore major theories of the moral significance responsibility (e.g.
consequentialism, expressivism, judgement-based views, skepticism) and discuss important
theoretical and some practical issues in moral philosophy clustering around the concept of
responsibility. These include the following:
-

-

-

-

-

First, the view has gained increasing prominence in recent literature that in order to
answer the question of responsibility we need a richer picture of the human person. It is
the capacity for reflective self-evaluation that distinguishes humans from animals. Our
moral standing and the freedom of our agency both depend crucially, it is said, on how
we make use of that capacity. Is this view coherent, and if so, does it really represent a
genuine improvement over classical positions?
Second, there is clearly a strong correlation between our imputations of moral
responsibility and some of our most basic emotions (e.g., anger, guilt, resentment, etc.).
But how exactly are ascriptions of moral responsibility related to these emotional
reactions and the accompanying behavioral patterns? And does holding someone
responsible involve a judgment of that person or only some emotional response to her?
Third, attributions of responsibility are often tied up with evaluations of character. A
number of philosophers, e.g. David Hume, have argued that we blame people for their
actions because wrongdoing reveals enduring negative character traits (e.g. cruelty). But is
this view really tenable? If not, why do we blame (or praise) agents now for things they
have done in the past? Further, are character traits themselves responsibly acquired? And
if not, can people still be blamed (or praised) for having them?
Fourth, certain ways of treating or relating to people are often thought to presuppose that
the people in question are free and are responsible for their deeds including punishment,
blame, praise, forgiveness, etc. To what extent do such ways of treating people really
require that the people in question are responsible for their actions? To what extent is
moral luck ineliminable? Further, can these kinds of treatment, central to our moral
practices, be justified even in the absence of free will? What remains of how we
ordinarily tend to think about and practise morality should we turn out to lack free will?
Fifth, can we attribute moral responsibility to collectives (e.g. formal organizations)? This,
it seems, would presuppose that groups of people and not just individuals can be said to
act (despite the potentially different ontology of collective action). Does this make sense?
If it does, on what grounds can we ascribe responsibility to such collectives?

Teaching methods and assessment

The course will address the above questions in separate units. Each unit will include lectures by
resource persons as well as seminar discussions of set texts collated in a reader. The texts chosen
represent crucially important or influential contributions to the given topic but are to be of
convenient length. In addition, the course will be concluded with a full-day session devoted
entirely to the participants’ presentations of their own work on the subject or a position paper.
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As already mentioned, it is our intention to emphasize the interconnectedness of the various
topics discussed. The Introduction and the Mid-course Discussion will therefore be used to
provide an overview of what is to follow and (in case of the latter) to connect prior discussions
to the topics ahead.
Assessment of the participants’ work will be based on in-class activity, especially during the
discussion of set texts, and the quality of the presentations and position papers given.
Target audience/dissemination
We believe that an important asset of the proposed course is the comprehensive approach it
takes to moral responsibility. Although this subject is an important part of both metaphysics and
ethics, most discussions and courses tend to focus on one or another facet of the subject (e.g. its
relation to the free will debate). The result of this is that people usually do not explicitly draw out
the connections that exist between the various different domains in which the concept of
responsibility plays an important role (e.g., metaphysics, ethics, law, and political theory). While
this course naturally cannot cover all of the relevant issues in these domains, it will be of interest
to a sizable target audience owing to its integrative and interdisciplinary structure.
Resource persons of the course come from an institutionally and geographically diverse range of
institutions and can therefore rely on an extensive academic network to advertise the course and
invite applications in large numbers. As a result, a strong pool of participants is expected from
the US and Western Europe as well as the CEE region.
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