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ABSTRACT

According to the response-dependence view of moral responsibility, a person is morally responsible
justin case, and in virtue of the fact that, she is an appropriate target for reactive attitudes. This paper
raises a new puzzle regarding response-dependence: there is a mismatch between the granularity of
the reactive attitudes and of responsibility facts. Whereas the reactive attitudes are comparatively
coarse-grained, responsibility facts can be quite fine-grained. This poses a challenge for response-
dependence, which seeks to ground facts about responsibility in facts about the reactive attitudes.
Specifically, reactive attitudes are not enough for grounding facts about degrees of moral responsibil-
ity. The response-dependence view thus requires significant revisions or supplementations.

I. INTRODUCTION

The following biconditional is widely ac-
cepted: a person is morally responsible for X if
and only if it is appropriate to hold reactive at-
titudes toward her with respect to X. However,
when it comes to the underlying metaphysical
relations, there is a deep disagreement. Re-
sponse-independence theorists think a person
is an appropriate target for reactive attitudes
in virtue of being morally responsible; by
contrast, response-dependence theorists think
aperson is morally responsible in virtue of be-
ing an appropriate target for reactive attitudes.
Recently, the debate has received much atten-
tion. Those who are sympathetic to response-
dependence suggest that it offers a simple
and unified account of the conditions under
which people are responsible (Shoemaker
2017; Carlsson 2017; also see Todd 2016), it
characterizes responsibility in ways analogous
to concepts like humor (Shoemaker 2017), it
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explains the centrality of social community to
moral responsibility (Watson 2014; Menges
2017), and it promises a better answer than its
alternatives to the question of how people can
be responsible even if metaphysical determin-
ism is true (see, e.g., Strawson 1962; Watson
1987; Beglin 2018)." Response-independence
theorists, by contrast, are resistant to granting
reactive attitudes a fundamental status, sug-
gesting that they instead gain their normative
significance by tracking independent facts
about people’s being responsible (e.g., Fischer
& Ravizza 1998; Smith 2007; Brink & Nelkin
2013; Zimmerman 2010).

However, both sides in the debate have
focused almost exclusively on the explana-
tory relation between reactive attitudes and
the binary notion of being morally respon-
sible. But it is also intuitive that a person
can be morally responsible to a greater or
lesser degree. Given this, an approach like
response-dependence ought to be subject to a
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test of gradability: can response-dependence
be applied to this scalar notion of moral
responsibility? In particular, do reactive at-
titudes have the level of granularity to ground
facts about degrees of moral responsibility?
These questions have not been addressed in
the literature.

This paper aims to apply such a gradability
test to response-dependence in responsibility.
I argue that doing so raises a new puzzle for
the approach: even if response-dependence is
attractive at a comparatively coarse-grained
level, it turns out to be too coarse-grained to
ground facts about degrees of moral respon-
sibility. Though there are several available
strategies one may attempt to address the
worry, they all come with substantial costs
and are difficult to defend. In general, the
suggestion is that we should reevaluate,
and properly restrict, the metaphysical role
of reactive attitudes in theorizing of moral
responsibility.

My discussion will focus primarily on
negative moral responsibility, that is, moral
responsibility for things that are morally
wrong (or morally bad), rather than in cases
of positive moral responsibility, that is, moral
responsibility for things that are morally
right (or morally good). In particular, I will
remain agnostic with regard to whether there
is a similar granularity challenge against the
connection between reactive attitudes and
positive moral responsibility.

2. RESPONSE-DEPENDENCE IN
MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

More accurately, the response-dependence
view can be put as follows:

(I) A person is morally responsible for some-
thing morally wrong (or morally bad) if and
only if, and in virtue of the fact that, it is ap-
propriate to hold some negative reactive attitude
toward this person with respect to that thing.?

The response-independence view, by
contrast, states that the reactive attitude is

appropriate if and only if, and in virtue of
the fact that, the person is morally respon-
sible. Both sides in the debate agree that the
propriety condition for reactive attitudes is
necessary and sufficient for ascribing respon-
sibility; their disagreement concerns whether
the order of explanation is left-to-right or
right-to-left.

Response-dependence theorists disagree on
what the relevant negative reactive attitudes
are. The most common candidates are resent-
ment, indignation, and guilt. But Shoemaker
(2017), a defender of response-dependence,
suggests that it is anger rather than resent-
ment that figures in (I). His main worry is that
“resentment” has been sometimes used in a
way that implies a cognitive element of the
attitude: a judgment that someone is morally
responsible for a wrongdoing. But this cogni-
tive construal of resentment almost immedi-
ately contradicts response-dependence. After
all, the very idea of response-dependence
is to ground facts about being responsible
in facts about reactive attitudes. If reactive
attitudes themselves are to be explained by
their propositional contents, which further
involve facts about being responsible, then the
explanation from reactive attitudes would be
ultimately circular—which is not a desirable
feature for theories of responsibility.® Still, as
Shoemaker acknowledges, we can also under-
stand resentment in a non-cognitive manner
such that it does not necessarily involve any
particular cognitive element (2017, p. 494).
I will proceed to use “resentment” in this
latter way, so that treating resentment as the
paradigm attitude in (I) does not beg the ques-
tion against response-dependence. I think
this ultimately captures the same emotion as
intended by Shoemaker’s term “anger.”

Another issue about (I) concerns what it
means for a reactive attitude to be appropri-
ate. Important for the response-dependence
theorist, the reactive attitudes are appropriate
not because people are morally responsible.
Rather, what grounds the propriety condition
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is to be found in the very facts regarding, or
internal to the practices involving, how we
hold reactive attitudes toward each other. The
grounding relation can take a variety of differ-
ent paths. However, if response-dependence
were to have any initial appeal, it cannot char-
acterize the propriety conditions in very local
terms, for example, according to whether
the wrongdoer is actually held to account. It
must allow for local fallibility, that is, cases
in which a person is morally responsible
even though no one actually holds reactive
attitudes toward her. This means that the
response-dependence theorist should appeal
to certain global rather than local features in
our responsibility practices:

(IT) It is appropriate to hold some reactive at-
titude toward a person for something if and only
if, and in virtue of the fact that, doing so would
accord with certain global features in our prac-
tices of holding reactive attitudes toward people.

This characterization is general enough to
leave open what exactly the relevant global
features are. One way to proceed is to exam-
ine the simple dispositional features, such
that the reactive attitude is appropriate if
and only if we are disposed to have the reac-
tive attitude under some standard condition.
The “standard condition” can be either just
a condition that we normally satisfy (that is,
without dispositional masks, finks, etc.) or put
in more idealized terms. For example, Lewis
takes it to be a condition in which a person
gains “the fullest imaginative acquaintance
that is humanly possible” (1989, p. 121);
Railton takes it to be a state in which a person
can “contemplate his present situation from a
standpoint fully and vividly informed about
himself and his circumstances, and entirely
free of cognitive error or lapses of instru-
mental rationality” (1986, p. 16). Both Lewis
and Railton defend response-dependence
theories of value in general, rather than of
responsibility in particular; however, one can
easily apply what they say about the standard

or ideal condition for dispositions to cases
involving moral responsibility. The other way
to proceed is to examine whether the reactive
attitude would be fitting. Shoemaker (2017)
adopts this approach. Fittingness is about
correct representations. Just as fear is fitting
when it tracks a dangerous object, according
to Shoemaker, moral anger is fitting when it
tracks a property that triggers our “anger sen-
sibilities” and belongs to “the sort of proper-
ties to which we humans are built to respond
with a heated demand for acknowledgment or
atendency to retaliate” (Shoemaker, 2017, p.
510). In contrast to the simple dispositional
approach, Shoemaker’s theory finds the rel-
evant features in the dispositions of those
refined and developed individuals who have
a good anger sensibility (2017, p. 511).°

(I) and (II) combined together entail the
following thesis:

(IIT) A person is morally responsible for some-
thing morally wrong (or morally bad) if and
only if, and in virtue of the fact that, holding
some negative reactive attitude toward this
person with respect to that thing would accord
with certain global features in our practices of
holding reactive attitudes toward people.®

(I1D), I think, is broad enough to incorporate
the various strategies that one can adopt to
articulate the thesis of response-dependence.

3. THE GRANULARITY OF
REACTIVE ATTITUDES

Response-dependence is typically pre-
sented, defended, and criticized as being
concerned with a binary notion of moral re-
sponsibility, as the thesis that whether one is
morally responsible or not is to be explained
in terms of whether one is an appropriate
target for negative reactive attitudes such
as resentment, indignation, guilt, or anger.
But it is intuitive that moral responsibility
comes into degrees: one can be more or less
morally responsible for one’s conduct. Given
this, it seems that we should also ask whether
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response-dependence can be applied to this
scalar notion of moral responsibility. How-
ever, this connection has not been addressed
in the literature.

One may think the application is just a natu-
ral extension of (III): as we can ground facts
about binary responsibility in the appropriate
reactive attitudes, we can ground facts about
scalar responsibility in the appropriate de-
grees of reactive attitudes. However, this then
raises new problems and challenges regarding
the approach. In this section, I contend that
reactive attitudes, such as resentment and
indignation, are fairly coarse-grained in terms
of their degrees; at least, this is so accord-
ing to how response-dependence theorists
characterize the nature of such attitudes. I
will contrast this with the granularity of facts
about degrees of moral responsibility in the
next section.

To start with, what does it even mean to
claim that emotions like resentment have
degrees? On perhaps the most natural
understanding, the claim just means that
reactive attitudes have different degrees of
intensity. There is no denying that emotions
have varying intensities. Some differences
in intensity implicate slightly different at-
titudes. For instance, we might distinguish
between sadness (mild) and sorrow (strong).
There can also be different levels of intensity
within a given reactive attitude. For instance,
we can feel resentment to different degrees,
measured by a scale from mere annoyance
or frustration to relatively stronger forms of
anger, and finally to rage. However, the scale
regarding degrees of emotions is usually very
rough in its measure. Take happiness as an
example. Suppose that Daniel feels happy
about getting a monetary reward for teaching
excellence. Depending on how much money
the reward involves, Daniel can feel more or
less happy—perhaps something like “a little
bit happy” around $5, “somewhat happy”
around $50, and “very happy” around $500.
But I take it that Daniel does not feel happier

when itis $57 instead of $56. I stress that this
is not just because Daniel cannot intention-
ally adjust degrees of happiness, or because
Daniel does not care about the value of 1
dollar—rather, it is because our emotional
states are carved out in human psychology
in a way such that they do not have the level
of granularity required to register only slight
differences in values. Now, there is surely a
sense in which one can maintain that Daniel
does feel happier about $57 than about $56,
if by claiming so one already implies that
Daniel believes $57 is a little bit more valu-
able. However, putting aside this cognitive
element that arguably may come apart with
the emotion itself, degrees of emotions usu-
ally seem fairly coarse-grained.

The failure to register small differences
can be applied to negative reactive attitudes
as well. Imagine Heru, a somewhat mentally
impaired person, who stole Ann’s passport.
Now compare Heru with Henry, who stole
Ann’s passport at a different time, but is just
slightly less mentally impaired than Heru. I
take it that Ann does not resent Henry more
than Heru, even though Henry is slightly more
competent. Again, this is not just because
Ann cannot intentionally adjust degrees of
resentment. Instead, it is because our emo-
tional states simply do not have the level of
granularity required to register only a slight
difference in moral competence. That is just
the way in which emotions are carved out in
human psychology. [ will refer to the general
insight here as the thesis of limited informa-
tion registration: human emotions are set up
in such a way that they only track potentially
responsibility-relevant factors, such as moral
competence, in a fairly coarse-grained man-
ner. More specifically, one way of measuring
Heru and Henry’’s relevant mental/moral com-
petence is to look at the proportion of relevant
possible worlds in which they could have
acted according to moral reasons and thereby
refrained from stealing Ann’s passport or
committing similar wrongdoings. Suppose
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this percentage is 40 percent for Heru but 41
percent for Henry. It seems unlikely Ann’s
emotion would change according to this
slight increase in the proportion of possible
worlds. I stress that the point here does not
hinge on the possible-world account of moral
competence. It would go through on other ac-
counts as well, as long as moral competence is
characterized in a fairly fine-grained manner.
The general thought is that there are many
cases in which, just like Heru and Henry, our
emotions do not have the level of granularity
required to differentiate between very similar
but slightly different moral agents.’

Again, there is surely a sense in which we
may say that Ann resents Henry more than
Heru, if this already entails, or even just
means, that Ann believes that Henry is a little
bit more morally responsible than Heru for
the conduct. But it is unclear whether this sort
of cognitive judgment is part of the emotion
of resentment. More importantly, response-
dependence theorists would certainly deny
that it is. As I have suggested in section 2,
the relevant reactive attitudes that figure in
the response-dependence approach should
not involve a particular cognitive element,
and surely should not involve any cognitive
judgment about moral responsibility, in order
to avoid circular explanation. But if we put
aside this cognitive element, then the thesis
of limited information registration becomes
highly plausible.

To further elaborate the thesis, it is useful
to consider an analogy to degrees of belief.
The orthodox Bayesian view that beliefs have
precise credences is frequently criticized
as psychologically unrealistic (see, e.g.,
Mahtani 2020). It is very rare (unless perhaps
in certain cases involving precise mathemati-
cal questions in particular) for one to actu-
ally have 0.64 credence in any proposition.
Note that this is still consistent with thinking
beliefs are gradational in some sense. Our
beliefs do register information about changes
in probabilities, but only do so in a fairly

coarse-grained manner. They do not, and do
not have the level of granularity required to,
register only slight differences in probabili-
ties. My contention is that a similar story is
true of degrees of reactive attitudes—they
do not have the level of granularity required
to register small differences in certain po-
tentially normatively relevant features of
moral agents, like their moral competence.
It is psychologically unrealistic to posit the
existence of fairly precise reactive attitudes.

From the evolutionary perspective, it is
hardly surprising that information registration
in emotions is limited and selective. Emotions
have many important roles to play, but one
of them is to trigger immediate actions when
receiving certain feedback from the outside
world. The evolutional pressure is likely to
associate our emotions with something that
matters, but it is unlikely to make the as-
sociation very accurate; coding every aspect
of the external world that matters would be
too costly to facilitate the efficient emotional
responses that conduce to our survival.

My claim is that emotions are limited
and selective in information registration,
which is compatible with their registering
some information in useful ways. This fits
well with the current empirical evidence we
have. One common measure of emotional
intensity in empirical psychology is by ap-
peal to self-report, and the measure typi-
cally adopts a coarse-grained scale, instead
of, say, offering a twenty-point scale with
low-to-mid-moderate, and the like. For ex-
ample, Larsen et al. ask the participants “how
happy are you?” using a rough scale ranging
from 1 to 5, where 1, 3, and 5 are labeled as
“slightly,” “moderately,” and “extremely”
(2001, p. 688). Further, I think some self-
report data constitute indirect evidence for
the coarse-grainedness of emotional states.
One potential source of evidence comes from
Barrett’s (2006) work on individual differ-
ences in people’s ability to describe their
emotional experiences in precise terms—an
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ability that she calls “emotional granularity.”
She distinguishes between “low granular-
ity” and “high granularity” individuals. The
low granularity individuals describe their
emotional states in very general terms. One
example goes like this: “I just felt bad on
September 11th, really bad” (Barrett 2006,
p- 38). By contrast, the high granularity in-
dividuals describe their emotions using more
precise labels. One example, also in response
to 9/11, goes as follows: “My first reaction
was terrible sadness . . . But the second reac-
tion was that of anger, because you can’t do
anything with the sadness” (Barrett 2006,
p- 38). The lesson here is not only that the
low granularity individuals lend support to
the coarse-grainedness of emotions. Even
the high granularity individuals differentiate
negative emotions using relatively general
labels such as “terrible sadness” and “anger’;
they do not describe their emotional states us-
ing more precise degrees. [ admit this does not
directly show that people’s emotional states
are coarse-grained; self-report can be lim-
ited in various ways, and people might lack
concepts to describe a genuine phenomenon.
Still, self-report is considered a major way
of measuring emotions, and, therefore, the
findings in emotional granularity give some
indirect support to the claim that emotions
are coarse-grained. As any empirical thesis,
my claim here is subject to further scrutiny;
however, given the evidence we have thus
far, I take it that our default thesis should still
be that reactive attitudes are fairly coarse-
grained.

4. THE GRANULARITY OF
RESPONSIBILITY FACTS

In this section, I will argue that, in contrast
to reactive attitudes, facts about moral respon-
sibility have fairly fine-grained degrees. I
stress that this does not mean there are always
precise cardinal numbers assigned to degrees
of responsibility; I agree that facts about re-
sponsibility are not that fine-grained. Rather,

the contention is that they are still fairly fine-
grained, and, most important for my purpose,
more fine-grained than our reactive attitudes
are able to capture.

My argument has two steps: first is to
argue that there is a scalar notion of moral
responsibility; second is to argue that, if we
take for granted that there is a scalar notion
of moral responsibility, then there are good
reasons to believe moral responsibility comes
in fairly fine-grained degrees. The first step, I
believe, is quite straightforward since a scalar
concept of responsibility is necessary for the
purpose of arriving at a proper assessment
of one’s degrees of blameworthiness. It is
plausible that one is morally blameworthy
just in case one is morally responsible for
something morally wrong (or morally bad).
And surely one can be morally blameworthy
to different degrees, since one can deserve
more or less blame. Further, it also appears
one can deserve more or less blame even if
we hold fixed the degree to which one’s ac-
tion is morally wrong (or morally bad). But
this scalarity would be mysterious if moral
responsibility is simply a binary notion. In
reply, one might point out that there have been
important theories of moral responsibility
that take it to be an all-or-nothing, thresh-
old notion (e.g., Fischer & Ravizza 1998;
Fischer 2004). However, the fact that there
is a threshold concept of responsibility does
not entail that moral responsibility does not
come in degrees. Rather, the more plausible
view is that there are both a threshold and a
scalar concept of moral responsibility, just
as in epistemology, where many agree that
there are both a threshold notion of belief and
a scalar notion of degrees of belief. It is thus
unsurprising that even Fischer and Ravizza’s
(1998) threshold framework has been later
extended to applications involving degrees of
responsibility (see, e.g., Coates & Swenson
2013), since the most plausible normative
theory should provide both the threshold and
the scalar notion.
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Now I turn to the second step of the argu-
ment: if we take for granted that there is a
scalar notion of moral responsibility, then
there are good reasons to believe moral
responsibility comes in fairly fine-grained
degrees—at least more fine-grained than our
reactive attitudes are able to capture. The
reason for this is that the opposing view, ac-
cording to which moral responsibility comes
in degrees but is no more fine-grained than
the gradability of our reactive attitudes, is
not attractive, once we consider how such a
view is related to substantial conditions of
moral responsibility. While some response-
dependence theorists, such as Shoemaker,
may not believe that any necessary or suf-
ficient conditions of responsibility can be
offered without appealing to the reactive at-
titudes themselves, they also do not think it is
irrelevant what substantial conditions end up
being captured by the response-dependence
theory. Indeed, I think one important reason
why any response-dependence theory is at-
tractive is because it seems to fit pretty well
with the plausible substantial conditions of
moral responsibility. Here is what I mean. It
is generally intuitive that certain substantial
conditions—again, note that they do not have
to be necessary or sufficient conditions—can
affect degrees of responsibility, including, for
example, the reasons-responsiveness condi-
tion and the quality of will condition. The
reasons-responsiveness condition specifies
whether and to what degree a moral agent
or her mechanism has the ability to respond
to reasons;® and the quality of will condition
specifies whether and to what degree a moral
agent’s action manifests her good or bad qual-
ity of will.? It is intuitive that such factors can
affect degrees of moral responsibility, and it is
also true that our emotion, at a coarse-grained
level, does vary according to those conditions.
After all, reactive attitudes come with some
degrees. Thus, at a coarse-grained level, we
do resent a mature, fully reasons-responsive
agent more than a mentally impaired, less

than fully reasons-responsive agent, when
other things are equal; similarly, we do resent
a person more for an action that manifests a
really bad quality of will than for an action
that manifests a somewhat bad quality of
will, when other things are equal. If response-
dependence were to not arrive at those results
even at the coarse-grained level, then, I think,
the view would not be attractive at all, since
it asks for too much conceptual revision.
That is, the fact that response-dependence
seems to capture pretty well the plausible
substantial conditions of moral responsibil-
ity is a central attraction for the view. This
can also be seen by Shoemaker’s defense
of response-dependence, where he contends
that the approach explains how features like
what I have referred to as the plausible sub-
stantial conditions of moral responsibility
are all “blameworthy-makers” and matter for
responsibility in a way consistent with the
“apt variations in type and degree of anger”
(2017, p. 510).

My contention is that this attraction is,
unfortunately, seriously undermined. This
is because a closer examination shows that
response-dependence only gets the intuitive
results about the plausible substantial condi-
tions at the coarse-grained level, and once
we examine cases about, for example, two
agents with only slightly different reasons-
responsiveness abilities or slightly differ-
ent qualities of will, response-dependence
no longer amounts to different normative
judgments for those agents. My earlier case
about Heru and Henry illustrates this for the
reasons-responsiveness condition: though
Heru is slightly less capable of responding
to reasons than Henry is, this is too small a
difference to be reflected in the patterns of
our reactive attitudes. And this undermines
the attraction of the response-dependence
view not because the two agents should be
morally responsible to different degrees from
a response-independent perspective (which
would beg the question); rather, the reason
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is that they should be morally responsible to
different degrees from the perspective of the
plausible substantial conditions. We find the
reasons-responsiveness condition intuitive
not just because their effects only exist at the
coarse-grained level. Instead, as illustrated
in the case of Heru and Henry, our intuition
supports that reasons-responsiveness should
affect degrees of responsibility both at the
coarse-grained and the fine-grained level.
Thus, in the absence of a plausible debunking
story, the apparent attraction of response-
dependence is seriously undermined once it
is shown that the view cannot really capture
the full range of applications of our general
intuition.'

The same form of argument can be made
about the quality of will condition. Theo-
rists differ on how to cash out the notion of
quality of will, but it is often taken to be a
sort of care or regard that one has of other
people’s moral interests. Care or regard may
be similar to reactive attitudes in terms of
their granularity. But the degree of mani-
festation of a bad quality of will can still be
fairly fine-grained. To see this, note that
manifestation typically implies a causal or
explanatory relation. But the substandard
quality of will does not have to be the full
causal or explanatory story; it can just be
a partial cause or partial explanation. At
the intuitive level, the concepts of “more
of a cause” and “more of an explanation”
can be fairly fine-grained. Recent work on
degrees of causation in metaphysics (for a
review, see Kaiserman 2018) adds further
support to this intuitive claim by laying out
the various models in which the degree of
causation can be fine-tuned. We can then
construct cases similar to that of Heru and
Henry. Imagine that Dane has a substandard
quality of will toward her roommate, and this
partially causes or explains her stealing her
roommate’s yogurt from the fridge. But this
is not the full causal or explanatory story,
since Dane is also under some pressure from

another person, Daniel, to steal the yogurt.
We can then vary the extent of the causal or
explanatory role that Dane’s bad quality of
will (rather than the pressure from Daniel)
plays, in a way that the difference can be too
small to be registered in the resentment of
Dane’s roommate. That is, though response-
dependence initially appears attractive in
virtue of being able to capture the quality of
will condition, it turns out that our intuition
supports that the quality of will condition
should affect degrees of responsibility both
at the coarse-grained and the fine-grained
level. Thus, response-dependence does not
really capture the full range of applications
of the quality of will condition, and the
initial attraction of response-dependence is
again seriously undermined.

Here is another way to put the dialectic
so far. Response-dependence and response-
independence are meta-normative theories.
They are committed to a particular order of
explanation, but do not by themselves offer
substantial conditions for being responsible.
By contrast, there are substantial conditions
like reasons-responsiveness and quality of
will. A theoretical virtue for a good meta-
normative theory is that it can be combined
with the most plausible substantial conditions
as well as their intuitive applications. Since
response-dependence can only be combined
with a very narrow kind of applications—
applications at a coarse-grained level—of
the substantial conditions, this shows that
response-dependence, as a meta-normative
theory, has a serious theoretical cost. This
cost is obviously worrisome for a neutral
party who has not yet committed to response-
dependence or response-independence, but
I believe that even someone already com-
mitted to response-dependence also faces a
serious challenge here, given that one major
attraction of response-dependence—that it
appears to accurately capture the substantial
conditions of responsibility—is seriously
undermined.
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To sum up, my contention is that there
is a mismatch challenge against response-
dependence:

(1) Facts about the reactive attitudes are fairly
coarse-grained.

(2) Responsibility facts are fairly fine-grained.

(3) Both (1) and (2) are true when the standard
of granularity is held fixed.

(4) Thus, responsibility facts cannot be fully
determined by facts about the reactive at-
titudes.

Let me emphasize that coarse-grainedness
and fine-grainedness are relative terms;
central to the challenge is the comparative
mismatch between the two measures of
granularity, which is why (3) is a necessary
step of the inference. I have defended (1) in
the last section and (2) and (3) in the current
section. Combined, the conclusion (4) seems
to contradict the response-dependence view,
which attempts to grounds responsibility facts
in facts about reactive attitudes.!!

5. POSSIBLE REPLIES TO THE
MisMATCH CHALLENGE

5.1. The Idealization Strategy

A response-dependence theorist may reply
by appealing to the difference between the
actual and the ideal or appropriate reactive
attitudes. The suggestion is that, even if we
in fact do not have fine-grained reactive at-
titudes, we can still use fine-grained reactive
attitudes as idealizations by maintaining
that they are the appropriate ones to have.
And since the formulation of response-de-
pendence uses appropriate rather than actual
reactive attitudes, one might suggest, there
will not be any mismatch at all.

I suspect that, however, the current strat-
egy is not clearly available to the response-
dependence theorist. Response-dependence
views of responsibility aim to naturalize the
propriety condition for reactive attitudes,
by grounding it in the global features of our
practices of holding reactive attitudes toward

people. It is then not clear how, by doing
so, they can make the appropriate reactive
attitudes more fine-grained than the actual
ones. The specifics will of course depend on
how one understands the propriety condi-
tion. Remember two common approaches
are the simple dispositional approach and the
fitting approach. The former route finds the
appropriate reactive attitudes in our disposi-
tions under standard conditions. The standard
conditions are sometimes understood as just
the normal conditions, those that we usu-
ally satisfy when there are no dispositional
masks, finks, and the like. But this does not
help with the granularity issue. Putting the
standard conditions in more idealized terms
does not help either, at least according to
the classic accounts. Remember that Lewis
takes the condition to be one in which we
have “full imaginative acquaintance” with
the subject, and Railton takes it to be one in
which we are fully informed of the circum-
stances and fully free of cognitive errors.
But neither more acquaintance nor being
more informed can help make our reactive
attitudes much more fine-grained than they
already are. Again, both Lewis and Railton
aim to defend response-dependence for value
in general; however, it is reasonable to ex-
pect some response-dependence theorists of
responsibility to appeal to very similar ways
of understanding the standard condition as
well.

The fitting route finds the appropriate reac-
tive attitude in the fitting responses. Remem-
ber that the notion of fittingness is used to rule
out those responses of people with bad “anger
sensibilities” (Shoemaker 2017). According
to Shoemaker, a good moral sensibility is
analogous to the wine sensibility of a som-
melier, in contrast to that of a diner (2017, p.
511). One may then suggest that appealing
to this refined sort of sensibilities can help
avoid the mismatch challenge. However, [ am
inclined to think that the challenge can also be
applied to those with good anger sensibilities.

220z AN zz uo Jesn Ay¥vygl1 0931a NVS 0N Aq ypd-Bueme /z/9z.€191/€22/€/6G/4Pd-8lonie/bde/din/Bio-eanos|0obuiysiiqndALeloyos)/:dny wouy papeojumoq



282 / AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

I tend to think that, in the earlier example,
Ann does not feel angrier toward Henry than
toward Heru, even if Ann has the good anger
sensibilities. This is because the limitation
of information registration is not due to the
poor sense of any individual, but due to a
general limitation in human psychology.
Again, there is surely a sense in which we can
develop fairly sophisticated, refined capaci-
ties to track moral responsibility facts, if we
include among these capacities the cognitive
capacity of making judgments about degrees
of moral responsibility. However, if response-
dependence theorists were to appeal to such a
cognitive capacity to understand good anger
sensibilities, then the alleged fundamental
status of reactive attitudes would again be
undermined. But if they were to exclude this
cognitive capacity, then the development of
anger sensibilities would be greatly limited.
It does not seem that we could refine the
granularity of anger or resentment that much
without employing our capacity to learn and
apply what to believe about degrees of moral
responsibility.

It thus seems that the two common routes
of understanding the propriety condition
are not helpful for formulating a convincing
reply to the mismatch challenge. As a result,
for those who want to pursue the idealization
strategy in response to the challenge, they
would need a new way to explicate the notion
of idealization in enough detail and provide
independent motivations for favoring it over
its alternatives. It is unclear to me how one
can do so, but I believe that this will lead to
much valuable inquiry.

5.2. The Restriction Strategy

On a different kind of reply, one may
suggest that response-dependence should
be restricted to facts about whether one is
morally responsible, which is compatible
with response-independent explanations for
facts about degrees of moral responsibil-
ity. Indeed, this may even be a reasonable

reinterpretation of the actual view of many
proponents of response-dependence. The
conclusion of my mismatch challenge then,
one may suggest, turns out to be consistent
with a response-dependence approach about
moral responsibility.

I think this is a promising reply, but [ worry
that it significantly compromises the theoreti-
cal payoff of endorsing response-dependence.
For example, one motivation for response-
dependence is its simplicity; but this would
be undermined if we need to supplement the
account using response-independent explana-
tions anyway. It is also unclear the extent to
which this hybrid picture will help answer the
question of how people can be responsible if
metaphysical determinism is true. After all,
if only facts about whether one is morally
responsible is response-dependent, then the
approach provides no explanation for why it
cannot be the case that everyone is morally
responsible to an extremely small degree if
determinism is true. To say the least, defend-
ers of the current strategy need to explain
why a hybrid picture is well-motivated, and,
in particular, why it does not already concede
too much and still preserves many of the
theoretical advantages of the pure response-
dependence approach.

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS

I have raised a granularity challenge
against the response-dependence view of
moral responsibility. Response-independence
theorists, by contrast, do not face the same
challenge since they are free to use factors
external to our practices of holding each
other responsible in grounding the propriety
conditions for reactive attitudes. Thus, the
granularity challenge lends support to the
response-independence theories. However, it
is worth noting that the mismatch in granu-
larity also has important methodological
upshots even for the response-independence
theorist—for example, the mismatch suggests
that we will not be able to use fine degrees of
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emotions as epistemological guides to facts
about degrees of responsibility. In general, the
upshot is that the mismatch challenge should
lead us to reevaluate and properly restrict the
theoretical role of reactive attitudes.

It remains an open question whether a
similar granularity puzzle is as challenging
in domains other than moral responsibility.
For example, are our pro-attitudes too coarse-
grained to be the metaphysical basis of val-
ues? Are the psychological features of respect
too coarse-grained to be the metaphysical
basis for dignity? Are our legal practices too
coarse-grained to be the metaphysical basis
for legal culpability? These questions are

not to be solved here; but note there is also
no need to demand the same kind of answer
to this cluster of questions—for example, it
might turn out that dignity is a fairly coarse-
grained notion and can be fully determined
by the psychological features of respect, but
value is too fine-grained to be fully deter-
mined by our pro-attitudes. The bottom line
is that there is a real granularity puzzle for
response-dependence in moral responsibility,
and the plausibility of response-dependence
approaches in other domains should be sub-
ject to a similar granularity test.

University of California, San Diego

NOTES

For valuable comments and feedback on earlier versions of this paper, I want to thank many people
including Craig Agule, William Albuquerque, Santiago Amaya, David Brink, Rosalind Chaplin, Kathleen
Connelly, Cory Davia, Joseph Martinez, Michael McKenna, Dana Kay Nelkin, Ahmed Siddiqi, David
Shoemaker, Marshall Thompson, Manuel Vargas, Daniel Weltman, Monique Wonderly, the partici-
pants at the 2019 Free Will, Moral Responsibility, and Agency Graduate Conference at Florida State
University, the audience at Lingnan University, and the participants at the Agency and Responsibility
Group at UC San Diego. Special thanks to the two anonymous referees for American Philosophical
Quarterly for their helpful comments.

1. Note that it is not always clear the extent to which the above authors endorse response-dependence.
However, they all clearly identify the view as occupying an important conceptual space.

LERT3

2. Some versions of response-dependence might prefer replacing “appropriate” with “fitting,” “reason-
able,” “apt,” and the like. I use “appropriate” as a broad normative notion that incorporates all those
formulations.

3. That is, unless one endorses a mutual dependence view according to which facts about being re-
sponsible and facts about reactive attitudes are mutually dependent. McKenna (2012) suggests such a
view. I will put this view aside and instead focus on response-dependence and response-independence,
both of which take the order to dependence to be one-way rather than mutual.

4. Carlsson (2017) argues that guilt, instead of resentment or indignation, is the reactive attitude that
figures in (I). Though I will focus more on resentment, I believe that similar issues about granularity
will arise for the emotion of guilt as well.

5. Another influential account that is often referred to as being response-dependent is Wallace’s (1994)
fairness view, according to which reactive attitudes are appropriate just in case they are fair. However,
as Todd (2016) has pointed out, there are important differences between Wallace’s view and other theo-
rists who endorse or are sympathetic to response-dependence. In particular, Todd makes the interesting
observation that Wallace never identifies traditional accounts of responsibility (e.g., libertarianism) as
taking the wrong side in the order of explanation, in contrast to other response-dependence theorists.
I’'m inclined to think Wallace’s view is open to both response-dependent and response-independent
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interpretations, depending on how we understand the notion of fairness. Wallace is therefore the target of
the current paper only insofar as his notion of fairness can be explained in a purely response-dependent
way.

6. The inference relies on the widely accepted assumption that grounding is a transitive relation.

7. There are parallel cases where two agents have the same capacities, but one’s action is slightly
more wrong than the other’s. Imagine that Fei stole $100 from Ann, whereas Fara stole $101 from Ann.
Though Fara’s action is slightly more wrong than Fei’s, and Fara is thereby more blameworthy, Ann’s
resentment does not seem to have the level of granularity required to track this difference. To the extent
that response-dependence theorists about moral responsibility also endorse response-dependence about
blameworthiness, cases like this can be used to construct a structurally similar granularity challenge
for them as well.

8. See Fischer & Ravizza (1998), Fischer (2004), Wolf (1990), Nelkin (2011), Vargas (2013), McKenna
(2016).

9. See Scanlon (2008), Smith (2008), Talbert (2008), Hieronymi (2004), McKenna (2012), Shoemaker
(2015).

10. See Coates & Swenson (2013) and Nelkin (2016) for alternative, but also fairly fine-grained, char-
acterizations of degrees of responsibility in a reasons-responsiveness framework.

11. There is a different perspective to look at the mismatch in degrees of reactive attitudes, by appeal-
ing to the acceptable stability and variation for appropriate reactive attitudes. It seems the propriety
condition for reactive attitudes should allow for a reasonable degree of instability. It is typically not
inappropriate for a person to feel a certain degree of resentment toward a wrongdoer at one time, but
at a later time feel a bit less resentment toward the same wrongdoer. This can be true even when the
person neither forgives the wrongdoer nor receives any further information. If both the initial, heated-up
emotion and the later, cooled-down emotion are appropriate, how can the response-dependence theorist
tell a story of grounding degrees of responsibility using degrees of emotions? More work needs to be
done to tell a convincing story here. Bykvist (2009) appeals to similar concerns to argue against fitting
attitude theories of value. He contends that one difficulty consists in the fact that “how strongly we
should react emotionally seems also to depend on temporal matters” (Bykvist 2009, p. 16).
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