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Abstract 
 

My dissertation centers on agency and moral responsibility concerning actions and 
omissions, developing a unified account of responsibility for actions and omissions while 
still respecting the differences and asymmetries between them. This account is unified in 
that responsibility both for actions and omissions is based on the same type of ability ± in 
particular a very weak type of ability. However, the relevant scope of the abilities required 
for responsibility differs for omissions and actions.  Roughly, responsibility for omissions 
requires the ability to perform the omitted act, which therefore also requires the ability to do 
otherwise. Responsibility for actions does not require the ability to do otherwise. 

Much work has been done on actions, and some recent work has been done on 
omissions, but very little has been done that accommodates both, as well as their differences, 
into a single account. Particularly central to my project is accommodating and exploring the 
implications of the various asymmetries that arise between actions and omissions, which are 
relevant to causation, agency, responsibility, and luck. I discuss several practical 
applications of these asymmetries concerning how we should judge ourselves and others in 
virtue of our positive and negative agency, and concerning moral ± and likely legal ± 
responsibility as well. 
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Introduction 
 

In the philosophical literature, much has been written about the positive aspects of our 

agency: what it is to act and to act intentionally, when and why we are responsible for what we 

do, and so on. However, the negative parts of our agency remain, I contend, underexplored. 

These are the parts of our agency dealing with our failures to act ± our omissions or our non-

doings. Yet, for every action we perform, there are countlessly many things we omit to do at the 

same time, so our omissions greatly outnumber our actions. By reading this, you are omitting to 

read something else, find the greatest prime number, or resurrect Abraham Lincoln. Some of our 

failures to act are often irrelevant to responsibility and seem not to reflect anything meaningful 

about our agency. It would be strange, for instance, to blame someone for failing to resurrect 

Lincoln. Nonetheless, many of our omissions do reflect our agency in significant ways ± just ask 

a relative you omit to pick up from the airport. Thus, there remains a question: in virtue of what 

are we agentially connected to our omissions? An associated challenge is that there are many 

important asymmetries between actions and omissions, so solutions for issues with actions might 

not generalize to omissions. 

This dissertation, Much to Do about Non-Things: Exploring Agency and Responsibility 

Through Omissions, seeks to answer this question by providing a unified account of what links 

us agentially to our actions and omissions ± based on abilities ± while still respecting these 

important asymmetries between our actions and our omissions. These asymmetries ± with 

respect both to abilities and to responsibility ± end up impacting agency, regret, moral 

responsibility, luck, issues in applied ethics, and many other topics. 

,Q�P\�ILUVW�FKDSWHU��³)202�DQG�5HJUHW�IRU�1RQ-'RLQJV�´�,�H[SORUH�WKH�ILWWLQJQHVV�RI�

regret for our failures to act, an important way in which negative agency comes apart from 
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positive agency. As noted above, for every action we perform, there are countless others that we 

fail to perform, yet it would be ill-fitting to regret all of these non-doings since many of these 

failures have nothing to do with our agency. This regret goes beyond moral responsibility: we 

can, for instance, fittingly regret our failure to move to a new city despite the moral 

permissibility of staying where we were. This regret often underlies our concerns with 

opportunity costs and the associated fear of missing out. I develop an ability-based account of 

this fittingness of regret, crucially distinguishing between our direct abilities ± what we are able 

to do right now ± from our derivative abilities ± what we would have been able to do now had we 

done other things we were able to do earlier on in our lives. 

0\�VHFRQG�FKDSWHU��³.HHSLQJ�,W�6LPSOH��5HWKLQNLQJ�$ELOLWLHV�DQG�5HVSRQVLELOLW\�´�

develops a unified account of moral responsibility for actions and omissions that nonetheless 

respects the differences between them. Moral responsibility plausibly requires that we have 

sufficient control over what we do, and it is increasingly common to cash this out in terms of 

abilities. The main extant ability-based theories of responsibility hold that relatively strong 

abilities are required for responsibility. Hence, a lifeguard is responsible for failing to save a 

drowning swimmer only if she was relevantly able to do so. In this chapter, I raise a problem for 

these theories: on the basis of some examples, I argue that an agent can be morally responsible 

for an action or omission, even though she lacked the supposedly necessary strong abilities to 

act. Then, as a way forward for abilities theories, I propose a novel, simple abilities view, which 

holds that the ability condition for responsibility can be satisfied by simple abilities ± a very 

weak type of ability. This account is unified in that responsibility both for actions and omissions 

is based on the same type of ability: simple abilities. However, the relevant scope of the abilities 

required for responsibility differs for omissions and actions. Roughly, responsibility for 
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omissions requires the ability to perform the omitted act, which therefore also requires the ability 

to do otherwise. In contrast, responsibility for actions does not require the ability to do 

otherwise; it only requires being relevantly able to do what one, in fact, did. Although my 

account holds that a surprisingly weak type of ability forms the basis of responsibility, it can 

nevertheless capture the nuanced ways in which we assign responsibility to agents. 

,Q�P\�WKLUG�FKDSWHU��³$Q�$ELOLW\-Based Theory of Responsibility for Collective 

2PLVVLRQV�´�,�H[WHQG�DELOLW\-based accounts of moral responsibility to include responsibility for 

collective omissions and the harms that result from them. This includes the harms from our 

omissions to stop climate change, famines, refugee crises, and so on. Accounting for 

responsibility for collective omissions turns out to be particularly challenging, however, for it is 

hard to see how an individual contributes anything to a collective omission to prevent harm if she 

FRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�PDGH�D�GLIIHUHQFH�WR�WKDW�KDUP�RQ�KHU�RZQ��)XUWKHU�FRPSOLFDWLQJ�PDWWHUV��VRPH�

groups of people are able to prevent such harms, but it is highly contentious whether groups can 

be loci of responsibility. To address such challenges, I argue that a scaled-up version of an 

ability-based account of moral responsibility is well-suited to handle responsibility for collective 

omissions. A significant benefit of this abilities approach is that it is compatible with 

individualist and collectivist interpretations, so it can remain neutral on the debates about 

collective agency and responsibility. A second element of this project is that we can account for 

degrees of moral responsibility by using the intuitive idea that abilities come in different 

strengths. Roughly, the strength of an ability depends on the variety and robustness of the 

DELOLW\¶V�FRPSRQHQWV�WKDW�DQ�DJHQW�LV�DEOH�WR�FDUU\ out, and stronger abilities track greater control 

and greater responsibility. An upshot of this is that we can assign differential amounts of 

responsibility without having to rely on degrees of causation, which are controversial. Having 
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degrees of responsibility without degrees of causation is relevant to parts of the applied ethics 

literature ± in particular, for example, the literature on the ethics of war. This project also 

impacts other areas of applied ethics ± such as responsibility and blame for climate change, 

refugee crises, war, famine, and elections. 

,Q�P\�IRXUWK�DQG�ILQDO�FKDSWHU��³2PLVVLRQV��0RUDO�/XFN��DQG�0LQGLQJ�WKH��(SLVWHPLF��

*DS�´�,�DUJXH�WKDW�LQ�YLUWXH�RI�VWUXFWXUDO�DV\PPHWULHV�EHWZHHQ�DFWLRQV�DQG�RPLVVLRQV��FRQVWLWXWLYH�

and circumstantial luck end up being rampant for omissions in ways that they are not for actions. 

Furthermore, an epistemic gap arises when trying to assess the responsibility of others for their 

omissions: assessing responsibility for omissions requires assessing whether those who fail to act 

were able to do so, and people can struggle to accurately assess the abilities of themselves and 

others. Such an epistemic gap does not arise for actions because doing something 

straightforwardly entails being able to do it. Theories of responsibility that only focus on actions 

miss these important considerations. 

In short, we already knew that omissions are strange (non-)beasts. With this dissertation, 

I hope to show that omissions are stranger ± and more important and worthy of study ± than 

previously imagined. And, if we leave them out, we miss out on key pieces of the agential 

puzzle.  
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Chapter 1: 
 

FOMO and Regret for Non-Doings1 
 

I. Introduction 

If Peter Singer 1972 is right about donating to charity, I should regret having pursued 

philosophy rather than a more lucrative career because I should have made as much money as 

possible in order to donate more. An artist regrets skipping her chance at going to law school 

while a lawyer regrets not pursuing her dream of becoming a professional sculptor. A 

mathematician regrets his failure to complete his proof before his nemesis beat him to it. A 

lonely person regrets her failure to pursue her love interest; a forgetful son regrets failing to call 

his mom on her birthday. These various regrets have a key feature in common: they are regrets 

over non-doings, failures to do certain things; they point to the important but underexplored 

QHJDWLYH�VLGH�RI�RXU�DJHQF\��7KH�DJHQWV¶�UHJUHW�LQ�WKHVH�FDVHV�VHHPV�ILWWLQJ�2 In contrast, it 

plausibly is not fitting for a soldier to regret failing to save his fallen brethren in arms when he 

had no way of doing so, nor is it fitting for a minimum-wage worker to regret failing to end 

world poverty. These cases then point to a question: why is it fitting for us to regret some of our 

non-doings when it is not fitting to regret others? 

Understanding why it is ill-fitting to regret some of our non-doings but not others is 

important for several reasons. First, non-doings and the related negative aspects of agency have 

thus far been underexplored. Much of the work done on agency has focused on the positive 

DVSHFWV�RI�DJHQF\��LQYHVWLJDWLQJ�TXHVWLRQV�OLNH�³:KDW�LV�LW�WR�DFW"´�³:KDW�LV�LW�WR�DFW�

 
1 This chapter was also published as a journal article ± see Metz 2019. 
2 I am assuming cognitivism about regret: regret ± and likely some other emotions ± can have 
truth-conditions and can be fitting or not. 
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LQWHQWLRQDOO\"´�DQG�³:KLFK�DFWLRQV�DUH�ZH�PRUDOO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU"´�Although the literature on 

non-doings and their importance to agency has recently begun to grow ± see, e.g., Bernstein 

(2015 and 2014), Clarke (2014 and 1994), and Nelkin and Rickless 2017 ± non-doings have 

historically been treated as side puzzles for accounts of agency, with the central work focusing 

on actions.3 Second, our non-doings greatly outnumber our doings. For instance, by reading a 

book at a certain time, I thereby fail at that time to go to the dentist, call my parents, count 

backward from 100 by fours, or do many other things.4 Since we already care about the 

fittingness of regret for our doings, we should also care about the fittingness of regret for our 

even more numerous non-doings. Third, regret for non-doings is central to a broader aspect of 

QHJDWLYH�DJHQF\�WKDW�KDV�WR�GR�ZLWK�IHHOLQJV�RI�³PLVVLQJ�RXW´�DQG�FRQFHUQV�DERXW�RSSRUWXQLW\�

costs, both of which are important. Finally, there is some psychological research suggesting that 

many of our biggest regrets ± especially our long-term regrets ± center on our non-doings (see, 

e.g., Gilovich and Medvec 1995 for a summary of such research).5 Taking these psychological 

findings seriously, we should care whether these regrets that loom so large are fitting. 

 
3 For instance, see Ginet 2004, Vermazen 1985, and Williams 1995. Others have focused on 
providing necessary and sufficient conditions for omissions and intentional omissions, like 
Lemos 1985 and Siegler 1968. Such work is interesting, but there is much more to the negative 
side of our agency that remains to be explored. 
4 Bernstein 2015, Ginet 2004, and Zimmerman 1981 also discuss how our non-doings greatly 
outnumber our doings. 
5 $OWKRXJK�.DKQHPDQ�DQG�7YHUVN\¶V�������������H[SHULPHQWV�KLJKOLJKW�³WKH�REVHUYDWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�
regret associated with failures to act is often less intense than the regret associated with the 
failure RI�DQ�DFWLRQ�´�*LORYLFK�DQG�0HGYHF¶V������OLWHUDWXUH�UHYLHZ�RI�WKH�ZRUN�RQ�UHJUHW�IURP�
philosophy, psychology, and economics counters that many of our real-life long-term regrets 
tend to be our failures to act rather than our actions. Gilovich and Medvec 1995 argue that 
.DKQHPDQ�DQG�7YHUVN\¶V������ZRUN�FDQ�EH�UHFRQFLOHG�ZLWK�WKHLU�RZQ�EHFDXVH�WKHUH�LV�D�
temporal element to comparative regrets: our biggest short-term regrets tend to be our actions ±
ZKLFK�LV�FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�.DKQHPDQ�DQG�7YHUVN\¶V�ZRUN�± but our biggest long-term regrets tend 
to be about our failures to act ± which is consistent with their own (1995 and 1994) work. Even if 
Gilovich and Medvec are wrong that our biggest long-term regrets are about our failures to act, 
their work clearly still supports the importance of regrets about our non-doings. 
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This paper presents an account of the fittingness of regret that links the concept of regret 

with the metaphysical concept of abilities. The account focuses primarily on a necessary 

condition on the fittingness of regret: regret for a non-doing is fitting only if one possessed the 

relevant ability to perform the act that one did not in fact perform. There also are other 

constraints on the fittingness of regret, such as an epistemic constraint that requires sufficient 

knowledge or awareness. Yet even this epistemic constraint often centers on abilities, for much 

of the relevant requisite awareness is awaUHQHVV�RI�RQH¶V�DELOLWLHV��$V�ZH�ZLOO�VHH��WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\�

different types of abilities, many of which are irrelevant to regret; so, one main task of this paper 

is to identify the types of abilities that are relevant to fitting regret. 

To carry out this proposal, I first clarify the relevant sense of regret that is 

UHOHYDQW�WR�DJHQF\��ZKLFK�,�FDOO�µDJHQWLDOO\-ORDGHG�UHJUHW�¶�,�WKHQ�LGHQWLI\�WKH�UHOHYDQW�IHDWXUHV�RI�

the non-doings that warrant this form of regret, using as representative cases of it the regret for 

non-GRLQJV�WKDW�XQGHUOLHV�WKH�IHDU�LQ�WKH�IHDU�RI�PLVVLQJ�RXW��µ)202¶��DQG�XQGHUOLHV�RXU�

concerns with opportunity costs. The fear of missing out and our worries about opportunity costs 

both involve concerns about competing incompatible options. Examining the constraints that 

limit these options will lead us to the ability constraint on the fittingness of regret, which, again, 

makes up the central part of the proposed ability-based account. I then develop this account in 

greater detail and conclude by considering some of its further applications and virtues. 

II. Non-Doings and Agentially-Loaded Regret 

There are many senses of regret. Additionally, many of our non-doings bear little or no 

relation to us as agents. Hence, to begin, I will give a brief characterization of the types of regret 

and non-doings that are relevant to our project here. 
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At its core, fitting regret is regret that is connected to us as agents. There are other 

impersonal, non-agential senses of regret akin to lamenting an unfortunate state of affairs, like 

the regret that a natural disaster has destroyed a city, but we shall set those aside for our purposes 

here. Instead, we will focus on the agentially-ORDGHG�VHQVH�RI�UHJUHW�WKDW�LQGLFDWHV�WKDW�WKH�DJHQW¶V�

relevant behavior reflected sufficient features of her agency, and that things ended up going 

badly in a way that she played a role in bringing about. 

To get a better idea of this agentially-ORDGHG�UHJUHW��OHW¶V�FRPSDUH�LW�WR�WKH�LGHD�RI�UHJUHW�

HQFRPSDVVHG�E\�%HUQDUG�:LOOLDPV¶�FRQFHSW�RI agent-regret, which might be familiar given its 

SURPLQHQFH�LQ�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�RQ�PRUDO�OXFN��$OWKRXJK�:LOOLDPV¶�DJHQW-regret and the agentially-

loaded regret that this paper investigates overlap in some cases, there are cases where agent-

regret is fitting while agentially-ORDGHG�UHJUHW�LV�QRW��DQG�YLFH�YHUVD��:LOOLDPV¶�DJHQW-regret 

FHQWUDOO\�LQYROYHV�D�ZLVK�WKDW�WKH�UHVXOWV�RI�RQH¶V�EHKDYLRU�ZHUH�GLIIHUHQW��$GGLWLRQDOO\��:LOOLDPV�

(1981: 28) notes that agent-UHJUHW�³FDQ�H[WHQG�IDU�EH\RQG�ZKDW�RQH�LQWHQWLRQDOly did to almost 

DQ\WKLQJ�IRU�ZKLFK�RQH�ZDV�FDXVDOO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�LQ�YLUWXH�RI�VRPHWKLQJ�RQH�LQWHQWLRQDOO\�GLG�´�

DQG�WKDW�LW�FDQ�WKHUHE\�LQFOXGH�UHJUHW�IRU�XQLQWHQWLRQDO�FRQVHTXHQFHV�RI�RQH¶V�EHKDYLRU��,Q�

contrast, the agentially-loaded regret under investigation in this paper is not fitting in some of 

these cases. Williams gives the example of a lorry driver who blamelessly is unable to stop his 

YHKLFOH�LQ�WLPH�DQG�UXQV�RYHU�D�FKLOG��,Q�:LOOLDPV¶V�FDVH��WKH�GULYHU�IHHOV�DJHQW-regret for the 

harm in virtue of the fact that he was the one who played a large role in causing it. Williams adds 

that although it would be reasonable to expect that bystanders would comfort the driver, there is 

also the expectation that the driver needs to acknowledge the harm done before he can move on. 

On one interpretation of this case, how the lorry driver behaves after running over the child 

reflects his moral character, and it is fitting for him to experience agent-regret for his causal role 
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in the harm. However, it would not be fitting for the driver to experience first-personal, 

agentially-loaded regret in response to the harm he caused. Hence, agent-regret and agentially-

loaded regret come apart here. 

In turn, agentially-loaded regret does not have to involve any morally significant harm, 

nor does it need to warrant moral assessment of any kind. Suppose that despite her successful 

career, Lucy the lawyer regrets passing up her chance at becoming a professional sculptor. Lucy 

does not regret the outcomes of her legal practice, anG�WKHUH�LV�QRWKLQJ�LPPRUDO�LQ�/XF\¶V�

becoming a lawyer or in her failing to become a sculptor, so Williams-style agent-regret is not 

fitting here. Nonetheless, her becoming a lawyer and her failing to become a sculptor are both 

attributable to her and are reflective of her agency such that she is at least plausibly eligible to 

experience agentially-loaded regret them, so we have another way for agent-regret and 

agentially-loaded regret to come apart. From an agency standpoint, agentially-loaded regret is 

imSRUWDQW�EHFDXVH�LW�VLJQDOV�WKDW�/XF\¶V�EHKDYLRU�ZDV�FRQQHFWHG�WR�KHU�LQ�D�ZD\�WKDW�LV�UHIOHFWLYH�

of her agency and her agential capacities. Even though she is not morally blameworthy, her past 

behavior still played a large role in the fact that she is a lawyer rather than a sculptor, and she 

might fittingly regret this. 

With these clarifications of agentially-ORDGHG�UHJUHW�LQ�PLQG��OHW¶V�QRZ�WXUQ�WR�LGHQWLI\LQJ�

the sense of non-doing that is relevant to agentially-loaded regret. First, a note on terminology: I 

XVH�WKH�WHUP�µQRQ-GRLQJ¶�UDWKHU�WKDQ�µRPLVVLRQ¶�HYHQ�WKRXJK�LW�LV�QRW�XQFRPPRQ�WR�XVH�DELOLWLHV�

as part of an analysis of omissions and the main constraint on fitting regret that I will discuss is 

ability-based.6 ,�GR�WKLV�EHFDXVH�SKLORVRSKHUV�XVH�µRPLVVLRQ¶�WR�SLFN�RXW�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�VHWV�RI�

 
6 See Zimmerman 1981 and Gorr 1979 for examples of ability-based views of omissions. Clarke 
2012, Bach 2010, and Talja 1985 also present accounts of omissions with some ability 
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non-RFFXUUHQFHV�WKDW�DUH�UHOHYDQW�WR�GLIIHUHQW�SURMHFWV��VRPHWLPHV�XVLQJ�µRPLVVLRQ¶�WR�UHIHU�WR�DOO�

events that do not occur (see, e.g., David K. Lewis 2004), other times using it to refer to the 

failures to perform certain acts by agents (see, e.g., Clarke 2012), or still other times to pick out 

events related across possible worlds (see Bernstein 2014), and so on. It is orthogonal to the 

project of this paper whether the class of non-doings that it is fitting to regret exactly overlaps 

ZLWK�D�SDUWLFXODU�XVDJH�RI�µRPLVVLRQV�¶ 

An initial observation about these relevant non-doings: they must involve failures to act. 

Otherwise, it is hard to see how they could reflect features of our agency that are relevant to 

agentially-loaded regret. Roughly, acts, as discussed by philosophers, are the category of 

behaviors that are attributable to the agent who performed them and are reflective of her agency. 

Sneezes, seizures, and other involuntary movements are not acts because they are not connected 

WR�WKH�UHOHYDQW�DJHQW�LQ�WKH�ULJKW�NLQG�RI�ZD\��)RU�LQVWDQFH��/XF\�WKH�ODZ\HU¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�GLJHVW�KHU�

lunch is not reflective of her agency, so it is irrelevant to agentially-loaded regret. 

To identify the other features of these non-doings that are relevant to agentially-loaded 

UHJUHW��OHW¶V�FRQVLGHU�VRPH�H[DPSOHV�WKDW�DUH�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�WKLV�QHJDWLYH�DVSHFW�RI�DJHQF\�DQG�

have clear real-world stakes: the fear of missing out and opportunity costs. 

7KH�IHDU�RI�PLVVLQJ�RXW��µ)202¶��LV�XELTXLWRXV��,W�DULVHV�ZKHQ�SHRSOH�DUH�IRUFHG�WR�

choose among multiple incompatible options, and it centrally involves the fear that they have 

made the wrong choice. Hence, a boring night alone at a museum is made worse by the thought 

that meeting up with friends would have been more fun. The fear of missing out also arises for 

 
components, but their accounts additionally have normative or expectation-based requirements 
on which non-doings constitute omissions that pure ability-based accounts do not have. 
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long-term, major life decisions: the joys that come with a committed relationship might be 

diminished by the fears that one is missing a big opportunity to meet and see other people. 

Note that the fear of missing out is centrally about our failures to act, and also note that it 

involves regret or at least the fear of regret. Consider career choices: David became a doctor, but 

he experiences regret and FOMO because he thereby failed to pursue his passion as a pastry 

chef. What he regrets is not his doing as a doing, but rather that, having done one thing, he 

WKHUHE\�GLGQ¶W�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�HOVH�WKDW�KH�FRXOG�KDYH�GRQH�LQVWHDG��7KHVH�DJHQWLDOO\-relevant non-

doings can haunt us with the thought of what might have been, especially when the options open 

to us are major and significantly differ from each other. 

The fear of missing out is closely related to another part of negative agency with high 

stakes: opportunity costs. Opportunity costs are the costs incurred from being unable to pursue 

some options as a result of pursuing other options. They are akin to the harms of deprivation 

discussed in the literature on death, where the source of these harms is that they deprive us of 

certain gooGV�HYHQ�WKRXJK�WKH\�GRQ¶W��VD\��GLUHFWO\�FDXVH�XV�SDLQ�7 In choosing one option among 

many incompatible ones, we are deprived of the opportunity to choose other options and, 

therefore, of the goods that we would have enjoyed had we chosen one of those other options. 

Thus, we might regret having to choose among incompatible options, and we might experience 

the fear of missing out if we fear that we will regret the choice we have made. 

Now that we have identified the fear of missing out and concerns about opportunity costs 

as representative examples of regret for our non-GRLQJV��OHW¶V�XVH�WKHVH�H[DPSOHV�WR�FODULI\�VRPH�

more relevant features of these non-doings that we can sometimes fittingly regret. 

 
7 See, e.g., Nagel 1970 for a further discussion of harms of deprivation. 
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The fear of missing out and opportunity costs share two important features. First, they 

involve a concern about the incompatible options we face. Second, not just any options give rise 

WR�WKHVH�FRQFHUQV��WKH�RSWLRQV�PXVW�EH�³OLYH�RSWLRQV´�DQG�KDYH�WR�EH�³RSHQ´�WR�XV��3XW�DQRWKHU�

way, the non-doings that we can fittingly regret in these cases reflect the multiple live options 

that are open to us but are incompatible with each other, and our concern often arises because we 

are forced to choose among them. To get a rough idea of these live options, consider that 

becoming a sculptor was presumably a live option for Lucy the lawyer and is something that she 

regrets failing to do, but eradicating world poverty by herself is not a live option for her, and it 

would be strange and ill-fitting for her to regret that non-doing. Similarly, solving a difficult 

mathematical proof before his rivals solved it might have been a live option for a brilliant 

mathematician but solving that proof at all probably was not a live option for someone with little 

mathematical skill or training. 

Different kinds of constraints might make an option not a live option for an agent. These 

FRQVWUDLQWV�FDQ�EH�WHPSRUDO��LQ�WKH�VKRUW�RU�ORQJ�WHUP��WKH�FRVW�RI�D�VWXGHQW¶V�VWXG\LQJ�WKUHH�KRXUV�

for a chemistry exam includes the non-writing of her linguistics paper, at least for those hours; 

by attending medical school, most students are unable to get a law degree during those years. 

These constraints can be financial: by buying a new car, I might thereby be unable to go on an 

expensive vacation even if the time spent buying the car would not overlap with the vacation 

itinerary. They can also be physical: most people cannot simultaneously and effectively train for 

a 100-meter sprint and a marathon at the same time because the muscle development that 

facilitates one hampers the other. These constraints are sometimes psychological: by expending 

DOO�RI�RQH¶V�PHQWDO�HQHUJ\�RQ�ZRUN��RQH�PLJKW�WKHUHE\�EH�XQDEOH�WR�OHDUQ�WR�SOD\�WKH�SLDQR��2U�
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they can be a combination of factors: by getting into a car accident, one might thereby be unable 

to drive because of both the incurred physical and psychological trauma. 

Examining these constraints further can help us better understand what factors are 

necessary for the fittingness of regret for non-doings. As we have seen, these different 

constraints can be varied in nature: they can, for instance, be physical, psychological, temporal, 

financial, or some combination thereof. What these constraints arguably have in common is that 

they render us unable to pursue multiple options. By training for a sprint, I am thereby unable to 

train for a marathon. By spending all her spare cash on a new car, someone is rendered unable to 

go on an expensive vacation. By exhausting his mental energy on his work, someone thereby 

lacks the requisite mental focus to learn how to play the piano. Abilities seem equally important 

for understanding the other examples discussed above. For instance, becoming a sculptor was a 

live option for Lucy the lawyer only if she was able to become a sculptor. On the other hand, 

solving an extremely difficult proof probably is not a live option for a mathematical neophyte 

because he probably lacks the skills necessary to solve it. These observations suggest that 

abilities are crucial for making an option a live option. In the next section, I build on this 

suggestion, arguing for an ability-based account of the fittingness of regret for our non-doings. 

III. The Ability-Based Account of the Fittingness of Regret 

In the previous section, we examined representative cases of agentially-loaded regret: 

cases involving the fear of missing out and concerns with opportunity costs. The regret in these 

FDVHV�FHQWHUHG�DURXQG�FRQIOLFWLQJ�RSWLRQV�WKDW�ZHUH�³RSHQ´�RU�³OLYH´�RSWions to us, and the 

constraints on these live options seem to be based on our abilities. In this section, I develop this 

ability-based account in greater detail. In particular, I argue that abilities form a central constraint 

on which options are live options for us, and correspondingly, abilities constrain when it is fitting 
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to regret a non-doing. There are other constraints on the fittingness of agentially-loaded regret, 

like an epistemic requirement that we have sufficient awareness for such regret to be fitting, but 

even for these other requirements, abilities often still play a central role. 

Before we start, however, I would like to make an important clarification. In rough terms, 

the proposed ability-based account of the fittingness of regret is that doing something is a live 

option for us only if we were able (in the relevant sense) to perform that act. Similarly, it is 

fitting to regret failing to perform an act only if we were able (in the relevant sense) to perform 

it. Thus, given the importance of abilities for this proposed account, it might seem like the ought-

implies-can principle is doing much of the explanatory work here: if I was unable to do 

something, the ought-implies-can principle entails that it is not the case that I ought to have done 

that thing, which can help explain why it would not be fitting to regret my failure to do it. 

The proposed ability-based account is in fact consistent with the ought-implies-can 

principle. However, it is important to note there are many different senses of µFDQ¶�DQG�PDQ\�

GLIIHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�DELOLWLHV��,Q�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKLV�VHFWLRQ��,�XQSDFN�WKH�UHOHYDQW�VHQVH�RI�µFDQ¶�DQG�

identify the particular types of abilities that are necessary for regret for failures to act to be 

fitting. Thus, by analyzing these types of abilities, the account goes beyond a simple application 

of the ought-implies-can principle in that it provides a deeper explanation of the abilities 

necessary for regret to be fitting. 

Additionally, the ought-implies-can principle is a principle that links abilities with 

obligations (and correspondingly, a lack of abilities with a lack of obligations). It seems 

preferable not to have to rely on obligations or on the link between obligations (and the lack 

thereof) and regret, for there might be cases where it is fitting for an agent to regret having failed 

to do something even though she was not obligated to do it.  
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To see how such cases of regret without corresponding obligations could arise, consider 

WZR�FRPPRQ�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI�WKH�µRXJKW¶�LQ�WKH�RXJKW-implies-can principle. On one 

LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��WKH�µRXJKW¶�LV�DQ�REMHFWLYH��DOO-things-FRQVLGHUHG�PRUDO�µRXJKW¶��VHH��H�J���*UDKDP�

�������DQG�RQ�WKH�RWKHU��WKH�µRXJKW¶�LV�DQ�µRXJKW¶�RI�SUDFWLFDO�UDWLRQDOLW\��VHH��H�J���9UDQDV��������

Regardless of which interSUHWDWLRQ�RI�µRXJKW¶�ZH�XVH��WKHUH�SODXVLEO\�DUH�FDVHV�ZKHUH�LW�LV�

permissible for an agent to do any one of a set of options. It is not just that the options are tied 

for being the best, but rather, there are multiple options that are permissible because they are 

sufficiently JRRG��$V�DQ�LOOXVWUDWLRQ��FRQVLGHU�WKH�µRXJKW¶�RI�SUDFWLFDO�UDWLRQDOLW\��7KHUH�DUH�

extreme views of practical rationality that hold that an agent always ought to do the one thing (or 

any of the set of things) that would maximize her happiness or subjective expected utility. 

However, such maximizing views face criticism (see, e.g., Wallace 2014), and there are rival 

µVDWLVILFLQJ¶�YLHZV�WKDW�SODXVLEO\�KROG�WKDW�DQ�DJHQW�RXJKW�WR�GR�DQ\�RI�WKH�VHW�RI�WKLQJV�WKDW�

would bring about sufficient happiness or subjective expected utility (see, e.g., Slote 1989). Such 

a satisficing view would hold, for example, that it still is practically rational for an agent to sell 

her home for a sufficiently high price even though it was not the maximum price she was able to 

sell it for. 

In some of these cases with multiple permissible options, it might be fitting for the agent 

to regret her failure to have done something else even though it was permissible for her to have 

acted as she did. For instance, suppose Lucy considered becoming a lawyer, an artist, or a 

professional tennis player. Despite her talent for tennis, Lucy hated tennis, and her expected 

happiness and subjective expected utility were too low for pursuing tennis to be practically 

rational. However, becoming a lawyer or becoming an artist each would have brought about 

sufficiently high happiness or subjective expected utility so that pursuing either option was 
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practically rational ± and, presumably, morally permissible. It might still be fitting for her to look 

back and regret her failure to attend art school because she feels her life would have been more 

satisfying as an artist. Again, there was not anything irrational or morally impermissible about 

her becoming a lawyer. Rather, her life would have gone better as an artist, and she regrets her 

failure to pursue that option. Such regret does not seem ill-fitting. Similarly, it might have been 

SHUPLVVLEOH�IRU�-RVHSKLQH�WR�WXUQ�GRZQ�/DXUHQFH¶V�RIIHU�RI�PDUULDJH��\HW�VKH�PLJKW�VWLOO�ILWWLQJO\�

regret her failure to accept his proposal. In these two cases, it was permissible for each agent to 

have acted as she did, so she was not obligated to have done something else, yet she still regrets 

her failure to perform the relevant act. Thus, there plausibly are cases of fitting regret for a 

failure to do something without an obligation to perform that action. 

These cases suggest that the lack of an obligation to do something does not always entail 

that it is ill-ILWWLQJ�WR�UHJUHW�RQH¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�GR�WKDW�WKLQg. Since an obligation to do something is 

QRW�QHFHVVDU\�WR�ILWWLQJO\�UHJUHW�RQH¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�GR�LW��DQ�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�LOO-fittingness of regret 

that does not appeal to obligations is preferable to one that does. This is an advantage of the 

proposed ability-based account over an account based on ought-implies-can: the proposed 

account appeals to abilities, without also appealing to any specific link between obligations and 

regret. 

Turning back to this proposed ability-based account, further refinement is still needed, for 

there are many different types of abilities. As we saw in the previous section, the non-doings that 

fittingly result in agentially-loaded regret involve failures to act. The abilities that constrain this 

regret, therefore, are abilities to aFW��+HQFH��/XF\�WKH�ODZ\HU¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�OHDUQ�WR�VFXOSW�VDWLVILHV�

the ability constraint for her regret to be fitting because she is able to learn how to sculpt, and 

learning to sculpt involves a series of acts. In contrast, it is not fitting for me to regret my failure 
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to digest my lunch because even though I possess a certain ability to digest food, digesting food 

is not an act, so the ability constraint on fitting regret is not satisfied. 

 But there is more to these relevant abilities than merely being abilities to act. Contrast 

WKH�DELOLWLHV�RI�'DYLG�WKH�GRFWRU�DQG�&KDUOLH�WKH�FKHI��5HPRYLQJ�D�SDWLHQW¶V�WXPRU�DQG�VDYLQJ�KHU�

life is a live option for David in a way that it is not for Charlie because David is able to perform 

the surgery in a way that Charlie is not; David has the general know-how and necessary 

FRRUGLQDWLRQ�WR�GLDJQRVH�WKH�SDWLHQW¶V�WXPRU�DQG�UHPRYH�LW�ZKLOH�&KDUOLH�GRHV�QRW��,Q�RWKHU�

words, David has the general ability to diagnose and remove tumors from patients while Charlie 

does not. General abilities reflect internal features of agents, and they typically involve both a 

mental and physical component of the agent: know-how, along with the physical strength and 

coordination to carry out that know-how.8 Charlie might wildly guess that the patient has a tumor 

DQG�JHW�H[WUHPHO\�OXFN\�ZKLOH�ZLHOGLQJ�D�NLWFKHQ�NQLIH�DQG�VXFFHVVIXOO\�FXW�RXW�WKH�SDWLHQW¶V�

tumor, but he lacks the general ability to perform the surgery, and it would not be fitting for 

Charlie to regret having failed to remove the SDWLHQW¶V�WXPRU�LQ�WKH�HYHQW�WKDW�KH�IDLOHG�WR�DFW��

Expanding upon the case of Charlie and David, the proposed account holds that the abilities that 

constrain our live options and agentially-loaded regret include general abilities to perform the 

relevant acts.9 

0\�UHILQHG�SURSRVDO�VWLOO�UHTXLUHV�DQRWKHU�LQJUHGLHQW��6XSSRVH�QRQH�RI�'DYLG¶V�SDWLHQWV�

have tumors. Treating patients by removing their tumors then no longer seems like a live option 

 
8 I am using a loose sensH�RI�µNQRZV¶�LQ�VD\LQJ�VRPHRQH�NQRZV�KRZ�WR�GR�VRPHWKLQJ��'DYLG�
might not be able to explain each movement of his muscles, but he still has the relevant know-
how if, for instance, he can reliably remove tumors from patients. See, e.g., Clarke 2010. 
9 There is a potential complication: even though Charlie currently lacks the general ability to 
diagnose and treat patients, he might have been able to go to medical school earlier in his life, 
which would have enabled him to know how to perform surgery by now. I will address this 
complication shortly. 
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for David even though he has the general ability to remove tumors. What David lacks is the 

opportunity to exercise his general ability to remove tumors, though he still presumably 

possesses the opportunity to provide other clinical care for his patients. It would be ill-fitting for 

David to regret failing to remove tumors if there were no tumors to remove. If David regained 

the opportunity to remove tumors because a new patient with cancer walked into the hospital, 

then diagnosing and removing tumors would return as a live option for him. Hence, agentially-

loaded regret for failing to perform an act also requires possessing the opportunity to exercise the 

relevant general ability. 

These opportunities have to be robust in order to count as genuine opportunities. We can 

cash out the robustness of these opportunities in terms of accessible worlds: an opportunity is 

robust just in case there is a sufficiently accessible world in which the agent succeeds in doing 

the thing in question.10 To get an intuitive picture of when a world is accessible in the relevant 

sense, consider tKH�IROORZLQJ�SDLU�RI�FDVHV��)RU�WKH�ILUVW�FDVH��VXSSRVH�'DYLG¶V�KRVSLWDO�LV�WKH�

only hospital around, and he has no patients to treat. There technically could be a world in which 

cancer patients are flown in from several states away, but such a world is not an accessible world 

since David lacks control over having patients transferred from far away. Hence, he lacks a 

robust opportunity to diagnose and remove tumors, and it would not be fitting for him to regret 

his failure to remove them. In contrast, consiGHU�D�VHFRQG�FDVH��VXSSRVH�WKDW�'DYLG¶V�KRVSLWDO�

lacks any patients with tumors, but David also has an affiliated practice that does have patients 

he is authorized to treat. In such a case there are accessible worlds in which David travels to the 

practice and removes tumors from the patients there. Hence, if David in fact failed to go to the 

 
10 Worlds can be thought of as accessible from other worlds or as accessible for agents. I remain 
neutral on this debate. For further discussions of accessible worlds, and in particular for 
discussions of worlds being accessible to agents, see Fischer and Todd 2016 and Lehrer 1976. 
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practice and treat those patients, and if he regretted this failure, he would satisfy the ability 

requirement for his regret to be fitting (although there still are other requirements for regret to be 

fitting). 

In the abilities literature, it is common to distinguish between general abilities and, in 

particular, specific abilities.11 Roughly, specific abilities consist of general abilities and the 

opportunity to exercise those general abilities. Thus, another way of describing my proposal thus 

far is to say that the relevant non-doings concern actions that we had the specific ability to do but 

failed to do. Historically, the distinction between specific and general abilities (and other related 

distinctions between different types of abilities), as well as the distinction between ability and 

opportunity, have been made as part of the free will debate12 and as part of analyses of 

omissions.13 I remain neutral about the free will debate here. It is orthogonal to the project of this 

paper whether, for example, the ability necessary for moral responsibility includes the specific 

ability to do otherwise rather than the general ability to do otherwise, whether moral 

responsibility even requires the ability to do otherwise, and whether possessing unexercised 

specific abilities is compatible with determinism. 14 Thus, I feel that I can develop my ability-

 
11 For discussions of this distinction, see Mele 2003 and Clarke 2015. Vihvelin 2013b 
distinguishes between narrow and wide abilities, which are similar to general and specific 
abilities, respectively. 
12 In particular, philosophers in the free will debate have discussed what exactly having the 
ability to do otherwise amounts to. For instance, Vihvelin 2013b distinguished between the 
narrow ability to do otherwise and the wide ability to do otherwise, and Mele 2003 discusses 
different types of abilities that are relevant to libertarians and compatibilists. 
13 For example, Zimmerman 1981 and Gorr 1979 both hold that an agent omits to do something 
only if she had the general ability and opportunity to do it. 
14 There is an interesting implication of the proposed ability-based view with respect to regret 
and the ability to do otherwise: regret for failing to ĳ is fitting only if one was able to ĳ, and 
being able to ĳ when one failed to ĳ requires that one is able to act otherwise, so regret for 
failing to ĳ�is fitting only if one was able to do otherwise. Based on other theoretical 
commitments, I think LW�PLJKW�EH�SRVVLEOH�IRU�LW�WR�EH�ILWWLQJ�WR�UHJUHW�KDYLQJ�ĳ-ed even if one is 
not able to do otherwise. If correct, this constitutes an asymmetry between acts and non-doings 
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based account of the fittingness of regret for non-doings while remaining neutral on the major 

free will debates. (I have already explained above that I am also remaining neutral on the 

relevant debates concerning the nature of omissions as a metaphysical concept.) 

Important questions arise for my ability-based constraint on the fittingness of regret. 

Charlie the chef regrets his failure to become a doctor and perform life-saving surgeries. As 

things currently stand, his culinary training has consumed all of his spare time, so he does not 

currently have the know-how or skill to perform surgery. However, he would have gained the 

necessary skills if he had made the decision earlier in his life to attend medical school and 

undergo a residency in surgery. Is or was performing a life-saving surgery a live option for 

Charlie, and could it be fitting for him to regret not performing that surgery given that he is 

currently unable to perform it? Similarly, I am currently unable to save someone via CPR 

because I do not know how to perform CPR, but if I had taken a CPR course over the weekend, I 

would now be able to save someone via CPR. Is saving someone now by performing CPR a live 

option for me? More broadly, do our live options include things that we are unable to do but 

would have been able to do if we had lived our lives differently, and is it possible to fittingly 

regret such failures to act? 

+HUH��LW�LV�XVHIXO�WR�LQWURGXFH�VRPH�IXUWKHU�GLVWLQFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�ZKDW�,�ZLOO�FDOO�µORFDO¶�

DQG�µQRQ-ORFDO¶�RSSRUWXQLW\�FRVWV�DQG�µGLUHFW¶�DQG�µGHULYDWLYH¶�DELOLWLHV��$�GLUHFW�DELOLW\�LV�WKH�

general ability plus the corresponding opportunity to do something at a particular moment given 

 
with respect to fitting regret and the ability to do otherwise. In Chapter 2 of this dissertation and 
its associate article Metz 2020, I defend and explore the implications of a related asymmetry 
between acts and non-doings: moral responsibility for failing to ĳ�requires the ability to do 
otherwise in that it requires the ability to ĳ, but moral responsibility for ĳ-ing requires the ability 
to ĳ but does not require the ability to do otherwise. This chapter, though, is about the fittingness 
of regret for non-doings, so I do not consider fitting regret for acts further here. 
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the way things actually are. A local opportunity cost is the direct cost that arises when an agent 

lacks the direct ability to do something at the present time because of her other behavior. A 

student is directly able to study for her exam, and she is directly able to write her paper, but she 

is not directly able to do both at the same time. Hence, by studying for her exam, she thereby 

incurs the local opportunity cost of no longer being directly able to write her paper at that time. 

A derivative ability is the ability that arises when an agent lacks the direct ability to do 

something, but she would have had the direct ability to do it if she had behaved differently earlier 

on in a way that she was directly able to behave. For example, Lucy the lawyer has the derivative 

ability to sculpt a vase if attending art school would have given her the direct ability to sculpt 

vases and if she was directly able to attend art school earlier in her life. A non-local opportunity 

cost is the derivative cost that arises when an agent lacks the direct ability to do something at a 

later time because of her earlier behavior. By attending law school, Lucy incurs the non-local 

opportunity cost of not being directly able to sculpt vases at a later point in her life. 

These distinctions help us address the earlier questions about live options: doing 

something is a live option only if we possess the direct or derivative specific ability to do it. 

Hence, ending world poverty is not a live option for Lucy the lawyer: there is nothing that she is 

directly able to do now that would end it, and she is not derivatively able to end it because there 

was not anything she was directly able to do earlier on in her life that would have resulted in her 

later ending world poverty. In contrast, Charlie the chef is not directly able to perform surgery 

right now, but he is derivatively able to do so as long as he was directly able to obtain the 

necessary traLQLQJ�HDUOLHU�RQ�LQ�KLV�OLIH��$V�IDU�DV�&KDUOLH¶V�DELOLWLHV�DUH�FRQFHUQHG��WKHUHIRUH��

performing surgery is a live option for him. 
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Note, however, that the ability constraint on our live options and on the fittingness of 

agentially-loaded regret is only a necessary condition, not a sufficient condition: there are other 

constraints on the fittingness of this regret. One other important constraint is epistemic: it is not 

fitting for an agent to feel regret for failing to do something that he had no reasonable way of 

learning how to do or even finding out that he was able to do. Consider two variations on Charlie 

and his failure to perform surgery. Suppose the only path that would have led Charlie through 

medical school would have required him to befriend a particular classmate in kindergarten whose 

parents were doctors and would have written him a strong enough letter of recommendation to be 

accepted into medical school. By befriending a different child instead, Charlie incurred the non-

local opportunity cost of later being unable to attend medical school, but he had no reasonable 

way of knowing this would happen. In such a case, Charlie is derivatively able to attend medical 

school and subsequently perform surgery, but it still would not be fitting for Charlie to regret his 

failure to perform his surgery because the epistemic condition has not been satisfied. In contrast, 

VXSSRVH�LQVWHDG�WKDW�HYHU\RQH�LQ�&KDUOLH¶V�LPPHGLDWH�IDPLO\�LV�D�VXUJHRQ�DQG�&KDUOLH�WXUQHG�

down multiple scholarship offers to medical school. Charlie could easily understand that 

undergoing culinary training would preclude him from becoming a surgeon. In this second case 

it might be fitting for Charlie to look back at his life and regret that he is not performing surgery. 

Perhaps other constraints on the fittingness of regret could rule this out, but as far as the ability 

constraint and the epistemic constraint on the fittingness of agentially-loaded regret are 

concerned, Charlie is eligible to fittingly regret his failure to perform surgery. 

In summary, my refined account holds that our live options and the fittingness of 

agentially-loaded regret are constrained heavily by our abilities. In particular, fitting regret for 

having failed to perform some act requires that the agent possessed the direct or derivative ability 
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to perform that act. These direct or derivative abilities must be specific abilities, which requires 

that the agent possessed both the general ability to perform the relevant act and the opportunity 

to exercise that general ability. Finally, fitting regret also has other requirements, such as the 

epistemic constraint. Note, though, that these other requirements are also often ability-based, 

and, for instance, satisfying the epistemic constraint will often require knowledge or awareness 

RI�ZKDW�RQH¶V�GLUHFW�DQG�GHULYDWLYH�DELOLWLHV�DUH� 

IV. Applications and Virtues of the Account 

With this ability-based account in place, we can now consider further applications of the 

account to some trickier cases. Consider the difference between the following two cases: 

Fear: Frances sees a child drowning in a lake in front of her. She has the requisite 
physical tools to swim and save the child, but she is afraid of swimming, and it 
would be difficult for her to overcome this fear to continue swimming and rescue 
the child. She fails to rescue the child. 
 
Phobia: Phoebe sees a child drowning in a lake. She also is physically able to 
swim and rescue the child. However, she is not just afraid of swimming; she has a 
full-on phobia and would panic as soon as she entered the water and immediately 
swim back to the shore. She also fails to rescue the child. 
 

Both Frances and Phoebe clearly have the physical ability and opportunity to save the child, but 

it is less clear whether they have the mental ability to decide to continue swimming if they were 

to jump into the water, so it is unclear whether they are able to save the child in a way that 

permits agentially-loaded regret for having failed to do so. To gain clarity, consider the 

respective paths that would have led to them saving the child. For Frances, the path to saving the 

child involves deciding to jump in, overcoming her fear of swimming, and swimming out and 

completing the rescue. If she is able to overcome her fear, then she is derivatively able to save 

WKH�FKLOG��$VVXPLQJ�)UDQFHV¶�IHDU�LV�DQ�RUGLQDU\�IHDU�WKDW�UDLVHV�D�EDUULHU�± but not an 

insurmountable one ± to her continuing to swim, she is able to continue swimming, and she 



 29 

WKHUHIRUH�LV�GHULYDWLYHO\�DEOH�WR�VDYH�WKH�FKLOG��+HQFH��DV�IDU�DV�)UDQFHV¶�abilities are concerned, 

VKH�FRXOG�ILWWLQJO\�UHJUHW�KDYLQJ�IDLOHG�WR�VDYH�WKH�FKLOG��3KRHEH¶V�SDWK�WR�VDYLQJ�WKH�FKLOG�

involves deciding to jump into the water, overcoming her phobia, and swimming out and 

completing the rescue. Phobias go beyond regular fears in limiting what agents are able to do, 

DQG�LI�3KRHEH¶V�SKRELD�LQHYLWDEO\�ZRXOG�FDXVH�KHU�WR�SDQLF�DQG�UHWXUQ�WR�VKRUH��WKHQ�3KRHEH�LV�

not directly or derivatively able to save the child. Hence, it would not be fitting for Phoebe to 

regret having failed to save the child. 

There could be an intermediate case between Frances and Phoebe in which an agent 

would have to overcome a very strong fear to complete the rescue. If there are only a handful of 

very specific circumstances in which she would overcome that fear ± say, when she felt 

extremely confident right after having been promoted earlier that day ± it is not clear that she 

SRVVHVVHV�WKH�JHQHUDO�DELOLW\�WR�FRPSOHWH�WKH�UHVFXH��2XU�XQFHUWDLQW\�DERXW�WKH�DJHQW¶V�DELOLW\�

tracks our uncertainty about whether it would be fitting for her to feel agentially-loaded regret 

for having failed to save the child, assuming the other conditions for fitting regret had been met. 

If we clarify that she possesses a more robust ability to overcome her fear, it becomes 

correspondingly clearer that such regret would be fitting, assuming the other conditions for 

fitting regret have been met. More broadly, the proposed account implies that there will be such a 

gray area: in cases in which it is unclear whether the agent was able to perform an act, it will be 

unclear whether it would be ill-fitting for her to regret that failure. Having such a gray area is a 

virtue of the account, not a shortcoming; these ambiguous abilities correspond to our ambivalent 

intuitions about whether such regret is ill-fitting. 

An additional feature of the proposed ability-based account arises when considering some 

therapeutic treatments of regret from clinical psychology and our ordinary practices. The 
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proposed account holds that regret is ill-fitting if the agent lacked the ability or awareness of her 

ability to perform the relevant act that she failed to perform. Some treatments from clinical 

psychology and ordinary practice work to remove regret by making it clear that either the agent 

was unable to perform the relevant act or she blamelessly lacked sufficient awareness of it. 

Hence, one upshot of the proposed account is that it might be reasonable to expect that by 

appeals to such treatments, we will be able to approach such a state where we do not experience 

ill-fitting regret. 

For example, consider survivor guilt. Survivor guilt is a symptom of post-traumatic stress 

disorder and occurs when someone survives a tragedy while others do not, as in combat 

situations, natural disasters, cancer support groups, and even widespread employee layoffs. It 

LQYROYHV�IHHOLQJ�WKDW�RQH�VXUYLYHG�ZKHQ�RWKHU�SHRSOH�³VKRXOG´�KDYH�VXUYLYHG�LQVWHDG�DQG�IHHOLQJ�

that one is thereby culpable for the harm that befell the others (see, e.g., Kubany and Ralston 

2006). These feelings are often accompanied by the thought that one could have saved those 

other people if one had, say, behaved differently or switched places with the person who was in 

fact harmed. Guilt is a different emotion than regret, but survivor guilt involves a key element of 

agentially-loaded regret since it involves regretting that one did not pursue other options that 

would have helped or minimized harm to those other people. The proposed account holds that 

the agentially-loaded regret involved in survivor guilt is often irrational or ill-fitting, especially 

when the survivor lacked the ability to save the other people or lacked sufficient knowledge of 

how to save them. In practice, one recommended cognitive therapy treatment for patients 

experiencing survivor guilt has clinical psychologists help patients realize that they lacked 

enough information during the traumatic incident to prevent the harm, even if they later 

discovered what else they were able to do. This accords with the proposed epistemic condition 
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on the fittingness of agentially-loaded regret: regret is ill-fitting if the agent was blamelessly and 

insufficiently aware of her abilities. It is also noteworthy that this proposed therapy is cognitive: 

³>U@DWKHU�WKDQ�IRFXVLQJ�SULPDULO\�RQ�HUDGLFDWLRQ�RI�Paladaptive, automatic thoughts, [clinicians 

are encouraged to] focus on correcting thinking errors that lead trauma survivors to distort their 

UROH�LQ�WKH�WUDXPD´��.XEDQ\�DQG�0DQNH������������7KLV�DFFRUGV�ZLWK�WKH�SURSRVHG�DELOLW\-

constraint on the fittingQHVV�RI�UHJUHW��RQH�VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG�ZD\�WR�FODULI\�RQH¶V�OLPLWHG�DJHQWLDO�

role in the trauma is to identify that one was unable to prevent it, which makes the regret ill-

fitting according to the proposed account. Two clinical trials15 implementing such cognitive 

treatment along with broader cognitive therapy of survivor guilt for battered women suffering 

guilt-UHODWHG�376'�³UHVXOWHG�LQ�TXLWH�VLJQLILFDQW�UHGXFWLRQV�LQ�JXLOW´��.XEDQ\�DQG�5DOVWRQ�������

269). The reductions in survivor guilt likely coincided with lower levels of associated agentially-

loaded regret, and such regret is ill-fitting according to the proposed account, which together 

suggest that such therapies might reasonably be expected to help remove ill-fitting regret.  

In non-clinical and more day-to-day settings, agentially-loaded regret for our non-doings 

often lessens during situations in which we realize that doing the thing that we failed to do was 

not a live option for us. Students feel better about failing to finish their math homework if it turns 

out that the instructor made a typo and the assigned proof was impossible to complete.16 

Similarly, a surgeon would presumably feel better about declining to perform a surgery on a 

particularly risky patient if it turns out that her hands shake slightly too much for her to have 

been able to complete the surgery successfully; regret for having failed to treat the patient is ill-

 
15 See Kubany, Hill, and Owens 2003 and Kubany et al. 2004. 
16 We might lament that we were unable to complete an impossible proof, but such frustration is 
not the agentially-loaded regret at issue here. If an agent genuinely experiences agentially-loaded 
regret for having failed to do the impossible, such regret is not fitting. 
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fitting since she was unable to treat him successfully. Thus, the success of these clinical and 

more ordinary treatments of regret suggests that such therapies might reasonably be expected to 

help remove ill-fitting regret. 

Another potential virtue of the proposed account is that it plausibly scales to capture the 

regret for the non-doings of collective entities, if such entities exist. For instance, a school 

GLVWULFW�FDQ�IDLO�WR�SURYLGH�D�JRRG�HGXFDWLRQ�WR�LWV�VWXGHQWV�ZKHQ�LW�ZDV�³DEOH´�WR�GR�VR��D�FRXQWU\�

FDQ�IDLO�WR�HOHFW�D�FHUWDLQ�SROLWLFDO�FDQGLGDWH�ZKHQ�LW�ZDV�³DEOH´�WR�HOHFW�KHU��DQG�KXPDQLW\�FDQ�

collectively fail to stRS�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�ZKLOH�EHLQJ�³DEOH´�WR�VWRS�LW��,Q�HDFK�FDVH��RQH�FRXOG�

build an account of collective agency where the collective entity is agentially connected to its 

IDLOXUH�LQ�YLUWXH�RI�LWV�³DELOLW\´�WR�GR�WKH�WKLQJ�LQ�TXHVWLRQ��'HSHQGLQJ�RQ�WKH�UHODWion that on such 

an account exists between the collective entity and the individual members, one could argue that 

the members that constitute the collective entity might fittingly experience regret over that 

failure. But that is a project for another paper (see Chapter 3 of this dissertation for an account of 

responsibility for collective failures to act). 

To close, we can now return to the psychological findings that suggest that many of our 

long-term regrets ± including many of our biggest regrets ± are our non-doings rather than our 

GRLQJV��VHH��H�J���0HGYHF������DQG�QRWH�����:KHQ�UHIOHFWLQJ�RQ�RXU�OLYHV�DV�D�ZKROH��ZH�GRQ¶W�

just think about what we have actually done or achieved in our lives; we also imagine the 

different ways that our lives could have gone, and we thereby feel the force of what our live 

options were. These unactualized live options represent our non-doings that, if actualized, would 

have led us along different paths than the one we took. When we make major decisions, we often 

become painfully aware of which options we are directly closing off at that moment, but we are 

also aware that we are closing off derivative options that we would have had access to in the 
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future. We find it fitting to regret some of these non-doings at least in part because we implicitly 

realize that we were able to pursue these different options. Most of us do not find it fitting to 

regret that we have not won both a Fields Medal and a Pulitzer Prize, for instance, and we 

recognize that such regret would be ill-fitting because winning both awards is not a live option 

for most of us. Instead, we regret the paths not taken that we were able to take. Furthermore, 

closing off options earlier on precludes many future options, especially when we fail to act. 

Recall that our non-doings greatly outnumber our doings, so for every act that we perform, we 

fail to perform many others. Closing each of those other options, in turn, then closes off further 

options in an exponential pattern. For instance, by going to law school, Lucy closes off the 

options of becoming an artist, a surgeon, a baker, a CEO, and many other things. Closing off the 

option to become a surgeon then closes off the option of performing life-saving surgeries later 

on, which, in turn, closes off the option of interacting with those patients later, and so on. This 

ever-expanding cascade of closed-off options consists mostly of our failures to act. Given the 

sheer number of our non-doings, it is hardly surprising that many of our regrets ± including many 

of our biggest long-term regrets ± involve our non-doings. 
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Chapter 2: 
 

Keeping It Simple: Rethinking Abilities and Moral Responsibility1 
 

I. Introduction 

Intuitively, moral responsibility requires that we are in control of what we do. It is natural 

to understand this control in terms of abilities, and this is illustrated by the fact that an increasing 

number of contemporary accounts of moral responsibility are explicitly ability-based.2 Although 

other accounts of the control required for responsibility are not explicitly ability-based, many of 

them still centrally involve abilities. For instance, actual-sequence views of control such as 

)LVFKHU�DQG�5DYL]]D¶V������FDVK�RXW�WKLV�FRQWURO�LQ�WHUPV�RI�UHDVRQV-responsiveness, and in 

particular, the mechanism LVVXLQJ�LQ�WKH�DJHQW¶V�EHKDYLRU�PXVW�EH�UHVSRQVLYH�WR�UHDVRQV�LQ�WKH�

relevant way. Note, though, that this reasons-UHVSRQVLYHQHVV�FUXFLDOO\�GHSHQGV�RQ�WKH�DJHQW¶V�

abilities.3 

Cashing out this control in terms of abilities then leads to two further questions. First, 

what is the scope of the ability requirement: what does responsibility require the ability to do? 

Second, there are a wide variety of abilities, so what types of abilities are required for 

responsibility? To answer the first question, I will set forth what I take to be the best version of 

 
1 This chapter was also published as a journal article ± see Metz 2020. 
2 For recent discussions of ability-based accounts of moral responsibility, see, e.g., Clarke (2015, 
2014, and 1994), Fara 2008, Nelkin and Rickless 2017, Vihvelin (2013a and 2004), and Whittle 
2010. 
3 $FFRUGLQJ�WR�)LVFKHU�DQG�5DYL]]D¶V������PRGHUDWH�UHDVRQs-responsiveness account, morally 
responsible agents, or more precisely, their mechanisms in action, must be strongly receptive to 
UHDVRQV�DQG�ZHDNO\�UHDFWLYH�WR�WKHP��:KHWKHU�DQ�DJHQW¶V�PHFKDQLVP�LQ�DFWLRQ�LV�VXIILFLHQWO\�
receptive to reasons depends on her abilities to recognize and assess her reasons, and whether 
her mechanism is sufficiently reactive to reasons depends on her abilities to choose and act on 
the basis of those reasons. 
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the ability requirement for responsibility, which turns out to involve an asymmetry between 

actions and omissions. Roughly, responsibility for omissions requires the ability to do otherwise 

in that it requires the ability to perform the omitted act, whereas responsibility for actions does 

not require the ability to do otherwise. As for the second question, many ability-based accounts 

KROG�WKDW�WKH�DELOLWLHV�UHTXLUHG�IRU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DUH�VWURQJ�RU�µUREXVW¶�DELOLties, like general and 

intentional abilities. Call these strong abilities views. 

My aim herein is to raise a problem for strong abilities views, and then to propose a 

novel, weak abilities view WKDW�DYRLGV�WKLV�SUREOHP��ZKLOH�VWLOO�FDSWXULQJ�ZKDW¶V�LQWXLWLvely right 

about these views. The problem for strong abilities views is that, as I will argue on the basis of 

examples, an agent can plausibly be morally responsible for an action or omission, despite 

lacking any strong abilities to do the relevant thing. In response to this difficulty, we could 

simply reject ability-based accounts of responsibility; but doing so would require us to also reject 

the highly plausible idea that what we are morally responsible for depends on what we are able 

to do. Alternatively, we could reject the counterexamples, despite how compelling they seem. I 

offer a third response, presenting a novel ability-based view according to which simple abilities ± 

a very weak type of ability ± can satisfy the control condition. 

Call my proposal the simple abilities view. On the view I propose, simple abilities form 

the basis of moral responsibility for both actions and omissions. As we will see, although my 

account holds that a surprisingly weak type of ability forms the basis of responsibility, it can 

nevertheless capture the nuanced ways in which we assign responsibility to agents. To conclude, 

I explore further implications of the proposed view, including some interesting asymmetries 

between actions and omissions with respect both to abilities and responsibility. 

II. The Scope of the Ability Requirement for Moral Responsibility 
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/HW¶V�EHJLQ�ZLWK�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�UHTXLUHV�WKDW�ZH�DUH�DEOH�WR�GR��$�

natural starting point is to consider the ability to do otherwise: various philosophers in the free 

will literature have defended the Principle of Alternative Possibilities, which holds that we are 

only morally responsible for an action or omission if we were able to do otherwise.4 However, 

there is good reason to doubt this principle in cases of action because of so-called Frankfurt 

cases. Such cases, based on Frankfurt 1969, involve agents who are intuitively responsible for 

their actions despite not being able to do otherwise. For instance, Assassin decides to shoot 

Victim, but if Assassin had started to decide not to shoot Victim, a neuroscientist monitoring 

$VVDVVLQ¶V�EUDLQ�ZRXOG�KDYH�PDGH�$VVDVVLQ�GHFLGH�WR�VKRRW�9LFWLP��$V�LW�WXUQV�RXW��$VVDVVLQ�

decides on her own to shoot Victim, and the neuroscientist does not intervene. Although some 

dispute Frankfurt-style action cases, many hold that Assassin is morally responsible for deciding 

to shoot Victim even though Assassin was unable to decide otherwise.5 Frankfurt-style action 

cases arguably show that responsibility for actions does not require the ability to do otherwise. 

Instead, as far as abilities are concerned, all responsibility for actions requires, arguably, is the 

ability to perform the action one actually performed. 

Note that the type of responsibility at issue here is direct, not indirect. This is important 

because scenarios such as, for instance, drunk-driver cases ± in which a driver is morally 

 
4 This includes both classic compatibilists and classical incompatibilists (see, e.g., McKenna and 
Pereboom 2016). I remain neutral on whether the ability to do otherwise is compatible with 
determinism and so remain neutral on the free will debate between compatibilists and 
incompatibilists. 
5 For an overview of Frankfurt-style cases, see McKenna and Pereboom 2016 and Widerker and 
McKenna 2003. For discussions of flickers of freedom objections to these cases, see Fischer 
1994, Naylor 1984, and van Inwagen 1983. For discussions of dilemma-defense objections to 
prior-sign Frankfurt-style cases, see Kane (1996 and 1985) and Widerker (2006 and 1995). For 
discussions of timing-based objections, see Franklin 2011, Ginet (2002 and 1996), and Palmer 
2011. For further discussion of responses to these objections, see, e.g., Fischer 1994, McKenna 
2008, Mele and Robb 1998, and Pereboom (2014 and 2000). 
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responsible for causing harm even though he was unable to avoid doing so, given his drunken 

state ± already show that agents can be indirectly responsible without having the ability to do 

otherwise. Many of the interesting debates about responsibility and the ability to do otherwise 

center on direct responsibility: the interesting (and plausible) contention of Frankfurt cases is 

that agents can be directly responsible for an action without having the ability to do otherwise. 

7KDW�LV��$VVDVVLQ¶V�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�GHFLGLQJ�WR�VKRRW�9LFWLP�GRHV�QRW�WUDFH�EDFN�WR�DQ\�HDUOLHU�

events, despite her inability to decide otherwise.6 

In contrast, responsibility for omissions seems to be more closely connected to the ability 

to do otherwise. To see why, start by considering the following case by Fischer and Ravizza 

1998: 

Sharks: John sees a child drowning in the ocean and decides not to jump into the 
water to save him. As it turns out, there are sharks in the water that would have 
eaten John if he had jumped into the water. 
 

In this case, John does not seem to be responsible for an omission, not saving the child, because 

KH�FRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�GRQH otherwise (i.e., KH�FRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�VDYHG�WKH�FKLOG�� If we alter the case so 

that the sharks are not there to stop John, he then seems responsible for omitting to save the 

child, which suggests that the difference in his ability to perform the omitted act is central to his 

responsibility for his omission. 

Now, there is a complication here. Recall that what is at stake is direct responsibility. 

$QG��\RX�PLJKW�WKLQN�WKDW�WKH�DJHQW¶V�RPLVVLRQ�LQ�D�FDVH�OLNH�Sharks does not involve direct 

responsibility ± for, you might think, we are only directly responsible for our mental acts and 

 
6 7KHUH�LV�DQ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�OLWHUDWXUH�RQ�WUDFLQJ�WKDW�FRQFHUQV�ZKHWKHU�DQG�KRZ�DQ�DJHQW¶V�
responsibility for a later behavior or outcome can be anchored to an earlier decision or behavior. 
Since this paper concerns direct responsibility and tracing involves indirect responsibility, I will 
set tracing accounts aside. For discussion, criticism, and analysis of tracing, see, e.g., Fischer and 
Tognazzini 2009, Khoury 2012, King 2014, Smith 2015, and Vargas 2005. 
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omissions (like decisions and failures to decide), and failing to save the child is not a mental 

omission. Still, the same idea about the ability to do otherwise raised by Sharks arguably also 

DULVHV�IRU�D�FDVH�ZKHUH��LQVWHDG�RI�WKH�VKDUNV��WKHUH�LV�D�QHXURVFLHQWLVW�PRQLWRULQJ�-RKQ¶V�EUDLQ��

The neuroscientist would have intervened earlier than the sharks, by not letting John make the 

decision to jump in. In fact, John omits to decide to save the child, but (given the presence of the 

QHXURVFLHQWLVW��KH�FRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�PDGH�WKDW�GHFLVLRQ��,W�LV�TXLWH�QDWXUDO�WR�WKLQN�WKDW��LI�WKH�

presence of the sharks absolves him of responsibility in Sharks, so does the presence of the 

neuroscientist in this case. If so, this suggests that (unlike direct responsibility for actions), direct 

responsibility for omissions requires the ability to do otherwise ± in that it requires the ability to 

perform the omitted act.7 

Putting these two ability requirements for responsibility together we get the following: 

Ability Requirement for Responsibility: Direct responsibility for an action 
requires that the agent was able to perform that action. Direct responsibility for an 
omission requires that the agent was able to perform the omitted act. 
 

This, it seems to me, is the most plausible version of the ability requirement for responsibility. In 

essence, it holds that being responsible for something requires being able to do the relevant 

thing. In the case of actions, this does not require the ability to do otherwise; it just requires that 

 
7 Some, like Clarke 1994, Frankfurt 1994, and McIntyre 1994 defend the existence of Frankfurt-
style omission cases, in which an agent is supposedly directly responsible for omitting to act 
despite being unable to act. As I argue elsewhere (see, e.g., Chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation 
and their associated articles, Metz (2021a and 2021b)), Frankfurt-style omission cases face 
serious problems. Here are two of them. First, they often conflate actions (like deciding not to do 
something) with omissions (like failing to decide to do something). Second, many such cases 
only involve indirect responsibility for an omission that traces back to direct responsibility for an 
earlier action (such as an agent being blameworthy for omitting to do something that she decided 
not to do ± that is, she is indirectly blameworthy for an omission because of her earlier action of 
deciding). For this paper, though, we are focused only on direct responsibility. For other 
criticisms of such cases and for further discussion, see Fischer 2017, Fischer and Ravizza 1998, 
and Sartorio (2017 and 2005). 
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you were sufficiently able to do what you did. For omissions, it does require the ability to do 

RWKHUZLVH��VLQFH�\RX�GRQ¶W�DFWXDOO\�GR�WKH�WKLQJV�\RX�RPLW�WR�GR��$OWKRXJK�,�KDYH�QRW�RIIHUHG�D�

full defense of the scope of the ability requirement here, I hope to have shown its plausibility. 

With the scope of the ability requirement addressed, we can now turn to the types of abilities 

required for responsibility by distinguishing strong and weak abilities. 

III. Types of Abilities 

General abilities lie at the strong end of the ability spectrum. General abilities reflect the 

internal features of agents and typically involve a combination of mental and physical 

components, such as know-how, along with sufficient physical strength and coordination to carry 

out that know-how (see, e.g., Clarke 2015). Abilities have corresponding opportunities to be 

H[HUFLVHG��ZKLFK�FRQVLVW�RI�H[WHUQDO�IHDWXUHV�UHODWHG�WR�DQ�DJHQW¶V�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��)RU�LQVWDQFH��LQ�

virtue of her strength and training, a lifeguard has the general ability to rescue nearby people 

who are drowning. However, if there are no nearby drowning people in need of rescue, she lacks 

the opportunity to exercise that rescuing ability.8 

Simple abilities lie at the weak end of the ability spectrum; they are about as weak of an 

ability as one can haYH��)ROORZLQJ�0HOH¶V������FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ�RI�VLPSOH�DELOLWLHV��DFWXDOO\�

performing some act A is sufficient for having the simple ability to A. Hence, we always have 

the simple ability to perform any action that we actually perform. For instance, rolling a six with 

a die is sufficient for having the simple ability to roll a six. 

 
8 Another way of saying that an agent has the general ability and opportunity to do something is 
WR�VD\�WKDW�VKH�KDV�WKH�VSHFLILF�DELOLW\�WR�GR�LW��,�WDNH�µVSHFLILF�DELOLW\¶�DQG�µJHQHUDO�DELOLW\�SOXV�
RSSRUWXQLW\¶�WR�EH�LQWHUFKDQJHDEOH��)RU�VLPSOLFLW\¶V�VDNH��ZKHQ�,�GLVFXVV�JHQHUDO�DELOLWLHV��,�ZLOO�
assume that the agent also has the relevant opportunities. 
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Simple abilities to perform omitted acts are a bit more complicated, for we can have the 

simple ability to do something even if we in fact fail to do it. Following Mele, an agent has the 

simple ability to do something that she omits to do just in case she succeeds in performing the 

omitted act in some relevantly similar possible world. For example, I have the simple ability to 

roll a five with a die even if I actually roll a six ± as long as I roll a five in some relevantly 

similar possible world.9 

Putting these points about simple abilities together, we get the following account: 

Simple Abilities: An agent has the simple ability to do something if she actually 
does it, or if there is some relevantly similar possible world in which she does it. 
 

As anticipated, simple abilities are much weaker than general abilities. For an agent can lack the 

general ability to do an unlikely thing yet still possess the simple ability to do it. As another 

example, despite being terrible at soccer and having no general goal-scoring ability, I can still 

have the simple ability to score a goal in a soccer game. 

Simple abilities are also much weaker than intentional abilities ± another typically 

recognized kind of stronger ability.10 It is not immediately obvious how much control over a 

behavior an agent must have in order to have the intentional ability to perform that behavior. 

Nonetheless, it is clear enough that an agent can have the intentional ability to do something yet 

still fail to succeed in doing it when she tries. For example, I have the intentional ability to drive 

to campus even though I might get in an accident en route and thereby fail to reach campus. On 

the other hand, even if I do roll a six with a fair die, I lack the intentional ability to do so, 

 
9 As we will see later on, there are stronger and weaker ways to understand simple abilities in 
omission cases depending on whether the agent would have succeeded or only might have 
succeeded in performing the omitted act. 
10 It is debatable what exactly the connection is between general and intentional abilities, but 
both general abilities and intentional abilities are clearly stronger than simple abilities, and this is 
all we need for our purposes here. 
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because the mechanism by which I roll a six is too unreliable and because my intention plays no 

causal role in which number I roll. 

Now that we have both clarified the ability requirement for responsibility and 

distinguished weak abilities (like simple abilities) from strong abilities (like general and 

intentional abilities), we can raise the apparent counterexamples to strong abilities views. 

IV. Problematic Cases for Strong Abilities Views 

With the notable exception of Mele 2003, it has widely been assumed that general or 

intentional abilities are the abilities necessary for responsibility for actions and omissions.11 Call 

these strong ability views. Despite this widespread assumption of the necessity of strong abilities, 

agents can plausibly be morally responsible for an action or omission, without possessing the 

relevant general or intentional abilities. 

a. Action Cases 

/HW¶V�VWDUW�ZLWK�DFWLRQV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�VWURQJ�DELOLWLHV�YLHZ��GLUHFW�UHVSRQVLEility for an 

action requires that the agent possessed the relevant general or intentional ability to perform that 

action. Consider, though, the following case, inspired by one raised in Mele 2003: 

Button: A button is attached to a machine in front of Bertrand. The machine has a 
complicated internal mechanism that, if properly aligned, will kill someone when 
the button is pressed. Bertrand does not understand the nuances of the mechanism, 
but he knows that the machine unreliably kills people about 1 out of 1,000 times 
when the button is pressed. Despite its offering no benefit to him, Bertrand 

 
11 See, e.g., the references in footnote 2, especially Nelkin and Rickless 2017 and Vihvelin 
2013a. Cyr and Swenson 2019 argue that possessing the general ability to do otherwise is not 
necessary for moral responsibility, but the general ability to do otherwise is importantly different 
from the general ability to perform an action. Cyr and Swenson briefly consider ± but remain 
neutral on ± the claim that general abilities are unnecessary for moral responsibility. My paper 
defends that claim. As part of their consideration of that claim, Cyr and Swenson discuss a case 
in which someone is morally responsible for winning a lottery despite lacking the general ability 
to do so, but it is not clear that winning the lottery is an act, and so it is not clear that their case is 
one in which an agent is directly responsible for performing an act while lacking the general 
ability to perform it. 
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presses the button. As it turns out, the machine was aligned in such a way that his 
button-pressing kills someone.12 
 

Bertrand lacks the general or intentional ability to kill the other person: the mechanism by which 

Bertrand kills the person is too unreliable and the frequency of killing people by pressing the 

button is too low.13 Still, Bertrand plays an agential role in the death, and Bertrand clearly seems 

to be responsible for killing the person. If this intuition is correct, then Bertrand satisfies the 

ability condition for moral responsibility for an action, even though he had neither the intentional 

ability nor the general ability to perform that action. Bertrand instead only possessed the simple 

ability to kill someone. Thus, Button is a case in which an agent is intuitively responsible for an 

action despite lacking the general or intentional ability to perform it, making it an apparent 

counterexample to strong abilities views. 

Defenders of strong abilities views appear to have a response to cases like this. Recall 

that the responsibility at issue is direct, not indirect. And, arguably, we can only be directly 

responsible for basic actions and omissions. Strong abilities theorists could thereby object to 

Button RQ�WKH�JURXQGV�WKDW�%HUWUDQG¶V�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�NLOOLQJ�DQRWKHr person indirectly derives 

from his basic act of deciding to press the button, assuming that he had the intentional or general 

 
12 0HOH¶V�������������FDVH�LQYROYHV�DQ�DJHQW�ZKR�YRWHV�IRU�D�FDQGLGDWH�E\�XVLQJ�DQ�
indeterministic device. I feel that the indeterminism of the case is not necessary for the point I 
ZDQW�WR�PDNH��DQG�LW�FRPSOLFDWHV�HYDOXDWLQJ�WKH�UHOHYDQW�µZRXOG¶�FRXQWHrfactuals in similar 
omission cases, which is important for my later account of responsibility for omissions. Button 
involves responsibility without the relevant intentional abilities, but it does not require any 
indeterminism and thereby avoids the ensuing complications that indeterminism raises. 
13 I take it that unreliable mechanisms with low frequencies of success are sufficient to preclude 
having the intentional or general ability to do something. What counts as a sufficiently low 
frequency depends on the ability in question; an all-star baseball player might only hit about 30% 
of curveballs while still having the intentional ability to hit curve balls, but a player who only 
hits about 0.003% of curveballs clearly lacks the intentional ability to hit them. I leave it open 
whether there are other factors that can preclude having intentional or general abilities. 
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ability to decide to press the button even if he only had the simple ability to kill someone by 

pressing it. 

In reply, first note that mental abilities get messy: intuitions about mental abilities are far 

less clear than corresponding intuitions about bodily abilities. Hence, bodily cases like Button 

are still worth considering since they can help us identify the structure that would form 

counterexamples to the claim that intentional and general abilities are necessary for 

responsibility. And, even if we grant that we can only be directly responsible for our basic 

mental acts and omissions, there still are analogs to Button that only involve basic mental acts 

(where the bodily cases can help us see the structure the parallel mental cases must take): 

Decision: There is a button in front of David that he knows will electrically shock 
someone if pressed. David will not press this button unless he thinks about how 
satisfying it is to press a clicky button. Even if he considers the fun of clicking 
buttons, he will only infrequently ± less than 1% of the time ± decide to press the 
button in front of him. Nonetheless, the fun of clicking buttons occurs to David ± 
he suddenly remembers someone loudly clicking an elevator button earlier in the 
day ± and without further thought, he decides to press the button and presses it. 
 
It seems that David can be directly responsible for the basic mental action of deciding to 

press the button, yet he did not possess the general or intentional ability to decide to press the 

EXWWRQ��/HW¶V�H[DPLQH�ZK\��$V�PHQWLRQHG�LQ�WKH�SUHYLRXV�VHFWLRQ��LW�LV�QRW�LPPHGLDWHO\�REYLRXV�

what exactly is required to possess an intentional ability. For bodily actions, an unreliable 

mechanism with a low probability of success seems sufficient to preclude having the relevant 

intentional ability. Hence, I intuitively only have the simple ability to kick a moving soccer ball 

toward the goal if, for example, I only do so less than 1% of the time I try to and there is a lot of 

luck that my feet happen to line up in such a way that the ball moves in the direction I want it to 

when I succeed. Nonetheless, there clearly still is an action here and some clear amount of 

control that I exercised: I moved my feet toward the ball on purpose, and even though I did not 
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know how to angle my feet, I moved my feet in a certain pattern in a way that importantly does 

not resemble a seizure, muscle spasm, or unconscious reflex. 

Corresponding intuitions about mental actions seem murkier, but this should not be 

surprising given the complications involved in assessing mental control. In practice, most 

decisions to do one thing rather than another do not involve extensive weighing and assessing of 

comparative reasons. Rather, we often decide in accordance with certain thoughts or 

considerations, but there can be luck about which considerations come to mind or occur to us. 

For example, I might see an advertisement that triggers a memory that I am out of breakfast food 

for the next morning, and immediately make up my mind to go grocery shopping. There is 

chance involved in whether I saw that ad, and had I seen a different ad (or had I not seen any ads 

at all), I would not have decided to go to the grocery store that day. Nevertheless, that decision is 

still a mental action. 

In Decision, there is chance in whether thoughts of clicky buttons occur to David, and 

even when they do, he only unreliably decides to press the button. His decision, though, is still a 

mental action. Deciding to press the button is not something that merely happens to David; no 

one is intervening in his brain; and he is not deciding on the basis of having a seizure. Rather, 

deciding to press the button is something that he does and plays an agential role in bringing out. 

Nonetheless, arguably, there is too much chance involved for him to have the intentional ability 

to decide to press the button.14 

 
14 Also, there is an important difference between an action being intentional in an action-
theoretic sense and an action being the result of an intentional ability. Some, like Davidson (1963 
and 1971) and Ginet 2004, hold that all basic mental acts are intentional, at least under some 
description, in an action-theoretic sense. For instance, although it has proved difficult to specify 
what exactly makHV�DQ�DFWLRQ�LQWHQWLRQDO��VHH��H�J���:LOVRQ�DQG�6KSDOO��������'DYLG¶V�GHFLVLRQ�
SODXVLEO\�LV�FDXVHG�E\�KLV�UHDVRQV�µLQ�WKH�ULJKW�ZD\¶��VHH��H�J���'DYLGVRQ�������DQG�FRXOG�EH�SDUW�
of a plan (see, e.g., Bratman 1984). If these action-theorists are right, then Decision involves an 
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To further clarify the concept of performing mental actions without having the relevant 

intentional abilities, consider unlikely split-second decisions people make during times of crisis. 

Suppose someone sees a child fall onto subway tracks and makes a split-second decision to 

rescue him. If the rescuer had stopped to appreciate the dangers to herself in doing so, she would 

have decided not to risk it; the only way for her to act was to make a split-second decision. Still, 

the child on the tracks reminded the rescuer of her son, who wears the same type of red jacket. 

/HW¶V�VXSSRVH��WKRXJK��WKDW�VHHLQJ�WKH�UHG�MDFNHW�VWLOO�ZLOO�RQO\�LQIUHTXHQWO\�OHDG�WKH�UHVFXHU�WR�

act. In fact, the rescuer sees the red jacket, decides to dive onto the tracks, and heroically saves 

the child. Because of the chance in whether the child was wearing that red jacket and the low 

frequency in which seeing the red jacket would lead the rescuer to act, she arguably lacks the 

intentional ability to decide to rescue the child. However, she does rescue the child and seems 

morally responsible for doing so. If she can be directly responsible for her basic mental acts, then 

it seems that she can be directly responsible for her split-second decision despite only possessing 

the simple ability to make it.15 

b. Omission Cases 

These problematic cases of responsibility without corresponding strong abilities also arise 

for omissions. Recall that according to the Ability Requirement for Direct Responsibility, 

direct moral responsibility for omitting to perform an act requires the ability to perform that 

omitted act. The following cases seem to involve agents who possess the simple ability to 

perform the omitted act, but lack the relevant intentional and general abilities. 

 
LQWHQWLRQDO�DFWLRQ��+RZHYHU��'DYLG¶V�GHFLVLRQ�EHLQJ�LQWHQWLRQDO�LQ�WKLV�DFWLRQ-theoretic sense is 
still compatible with him only possessing the simple ability to decide to press the button. 
15 As is often the case, praise is more complicated than blame, so for simplicity I will focus on 
cases of blame for the rest of this paper. 
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Consider the following omission case: 

Omitted Button-Pressing: A button is attached to a machine in front of Otto. 
The machine has a complicated internal mechanism that, if properly aligned, will 
VDYH�VRPHRQH¶V�OLIH�ZKHQ�WKH�EXWWRQ�LV�SUHVVHG��2WWR�GRHV�QRW�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�
nuances of the mechanism, but he knows that it unreliably saves people when the 
button is pressed ± about 1 out of every 1,000 times. Although it would take little 
time or effort to press the button, Otto does not press the button out of laziness. 
As it turns out, the machine was properly aligned such that Otto would have saved 
a life if he had pressed the button. 
 

Given how unreliably button-pressing saves lives, Otto lacks the intentional and general ability 

WR�VDYH�VRPHRQH¶V�OLIH�E\�SUHVVLQJ�WKH�EXWWRQ��1RQHWKHOHVV��2WWR�VHHPV�PRUDOO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�

failing to save the person. We therefore have an omission for which an agent is intuitively 

morally responsible, yet there is only a simple ability to ground this attribution of responsibility.  

Again, for those who hold that we can only be directly responsible for basic mental acts 

and omissions, there are similar omission cases that only involve basic mental omissions. Here is 

one such case: 

Omitted Decision: Owen is deliberating whether to press a button that he knows 
will save someone. He will only press the button if he considers certain reasons, 
LQFOXGLQJ�D�SDUWLFXODU�IRUPXODWLRQ�RI�.DQW¶V�FDWHJRULFDO�LPSHUDWLYH��+RZHYHU��
considering such reasons would only infrequently lead him to decide to press the 
button. On this particular occasion it is the case that, if he had considered these 
reasons, he would have decided to press the button. In fact, however, Owen fails 
to consider these reasons and fails to decide to press the button.  
 

2ZHQ¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�GHFLGH�WR�SUHVV�WKH�EXWWRQ�LV�DQ�RPLVVLRQ�WR�SHUIRUP�D�EDVLF�PHQWDO�DFW��DQG�KH�

is plausibly responsible for this omission despite lacking the relevant intentional and general 

abilities. His omitting to decide is not the result of a seizure, spasm, or unconscious reflex, and 

instead reflects his agency. Since Omitted Decision only involves direct responsibility for a 

basic mental omission, we avoid the worry that the relevant responsibility might be indirect. 

Thus, we have cases in which the agents seem to be directly morally responsible for 

actions or for omissions, yet these agents lack the relevant general and intentional abilities. 
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Strong abilities views, if correct, should rule out the possibility of such cases. Therefore, strong 

abilities views have a problem. 

We are now at a crossroads with three options. First, since the extant ability views are 

strong abilities views, we can reject ability-based views of responsibility altogether. Although 

this is a possibility, it would also be a drastic step and would go against the highly plausible 

thought that what we are responsible for crucially depends on what we are able to do. Second, 

we can reject the apparent counterexamples. This also bears a heavy cost since ± as I hope to 

have established here ± the intuitions of responsibility in these cases are persuasive. Third, we 

can reconcile ability-based views with these examples. This is the option this paper pursues. We 

can preserve an ability-based account of responsibility, even if we are convinced by these cases, 

by weakening the ability requirement. In particular, I defend a simple abilities view. 

V. The Proposal: Simple Abilities and Layers of Responsibility 

The proposed simple abilities view applies to both actions and omissions and has two 

components. First, the abilities necessary to satisfy the ability condition for direct responsibility 

are simple rather than general or intentional. Weakening the ability requirement this way allows 

us to accommodate the otherwise-problematic cases. Second, WKHUH�DUH�GLIIHUHQW�µOD\HUV¶�RI�

responsibility that correspond with stronger abilities, which will allow us to make sense of the 

intuitive importance of general and intentional abilities. 

a. Actions 

/HW¶V�EHJLQ�ZLWK�DFWLRQV��7KH�ILUVW�FRPSRQHQW�KROGV�WKDW�DV far as abilities are concerned, 

direct moral responsibility for an action only requires having the simple ability to perform that 

action. Reconsider Button: Bertrand only possesses the simple ability to kill someone, yet he 

still seems blameworthy for doing so. The simple abilities view can account for this: Bertrand 
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still exercises the simple ability to kill someone, so he satisfies the ability requirement for 

responsibility. Similarly, it can account for the intuitions that David is blameworthy for his 

mental action in Decision since he exercised the simple ability to make that decision. 

Other criteria must still be met, though, for an agent to be responsible for an action. One 

important criterion is the epistemic requirement for responsibility, which requires, roughly, that 

the agent possess some relevant understanding of what she is doing when she acts or omits to 

act.16 A young child, for instance, is not blameworthy for stealing a toy since she lacks the 

understanding that stealing is wrong. As far as the ability requirement for responsibility is 

concerned, though, cases like Button and Decision show that simple abilities can suffice. 

Yet, we face what seems to be a problem: even if simple abilities alone can satisfy the 

ability requirement, intentional abilities and general abilities are still intuitively important for 

moral responsibility. The second component of the simple abilities view addresses this concern: 

WKHUH�DUH�PXOWLSOH�µOD\HUV¶�RI�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��ZKLFK�FRUUHVSRQG�WR�WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI�WKH�UHOHvant 

ability that the agent in question exercised in performing the relevant act. Assuming the other 

FRQGLWLRQV�IRU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�KDYH�EHHQ�PHW��WKH�µIRXQGDWLRQDO¶�RU�µEDVH�OD\HU¶�RI�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�

arises only from exercising the relevant simple ability, and having additional layers of 

responsibility results from additionally exercising stronger abilities. Hence, exercising the simple 

ability to perform an action that was in fact performed satisfies the ability requirement for the 

foundational layer of responsibility for doing that thing, and exercising the general or intentional 

ability to perform that action satisfies the ability requirement for additional layers of 

responsibility. 

 
16 For further discussion of the epistemic component of responsibility, see, e.g., Fischer and 
Ravizza 1998 and McKenna and Pereboom 2016. 
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/HW¶V�VHH�KRZ�WKHVH�OD\HUV�RI�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�ZRUN��,Q�Button, Bertrand possesses and 

exercises the simple ability to kill someone, and he thereby satisfies the ability requirement for 

the base layer of responsibility for doing so. He does not incur any additional layers of 

responsibility because he lacked the intentional ability to kill someone. If we were to alter the 

case so that Bertrand also had and exercised the intentional ability to kill someone, he would 

then satisfy the ability requirement for additional layers of responsibility. 

The epistemic condition for responsibility plays an important role here. Note that, 

intuitively, the epistemic condition can be met to varying extents. Hence, gaining the intentional 

ability to kill someone could thereby increase the extent to which Bertrand satisfies the epistemic 

condition since exercising an intentional ability involves a greater awareness of what one is 

doing. Furthermore, these layers of responsibility might correspond to degrees of responsibility, 

at least for blame. For example, Bertrand seems blameworthy to a greater degree when he has 

and exercises both the simple and intentional abilities to kill someone by pressing the button 

compared to cases in which he only has the simple ability to do so. Note that assigning a greater 

degree of responsibility could track both BertranG¶V�LQFUHDVHG�OHYHO�RI�DELOLW\�DQG�WKH�LQFUHDVHG�

way in which he thereby satisfies the epistemic condition. 

$Q�LPSRUWDQW�FODULILFDWLRQ�DERXW�WKLV�VHFRQG�FRPSRQHQW��WKH�µEDVH¶�OD\HU�RI�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�

need not be minimal. The responsibility incurred for accidentally but negligently killing someone 

while texting and driving could still be quite severe.17 I call the layer of responsibility associated 

 
17 Note that the texting driver only exercises the simple ability to crash even though he also 
possessed stronger abilities to crash. In action cases, agents only incur the layers of responsibility 
for the strength of abilities that they exercise. Omission cases differ: in omission cases, the 
relevant abilities are not exercised, so there are no omission cases in which the relevant simple 
abilities are exercised while the intentional abilities are not. Hence, agents incur the layers of 
responsibility that correspond to all of their possessed but unexercised abilities to perform the 
omitted act. A related idea is further explored in Chapter 4 and its associated article Metz 2021b. 
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ZLWK�WKH�UHOHYDQW�VLPSOH�DELOLWLHV�WKH�µEDVH¶�RU�µIRXQGDWLRQDO¶�OD\HU�RQO\�EHFDXVH�RWKHU�OD\HUV�RI�

responsibility are built upon it. 

Thus, simple abilities are sufficient to satisfy the ability requirement for the base layer of 

moral responsibility, and additional layers of responsibility correspond to the exercise of stronger 

abilities to perform the UHOHYDQW�DFWLRQ��/HW¶V�QRZ�WXUQ�WR�RPLVVLRQV� 

b. Omissions 

The two components of the simple abilities view work similarly for omissions as they did 

for actions. The first component holds that, as far as abilities are concerned, direct responsibility 

for omissions only requires the simple ability to perform the omitted act. This allows us to 

accommodate the problematic omission cases like Omitted Button-Pressing and Omitted 

Decision, in which the relevant agent intuitively is morally responsible for omitting to perform 

an action, yet she only had the simple ability to perform it. Since the agents possess the simple 

ability to perform the omitted act, they can still be responsible for their omissions. For instance, 

in Omitted Button-Pressing, Otto is blameworthy for failing to save someone because he had 

the simple ability to do so via pressing the button. 

Note that there is a stronger and a weaker way in which an agent could possess a simple 

ability in an omission case: is it the case that an agent with the relevant simple ability would have 

succeeded in performing the omitted act, or is it the case that she only might have succeeded? 

According to the stronger interpretation of simple abilities, the agent would have succeeded if 

she had attempted to perform the omitted act. Call this the simple µwould¶ ability. In Omitted 

Button-Pressing��2WWR�KDV�WKH�VLPSOH�µZRXOG¶�DELOLW\�WR�VDYH�DQRWKHU�SHUVRQ�VLQFH�WKH�PDFKLQH�

was aligned in such a way that he would have saved someone if he had pressed the button. 

According to the weaker interpretation of simple abilities, the agent only might have succeeded 
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if she had attempted to perform the omitted act. Call this the simple µmight¶ ability. If we altered 

Omitted Button-Pressing so that Otto only might have succeeded in saving someone if he had 

pressed the button ± say, by making the mechanism indeterministic ± then he only would have 

SRVVHVVHG�WKH�VLPSOH�µPLJKW¶�DELOLW\�WR�VDYH�WKDW�SHUVRQ� 

Changing Omitted Button-Pressing VR�WKDW�2WWR�RQO\�KDV�WKH�VLPSOH�µPLJKW¶�DELOLW\�WR�

save another person makes it much less clear that he is morally responsible for failing to save 

him. Therefore, my account holds that simple abilities in omission cases should be understood as 

VLPSOH�µZRXOG¶�DELOLWLHV��6LPSOH�µZRXOG¶�DELOLWLHV�DUH�VWURQJHU�WKDQ�VLPSOH�µPLJKW¶�DELOLWLHV��EXW�

VLPSOH�µZRXOG¶�DELOLWLHV�DUH�VWLOO�FOHDUO\�PXFK�ZHDNHU�WKDQ�LQWHQWLRQDO�RU�JHQHUDO�DELOLWLHV��

preserving the first component of my ability-based account.18 

Like with actions, the second component of the simple abilities view also holds that there 

are different layers of responsibility for omissions, with simple abilities satisfying the ability 

requirement for the base layer of responsibility and with stronger abilities satisfying the ability 

requirement for additional layers of responsibility. In Omitted Button-Pressing, Otto would 

have incurred greater layers of responsibility for failing to save another person if he had also 

possessed ± and failed to exercise ± the intentional ability to save that person, assuming he had 

the relevant understanding of his intentional ability. However, in virtue of having and failing to 

exercise the simple ability to save that person, he still satisfies the ability requirement for the 

base layer of responsibility for failing to save him. 

The proposed simple abilities view thus presents a way forward from our earlier 

crossroads: we can accept otherwise problematic cases where an agent is responsible without 

 
18 Of course, if someone had the intuition that Otto is still clearly morally responsible even when 
KH�RQO\�KDG�WKH�VLPSOH�µPLJKW¶�DELOLW\��WKH�DFFRXQW�FRXOG�HDVLO\�EH�DOWHUHG�WR�KROG�WKDW�VLPSOH�
µPLJKW¶�DELOLWLHV�FDQ�VDWLVI\�WKH�DELOLW\�FRQGLWLRQ�IRU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\� 
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possessing general or intentional abilities, but we can still simultaneously preserve the idea that 

abilities are central to responsibility. 

VI. Conclusion: Exploring New Asymmetries between Actions and Omissions 

7R�FORVH��,¶OO�XVH�WKLV�QHZ�VLPSOH�DELOLWLHV view to explore some important but 

underappreciated complexities that omissions raise for responsibility and for abilities more 

EURDGO\��,Q�SDUWLFXODU��,¶OO�FRQVLGHU�VRPH�SUHYLRXVO\�XQGHUH[SORUHG�DV\PPHWULHV�EHWZHHQ�DFWLRQV�

and omissions, and explain why they are plausible and worth accounting for. The simple abilities 

view again offers a way forward, for it has the resources to accommodate these new 

considerations. 

First, notice that for almost every ability that we exercise, we have many more abilities 

that we do not exercise. Call this the Asymmetry in Quantity of Abilities. For instance, when I 

exercise my ability to walk to the door, I thereby fail to exercise my abilities to skip around the 

room, roll on the floor, remain seated, and so on. This easily generalizes. 

Abilities-based views of responsibility thus imply that we satisfy the control condition for 

responsibility for far more omissions than actions. If, as I have argued, simple abilities can 

satisfy the ability requirement for responsibility, then this rampancy of omissions is even more 

widespread, for we have far more unexercised simple abilities than unexercised general or 

intentional abilities. 

That said, ability-based views do not have to hold that we are actually responsible for all 

of these omissions. First, it is helpful to keep in mind what exactly we are able to do. I have the 

ability to walk and I have the ability to sit, but I do not have the ability to walk and sit at the 

same time. Hence, despite satisfying the ability requirement by failing to exercise many 

individual abilities at each moment, we never satisfy the ability requirement for more than one 
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omitted act at a time. Rather, we satisfy the ability requirement for omitting to do one particular 

act or we satisfy the ability requirement for omitting to do the disjunction of a subset of all of the 

things we were able to do at a given time.19 Thus, I am not responsible for failing both to sit and 

to skip at the same time. Instead, I am at most responsible for failing to sit, for failing to skip, or 

for failing to sit or skip. This cuts down on the number of non-doings for which we satisfy the 

ability requirement for responsibility. Second, just because an agent satisfies the ability 

requirement for responsibility for many more omissions than actions, she could still be excused 

from responsibility for many of those omissions for failing to meet the epistemic or other 

relevant requirements, which leads to another asymmetry. 

This new asymmetry is that the epistemic condition for moral responsibility plays a much 

larger role in ruling out responsibility for omissions than it does for ruling out responsibility for 

actions. Call this asymmetry the Asymmetry in the Importance of the Epistemic Condition for 

Moral Responsibility��/HW¶V�H[SORUH�KRZ�LW�DULVHV� 

Given the Asymmetry in Quantity of Abilities, I have many unexercised simple abilities, 

some of which I ought to exercise, like my simple abilities to save or assist others nearby. In 

virtue of having these simple abilities, I satisfy the ability requirement for the base layer of 

responsibility for these morally relevant omissions. However, I am not ordinarily taken to be 

responsible for failing to do these things. The simple abilities view has a straightforward 

explanation why: despite satisfying the ability requirement, I am not responsible for these myriad 

omissions to help because I lack the relevant knowledge about these situations. More broadly, 

the importance of the epistemic condition is particularly pronounced for omission cases centered 

 
19 For further discussion of this point about responsibility for disjunctions, see Sartorio 2006. 
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RQ�VLPSOH�DELOLWLHV�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�KDUG�WR�NQRZ�ZKDW�PDQ\�RI�RQH¶V�XQH[HUFLVHG�VLPSOH�

abilities are, or to know that one could have exercised them. 

The epistemic condition also plays a large role in omission cases with intentional 

abilities. We have a better idea of our unexercised intentional abilities than of our unexercised 

simple abilities, but in many cases, we still have no reasonable way of knowing that we have the 

opportunity to exercise an intentional ability. Someone who knows the Heimlich maneuver, for 

instance, still is not blameworthy for omitting to rescue a quietly choking neighbor, despite 

having the general ability to save him, since she had no reasonable way of knowing that he was 

dying. 

In contrast, although the epistemic condition for responsibility is important for actions, it 

is comparatively less important for actions than for omissions. To see why, pick a case in which 

the epistemic condition is important for ruling out responsibility for an action. Recall that given 

the Asymmetry in Quantity of Abilities, we have many more unexercised abilities than exercised 

ones. Then, notice that the epistemic condition rules out responsibility for many more omissions 

in that same case. For instance, if I cause an accident by making an ordinary and well-signaled 

lane change, I might be excused from responsibility on epistemic grounds because I had no 

reason to believe that such ordinary driving behavior would cause a collision. Hence, the 

epistemic condition rules out my responsibility for this action. However, by signaling and 

changing lanes, I thereby fail to exercise my ability to stop, make a U-turn, remain in my lane, 

and so on. Exercising my ability to do any of those things would also have prevented the 

accident, but the epistemic condition rules out my responsibility for all of those omissions. Thus, 

even when the epistemic condition is important for an action, it is still more important for the 

associated omissions. 
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These asymmetries between actions and omissions are important for theorizing about 

moral responsibility. Given the Asymmetry in Quantity of Abilities, there is much we are able to 

do yet fail to do, and our omissions are correspondingly rampant. A good theory of moral 

responsibility needs to be able to account for our prolific failures to act. The Asymmetry in the 

Role of the Epistemic Condition for Moral Responsibility shows that, even if the conditions for 

responsibility are (essentially) the same for actions and omissions, their relative importance 

differs. Hence, theories of moral responsibility that are tailored to actions and treat omissions as 

addendums or theories that treat the conditions for responsibility as equal for both actions and 

omissions will likely underrepresent the importance of the epistemic condition for omissions. 

The simple abilities view can avoid such pitfalls and accommodate both of these asymmetries, 

and it therefore has advantages over theories of responsibility that either focus primarily on 

actions or fail to appreciate the important differences between actions and omissions. 

In summary, on my proposed simple abilities view, simple abilities form the basis of 

moral responsibility for both actions and omissions. Strong abilities views of moral 

responsibility face problematic cases in which agents seem responsible for their actions or 

omissions even though they lacked the relevant general and intentional abilities. By weakening 

the ability requirement for moral responsibility, the simple abilities view can account for such 

cases. Although it holds that a surprisingly weak type of ability forms the basis of responsibility, 

it can nevertheless capture the nuanced ways in which we assign responsibility to agents, and it 

can accommodate underappreciated asymmetries between actions and omissions with respect 

both to abilities and to responsibility. The simple abilities view is a proposal, not a fully fleshed-

out theory of responsibility, as it stands, but it is a firm foundation on which to build.
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Chapter 3: 
 

An Ability-Based Theory of Responsibility for Collective Omissions1 
 

I. Introduction 

Collective behaviors have serious moral significance. Consider the role collective actions 

play in refugee crises: millions are displaced by collective actions that perpetuate civil wars, 

increase carbon emissions that worsen droughts and famines, and lead to military strikes that 

destabilize regions. Note, though, that refugee crises also arise because of collective omissions: 

we collectively omit to intervene to stop those civil wars, we collectively omit to invest sufficient 

resources in carbon-neutral energy production, and we collectively omit to decide to prioritize 

aid for the victims of natural disasters. Other large-scale harms ± such as the devastating impacts 

of climate change and widespread hunger ± also result in major part from failures to perform the 

collective acts that would have prevented them. Since we care about the moral (and legal) 

responsibility for harms like these, and since many of these harms result from our collective 

omissions rather than our collective actions, we need a good theory of moral responsibility that 

can accommodate collective omissions ± not just a theory for collective actions. 

Responsibility for collective omissions turns out to be particularly puzzling, though, 

compared to collective actions and to individual omissions. Arguably, it is relatively clear how to 

identify the participants of collective action and the basis by which they contribute to it ± for 

instance, by identifying whether someone is one of the various causes of that collective action. 

Assessing responsibility for these contributions to collective actions is not easy but various 

 
1 This chapter was also published as a journal article ± see Metz 2021a. 
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solutions have been proposed.2 Similarly, it is also relatively straightforward who is 

blameworthy3 for an individual omission: the agent who omitted to perform the individual act 

WKDW�ZRXOG�KDYH�SUHYHQWHG�WKH�UHOHYDQW�KDUP��$GGLWLRQDOO\��DVVHVVLQJ�DQ�DJHQW¶V�UHVSRQVLELOLWy 

for that individual omission is also relatively straightforward: here, too, various theories of moral 

responsibility have proposed solutions.4 Such work is difficult, but not intractable. 

In contrast, responsibility for collective omissions is much more complicated. To start, it 

is less clear who is blameworthy for them since, in virtue of being collective omissions, no 

individual agent can prevent the relevant harm. ,W¶V�QRW�MXVW�WKDW�LW�LV�OHVV�FOHDU�KRZ�LQGLYLGXDOV�

and individual omissions causally contribute to collective omissions. Rather, it is hard to see how 

DQ�DJHQW¶V�LQGLYLGXDO�RPLVVLRQ�WR�KHOS�FRQWULEXWHV�anything to a collective omission to prevent 

KDUP�LI�VKH�FRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�PDGH�D�GLIIHUHQFH�WR�WKDW�KDUP�RQ�KHU�RZQ��,PSRUWDQWO\��Whe agent in 

such cases does belong to a group or set of groups that collectively can prevent that harm. 

However, in order to make use of this fact, we then need to address a further complication: are 

just those groups responsible for the collective omission, are just the individuals who make up 

those groups responsible for their individual omissions that contributed to that collective 

omission, or are both the individuals and groups responsible? 

Once we have addressed the question of who is blameworthy for a collective omission, 

we still face serious challenges about how much blame to assign to the involved agents and on 

 
2 See, e.g., Cooper 1968, French 1984, French and Wettstein 2006, Gilbert 2000, May 1987, 
Narveson 2002, Smiley 2017, Sverdlik 1987, Tollefson 2003, and Tuomela 2005. 
3 Since praise is often more complicated than blame and since the collective omissions people 
are interested in typically involve harm and blame ± such as the harm from and blame for 
collectively omitting to stop climate change ± I focus on blame here. 
4 For actual-sequence theories of responsibility, see, e.g., Fischer and Ravizza 1998 and Sartorio 
2016. For Strawsonian and communication-based theories, see, e.g., McKenna 2012. For ledger 
theories, see, e.g., Zimmerman 1988. For ability-based theories, see, e.g., Clarke (2014 and 
1994), Chapter 2 of this dissertation and Metz 2020, and Nelkin and Rickless 2017. 
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what basis. For, even if almost everyone contributes to a collective omission to end world 

hunger, some individuals and groups seem more morally responsible than others: surely an 

LPSRYHULVKHG�SHUVRQ¶V�RPLVVLRQ�WR�GRQDWH�ZKDW�IHZ�H[FHVV�UHVRXUFHV�VKH�KDV�LV�OHVV�

blameworthy than a multi-ELOOLRQDLUH¶V�RPLVVLRQ�WR�FRQWULEXWH�DQ\WKLQJ while living a life of 

excess. Yet it is not obvious on what basis to assign differential responsibility in a systematic 

way. Additional complications further muddy the waters for responsibility for collective 

omissions: questions abound about when individuals compose groups and how group agency 

works (if it exists at all). Addressing such questions seems to force one to wade into a quagmire 

of controversy about collective agency ± making any proposed answer too niche to be of much 

general use for understanding responsibility for, e.g., failing to stop a famine. 

Because of the importance of assessing responsibility for our collective omissions and 

given the unique difficulties that arise when doing so, this paper focuses exclusively on 

responsibility for collective omissions. As a way forward, this paper takes an existing and 

plausible framework of moral responsibility ± one based on abilities ± and scales it up to 

accommodate responsibility for collective omissions. This centrally involves identifying the 

relevant collective abilities and how they work. One significant benefit of this approach is that 

we can do this while remaining neutral on the debates about collective agency and collective 

responsibility by showing how individualist and collectivist versions of the theory work. Finally, 

this paper explores several further upshots of the scaled-up ability-based account. 

II. Ability-Based Accounts of Responsibility 

6RPH�SUHOLPLQDULHV��ILUVW��E\�³DQ�DJHQW¶V�RPLVVLRQ�´�,�PHDQ�DQ�DJHQW¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�SHUIRUP�

some act. Second, omissions can lead to harm, by which I mean that some harms result from 

failures to act in ways that are not reducible to actions. )RU�H[DPSOH��*LO¶V failure to feed his pet 
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fish is an omission that unfortunately OHDGV�WR�KLV�ILVK¶V�GHDWK�YLD�VWDUYDWLRQ� $V�IDU�DV�WKH�ILVK¶V�

starvation is concerned, it GRHVQ¶W�PDWWHU�what Gil did instead ± such as doing jumping jacks or 

sleeping on the couch. What matters is that Gil did not feed the fish. Third, there are causal and 

non-causal interpretations of saying that omissions lead to harm.5 I remain neutral about such 

debates; what matters is that we get into serious trouble if we deny that omissions can lead to 

harm. In addition to letting Gil µoff the hook¶ by holding that his omission to feed his fish could 

harm it, we would have to say other implausible things, like omitting to get vaccinated could not 

lead to measles outbreaks or that withholding international aid could not worsen famines. Fourth, 

when talking about responsibility for omissions, I mean backward-looking moral responsibility 

in the accountability sense discussed in Shoemaker 2011, not forward-looking responsibility 

motivated by consequentialist considerations. Finally, for the purposes of this paper I focus on 

cases of omissions leading to harm where the associated agents lack good excuses ± cases where 

agents are responsible in the sense of being blameworthy. I intend for this to be compatible with 

those views according to which responsibility for harm can be distinguished from 

blameworthiness.6 

With these clarifications settled, we can now turn to the question of responsibility for 

omissions. This is not the place for a full-blown argument for ability-based theories of 

 
5 Some hold that omissions can be causes (see, e.g., Hall 2011, David K. Lewis (2004 and 1986), 
Paul and Hall 2013, Schaffer 2000, and Thomson 2003), while others hold that omissions cannot 
EH�FDXVHV�EXW�FDQ�EH�µTXDVL-FDXVHV¶��VHH�'RZH��������DQG�VWLOO�RWhers hold that omissions can 
only be parts of causal explanations (see, e.g., Beebee 2004 and Varzi 2007). 
6 Fischer (2004: 157-������IRU�LQVWDQFH��KROGV�WKDW�PRUDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�LV�WKH�µJDWHZD\¶�WR�PRUDO�
blameworthiness, where further conditions must be met for an agent who is morally responsible 
for a behavior to be blameworthy for it. For those in this vein who think that moral responsibility 
does not automatically entail blameworthiness and further conditions must first be met ± such as 
the absence of valid excuses ± shift my talk of blameworthiness to talk of moral responsibility 
for harm. 
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responsibility, nor is it the place to show that they are superior to all possible alternatives. 

Instead, I will show that abilities form a highly plausible framework for moral responsibility in 

general and for responsibility for omissions in particular. Then, we can sketch an ability-based 

account of responsibility for individual omissions and scale it up to capture responsibility for 

collective omissions. 

To start, note that ability-based accounts of responsibility are increasingly popular in the 

moral responsibility literature (see, e.g., Clarke (2015, 2014, and 1994), Fara 2008, Nelkin and 

Rickless 2017, Vihvelin (2013a and 2004), and Whittle 2010). Additionally, many of the other 

DFFRXQWV�RI�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WKDW�DUHQ¶W�H[SOLFLWO\�DELOLW\-based still make implicit reference to 

abilities.7 Moral responsibility is typically thought to require two things: that we are sufficiently 

in control of what we do ± the control condition ± and that we are sufficiently aware of what we 

do ± the epistemic condition (see, e.g., Fischer and Ravizza 1998 and Robichaud and Wieland 

2017).8 Now consider that both conditions heavily involve abilities: what we have control over 

crucially depends on what we are able to do, and having the relevant awareness often requires 

EHLQJ�DZDUH�RI�ZKDW�RQH¶V�DELOLWLHV�DUH��7R�LOOXVWUDWH��D�EHDFK�MRJJHU�LV�PRUDOO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�

omitting to rescue a nearby drowning man only if she was able to rescue him, and only if she was 

aware that he needed rescuing and that she was able to rescue him.  

 
7 For instance, actual-VHTXHQFH�YLHZV�RI�FRQWURO�VXFK�DV�)LVFKHU�DQG�5DYL]]D¶V������FDVK�RXW�WKLV�
control in terms of reasons-responsiveness. According to their moderate reasons-responsiveness 
account, morally responsible agents, or more precisely, their mechanisms in action, must be 
strongly receptive to reasons and weakly reactive to them.  Note, though, that this reasons-
responsiveness crucially depends on the agenW¶V�DELOLWLHV��:KHWKHU�DQ�DJHQW¶V�PHFKDQLVP�LQ�
action is sufficiently receptive to reasons depends on her abilities to recognize and assess her 
reasons, and whether her mechanism is sufficiently reactive to reasons depends on her abilities 
to choose and act on the basis of those reasons. 
8 I leave it open whether there are additional conditions for responsibility. 
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Continuing to draw from this literature, the relevant abilities to act are specific abilities, 

which consist of general abilities plus the opportunity to exercise them.9 Roughly, general 

abilities DUH�DJHQWV¶�LQWHUQDO�FDSDFLWLHV�EDVHG�RQ�VNLOOV��NQRZ-how, coordination, and so on, 

ZKHUHDV�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�URXJKO\�DUH�DJHQWV¶�H[WHUQDO�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�WKDW�SHUPLW�WKHP�WR�exercise 

their relevant abilities (see, e.g., Clarke 2015 and Mele 2003). 

Finally, we need to clarify what the relevant specific abilities are ± that is, what exactly 

must agents be able to do? A natural starting point to consider is the ability to do otherwise: 

some philosophers in the free will literature have defended the Principle of Alternative 

Possibilities, which holds that we are morally responsible for an action or omission only if we 

were able to do otherwise.10 To illustrate, I am not morally responsible for omitting to stop a 

strangling if I am tied up and unable to do so, but I could be responsible for that omission if I am 

not tied up and simply look away rather than intervening. 

The Principle of Alternative Possibilities has come under fire ± at least for actions ± from 

Frankfurt-style cases in the style originally proposed by Frankfurt 1969. In Frankfurt-style action 

cases, an agent is blameworthy for an action despite being unable to do otherwise, and although 

the legitimacy of such action cases is contested in an extensive back-and-forth literature, many 

find the arguments for them compelling.11 However, the reasons in favor of such action cases do 

not automatically extend to Frankfurt-style omission cases, in which an agent is supposedly 

 
9 Although as I argue in Chapter 2 and Metz 2020, the relevant abilities might be simple abilities 
rather than general abilities plus the opportunity to exercise them. 
10 This includes both classic compatibilists and classical incompatibilists (see, e.g., McKenna and 
Pereboom 2016).  I remain neutral on whether the ability to do otherwise is compatible with 
determinism and so remain neutral on the free will debate between compatibilists and 
incompatibilists. 
11 See, e.g., McKenna and Pereboom 2016 and Widerker and McKenna 2003 for an overview of 
Frankfurt-style cases. 
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directly responsible for omitting to perform a certain action despite being unable to perform it, 

and attempts to give such omission cases have been met with resistance.12 For example, some 

apparent Frankfurt-style omission cases actually conflate actions with omissions. Suppose Victor 

decides not to help an old lady cross the street when he was unable to decide otherwise. It might 

seem like Victor is responsible for an omission despite being unable to do otherwise. However, 

deciding not to do something is an action ± not an omission ± so this is actually a Frankfurt-style 

action case. It is far less clear that Victor is blameworthy for failing to decide to help the old lady 

(an omission) when he is unable to decide to help her, and only this second case is a Frankfurt-

VW\OH�RPLVVLRQ�FDVH��7KLV�LV�D�SDSHU�DERXW�EODPHZRUWKLQHVV�IRU�RPLVVLRQV��VR�ZH�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WR�

worry about the challenges that Frankfurt-style action cases raise to the Principle of Alternative 

Possibilities. Since the challenge raised by Frankfurt-style omission cases is much less powerful, 

it is more plausible to assume that in this case the relevant ability for responsibility is the ability 

to do otherwise ± that is, the ability to perform the omitted act. So, I will proceed under this 

assumption here.13 

We can combine the ideas from this section to make a model of responsibility for 

omissions based on abilities: an agent is morally responsible for an omission only if she satisfies 

the control condition and the epistemic condition for responsibility, and both conditions can be 

cashed out in terms of abilities. An agent satisfies the control condition only if she was 

 
12 For defenses of Frankfurt-style omission cases, see, e.g., Clarke 1994, Frankfurt 1994, and 
McIntyre 1994. For criticisms and further discussion of such cases, see Fischer 2017, Fischer and 
Ravizza 1998, and Sartorio (2017 and 2005). 
13 For further defenses of using the Principle of Alternative Possibilities for omissions, see, e.g., 
Fischer 2017, Fischer and Ravizza 1998, Chapter 2 and Metz 2020, and Sartorio (2017 and 
�������1RWH��DOVR��WKDW�DV\PPHWULFDO�DELOLWLHV�YLHZV�OLNH�1HONLQ������DQG�:ROI¶V������± which 
hold being blameworthy for a behavior requires the ability to do otherwise whereas being 
praiseworthy for a behavior does not ± DUH�FRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�WKLV�SDSHU¶V�FODLP�WKDW�
blameworthiness for omissions requires the ability to do otherwise. 
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specifically able to perform the omitted act, which means that she had both the general ability 

and the opportunity to perform the omitted act. She satisfies the epistemic condition only if she 

was sufficiently aware that she was able to perform the omitted act and aware that she ought to 

have performed the omitted act.14 

This ability-based model of responsibility can straightforwardly hDQGOH�FDVHV�OLNH�*LO¶V�

individual omission to feed his fish ± he is blameworthy since he had the specific ability to feed 

his fish and was aware that he was able to do so and ought to do so. However, this model has a 

hard time with collective omissions, in which no one agent is individually able to perform the 

relevant act, but multiple agents are collectively able to perform it. Suppose instead of a pet fish, 

Gil has a pet tiger that takes two people to safely feed (one to keep the tiger back and one to 

place the food down). Gil omits to feed the tiger and seems blameworthy for that omission, but 

he was not able to feed the tiger on his own. Still, Gil and Oscar together were able to feed the 

tiger and seem blameworthy for their collective omission to do so, and we should want a model 

 
14 One may have to add a condition that the agent was aware or should have been aware of her 
abilities and obligations in order to cover cases of culpable negligence and unwitting omissions. 
,Q�WKHVH�FDVHV��DQ�DJHQW�LV�DEOH�WR�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�VKH�RXJKW�WR�GR��EXW�VKH�LVQ¶W�DZDUH�WKDW�VKH�
is not performing the omitted act ± such as forgetting to buy milk on the way home from work. 
7KLV�µVKRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�DZDUH¶�FRQGLWLRQ�DOORZV�IRU�DJHQWV�WR�VWLOO�EH�GLUHFWO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKHLU�
culpable negligence and unwitting omissions. For one ability-based view that holds that agents 
can be directly blameworthy for unwitting omissions, see Clarke 2017. A different strategy to 
KDQGOH�VXFK�FDVHV�LV�WR�XVH�D�WUDFLQJ�FRPSRQHQW��DQ�DJHQW¶V�LQGLUHFW�EODPHZRUWKLQHVV�IRU�
omitting to do something traces back to an earlier behavior that she is directly responsible for. 
However, this paper is about direct responsibility, not indirect responsibility (for instance, the 
responsibility in Frankfurt-style cases is direct, not indirect), and tracing strategies face apparent 
counterexamples (see, e.g., Sher 2009 and Vargas 2005), so a tracing strategy is not pursued 
here. More broadly, to avoid the controversies about unwitting omissions, this paper focuses on 
cases in which agents lack good epistemic excuses. Additionally, as we will see in the final 
section, addressing ignorance and epistemic excuses is an important policy consideration when 
addressing harm from collective omissions, and awareness campaigns take on an extra moral 
importance precisely because they can dispel epistemic excuses. For further discussion of the 
problem of unwitting omissions and various proposed resolutions, see, e.g., Clarke 2014, Nelkin 
and Rickless 2017, Sher 2017, and Smith 2017. 
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of responsibility that can explain why. We should also want a model of responsibility that can 

handle collective omissions at larger scales. At the intermediate level, for example, a group of 

eligible voters omits to vote in a local election, and the opposing candidate wins by a narrow 

margin. No one person was able to change who won, but collectively, the voters were able to do 

that. At the large scale, we have the aforementioned collective omissions that lead to climate 

change, widespread hunger, refugee crises, etc. A good model of responsibility must be able to 

handle individual omissions and collective omissions at various scales in a systemic way, and as 

I will argue, abilities form the foundation of a strong model of responsibility because they allow 

us to do so. 

To expand our current ability-based model to handle collective omissions, we need to do 

two things. First, we need to identify who the eligible candidates of responsibility are ± 

individuals, groups, or both. Second, we need to scale up the control and epistemic conditions for 

responsibility to accommodate collective abilities. 

III. Individualism vs. Collectivism 

In the debates on collective agency and responsibility, individualists hold that only 

individuals ± not groups ± can be morally responsible in a nonreducible way, which entails that 

responsibility for collective omissions ultimately reduces to responsibility of individuals (see, 

e.g., H. D. Lewis 1948, Goldman 1970, McKenna 2006, Narveson 2002, and Sverdlik 1987). In 

particular, methodological individualists defend this position by arguing that there are no 

nonreducible group agents, whereas normative individualists argue that it would be unfair to hold 

individuals responsible for the behavior of others (see, e.g., Brodbeck 1958, French and 

Wettstein 2006, and Smiley 2017). In contrast, collectivists hold that at least some groups can be 

collectively morally responsible for certain group behaviors in a way that is not completely 
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UHGXFLEOH�WR�WKH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�RI�WKH�JURXS¶V�PHPEHUV��VHH��H�J���&RRSHU�������)UHQFK�������

Gilbert 2000, Tollefson 2003, Tuomela 2005, and Velleman 1997). Collectivists differ in how 

organized groups have to be in order to be responsible. Some hold that groups must be highly 

organized ± such as highly structured corporations with institutional decision-making procedures 

and the ability to survive with different group members ± in order to be collectively responsible 

for their behaviors (see, e.g., French 1984, Gilbert 2000, and May 1987), while others hold that 

unorganized entities like random collectives can be collectively responsible (see, e.g., Held 

1970). 

Rather than taking a stand on whether the individualists or collectivists are right, I will 

instead show how the scaled-up ability account works for both sets of positions. I will first show 

how the control and epistemic conditions can be met for individualists, and I will then show how 

these conditions change for collectivists. 

IV. The Proposal for Individualists 

a. The Control Condition ± Individualists 

Recall the SURSRVHG�DFFRXQW¶V�VSHFLILFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FRQWURO�FRQGLWLRQ�IRU�LQGLYLGXDO�

omissions: an agent is responsible for an individual omission only if she was specifically able to 

perform the relevant omitted act. In cases of collective omissions, however, no agent is 

specifically able to perform the relevant omitted act. Instead, agents are only able to perform part 

of the relevant (omitted) collective act. For example, no one person is able to stop the spread of 

measles. Still, an individual is able to get vaccinated against measles, which would contribute to 

a collective act ± enough people getting vaccinated to achieve herd immunity ± that would be 

enough to stop the spread of measles. Hence, when someone omits to get vaccinated against 

measles, they contribute to a collective omission to stop the spread of measles. We can scale up 
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the control condition by applying this idea: an agent satisfies the control condition for 

responsibility for a collective omission only if she is specifically able to contribute to the 

associated (omitted) collective action that a group is collectively able to carry out. Rather than 

being difference-makers to the resulting harms, individual contributions are parts of the 

collective causes or causal explanations of those harms, depending on whether you think 

RPLVVLRQV�FDQ�EH�FDXVHV��D�PDQ¶V�RPLVVLRQ�WR�JHW�YDFFLQDWHG�DJDLQVW�PHDVOHV�FRQWULEXWHV�WR�WKH�

collective omission of his community to achieve herd immunity against measles because his 

individual omission is part of what collectively FDXVHV�RU�H[SODLQV�KLV�FRPPXQLW\¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�

achieve herd immunity. 

By definition, multiple agents contribute to a collective omission, and individualists can 

be deflationary about how the associated groups, collective abilities, collective actions, and 

UHVSRQVLELOLW\�ZRUN��)RU�LQVWDQFH��WKH\�FDQ�XVH�VWUDWHJLHV�VXFK�DV�%UDWPDQ¶V�������DQG�������

analysis of we-intentions and meshing subplans to reduce talk of collective moral agents and 

intentions to those of individuals. Hence, for individualists, groups are nothing over and above 

their members. Collective abilities and actions just are the sum of (at least some of) the abilities 

and actions of the individuals who make up the collective. The responsibility of the group 

reduces to the responsibility of its constituent members. 

One important aspect of the scaled-up control condition for collective omissions is that 

sometimes, not all group members contribute the same amount to collective omissions, and the 

responsibility for those differing contributions seems to vary accordingly (at least as far as the 

control condition is concerned).15 For instance, many people are able to fight climate change (at 

 
15 Many in the moral responsibility literature hold that moral responsibility comes in degrees 
(see, e.g., Coates and Swenson 2013, Nelkin 2016, and Tierney 2019). If responsibility does not 
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least a little) in various ways, yet they omit to do so. Hence, many people omit to contribute to a 

variety of collective actions that would be sufficient to reduce some of the worst effects of 

FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��%XW�FOHDUO\�QRW�DOO�FRQWULEXWLRQV�DUH�WKH�VDPH��FRPSDUH�DQ�RUGLQDU\�FLWL]HQ¶V�

omission to change one inefficient lightbulb in her house to a high-efficiency one with a world 

OHDGHU¶V�RPLVVLRQ�WR�VLJQ�D�FOHDQ-energy bill into law. The world leader intuitively makes a larger 

contribution to the collective omission to stop the worst effects of climate change and is more 

blameworthy than the ordinary citizen. 

A major feature of our scaled-up ability-based account is that it has the resources to 

explain in a systematic way how agents¶ distinct contributions to collective omissions work and 

why this leads to differential responsibility. In particular, the account allows us to cash out 

degrees of responsibility in terms of strengths of abilities. 

b. Strengths of Abilities 

Individual abilities intuitively come in different strengths or degrees: a professional 

soccer player has a much stronger ability to score a goal than I do. Some abilities ± like general 

and intentional abilities ± involve a relatively high amount of control and involve some fairly 

robust skill or know-how, whereas other abilities ± like simple abilities ± are much weaker.16 To 

illustrate, an adult with much driving practice and skill has a strong, robust ability to drive his car 

to the store, while his 10-year-ROG�GDXJKWHU�ZKR�KDV�QHYHU�VDW�EHKLQG�WKH�ZKHHO�DQG�GRHVQ¶W�

know which pedal applies the brakes has a minimal ability to drive there. The child might 

 
involve degrees, we could still say that in cases of collective omissions, not everyone seems 
responsible for the same failures. 
16 For further discussion of these particular types of abilities, see, e.g., Mele 2003, Chapter 2 of 
this dissertation, and Metz 2020. 
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happen to joy-ride to the store without crashing, but her ability to do so clearly is weak, and her 

success is lucky. 

$OWKRXJK�WKH�UREXVWQHVV�RI�DQ�DJHQW¶V�DELOLW\�LV�ODUJHO\�DQ�LQWXLWLYH�QRWLRQ��PRUH�FDQ�EH�

said by using and building on recent work on abilities such as Mele 2017. In particular, the 

UREXVWQHVV�RI�DQ�DJHQW¶V�DELOLW\�UHIOHFWV�WKH�DPRXQW�RI�FRQWURO�VKH�KDV�RYHU�WKH�VXFFHVVIXO�

execution of that ability. Someone who vaguely remembers how to perform CPR and has no 

other medical training might successfully resuscitate someone, but she has far less control over 

what she does than an extensively trained emergency-room physician ± even when both rescuers 

DUH�LQ�IDFW�XVLQJ�WKH�VDPH�WHFKQLTXH��7KH�SK\VLFLDQ¶V�DELOLW\�WR�UHVXVFLWDWH�YLD�&35�LV�IDU�PRUH 

robust, not just because she is more likely to succeed or because she would succeed in a wide 

variety of circumstances, but because in the circumstances at hand, she has more knowledge of 

and control over what she is doing.17 

We can analyze the strength of abilities by considering the components of the associated 

actions and the robustness with which they can be carried out. Some abilities have multiple 

components: being able to drive, for example, involves being able to steer, adjust speed, change 

gears, and other such components. Other abilities only have one component ± like the ability to 

decide to raise my hand. 

 
17 Higher degrees of success sometimes track more control, but robustness and control are not 
purely statistical matters. The best basketball players make around 40% of their three-point 
shots, but they still possess and exercise robust abilities to make those shots ± WKH\�µKDYH�ZKDW�LW�
WDNHV¶�WR�KDYH�FRQWURO�RYHU�PDNLQJ�WKRVH�VKRWV��,Q�FRQWUDVW��,�FDQ�IOLS�µKHDGV¶�RQ�D�FRLQ�DERXW�
50% of the time, but I exercise virtually no FRQWURO�RYHU�ZKHWKHU�,�IOLS�µKHDGV¶�DQG�P\�DELOLW\�WR�
IOLS�µKHDGV¶�LV�ZHDN��)RU�IXUWKHU�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�DELOLWLHV�DQG�FRQWURO��VHH��H�J���&ODUNH������DQG�
Mele (2017 and 2003). There is much room for future research on these issues, and I expect the 
literature on this topic to keep growing in future years. 



 69 

For individual abilities, an agent is specifically able to provide all of the components of 

the relevant action or omitted act. Otherwise, he is unable to perform the relevant act ± someone 

who can steer but cannot operate the accelerator or brakes lacks the specific ability to drive. The 

VWUHQJWK�RI�DQ�DJHQW¶V�LQGLYLGXDO�DELOLW\�WR�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�LV�D�IXQFWLRQ�RI�KRZ�UREXVWO\�KH�FDQ�

carry out each FRPSRQHQW��+HQFH��WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI�VRPHRQH¶V�LQGLYLGXDO�DELOLW\�WR�GULYH�LV�D�

function of how robustly he can maintain the proper speed, stay in his lane, avoid obstacles, 

follow traffic laws, and so on. 

For collective abilities, an individual agent is not specifically able to carry out all of the 

components of the relevant act. However, if she is specifically able to carry out some of the 

components (and if there is a group that is specifically able to carry out the other components), 

then she is able to contribute to a collective action or omission. Consider a team of super-

intelligent babies collectively driving a car: no baby is big enough to do everything, but one baby 

moves the steering wheel, another pushes the pedals, a third operates the gearbox, and so on. 

Since each baby is able to carry out a component of driving and all components are accounted 

for, each baby is able to contribute to the collective action of driving the car. 

As was the case for the strength of individual abilities, we can make sense of the strength 

of VRPHRQH¶V ability to contribute to a collective act or omission by considering the robustness 

with which she can carry out at least one of the necessary components. Hence, the strength of the 

pedal-pushing baby¶V�DELOLW\�WR�contribute to a safe drive reflects factors like how much control 

VKH�KDV�RYHU�WKH�FDU¶V�VSHHG. Additionally, although no one agent can carry out all of the 

necessary components, some agents can carry out more components than others, and being able 

to carry out more components is another mark of a stronger ability. A baby who can operate the 

steering wheel and operate the gearbox at the same time has a stronger ability to contribute to a 
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safe drive than a baby who can only operate the steering wheel or gearbox at once, who has a 

stronger ability than a baby who can only operate the gearbox (assuming equal robustness in 

carrying out those components). Thus��WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI�DQ�DJHQW¶V�DELOLW\�WR�FRQWULEXWH�WR�D�

collective action depends on the robustness of her abilities to carry out the components of that 

collective action and on the variety of those components that she can carry out. 

Note that the foundation for the strength of abilities is the same for individual and 

collective abilities. For individual abilities, the strength depends on whether the agent can 

provide all of the components at all, and on how robustly each component can be carried out. For 

collective abilities, the strength depends on the number and robustness of the components the 

agent is able to carry out. 

This is an overview of how strengths of abilities work, and there could be cases of 

LQFRPPHQVXUDELOLW\�ZKHUH�LW¶V�QRW�FOHDU�ZKLFK�DJHQW�KDV�D�PRUH�UREXVW�RYHUDOO�DELOLW\�EHFDXVH�

LW¶V�QRW�FOHDU�KRZ�WR�FRPSDUH�WKH�YDULHW\�DQG�UREXVWQHVV�RI�WKDW�DELOLW\¶V�FRPSRQHQWV��

Nonetheless, I contend that this proposal ± based on the robustness and variety of components of 

abilities ± can straightforwardly handle paradigmatic cases like those discussed earlier in this 

section. The proposal also has the frDPHZRUN�WR�KDQGOH�KDUGHU�FDVHV��HYHQ�LI�LW�LVQ¶W�FOHDU�ZKDW�

the best way is to make it work in all cases. For instance, there are some abilities that seem to 

ODFN�GLVFUHWH�FRPSRQHQWV��$OWKRXJK�WKHVH�FDVHV�UDLVH�VSHFLDO�FKDOOHQJHV��,�GRQ¶W�WKLQN�WKH\¶UH�

insurmountable. Suppose Springfield desperately needs to raise $1 million, but no one person in 

town has $1 million. Montgomery has $750,000 in spare cash lying around, while Homer only 

has $750, but both of them omit to donate anything. It seems plausible that Montgomery has a 

much stronger ability to help Springfield reach its goal than Homer does, and there are several 

ways to account for this difference. One way is to think of the collective ability to raise $1 
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million as having many (overlapping) parts: raising $1, raising $2.92, raising $10, raising $107, 

etc. Regardless of how exactly these parts are individuated, Montgomery is able to carry 75% of 

the necessary parts whereas Homer is only able to carry out 0.075% of them, and as we have 

seen, being able to carry out more necessary parts (with an equal level of robustness) translates 

to a stronger ability to contribute to a collective behavior. Alternatively, one could think of 

Homer and Montgomery as having many abilities to help Springfield reach its goal ± the ability 

to donate $1, the ability to donate $2, etc. Since Montgomery is able to donate any amount up to 

$750,000 while Homer is only able to donate up to $750, Montgomery has many more of those 

abilities than Homer does, and in virtue of the difference in these small abilities, Montgomery 

KDV�D�VWURQJHU�RYHUDOO�DELOLW\�WR�KHOS�6SULQJILHOG�UHDFK�LWV�JRDO��(YHQ�LI�LW¶V�QRW�IXOO\�FOHDU�ZKLFK�

RI�WKHVH�RSWLRQV�LV�WKH�EHVW�ZD\�WR�PDNH�WKH�SURSRVDO�PRUH�SUHFLVH��LW¶V�VWLOO�KLJKO\�SODXVLEOH�WR�

say that Montgomery has a stronger ability than Homer to help Springfield reach its goal, and 

each option can explain why. 

c. Degrees of Responsibility 

We can then use this framework of strengths of abilities as a basis for degrees of 

responsibility. For the time being, ,¶P�KROGLQJ�IL[HG�WKH�GHJUHH�RI�WKH�DJHQW¶V�DZDUHQHVV��

DOWKRXJK�DV�ZH¶OO�VHH�PRPHQWDULO\��WKDW�FDQ�DOVR�YDU\�DQG�DIIHFW�WKH�GHJUHH�RI�WKH�DJHQW¶V�

responsibility. Strengths of abilities primarily affect the control condition for responsibility. For 

individual omissions, other things equal, WKH�VWURQJHU�DQ�DJHQW¶V�DELOLW\�WR�SHUIRUP�WKH�RPLWWHG�

act, the more control she has over that individual omission. For collective omissions, other things 

equal, the stronger DQ�DJHQW¶V�DELOLW\�WR�FRQWULEXWH�WR�the relevant collective action, the more 

control she has over that collective omission. And, it is plausible that the more control an agent 

has over an omission ± in particular, an omission to prevent harm ± the more blameworthy she is 
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for it. Revisiting an earlier example of an individual ability, other things equal, it is blameworthy 

to let someone asphyxiate when you vaguely remember basic CPR, but it is more blameworthy 

to omit to resuscitate them when you have extensive medical training and understand exactly 

what needs to be done. The difference in degrees of control explains the difference in degrees of 

responsibility. At the level of collective abilities, suppose a team of scientists desperately needs 

to develop a vaccine for a deadly disease, but the tHDP�GRHVQ¶W�IHHO�OLNH�ZRUNLQJ�DQG�RPLWV�WR�

create one, leading to many deaths. All of the team members seem blameworthy for this failure, 

but suppose one scientist is so brilliant that she was able to figure out many more of the research 

steps than her peers (i.e., she could carry out more necessary components of completing the 

vaccine), and she would have expertly carried out any step she worked on (i.e., her abilities to 

carry out each step of the research are particularly robust). Her omission to contribute is worse 

WKDQ�WKH�RWKHU�UHVHDUFKHUV¶�RPLVVLRQV��RWKHU�WKLQJV�HTXDO��EHFDXVH�RI�KHU�VWURQJHU�DELOLW\�WR�

contribute to the relevant collective action of developing the vaccine.18 

In addition to affecting the control condition, strengths of abilities are relevant to the 

epistemic condition. Agents must be sufficiently aware of their abilities to perform the relevant 

acts in order to be responsible for the associated omissions to perform them, and this can include 

awareness of how strong these abilities are ± much more on the epistemic condition shortly.  

This is not a complete account of degrees of responsibility ± degrees of responsibility 

might also track levels of obligation (e.g., it is worse to omit to do something if you had a 

stronger obligation to do it). Nor is it the only ability-based account of degrees of 

 
18 My analysis of degrees of responsibility based on strength of abilities is in principle 
compatible with quality of will approaches ± an agent displays a worse quality of will or a worse 
lack of due regard when she omits to help in virtue of having stronger abilities to help that she 
omits to exercise, holding fixed the degree of her awareness of her abilities. 
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responsibility.19 &RQVLGHU��WKRXJK��WKDW�RQH¶V�PRUDO�REOLJDWLRQV�RIWHQ�FRQFHUQ�RQH¶V�DELOLWLHV��DV�

evinced by things like the ought-implies-can principle). More broadly, I hope to have shown that 

strengths of abilities form a plausible foundation for degrees of responsibility, particularly for 

responsibility for collective omissions. 

Note that this explanation of degrees of responsibility also works for actions in addition 

to omissions, once we account for an important asymmetry between actions and omissions with 

respect to possessing and exercising abilities. For actions, agents can possess a strong ability but 

only exercise it to a minor extent ± a driver possesses a strong ability to aim at and hit a 

pedestrian but only exercises it to a minor extent when his attention lapses and he accidentally 

drives onto the sidewalk. In contrast, the relevant abilities are not exercised at all in omission 

cases ± if an ordinary swimmer and an Olympic swimmer both watch a nearby child drown, 

neither exercises their rescuing abilities at all, despite the difference in the level of their abilities. 

%HFDXVH�RI�WKLV�DV\PPHWU\��ZH�QHHG�WR�FRQVLGHU�WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI�DQ�DJHQW¶V�DELOLW\�and the extent 

to which she exercised it when we look at strengths of abilities and responsibility for actions ± 

other things equal, it is worse to exercise a strong ability to aim at and hit a pedestrian than to 

exercise a much weaker ability to do so by accident. For omissions, in contrast, since the relevant 

DELOLWLHV�DUH�XQH[HUFLVHG��ZH�RQO\�QHHG�WR�FRQVLGHU�WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI�WKH�DJHQW¶V�DELOLWLHV�± not the 

H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�WKH\�DUH�H[HUFLVHG��2WKHU�WKLQJV�HTXDO��DQ�2O\PSLF�VZLPPHU¶V�RPLVVLRQ�WR�

rescue the child is worse than an average oU�ZHDN�VZLPPHU¶V�EHFDXVH�WKH�2O\PSLDQ�KDV�D�PXFK�

 
19 1HONLQ�������IRU�LQVWDQFH��RIIHUV�D�µUDWLRQDO�DELOLWLHV¶�DFFRXQW��ZKLFK�EDVHV�GHJUHHV�RI�PRUDO�
responsibility on degrees of difficulty (which in turn depend on degrees of effort and sacrifice). 
Nonetheless, I believe my account is compatible with hers since difficulty seems to track 
strength of abilities and sacrifice seems closely related to levels of obligation. 



 74 

stronger ability that he omits to exercise. Again, since this is a paper about omissions, I will not 

discuss responsibility for actions further. 

In summary, an agent satisfies the control condition for contributing to a collective 

omission only if she was able to contribute to the associated (and omitted) collective action. 

Other things equal, the stronger her ability to contribute to that collective action, the more 

responsible she is for omitting to contribute to it. 

d. The Epistemic Condition ± Individualists 

/HW¶V�QRZ�WXUQ�WR�VFDOLQJ�XS�WKH�HSLVWHPLF�FRQGLWLRQ�IRU�LQGLYLGXDOLVWV��Recall that for 

individual omissions, an agent satisfies the epistemic condition only if she was sufficiently aware 

that she was able to perform the omitted act and that she ought to have performed the omitted 

act. For collective omissions, the agent is unable to perform the omitted act on her own, so the 

relevant awareness shifts. In particular, the agent must be aware that she was part of a group that 

was collectively able to perform the omitted act, aware that she was able to contribute to that 

collective action, and aware that she ought to contribute to that collective action. This includes 

awareness of how strong her abilities to contribute are. 

,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�UHTXLULQJ�JUHDWHU�DZDUHQHVV��WKH�DJHQW¶V�awareness of her obligation to 

contribute to that collective action depends in part on her awareness of what the other group 

members will or might do, such as whether she has good reason to believe that other people will 

join her efforts. If she knows that no one else will join her no matter what she does, she arguably 

is not obligated to contribute to the relevant collective action ± for, she knows it will not happen. 

This marks another GHSDUWXUH�IURP�QRUPDO�HSLVWHPLF�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�VLQFH�LW�LVQ¶W�D�ODFN�RI�

awareness on her part about her capacities or obligations. Instead, it is an awareness of how her 

obligations change in virtue of her awareness of what other group members will do. 
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)RU�LQGLYLGXDOLVWV��WKHUH¶V�QRWKLQJ�VSHFLDO�RU�GLIIHUHQW�LQ�NLQG�DERXW�EHLQJ�DZDUH�WKDW�RQH�

belongs to a group that was able to help or in saying that a group was aware that it was able to 

KHOS��,QGLYLGXDOLVWV�GRQ¶W�QHHG�WR�SRVLW�DQ\WKLQJ�OLNH, for instance, a collective consciousness to 

PDNH�VHQVH�RI�D�JURXS¶V�DZDUHQHVV�RI�LWV�DELOLWLHV since the awareness of a group just reduces to 

the awareness of its constitutive members. Hence, a group of explorers can be aware that it is 

able to save an injured hiker, and individualists could say this just means that enough individuals 

within the group are aware that they are collectively able to save that hiker. 

V. The Proposal for Collectivists 

a. The Control Condition ± Collectivists 

Now that we have seen how to scale up the ability-EDVHG�DFFRXQW�IRU�LQGLYLGXDOLVWV��OHW¶V�

examine how the proposal can be modified to accommodate collectivists. Recall that collectivists 

hold that at least some groups can be morally responsible for their behavior in a way that does 

not reduce to the responsibility of their constituent members. Collectivists differ about the level 

of structure and organization required for a group to be a locus of responsibility. When that level 

of organization is not met, the control condition is the same for collectivists as it is for 

individualists: an agent is responsible for contributing to a collective omission only if she was 

able to contribute to the associated collective action and omitted to do so. When that level of 

organization is met, then collectivists shift to talk of responsibility for groups. A group satisfies 

the control condition for responsibility only if, either it was specifically able to perform the 

relevant collective action and omitted to do so, or that group was part of a larger group that was 

specifically able to perform that action and omitted to do so. According to collectivists, group 

DELOLWLHV�DUHQ¶W�VWUDQJH�WKLQJV since we encounter them all the time: boards of corporations are 
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able to decide how to allocate company resources; armies are able to win battles; and teams of 

medical researchers are able to develop vaccines. 

Collectivists, like individualists, can also hold that degrees of responsibility track 

strengths of abilities, but collectivists also extend this to groups. According to the collectivist 

version of our account, if a group is sufficiently organized and is collectively able to carry out 

some action on its own, then its degree of moral responsibility for omitting to perform that 

collective act depends on the strength of its ability to perform that act. Revisiting an earlier 

example, a team of medical researchers is collectively able to develop a vaccine, and their 

blameworthiness for omitting to do so tracks the strength of their collective ability to develop 

that vaccine ± they are more blameworthy if they were able to do it in their sleep than if it 

required all their intellectual might and quite a bit of luck. 

When a group is collectively able to perform the omitted act, degrees of responsibility for 

collective omissions parallel degrees of responsibility for individual omissions. When an agent is 

individually able to perform all of the relevant components of an individual act, her 

responsibility for omitting to do so tracks the robustness of her abilities to carry out all of the 

components of that act. Here, a group is collectively able to perform all of the relevant 

components of a collective act, and its responsibility for omitting to do so tracks the robustness 

of its ability to carry out all of the components of that collective act. 

In other circumstances, a group is not collectively able to carry out the relevant collective 

act, but the group is still able to carry out some components of it, and another group (or set of 

groups) is able to carry out the remaining components. In these cases, the group is responsible 

for omitting to contribute to the relevant collective act (not for omitting to perform it on its own), 

and its degree of responsibility tracks the strength of its ability to contribute to that act. Hence, a 
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JURXS¶V�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�RPLWWLQJ�WR�FRQWULEXWH�WR�D�FROOHFWLYH�DFWLRQ�SDUDOOHOV�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�

responsibility for omitting to contribute to a collective action. To illustrate, suppose one country 

is not able to provide enough international aid to end a famine, but it is part of a larger group of 

FRXQWULHV�WKDW�LV�FROOHFWLYHO\�DEOH�WR�GR�VR��$�FRXQWU\¶V�FROOHFWLYH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�RPLWWLQJ�WR�

provide food tracks the strength of its ability to do so ± a wealthy country with huge grain 

reserves that it destroys to keep crop prices high has a much stronger ability (and arguably 

obligation) to provide food during a famine than an impoverished country barely staving off a 

IDPLQH�RI�LWV�RZQ��,QGLYLGXDOLVWV�ZRXOG�XOWLPDWHO\�UHGXFH�D�FRXQWU\¶V�FROOHFWLYH responsibility to 

(some of) the individuals who compose it, whereas collectivists take this collective responsibility 

to be non-reducible (assuming countries are sufficiently organized to count as collective 

agents).20 

Tying this section together, when a group lacks the requisite structure to be a genuine 

collective agent, the control condition is the same for collectivists as it is for individualists: an 

agent satisfies the control condition for contributing to a collective omission only if she was able 

to contribute to the associated (and omitted) collective action. When a group has the requisite 

structure, then it satisfies the control condition only if it was specifically able to perform or 

contribute to the relevant omitted act. Other things equal, the stronger an LQGLYLGXDO¶V RU�JURXS¶V�

ability to contribute to or perform the omitted act, the more responsible she or it is for that 

collective omission. 

b. The Epistemic Condition ± Collectivists 

 
20 Collectivists might point out, for instance, that blaming a country for omitting to help with a 
famine goes beyond and is not reducible to blaming its leader ± similarly to how blaming a team 
for failing to score goes beyond blaming an individual player for her contribution to that failure. 
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/HW¶V�WXUQ�WR�WKH�HSLVWHPLF�FRQGLWLRQ��&ollectivists agree with individualists about 

VRPHRQH¶V�UHVSRQVLELOLW\ when the relevant groups she belongs to lack enough structure to count 

as collective agents: she is responsible for a collective omission only if she was sufficiently 

aware that she was able to contribute to the relevant collective action, aware that she ought to do 

so, and aware that enough other group members would join her efforts. This can also include 

awareness of how strong her ability to contribute to the relevant act is. When a group meets the 

criteria to be a collective agent, it is responsible for a collective omission only if it was 

sufficiently aware that it was able to perform or contribute to the relevant action and aware that it 

ought to do so. Groups must also be aware of whether other individuals or groups will or might 

join in with their efforts ± if one country is aware that no others will join it in stopping an unjust 

war and if it knows that it cannot stop this war on its own, it does not seem blameworthy for 

omitting to contribute to a collective military intervention to stop the war even though it was able 

to make some contribution to that collective action. 

Collectivists might seem to face an explanatory challenge here of how to account for the 

awareness of groups without positing controversial mental states like collective consciousness or 

shared phenomenology. My goal here, however, is to lay out how a collectivist version of the 

ability-based proposal would work, not defend collectivism, and different collectivists already 

offer various accounts of how collective intentions and associated states like awareness could 

work. Work by, e.g., Held 1970, Gilbert 1995, and Tuomela 2005 illustrates how a group could 

satisfy the epistemic condition by being relevantly aware of what the group is committed to 

doing, aware of what others will or might do, aware of what it is able to do, and aware of what it 

ought to do. Thus, we have seen how both individuals and groups can satisfy the epistemic 

condition according to the collectivist version of the expanded account. 
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VI. Advantages of the Scaled-Up Abilities Account 

We have therefore seen how the scaled-up ability-based account of responsibility can 

handle collective omissions. We have additionally seen a major advantage of this proposed 

account: it can remain neutral on the debate between individualists and collectivists. To 

FRQFOXGH��OHW¶V�H[SORUH�VRPH�of its further advantages. 

a. Degrees of Responsibility Without Degrees of Causation 

One set of advantages arises from the handling of the control condition for responsibility. 

On the proposed account, we can assign differential amounts of responsibility without having to 

say anything about degrees of causation, which is a major boon. Degrees of moral responsibility 

are intuitively plausible and have recently gained popularity in the moral responsibility literature 

(see note 15). One natural way to try to get degrees of responsibility is with degrees of causation 

or degrees of causal contributions ± the idea that Alice is more responsible than Bob for stealing 

WKH�NLQJ¶V�MHZHOV�because she was more of a cause (or made a larger causal contribution) since 

she planned and executed the heist, fenced the stolen goods, and laundered the money, whereas 

Bob just drove the getaway car. However, degrees of causation are highly unpopular in the 

causation literature: most accounts of causation do not admit of degrees ± such theories only 

specify what it is to be a cause of an effect, not what it is for something to be the cause or more 

of a cause of an effect (see, e.g., Bernstein 2017and Paul and Hall 2013).21 Even the accounts of 

causation that do admit of degrees, such as David K. /HZLV�������GRQ¶W�FXUUHQWO\�GR�VR in a way 

that is helpful for moral responsibility (see Bernstein 2017). Finally, there is recent work by 

Sartorio 2020 arguing that the idea of causal contributions coming in degrees can be debunked. 

 
21 One exception is Kaiserman 2016, who argues that causation does not come in degrees, but 
causal contributions can. 
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With the proposed scaled-up abilities account, however, we can avoid all this 

controversy. We can still capture the intuitive idea that some agents contribute more than others 

to collective omissions (and their associated harms) by using comparative strengths of the 

DJHQWV¶�DELOLWLHV��$V�ZH�VDZ�HDUOLHU��DQ�DJHnt or group is more responsible (other things equal) for 

omitting to contribute to a collective action if she or it had a stronger ability to do so. 

Being able to handle degrees of responsibility without degrees of causation has 

implications for issues in applied ethics, such as the ethics of war. Some theorists hold that 

FLYLOLDQV¶�OLDELOLW\�WR�EH�DWWDFNHG�GXULQJ�ZDUWLPH�GHSHQGV�RQ�WKH�H[WHQW��DQG�SHUKDSV�W\SH��RI�WKHLU�

causal contribution to enemy deaths or other harms (see, e.g., Fabre 2009 and McMahan 2004). 

Given the challenges facing degrees of causation and causal contributions (particularly for the 

ethics of war ± see, e.g., Sartorio 2020), it seems beneficial to offer such theorists a 

(metaphysically) conflict-free alternative based on strengths of abilities. Rather than saying that a 

civilian is not liable to be attacked because his minor economic contribution to a war effort only 

made a small causal contribution to enemy harm ± and thereby committing to unpopular 

metaphysical positions ± we can instead hold that he is not liable because he only had a very 

weak ability to prevent harm to his enemies that he omitted to exercise. 

Having degrees of responsibility without degrees of causation is also relevant to 

international politics and policy. For example, the proposed account enables one to say that 

(other complex factors about obligations equal) a large wealthy country is more responsible for 

omitting to contribute aid in a time of famine than a small poor country is since the large wealthy 

country has a stronger ability to provide enough aid than the small poor country does. 

b. Understanding the Importance of the Epistemic Condition 
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Another set of advantages of the scaled-up abilities account arises from considerations 

about the epistemic condition ± in particular, from how the conditions for responsibility change 

as we shift from thinking about individual omissions to collective omissions. In the case of 

individual omissions, the epistemic condition for responsibility turns out to be especially 

important compared to the control condition: for everything we do, there are many things we 

omit to do at that time, and usually, we are specifically able to do many of those things. This 

means that we satisfy the control condition for many omissions, but we are not intuitively 

responsible for many of our omissions ± because we were blamelessly unaware that we were 

able to do them.22 

The importance of the epistemic condition for responsibility for omissions is magnified 

exponentially when we shift from individual omissions to collective omissions. For everything 

we are individually able to do, there are even more things that we are collectively able to do ± a 

rock star is able to play bass or guitar; her band is collectively able to play bass, guitar, drums, 

and sing. Hence, our collective omissions greatly outnumber our individual omissions. 

Furthermore, we satisfy the control condition for many of these collective omissions: most 

people belong to groups (organized or unorganized) that are collectively able to avert much 

harm, yet many groups omit to do so, and many individuals omit to contribute to the relevant 

collective actions.23 It seems plausible that we are responsible for more collective omissions than 

we currently realize, but it seems a step too far to say that we are responsible for all or even most 

 
22 This also means that the epistemic condition is more important for responsibility for omissions 
than for actions. For further discussion of this and related issues, see Chapter 2 and Metz 2020. 
23 Note that what exactly we are collectively able to do is a disjunctive, not conjunctive, set: a 
group with $1 million is able to give Charity A $1 million or Charity B $1 million (or split the 
donation), but not both. So, the group is responsible for omitting to give Charity A or Charity B 
$1 million ± not for omitting to give Charity A $1 million and for omitting to give Charity B $1 
million. For further discussion of responsibility for disjunctions, see Sartorio 2006. 
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of these collective omissions ± and the reason why centers on the epistemic condition. For, the 

requisite awareness for responsibility for a collective omission includes awareness not only of 

what DQ�DJHQW¶V�DELOLWLHV�DUH��EXW�DOVR��DZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�UHOHYDQW�JURXSV¶�FROOHFWLYH�DELOLWLHV��DQG�

we often are non-negligently unaware of many of these collective abilities. A random group of 

former firefighters near a burning building might collectively be able to rescue someone trapped 

on the ground floor easily and safely. However, they would not be blameworthy for omitting to 

do so if each one had no reason to think that they were collectively able to do more good than 

harm in that situation because they did not know that anyone else nearby had had training as a 

firefighter.  

Additionally, we saw earlier that scaling up the epistemic condition expands the requisite 

awareness. Hence, having good reason to believe that collective abilities will not be exercised 

can also rule out blame on epistemic grounds ± even if we are aware that the relevant group is 

collectively able to perform some act. A psychologist studying bystander effects might have very 

good reason to believe that no one from a large crowd of onlookers will help him lift a car off an 

injured pedestrian, even though he is aware that the crowd is collectively able to do so, so he 

might be excused (or his responsibility might be partially mitigated) for omitting to contribute to 

that collective action. 

This importance of the epistemic condition for collective omissions matters when 

theorizing about moral responsibility in general, but it also matters from an applied and policy 

standpoint because these kinds of epistemic excuses can be removed. Awareness campaigns, for 

instance, can take on extra moral significance since they remove epistemic excuses in two ways: 

they can inform us of what our collective abilities are, and they can give us reason to believe that 

others are likely to contribute to the relevant collective action. As an individual, I might know 
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that climate change is bad but not know how to help stop it, and I might have good reason to 

think no one else would help even if I did know what to do. If I consequently omit to take any 

action against climate change, these epistemic considerations might excuse me from blame. 

However, these excuses fail if an awareness campaign makes it clear which individual and 

collective actions have the greatest impact, KRZ�WR�FKDQJH�RQH¶V�GDLO\�URXWLQHV�WR�LQFRUporate 

these actions, and that many other people, cities, companies, and countries will all be joining in, 

too. This also suggests a further reason why disinformation campaigns designed to demoralize a 

population into not doing some (morally good) action are wrong: they lead to false beliefs of 

ZKDW�D�JURXS¶V�FROOHFWLYH�DELOLWLHV�DUH��³ZH�FDQ¶W�EUHDN�RXU�UHOLDQFH�RQ�IRVVLO-IXHOV´���DQG�WKH\�

JLYH�IDOVH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�ZKDW�RWKHUV�DUH�OLNHO\�WR�GR��³VRPHRQH�HOVH�LQ�DQRWKHU�FRXQWU\�ZLOO�

just increase their ePLVVLRQV�LI�\RX�GHFUHDVH�\RXUV´���0RUH�EURDGO\��WKLV�VKRZV�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�

identifying and expanding the ways of informing people of their collective abilities and of what 

others will or might do. 

VII. Conclusion 

In summary, we have seen the importance of collective omissions and that many serious 

collective harms result from our collective failures to act. We have also seen how an ability-

based account of moral responsibility could be scaled-up to handle such cases, and how this 

could be done for individualists and for collectivists. In addition to being able to handle 

responsibility for collective omissions, the proposed ability-based account has several other 

important theoretical and applied consequences. The proposed account holds that responsibility 

for a collective omission importantly depends on the strength of the ability to contribute to the 

omitted collective act. As we have seen, being able to handle degrees of responsibility without 

having to say anything about degrees of causation is beneficial when theorizing about 
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responsibility in general, and it impacts associated applied literatures like the ethics of war. The 

proposed account also has epistemic implications. The epistemic condition, already important for 

individual omissions, becomes even more so for collective omissions, marking an important 

consideration for accounts of responsibility for collective omissions. Furthermore, there are new 

applied ethical considerations: our epistemic excuses for omitting to contribute to collective 

actions can be removed. Thus, awareness campaigns and other ways of informing people about 

collective abilities and the likely behaviors of others take on extra moral significance. 
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Chapter 4: 
 

Omissions, Moral Luck, and Minding the (Epistemic) Gap59 
  

 
I. Introduction 

There is a growing literature on omissions and our failures to act more broadly, and an 

increasing number of philosophers are now recognizing the impact that omissions and failures to 

act have on questions of moral responsibility. This paper serves as a lighthouse ± warning of two 

threats to moral responsibility that arise when accounting for responsibility for our omissions. 

The first threatens the legitimacy of our being responsible, in that it expands the preexisting 

tension that luck famously raises for moral responsibility originally raised by Nagel 1979. In 

particular, this paper argues that, given some plausible assumptions about responsibility for our 

omissions, constitutive and circumstantial luck are rampant for our omissions and can arise in a 

different kind of way from the way they arise for our actions. Hence, if we want to understand 

fully what constitutive and circumstantial luck are and the threats they raise for moral 

responsibility, we must consider the impact of our omissions. The second threat to moral 

responsibility that arises from our omissions challenges the legitimacy of our practices of 

holding responsible. Holding others morally responsible and accountable for their failures to act 

requires us to bridge an epistemic gap that does not arise when holding others responsible for 

their actions ± and there is good reason to think we fail to cross this gap a non-trivial amount of 

the time. 

 
59 This chapter was also published as a journal article ± see Metz 2021b. 
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This paper proceeds by first highlighting the importance of abilities for moral 

responsibility and by then noting a plausible asymmetry between actions and omissions with 

UHVSHFW�WR�DJHQWV¶�DELOLWLHV�DQG�PRUDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\. This leads to the identification of what I call 

asymmetric abilities cases. Such cases only arise for failures to act, and they raise the two 

previously discussed challenges for theories of moral responsibility. Since these two challenges 

only arise for our non-doings and not for our actions, they also suggest that developing a good 

theory of moral responsibility for omissions goes far beyond simply making minor tweaks to the 

extant theories of moral responsibility for actions. 

II. Abilities, Actions, and Omissions 

/HW¶V�EHJLQ�E\�FRQVLGHULQJ�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�DELOLWLHV�IRU�PRUDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��7KLV�LV�QRW�

the place for a complete defense of ability-based theories of moral responsibility as superior to 

all possible rivals. Instead, I hope to show why abilities form a plausible foundation for 

theorizing about responsibility. Moral responsibility is commonly thought to have two central 

conditions: the control condition ± which requires that we have sufficient control over what we 

do ± and the epistemic condition ± which requires that we are (or should be) sufficiently aware of 

what we do.60 Note that abilities are important for both conditions: what we have control over 

crucially depends on what we are able to do, and being relevantly aware often requires awareness 

of our abilities. Consider also that basing moral responsibility primarily on abilities has become 

 
60 See, e.g., Fischer and Ravizza 1998 and Robichaud and Wieland 2017. I leave it open whether 
there are other conditions for responsibility. As I further discuss in this section, I am considering 
WKH�µDFFRXQWDELOLW\¶�VHQVH�RI�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�± see, e.g., Shoemaker 2011 and Watson 1996. 
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increasingly popular in the moral responsibility literature.61 Furthermore, many other theories of 

responsibility that are not explicitly ability-based still rely on or heavily involve abilities.62 

Abilities, of course, come in many vDULHWLHV�DQG�IODYRUV��VR�LW¶V�ZRUWKZKLOH�WR�VD\�D�ELW�

more about which abilities are relevant to moral responsibility for actions and omissions. 

Drawing from this literature on abilities and moral responsibility, the relevant abilities are 

specific abilities, which encompass both general abilities and opportunities. Roughly, general 

DELOLWLHV�DUH�DJHQWV¶�LQWHUQDO�FDSDFLWLHV�EDVHG�RQ�VNLOOV��NQRZ-how, coordination, and so on, 

ZKHUHDV�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�URXJKO\�DUH�DJHQWV¶�H[WHUQDO�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�WKDW�SHUPLW�WKHP�Wo exercise 

their relevant abilities.63 

1RZ��OHW¶V�H[DPLQH�ZKDW�WKH�UHOHYDQW�VSHFLILF�DELOLWLHV�IRU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DUH�± what must 

agents specifically be able to do? Here, I contend there is an asymmetry between actions and 

omissions with respect to the ability to do otherwise:  

 
61 See, e.g., Clarke (2015, 2014, and 1994), Fara 2008, Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation and 
Metz (2021a and 2020), Nelkin and Rickless 2017, Vihvelin (2013a and 2004), and Whittle 
2010. 
62 )LVFKHU�DQG�5DYL]]D¶V������PRGHUDWH�UHDVRQV-responsiveness actual-sequences account, for 
H[DPSOH��KROGV�WKDW�DQ�DJHQW¶V�PHFKDQLVP�IRU�DFWLRQ�PXVW�EH�VWURQJO\�UHFHSWLYH�WR�UHDVRQV�DQG�
weakly reactive to them in order to be morally responsible. And, this reasons-responsiveness 
FUXFLDOO\�GHSHQGV�RQ�DELOLWLHV��ZKHWKHU�DQ�DJHQW¶V�PHFKDQLVP�LV�VXIILFLHQWO\�UHFHSWLYH�WR�UHDVRQV�
depends on her abilities to recognize and assess her reasons, and whether her mechanism is 
sufficiently reactive to reasons depends on her abilities to choose and act on the basis of those 
reasons. 
63 For further discussion of different kinds of abilities and of the relationships between general 
and specific abilities, see, e.g., Clarke (2015 and 2014) and Mele (2017 and 2003). Although 
most hold that the relevant abilities for responsibility are general abilities, in Chapter 2 and Metz 
2020 I contend that weaker abilities ± such as simple abilities ± might be able to satisfy the 
ability requirement for responsibility such that agents might still be responsible for their behavior 
when they lack the relevant general ability if they still retain relevant weaker abilities. 
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Asymmetry: Direct64 moral responsibility for actions requires possessing the 
specific ability to perform the relevant action that was actually performed but 
does not require the specific ability to do otherwise. In contrast, direct moral 
responsibility for omissions requires possessing the specific ability to perform the 
omitted act and thereby does require the ability to do otherwise. 
 

There also is a relevant corollary of Asymmetry that is highly plausible on its own: 

Corollary: An agent FDQ¶W�EH�directly responsible for an omission if she wasn¶W�
able to perform the omitted act. 
 

Different versions of this asymmetry thesis have been contested and defended in the moral 

responsibility literature, so rather than try to give a full defense of it, I will try to show why it is a 

plausible assumption. 

To justify Asymmetry��OHW¶V�ILUVW�FRQVLGHU�D�FRPPRQ�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW�IRU�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�WKH�

abilities relevant to responsibility: the Principle of Alternative Possibilities. The Principle of 

Alternative Possibilities has been defended by various philosophers within the free will 

literature, and it holds that we are only responsible for an action or omission if we were 

specifically able to do otherwise.65 The Principle has historically faced controversy due to 

apparent counterexamples because of Frankfurt-style cases in the vein of those raised in 

Frankfurt 1969. However, I contend that such counterexamples only arise for actions, not 

omissions. Frankfurt-style action cases involve agents who are intuitively responsible for their 

actions despite not being able to do otherwise. For instance, Assassin decides to shoot Victim, 

EXW�LI�$VVDVVLQ�KDG�VWDUWHG�WR�GHFLGH�QRW�WR�VKRRW�9LFWLP��D�QHXURVFLHQWLVW�PRQLWRULQJ�$VVDVVLQ¶V�

 
64 The moral responsibility at stake here is direct, not indirect, for reasons that are discussed 
further in Section III. 
65 Note that this principle has been defended by both classical compatibilists and classical 
incompatibilists (see McKenna and Pereboom 2016). Since I remain neutral about whether the 
ability to do otherwise is compatible with determinism, I thereby remain neutral on the free will 
debate between compatibilists and incompatibilists. 
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brain would have made Assassin decide to shoot Victim. As it turns out, Assassin decides on her 

own to shoot Victim, and the neuroscientist does not intervene. Although some dispute 

Frankfurt-style action cases, many accept them and would hold that Assassin is morally 

responsible for deciding to shoot Victim even though Assassin was unable to decide otherwise.66 

This is not the place for a full discussion of Frankfurt-style action cases, but they arguably show 

that responsibility for actions does not require the ability to do otherwise, which is the first half 

of Asymmetry. 

Despite facing these challenges for actions, the Principle of Alternative Possibilities 

arguably gets omission cases right: responsibility for omissions arguably does require the ability 

to perform the omitted act (and responsibility for omissions thereby requires the ability to do 

otherwise). To see why, first consider the standard analysis of )LVFKHU�DQG�5DYL]]D¶V������FODVVLF�

Sharks case: 

Sharks: John sees a child drowning in the ocean and decides not to jump into the 
water to save him. As it turns out, there are sharks in the water that would have 
eaten John if he had jumped into the water. 
 

According to the standard, widely held analysis of Sharks, John is not responsible for an 

omission��QRW�VDYLQJ�WKH�FKLOG��EHFDXVH�KH�FRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�GRQH�RWKHUZLVH��i.e., he lacked the 

specific ability to save the child). Note that holding that John is responsible for his omission to 

save the child also entails holding that Corollary is false: one would have to hold that John is 

UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�RPLWWLQJ�WR�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�KH�FDQ¶W�GR�± which seems implausible. Now 

consider that if we alter the case so that the sharks are not there to stop John, he then seems 

 
66 For an overview of Frankfurt-style action cases, objections to them, and various responses, see 
McKenna and Pereboom 2016 and Widerker and McKenna 2003. For further discussion, see, 
e.g., Fischer 1994, Ginet 1996, Kane 1996, McKenna 2008, Pereboom 2000, and Widerker 2006.  
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responsible for omitting to save the child, which suggests that the difference in his specific 

ability to perform the omitted act is central to his responsibility for his omission. 

As further support of the idea that moral responsibility for omissions requires the ability 

to do otherwise, note that the reasoning used in support of Frankfurt-style action cases does not 

straightforwardly extend to Frankfurt-style omission cases. In a Frankfurt-style omission case, an 

agent is supposedly responsible for omitting to perform a certain action despite not being 

specifically able to perform it, and attempts to give such cases have been met with resistance.67 

One challenge is that some apparent Frankfurt-style omission cases conflate actions with 

omissions. Suppose Sam decides not to rescue a drowning swimmer when he was unable to 

decide otherwise. It might thereby seem like Sam is responsible for an omission even though he 

lacked the ability to do otherwise. However, deciding not to do something is an action, not an 

omission. Hence, this is actually a Frankfurt-style action case, not a Frankfurt-style omission 

case (and it just resembles the earlier action case of Assassin deciding to shoot Victim). To see 

what a Frankfurt-style omission case would look like, consider a variation where Sam fails to 

make any decision at all. In this version, Sam fails to decide to save the swimmer ± which is an 

omission ± and he was unable to make that decision. The problem is that it is no longer clear that 

Sam is blameworthy for omitting to decide to rescue the swimmer ± it violates Corollary and 

strikes me as quite unintuitive to hold that Sam is responsible for failing to decide something 

when he was unable to make that decision. In contrast, when we blame Sam in the action version 

 
67 For defenses of Frankfurt-style omission cases, see, e.g., Clarke 1994, Frankfurt 1994, and 
McIntyre 1994. For criticism and further discussion of such cases, see Fischer 2017, Fischer and 
Ravizza 1998, and Sartorio (2017 and 2005). 
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of the case for deciding to do something when he was unable to decide otherwise, note that Sam 

still is able to make that decision (and he in fact exercises that ability). 

7KXV��WKHUH�DUH�FDVHV�ZKHUH�DQ�DJHQWV¶�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�DQ�RPLVVLRQ�DUJXDEO\�GHSHQGV�

on whether he was able to perform the omitted act, and the kinds of reasoning used to defend 

Frankfurt-style action cases do not clearly extend to Frankfurt-style omission cases. This makes 

it plausible to hold that responsibility for omissions requires the ability to perform the omitted 

act (and therefore the ability to do otherwise), which is the second half of Asymmetry. 

In short, I hope to have shown why abilities ± in particular, specific abilities ± are central 

to issues of responsibility for actions and omissions, and although I have not provided a full 

defense of Asymmetry, I hope to have shown why it is at least a plausible assumption.68 I will 

proceed under the assumption that moral responsibility for omissions requires the specific ability 

WR�GR�RWKHUZLVH��EXW�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�DFWLRQV�GRHV�QRW��/HW¶V�QRZ�XVH�WKLV�WR�LGHQWLI\�ZKDW�,�FDOO�

asymmetric abilities cases. 

III. Asymmetric Abilities Cases 

Consider the following pair of cases: 

Epilepsy: Ephrem sees a child drowning in the ocean, but he decides to sunbathe 
on the beach rather than rescue the child. Unbeknownst to him and although he 
has never had a seizure before, Ephrem has epilepsy and would have had an 
epileptic seizure if he had tried or even started to try to rescue the child. 
 
No Epilepsy: Nina sees a (different) child drowning in the ocean, but she decides 
to sunbathe on the beach rather than rescue the child. Nina does not have epilepsy, 
and she was able to rescue the child. 
 

 
68 For related, additional defenses of Asymmetry and of using the Principle of Alternative 
Possibilities for omissions but not actions, see, e.g., Fischer 2017, Fischer and Ravizza 1998, 
Chapters 2 and 3 and Metz (2021a and 2020), Sartorio (2017 and 2005), and Van Inwagen 1983. 
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Ephrem and Nina each fail to save a drowning child. However, their abilities to save the relevant 

child differ: only Nina possessed the specific ability to save the child.69 It also seems quite 

plausible that Ephrem is not eligible to be morally responsible for his failure to save the child, 

and we can use the reasoning from the previous section to explain why. Given Asymmetry, 

responsibility for an omission requires the ability to perform the omitted act, and Ephrem lacked 

the specific ability to rescue the child, so he is not responsible for omitting to rescue the child. 

Relatedly, it would violate Corollary to hold that Ephrem is blameworthy for failing to do 

something that he was unable to do. In contrast, Nina plausibly is responsible for her omission to 

save the child (barring other excusing or exempting considerations, such as epistemic 

considerations if Nina was unaware that the child was drowning) because she was specifically 

able to rescue the child, and there is no corresponding violation of Corollary. Hence, Nina and 

(SKUHP¶V�UHVSRQVLELOity for their respective failures to rescue the drowning child tracks whether 

they possessed the specific ability to rescue the child. More broadly, two agents fail to perform 

the same action of saving a drowning child, but only one is able to do so. And, on the basis of 

such a difference in their abilities, only the agent who is able to perform the omitted act is 

morally responsible for her omission. Epilepsy and No Epilepsy thereby form a pair of what I 

call asymmetric abilities cases ± cases with a diffeUHQFH�LQ�DJHQWV¶�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�WKH�VDPH�

behavior that arises because of a difference in their respective abilities. 

 
69 ,�YLHZ�(SKUHP¶V�HSLOHSVy as removing or finking his general ability to swim and rescue the 
child, (see David K. Lewis 1997 for a discussion of finks, and see Vihvelin 2013a for a 
discussion of finkish abilities). If one does not share the thought that Ephrem lacks the general 
ability to swim and rescue the child, we can tweak the case so that he is (unknowingly) 
completely paralyzed the entire time he is laying on the beach. 
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%HIRUH�H[SORULQJ�DV\PPHWULF�DELOLWLHV�FDVHV�IXUWKHU��OHW¶V�FODULI\�D�IHZ�SRLQWV�KHUH��)LUVW��

there are different projects and accounts of omissions, so there might appear to be disagreement 

DERXW�ZKHWKHU�DQ�DJHQW¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�SHUIRUP�DQ�DFW�WKDW�VKH�ZDV�XQDEOH�WR�SHUIRUP�TXDOLILHV�DV�DQ�

omission.70 I remain neutral on such debates; all that matters for the purpose of this paper is 

whether the relevant agents are responsible for their failures to act, not whether those failures to 

DFW�DOVR�TXDOLI\�DV�RPLVVLRQV��+HQFH��HYHU\�PHQWLRQ�RI�µRPLVVLRQ¶�FDQ�EH�UHSODFHG�ZLWK�µIDLOXUH�

WR�DFW�¶�GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�WKH�UHDGHU¶V�SUHIHUHQFHV� 

Second, it might seem tempting to try to simplify the assessments of responsibility here 

by saying that Ephrem and Nina are both equally blameworthy in virtue of being equally bad 

people ± WKH\�HDFK�ZRXOGQ¶W�KDYH�VDYHG�WKH�FKLOG�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�WKHLU�UHVSHFWLYH�DELOLWLHV�± so we 

GRQ¶W�QHHG�WR�ZRUU\�DERXW�ZKR�LV�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�ZKLFK�SDUWLFXODU�EHKDYLRU��+RZHYHU��DOWKRXJK�

the moral evaluation of persons as a whole is undoubtedly an important part of our moral 

UHVSRQVLELOLW\�SUDFWLFHV��VR�WRR�LV�WKH�PRUDO�HYDOXDWLRQ�RI�DJHQWV¶�Sarticular behaviors. And, 

HYDOXDWLQJ�VRPHRQH¶V�PRUDO�FKDUDFWHU�LV�LPSRUWDQWO\�GLVWLQFW�IURP�HYDOXDWLQJ�KHU�SDUWLFXODU�

responsibility for her actions and omissions. This is why many philosophers hold that agents can 

be responsible for their particular behaviors. 

Relatedly, there are many competing conceptions of responsibility, and it is important to 

FODULI\�WKH�W\SH�RI�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DW�VWDNH�KHUH��)RU�LQVWDQFH��FRQVLGHU�:DWVRQ¶V������GLVWLQFWLRQ�

between attributability responsibility and accountability responsibility. Roughly, attributability 

 
70 Some philosophical accounts of omissions, such as Bach 2010, Clarke 2012, Gorr 1979, Talja 
1985, and Zimmerman 1981, hold that omissions constitutively require possessing the relevant 
abilities to perform the omitted acts. Other accounts of omissions are much broader and 
encompass all events that fail to occur (see, e.g., Bernstein 2015 and David K. Lewis 2004). 
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responsibility involves properly attributing bad behavior to an agent that reflects bad moral 

FKDUDFWHU�DQG�µGHHS�VHOI�¶�$FFRXQWDELOLW\�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�LQYROYHV�SURSHUO\�KROGLQJ�DQ�DJHQW�

accountable for that particular behavior in a way that warrants the full range of the reactive 

attitudes like blame and resentment because she freely and knowingly performed it.71 It might 

seem tempting to blame Ephrem for his omission to save the child by thinking of responsibility 

as attributability ± on the grounds that his omission to save the child is properly attributable to 

him and reflects bad moral character on his part. 

However, this paper is not about responsibility as attributability. For, the requisite control 

and responsibility at stake for issues like moral luck and our practices involving the reactive 

DWWLWXGHV�JR�EH\RQG�ZKDW�LV�UHTXLUHG�IRU�DWWULEXWDELOLW\��7R�LOOXVWUDWH��LW�LV�SRVVLEOH�IRU�VRPHRQH¶V�

bad actions to evince poor moral character and be correctly attributable to her and accurately 

reflect a bad deep self, even though she only has that character and deep self as a result of 

persistent childhood abuse. Following Levy 2005, Watson 1996, Wolf 1990, and others (see, 

e.g., Talbert 2019), more is required to justify the full range of the reactive attitudes than making 

these proper attributions of behavior. In particular, a deeper level of control is required: a level of 

control that would justify the reactive attitudes, warrant considerations for punishment by others, 

and make it fair to hold an agent to account for her behavior. This is the kind of control involved 

in accountability responsibility. Hence, this paper focuses on responsibility as accountability ± in 

the vein of Levy 2005, McKenna 2012, Shoemaker 2011, Watson 1996, and many others. 

 
71 6HH�DOVR��H�J���6KRHPDNHU¶V������GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DV�DWWULEXWDELOLW\��
answerability, and accountability. For an overview of the various types of responsibility, see, 
e.g., McKenna (2012: Chapter1) and Talbert 2019. 
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7KXV��ZKLOH�ZH�FDQ�DVVHVV�DJHQWV¶�PRUDO�FKDUDFWHU�DQG�WKHLU�DWWULEXWDELOLW\�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��

LW�LV�VWLOO�LPSRUWDQW�WR�DVVHVV�DJHQWV¶�accountability responsibility for particular behaviors ± for 

their actions and omissions. Even if one judges that Nina and Ephrem are equally bad people or 

that their behaviors reveal equally bad character, there therefore still is an important 

philosophical question about whether they are equally accountability-responsible for their 

respective omissions. I have argued that they are not, and as we will see in the coming sections, 

this has important results for the problem of moral luck and for our practices of holding agents 

responsible for their omissions. 

As a third clarification, one might argue that Nina and Ephrem are equally accountability 

responsible for their respective omissions to save the drowning child (even though Ephrem was 

unable to save the child) because they are each able to decide not to save the child, and they each 

exercise that ability, so their responsibility for their omission traces back to their decision.72 

However, the responsibility at stake when thinking about the ability to do otherwise is direct 

responsibility, not indirect responsibility that can traces back to earlier behaviors. To illustrate, 

Frankfurt-style action cases and the part of Asymmetry that concerns actions would be 

uninteresting and uncontroversial if the relevant responsibility were indirect because, for 

instance, drunk-driving cases already straightforwardly show that a drunk driver can be 

indirectly responsible for causing an accident, even though she was unable to avoid doing so 

given her drunken state. The interesting contention of Frankfurt-style action cases and the first 

part of Asymmetry is that an agent can be directly responsible for an action despite lacking the 

 
72 For criticisms, defenses, and further discussions of tracing, see, e.g., Fischer and Tognazzini 
2009, Khoury 2012, and Vargas 2005. 
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ability to do otherwise. Similarly, the interesting contention of the second part of Asymmetry 

and Corollary is that an agent cannot be directly responsible for omitting to do something that 

she was unable to do. The relevant issue for Epilepsy and No Epilepsy is therefore whether Nina 

and Ephrem are directly responsible for their omission to save the child. Additionally, we can 

clarify Epilepsy and No Epilepsy to make the relevant omitted action a basic mental action (a 

decision) rather than a more complicated bodily action (rescuing someone). Ephrem would have 

had a seizure if he had tried or even started to try to rescue the child, and we can clarify that 

starting to try includes deciding to rescue the child. Hence, Ephrem would have had a seizure if 

he had decided or started to decide to rescue the child, so he was unable to decide to rescue the 

child. In contrast, Nina was able to decide to rescue the child. Hence, they both omit to decide to 

rescue the child, but only Nina is responsible for her omission to decide, whereas Ephrem is not. 

We therefore still have a pair of cases ZLWK�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�DJHQWV¶�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�WKH�VDPH�

behavior that results from differences in their respective abilities, so we still have a pair of 

asymmetric abilities cases. For clarity, what I say going forward can be read as applying to 

µZKROH¶�RPLVVLRQV�EXW�VWDUWV��PRUH�EDVLFDOO\��ZLWK�PHQWDO�RPLVVLRQV� 

With these clarifications in place, we can now turn to the features of asymmetric abilities 

cases. According to Asymmetry, there is no ability to do otherwise requirement for moral 

responsibility for actions, but there is such a requirement for omissions. Hence, to determine 

whether an agent is responsible for an omission, we have to inquire into her unexercised abilities. 

However, we do not need to do this for actions (we need only look into her exercised abilities). 

Asymmetric abilities cases arise when agents have different unexercised abilities. Therefore, the 

first key feature of asymmetric abilities cases is that they only arise for omissions, not actions. 
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Next, there are different kinds of asymmetric abilities cases because there are multiple 

ways to lack the specific ability to do something: lacking the general ability to do it, lacking the 

opportunity to do it, or both. Some asymmetric abilities cases arise when two agents have 

different internal abilities and the same external opportunities, like Epilepsy and No Epilepsy. 

There also are versions of asymmetric abilities cases in which the agents have the same internal 

abilities but differ in their external opportunities: 

Child: Heathcliff sees a child drowning in the ocean, but he decides to sunbathe 
on the beach rather than rescue the child. 
 
No Child: At a beach many miles away, Catherine is also sunbathing. She 
mistakenly thinks that there is a child drowning on the beach near her, and she 
decides not to rescue that child. However, in fact there are no nearby drowning 
children, and Catherine lacked the opportunity to rescue a drowning child. 

 
Heathcliff is blameworthy ± at least as far as abilities and opportunities go ± for his failure to 

save the child in a way that Catherine is not because Heathcliff had the opportunity to save the 

child, whereas Catherine did not. There also can be cases that involve a difference in 

responsibility that results from a combination of differences in abilities and opportunities.73 For 

FODULW\¶V�VDNH��,�ZLOO�JURXS�FDVHV�ZLWK�DV\PPHWULF�DELOLWies, asymmetric opportunities, or a 

FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�ERWK�XQGHU�WKH�ODEHO�µDV\PPHWULF�DELOLWLHV�FDVHV�¶�As we will see in the next two 

sections, these cases raise two dangers to theories of moral responsibility. 

IV. Asymmetric Abilities and Moral Luck 

 
73 For example, Bonnie the financial advisor fails to warn a client that a particular investment 
package that the client wants to purchase is part of an elaborate scam. Bonnie is a talented and 
experienced analyst who was able to spot the warning signs, and she is personable enough to be 
able to communicate these concerns to her client. Clyde, an advisor at a different firm, also fails 
WR�ZDUQ�%RQQLH¶V�FOLHQW��+RZHYHU��KH�ODFNV�DFFHVV�WR�WKDW�FOLHQW¶V�LQIRUPDWLRQ��DQG�KH�LV�OHVV�
clever of an analyst, so he would not have spotted the fraud even if he had gained access to the 
FOLHQW¶V�LQIRUPDWLRQ� 
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a. Types of Moral Luck 

The first reason that asymmetric abilities cases matter for moral responsibility is that they 

are important for moral luck: they show that constitutive and circumstantial luck are rampant for 

omissions in a way that they are not for actions, in a way that has not yet been fully appreciated. 

7R�VHH�WKLV�SUREOHP��OHW¶V�FODULI\�ZKDW�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�PRUDO�OXFN�LV�LQ�JHQHUDO�DQG�ZKDW�

constitutive and circumstantial luck are in particular. In general, the threat of moral luck arises 

from two competing sets of intuitions about moral responsibility. First, in what is commonly 

referred to as the Control Principle, there is the deeply intuitive thought that someone should 

only be morally responsible for her behavior to the extent that her behavior depended on factors 

that were under her control.74 Second, there are cases with intuitive differences in responsibility 

WKDW�VHHP�WR�GHULYH�IURP�IHDWXUHV�WKDW�DUH�RXWVLGH�RI�DQ�DJHQW¶V�FRQWURO��WZR�SHRSOH�PLJKW�GULYH�

home drunk and swerve onto a sidewalk, but only one driver hits a pedestrian. The driver who 

actually hits a pedestrian is often held to be more morally responsible than the one who does not, 

but this difference is due to luck in whether a pedestrian is present on the relevant stretch of 

sidewalk, which LV�REYLRXVO\�RXWVLGH�HLWKHU�GULYHU¶V�FRQWURO� The problem of moral luck is, 

therefore, how to resolve the tension between these deeply held but conflicting sets of intuitions. 

)ROORZLQJ�1DJHO¶V������WUDGLWLRQDO�FDWHJRUL]DWLRQ��WKHUH�DUH�IRXU�VXEVSHFLHV�RI�moral 

luck that differ in the relevant source of the luck: resultant luck, causal luck, circumstantial luck, 

and constitutive luck. 5HVXOWDQW�OXFN�LV�WKH�OXFN�LQ�WKH�RXWFRPHV�RI�RQH¶V�DFWLRQV��DQG�H[DPSOHV�

include the aforementioned set of drunk drivers: both drivers perform the same risky action with 

similar intentions and lack of regard for the safety of others, but the outcomes of those actions 

 
74 In addition to Nagel 1979, see, e.g., Hartman 2017, Nelkin 2019, and Williams 1981. 
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are significantly different.75 &DXVDO�OXFN�LV�WKH�OXFN�LQ�WKH�GLVWDQW�FDXVHV�RI�RQH¶V�behaviors.76 If 

determinism is true, then factors in the distant past that are outside of our control ultimately 

cause our behaviors.77 Of special interest to us will be the remaining two forms of moral luck, 

FLUFXPVWDQWLDO�OXFN�DQG�FRQVWLWXWLYH�OXFN��VR�OHW¶V�GLVFXVV�WKHP�LQ�JUHDter detail. 

&LUFXPVWDQWLDO�OXFN�LV�WKH�OXFN�LQ�RQH¶V�FLUFXPVWDQFHV� In particular, Nagel 1979 

highlights how circumstantial luck involves the luck in which moral tests one faces. An 

individual who in fact grew up in the United States and lived an ordinary life might have 

willingly become an officer in a concentration camp if he had grown up in Nazi Germany, and an 

individual who grew up to become an officer in a concentration camp might have lived an 

ordinary life had he been born in the United States. However, if we hold that these two people 

are morally responsible to different extents for their behaviors, then we have a difference in 

PRUDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WKDW�GHULYHV�IURP�IDFWRUV�RI�WKH�DJHQWV¶�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�WKDW�DUH�RXWVLGH�RI�

their control. 

Constitutive OXFN�LV�WKH�OXFN�LQ�RQH¶V�PHQWDO�DQG�SK\VLFDO�WUDLWV�DQG�GLVSRVLWLRQV� 

6RPHRQH�PLJKW�VHHP�EODPHZRUWK\�IRU�EHLQJ�LQGLIIHUHQW�WR�DQRWKHU¶V�VXIIHULQJ��EXW�KHU�

indifference might result from the non-voluntarily acquired trait of being cold-hearted, and being 

born with that trait is outside of her control.78 If we blame her for having this trait, we are 

blaming her for factors outside of her control. 

 
75 See, e.g., Hartman 2017, Nelkin 2019, and Sartorio 2012. 
76 See, e.g., Hartman 2017 and Nelkin 2019. 
77 Nelkin 2019 points out, though, that the problem of causal luck can still arise even if 
determinism is false. Nagel 1979 holds that causal luck reduces to the free will problem, and it 
therefore is often treated as separate from the other types of moral luck (see Hartman 2017). 
78 See Nagel 1979. 
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b. Rampant Constitutive and Circumstantial Luck for Omissions 

Having clarified what constitutive and circumstantial luck are, we can use asymmetric 

abilities cases to show why these kinds of luck are rampant for omissions. If we accept the 

Control Principle, it should not be possible for there to be the differences in responsibility that 

we find in asymmetric abilities cases since whether or not an agent possesses the relevant ability 

or opportunity in such cases is often outside of her control. Nonetheless, I have argued there are 

good theoretical reasons backing up the differences in responsibility in asymmetric abilities 

cases, and as I have contended, such differences are intuitively plausible and reflect plausible 

principles like Corollary. Recall Epilepsy and No Epilepsy: Nina the non-epileptic sunbather is 

morally responsible for her failure to save the drowning child in a way that Ephrem the 

unknowingly-epileptic sunbather is not. With Asymmetry, I have argued that this intuitive 

difference in responsibility is backed by reasonable assumptions about responsibility for 

omissions, and it results from differences in their abilities to save the child. However, it is 

RXWVLGH�HLWKHU�DJHQW¶V�FRQWURO�WKDW�(SKUHP�KDV�HSLOHSV\�DQG�WKDW�1LQD�GRHV�QRW� Thus, if there is 

any GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�(SKUHP�DQG�1LQD¶V�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��DQG it would violate Asymmetry and 

Corollary to deny that there is a difference), we have an apparent tension between the Control 

Principle and intuitions about praise and blame. 

/HW¶V�H[DPLQH�WKLV�WHQVLRQ�PRUH�FORVHO\� Epilepsy and No Epilepsy are instances of 

FRQVWLWXWLYH�OXFN�VLQFH�WKH�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�LQWHUQDO�IDFWRUV�DERXW�WKH�DJHQWV¶�FRQVWLWXWLRQV�UHQGHUV�

Ephrem unable to save the child ± and therefore ineligible to be responsible for his failure to do 

so ± while rendering Nina able to save the child ± and therefore eligible to be responsible for her 

omission. There would not be any moral luck here if we could also say that Nina was not morally 
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responsible for her failure (perhaps for other non ability-related reasons), but again, she plausibly 

is morally responsible in a way that Ephrem is not. Thus, we have an instance of an apparent 

GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�PRUDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WKDW�GHULYHV�IURP�OXFN�LQ�DJHQWV¶�FRQVWLWXWLRQV� In other words, 

we have an instance of constitutive luck. 

Relatedly, Child and No Child are instances of circumstantial luck. The differences in 

WKH�DJHQWV¶ opportunities ± in other words, their external circumstances ± render it such that 

+HDWKFOLII�IDFHV�D�PRUDO�WHVW�WKDW�&DWKHULQH�GRHV�QRW��DQG�LW�LV�QRW�XQGHU�HLWKHU�DJHQW¶V�FRQWURO�

whether there is a nearby drowning child. 6WLOO��+HDWKFOLII¶V�IDLOXUH�VHHPV�PRUDOO\�ZRUVH�WKDQ�

&DWKHULQH¶V�± precisely because Heathcliff had an opportunity to save the child while Catherine 

lacked that opportunity. Hence, we also have an instance of an apparent difference in moral 

UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WKDW�GHULYHV�IURP�OXFN�LQ�DJHQWV¶�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�± or, in other words, circumstantial 

luck. 

These cases of constitutive and circumstantial luck easily generalize. For cases of 

constitutive luck, simply take an asymmetric abilities case with two features: the asymmetry 

GHULYHV�IURP�OXFN�LQ�WKH�DJHQWV¶�UHOHYDQW�general abilities, and the case is morally relevant (which 

ensures that the agent with the relevant ability is responsible in a way that the agent without that 

ability is not). For cases of circumstantial luck, do the same thing, except have the asymmetry 

GHULYH�IURP�OXFN�LQ�WKH�DJHQWV¶�RSSRUWXQLWLHV� Thus, constitutive and circumstantial luck are 

rampant for asymmetric abilities cases. 

Recall that asymmetric abilities cases can only arise for omissions, not actions. For, 

asymmetric abilities cases involve a difference responsibility because of a difference in 

unexercised abilities, and responsibility for actions does not require consideration of unexercised 
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abilities. This entails that constitutive and circumstantial luck are rampant for omissions in ways 

that they are not for actions. This rampant ± and thus far unnoticed ± constitutive and 

circumstantial luck for omissions, in turn, puts pressure on the various proposed solutions to the 

problem of moral luck, for this is a result that these solutions need to be able to accommodate. 

c. Challenges for Existing Solutions 

The threat for the current solutions to the problem of moral luck is not just that there is 

more constitutive and circumstantial luck than previously realized. Rather, asymmetric abilities 

cases show that the threat raised by constitutive and circumstantial luck is different in kind for 

omissions than for actions since there is a source of constitutive and circumstantial luck for 

omissions that does not exist for actions ± FDVHV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKHUH�LV�FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�OXFN�LQ�DJHQWV¶�

relevant unexercised abilities and opportunities. Thus, the proposed solutions to the problem of 

moral luck need to be able to accommodate this additional way that constitutive and 

circumstantial luck can arise. The various solutions to the problem of moral luck can be grouped 

into several broad families of views, and they each face pressure from asymmetric abilities cases. 

The first family of views holds that resultant, circumstantial, and constitutive luck do not 

exist ± in that they cannot DIIHFW�DJHQWV¶�SUDLVHZRUWKLQHVV�RU�EODPHZRUWKLQHVV ± because luck 

already systematically undermines the control necessary for moral responsibility.79 These 

philosophers already need to provide some sort of error theory for our ordinary judgments that 

agents can be morally responsible for their behaviors. This error theory now also needs to be able 

to handle the apparent differences in responsibility in asymmetric abilities cases like Epilepsy 

 
79 See, e.g., Levy 2011, Strawson 1994, and Waller 2011. 
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and No Epilepsy, having to deny, for instance, that Nina is blameworthy for her failure to save 

the child in a way that Ephrem is not. 

Other theorists argue that resultant, constitutive, and circumstantial luck do not exist and 

do not make a difference to moral responsibility because luck is irrelevant to moral responsibility 

and morality is luck-free.80 These views already need to explain away our intuitions in cases 

involving luck ± such as the intuition that the drunk driver who actually hits someone on the 

sidewalk does something morally worse and is more blameworthy than the drunk driver who 

does not hit anyone. Asymmetric abilities cases raise a further challenge for these views: these 

views must also explain away the intuitively plausible and theoretically backed difference in 

responsibility in these cases ± like the differences in responsibility between Nina and Ephrem 

and between Heathcliff and Catherine. 

The third group of solutions to the problem of moral luck holds that circumstantial and 

constitutive luck can (unproblematically) make a diffeUHQFH�WR�DJHQWV¶�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��EXW�

resultant luck cannot.81 This group is the most hard-pressed by asymmetric abilities cases since 

these cases show that constitutive and circumstantial luck are particularly rampant for omissions. 

Hence, the ensuing tensions between the Control Principle and constitutive and circumstantial 

luck are more widespread than previously appreciated. 

Finally, some hold that resultant, circumstantial, and constitutive luck can each affect 

moral responsibility and that morality is not luck-free.82 Since asymmetric abilities cases 

 
80 See, e.g., Enoch and Marmor 2007, Peels 2015, and Zimmerman 2002. 
81 See, e.g., Rivera-López 2016. 
82 See, e.g., Greco 1995, Hartman 2017, and Moore 1997. See Hartman 2017 and Nelkin 2019 
for a further overview of the various proposed solutions and their associated consequences. 
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highlight the widespread extent to which constitutive and circumstantial luck can affect moral 

responsibility for our failures to act, the challenge to the legitimacy of moral responsibility raised 

by the problem of moral luck is more pressing than previously thought. These philosophers 

thereby face more pressure than previously realized to square luck in our constitutions and 

circumstances with the legitimacy of us being responsible for our behavior. 

Moral luck is a threat to the legitimacy of being morally responsible for our behavior. 

That is, if the Control Principle is right and if it turns out that we lack sufficient control over our 

behavior, then it seems that few or no agents are ever in fact morally responsible for it. A good 

theory of moral responsibility for our failures to act therefore needs to be able to account for the 

extra threat to the legitimacy of being responsible that is raised by rampant constitutive and 

circumstantial luck in our omissions. Theories of moral responsibility that only focus on actions 

fail to account for the importance of this threat. Furthermore, we have seen that only focusing on 

constitutive and circumstantial luck for actions leaves out an important part of what these types 

of luck are and why they threaten the legitimacy of our being morally responsible. We must also 

consider how these types of luck arise for cases of omissions. 

V. Minding the (Epistemic) Gap 

In addition to expanding the threat of constitutive and circumstantial luck, asymmetric 

abilities cases illuminate a second threat for the legitimacy of moral responsibility: a threat to the 

legitimacy of (at least some of) our practices of moral responsibility. In particular, asymmetric 

abilities cases contain and thereby highlight an apparent epistemic gap in our assessments of 

praise and blame for RWKHUV¶�RPLVVLRQV ± a gap that threatens to undermine our moral 

assessments of omissions. 
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To get an idea of this epistemic threat, consider how other people would judge Ephrem 

DQG�1LQD¶V�IDLOXUHV�WR�VDYH�WKH�GURZQLQJ�FKLOGUHQ�LQ�Epilepsy and No Epilepsy. It is likely that 

(SKUHP�DQG�1LQD¶V�IDLOXUHV�ZRXOG�EH�MXGJHG�HTXDOO\ blameworthy for failing to rescue the child. 

(SKUHP�LV�QRW�FXUUHQWO\�KDYLQJ�D�VHL]XUH�DQG�KLV�HSLOHSV\�LVQ¶W�RWKHUZLVH�REYLRXVO\�YLVLEOH�

(recall, he only would have had a seizure if he had started to try to rescue the child), so, to an 

external observer, Ephrem and Nina each apparently notice a nearby drowning child yet continue 

sunbathing despite each appearing to be able to save the child. (Again, there is an important 

difference between blaming Ephrem and Nina for having bad moral character and blaming them 

for their particular failure to save a nearby child. The focus here is on accountability 

responsibility for actions and omissions, not attributability responsibility or responsibility for 

overall character.) According to the ability requirement for moral responsibility specified in 

Asymmetry, however, only Nina is actually responsible for her failure to save the child near her 

while Ephrem is in fact unable and therefore ineligible to be responsible for his failure to save 

the child near him. Hence, it is likely that external observers would make the wrong moral 

judgments and incorrectly hold Ephrem morally responsible for his failure to do something that 

he was unable to do. 

More generally, given the earlier ability requirement for moral responsibility for 

omissions, accurately blaming or praising agents and holding them responsible for their 

omissions requires that we are sufficiently aware of their relevant unexercised general abilities 

and opportunities. However, we cannot infer ZKDW�DQ�DJHQW¶V�UHOHYDQW�XQH[HUFLVHG�DELOLWLHV�DUH�

simply by looking at what abilities she in fact exercises. Thus, there is an epistemic gap in our 

practices of holding people morally responsible for their omissions. Note that this epistemic gap 
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does not concern the epistemic condition for being morally responsible, which, recall, requires 

roughly that agents are sufficiently aware of important features of their behavior in order to be 

morally responsible for it. Rather, it centers on the epistemic condition for holding morally 

responsible: appropriately holding others accountable requires that blamers are sufficiently aware 

RI�EODPHHV¶�DELOLWLHV� 

In contrast, recall that (as far as abilities are concerned) holding agents responsible for 

their actions does not require assessing their unexercised abilities and only requires considering 

WKHLU�UHOHYDQW�H[HUFLVHG�RQHV��$QG��LW�LV�UHODWLYHO\�VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG�WR�DVVHVV�ZKDW�DQ�DJHQW¶V�

exercised abilities are ± just look at what she does. Hence, this epistemic gap does not arise when 

holding agents responsible for their actions.  

This epistemic threat to our practices of holding others accountable might not be 

particularly problematic if it were just restricted to a limited subset of asymmetric abilities cases, 

but this epistemic worry expands beyond these cases. First, asymmetric abilities cases, like 

constitutive and circumstantial luck, seem rampant for non-doings, particularly when groups of 

people are involved. When a group of people is blamed for failing to help someone or failing to 

prevent harm when any one individual was apparently able to do so, it is not unusual if some of 

the group members turn out to be unable to perform the act in question.83 For example, if a 

crowd watches a child drown, each bystander might be held responsible, yet perhaps only some 

were actually strong enough swimmers to save the child. 

 
83 There are interesting questions about the abilities of groups and the luck iQ�ZKHWKHU�RQH¶V�
peers help when multiple people are needed to do something, but these are topics for other 
papers. See, e.g., Metz (2021a) for further discussion. 
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More broadly, the second and central reason why the epistemic gap in holding 

responsible is rampant for non-doings is that it applies to all non-doings: whenever an agent is 

(justifiably) held responsible for an omission, we need to accurately assess her relevant general 

abilities and opportunities. Additionally, the epistemic challenges posed by asymmetric abilities 

cases generalize to all omission cases because we can turn any omission case into an asymmetric 

abilities case by adding another agent with different general abilities or opportunities. For 

instance, suppose a doctor is blamed for failing to complete a difficult surgery and that part of 

the justification for blaming that doctor involves assessing that she was able to perform that 

surgery. To make this an asymmetric abilities case, just add in another hypothetical doctor who 

was unable to complete that surgery. Both doctors (if actual) would likely be blamed, even 

though only one would have been eligible to be responsible ± a likely epistemic error. It is also 

just a matter of luck whether the second doctor is real or merely hypothetical. 

Further complicating this epistemic gap in holding responsible is that there is some 

suggestive psychological evidence that we are not particularly good at assessing the abilities of 

ourselves and others ± particularly with respect to assessing our abilitiHV�UHODWLYH�WR�RWKHUV¶� 

Kruger and Dunning (1999) have famously studied and documented the psychological effect that 

people who are unskilled at particular tasks often greatly overestimate their abilities relative to 

their peers because the skills needed for the relevant task are also the same skills needed to 

assess how good they are at those skills ± inept people are too inept to realize their own 

ineptitude. A reverse trend was also found, with people who were skilled at a task 

underestimating their abilities because they assumed that tasks that were easy for them were easy 

for others. Additionally, there are many studies suggesting that most people think they have 
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above-average abilities: they think they are above-average drivers, have better cognitive abilities, 

are more popular (and therefore are better at socializing), are harder workers, and so on.84 It is, of 

course, mathematically impossible for the majority of people to be above-average. These errors 

in the assessments of comparative abilities highlight potential errors in self-blame. Someone 

might inappropriately blame himself for failing to avoid a car accident after skidding on ice 

because (in part) he believes he was able to do so, when it turns out that avoiding the accident 

required far more control over his car than he could reasonably be expected to have in such bad 

conditions. 

Clearly, we sometimes are able to assess the abilities of ourselves and others: it is not 

hard to tell that someone who holds still is unable to jump twenty feet straight up, nor is it hard 

to tell that world sprinting champion Usain Bolt is able to jog. However, assessment of abilities 

becomes trickier than is often appreciated, especially when considering whether someone was 

specifically able to do something at some particular moment. I might know that Usain Bolt 

typically has the ability to jog, but it is less clear that he is specifically able to do so at the 

particular moment when he is lying on the ground while catching his breath right after winning a 

race. We are RIWHQ�SUHWW\�VXUH�RI�RWKHUV¶�DELOLWLHV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�VLWXDWLRQV��EXW�WKLV�ODFN�RI�FHUWDLQW\�

is important. In principle, it is very likely that at least some of our attributions of responsibility 

will be incorrect because we misevaluate the specific abilities of others at particular moments 

and in particular situations and again because there is suggestive psychological evidence that 

these mistaken evaluations are much more frequent than we expect. 

 
84 See McCormick, Walkey, and Green 1986, Zuckerman and Jost 2001, and Roese and Olson 
1993, respectively. 
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These findings do not by themselves show that it is impossible for us to assess the 

abilities and opportunities of ourselves and others, nor do they show that all of our attributions of 

responsibility are mistaken for our omissions. Still, they spotlight a special epistemic threat to the 

legitimacy of our practices of holding agents responsible for their omissions.  

VI. Conclusion 

To conclude, we have explored the connection between abilities and responsibility, as 

well as an important asymmetry between our actions and omissions. This then led to the 

identification of asymmetric abilities cases. Such cases only arise for failures to act, and they 

raise two challenges for theories of moral responsibility. First, they show that constitutive and 

circumstantial luck are far more widespread for non-doings than has been fully appreciated thus 

far, and they highlight that constitutive and circumstantial luck can arise for non-doings in a 

different kind of way than they do for actions. This thereby puts pressure on the various 

proposed solutions to the problem of moral luck to be able to accommodate this prevalent luck 

with additional ways that it can arise. Second, asymmetric abilities cases highlight an epistemic 

JDS�LQ�RXU�DVVHVVPHQWV�RI�RWKHUV¶�DELOLWLes and therefore a gap in our practices of holding 

responsible. This paper is a lighthouse, marking two dangers for theories of moral responsibility 

for non-doings and thereby highlighting two important features that a good theory of moral 

responsibility for our non-doings needs to be able to accommodate. Since these two challenges 

only arise for our non-doings and not for our actions, they also suggest that the project of 

developing a good theory of responsibility for omissions should not be treated as a mere 

afterthought or as a project that is derivative of the more fundamental project of giving a theory 
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of responsibility for actions. Instead, developing a good theory of moral responsibility for 

omissions is a worthy and important project of its own.
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