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Abstract
In this article I examine the relation between causation and moral responsibility.
I distinguish four possible views about that relation. One is the standard view:
the view that an agent’s moral responsibility for an outcome requires, and is
grounded in, the agent’s causal responsibility for it. I discuss several challenges to
the standard view, which motivate the three remaining views. The final view –
the view I argue for – is that causation is the vehicle of transmission of moral
responsibility. According to this view, although moral responsibility does not
require causation, causation still grounds moral responsibility.

1. Introduction

Agents can be responsible for things in different ways. In particular, they
can be causally responsible for things, and they can be morally responsible
for things (other notions of responsibility include, notably, legal responsi-
bility, which will not be my focus here). The concepts of causation and
moral responsibility seem to be importantly related to each other. Philos-
ophers have discussed the connection between them from different
perspectives: the perspective of action theory, ethics, and metaphysics. In
this article I examine different proposals on the nature of that link.

Let us first be clear about our focus. It is natural to draw a distinction
between the acts that an agent performs (his actions or omissions) and
how things turn out in the world as a result of those acts (the events and
states of affairs in the world – including, in some cases, acts by other
people). Let’s call this last category of things outcomes. The concept of
moral responsibility applies quite broadly; in particular, we hold agents
morally responsible both for their own acts and for outcomes. Causal
responsibility, on the other hand, applies most fundamentally, if not exclu-
sively, to outcomes. Thus, given that our topic is the relation between
causation and moral responsibility, my main focus will be outcomes. The
question I will discuss is what, if any, is the connection between moral
responsibility and causation as they apply to outcomes. This having been
said, as we will see shortly, an account of the conditions under which an
agent is morally responsible for an outcome is likely to make reference to
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the agent’s moral responsibility for his own acts. For an agent’s acts are the
means by which the agent interacts with the world. The question of when
an agent is morally responsible for an act is importantly connected to the
question of when an act is free, which I cannot take up here.

2. Entailment-Dependence

Imagine that someone is killed in a remote part of the world: someone
with whom you have never had contact of any sort. Do we consider you
to be morally responsible for his death? Obviously not. Why not? Intui-
tively, because you weren’t causally related to the death in any way: there
is no way to link anything you did to the person’s death. So here’s a very
natural idea about the relation between moral responsibility for outcomes
and causation: moral responsibility for an outcome requires causing it.
Moreover, when an agent is morally responsible for an outcome, the
existence of causal responsibility partly explains the existence of moral
responsibility: the agent is morally responsible, in part, because he is
causally responsible. Given that, on this view, the attributions of moral
responsibility both require and depend on the attributions of causal
responsibility, we may call this view ‘Entailment-Dependence’. Entailment-
Dependence is a conjunction of two claims: an entailment claim (moral
responsibility entails causal responsibility) and a grounding claim (the
existence of causal responsibility partly explains the existence of moral
responsibility).

Now, presumably, to say that an agent caused an outcome is to say that
one of the agent’s actions or omissions caused the outcome. For example,
I may have caused an explosion because I started the fire that caused it or
because I failed to put out the fire with my fire extinguisher.1 Hence,
Entailment-Dependence can be fully spelled out as follows:

Entailment-Dependence: An agent A is morally responsible for an
outcome O only if A is causally responsible for O, i.e. only if one of A’s
actions or omissions caused O; moreover, the fact that one of A’s actions or
omissions caused O (partly) explains the fact that A is morally responsible
for O.

Entailment-Dependence is the most widely held view about the relation-
ship between moral responsibility for outcomes and causation: it is the
view that most people hold, either explicitly or implicitly.2 As we have
seen, it is quite natural and well motivated.

If true, Entailment-Dependence provides part of the foundations for a
theory of moral responsibility for outcomes. Given that, on this view,
moral responsibility depends on causal responsibility, the question arises
whether there is anything else on which it depends, and, if so, what.
Whereas it is quite clear that causal responsibility is not sufficient for
moral responsibility, it is surprisingly hard to say exactly what else is
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needed. In what follows I survey the most salient issues and I point at
some potential complications and questions that come up in this connection.

First, moral responsibility for an outcome seems to require, besides
causal responsibility for the outcome, moral responsibility for the act
leading to the outcome (that act in virtue of which the agent is causally
responsible for the outcome). For imagine that someone forces me to take
a drug that then makes me set up a bomb in a crowded place. Even if my
act of setting up the bomb causes harm, and thus I am causally responsible
for the harm, I am clearly not morally responsible for the harm. I am not
morally responsible for the harm because I am not morally responsible for
the act issuing in the harm (presumably, because my act is not free).

Also, agents can be causally responsible for products of their (free) acts
that they couldn’t possibly have foreseen would follow from them. Imagine
that, as a result of a long and unpredictable series of events, my eating an
apple issues in someone’s setting up a bomb and causing much destruction.
Again, although I am causally responsible for the destruction (I am one
of the links in the causal chain leading to it), I am not morally responsible
for it. Presumably, then, we should also require that the agent could
foresee (or, alternatively, should have foreseen) that the outcome would
probably ensue from his acting, or failing to act, in the relevant way.

So moral responsibility for an outcome requires: causal responsibility for
the outcome (if Entailment-Dependence is true), moral responsibility for
the act leading to the outcome, and, finally, the agent’s capacity to foresee
that the act was likely to lead to an outcome of such type. But the
combination of all these factors is not yet sufficient to guarantee moral
responsibility for the outcome. For, as with almost any other causal
account of a philosophically interesting concept, there seems to be a
problem of ‘causal deviance’. Imagine a drunk driver who causally con-
tributes to an accident in the following way: an edgy horse who was
walking along the road gets nervous because of the mere presence of the
car and throws his rider onto the ground, injuring him. The horse would
have panicked even if the driver of the car had not been drunk. In fact,
he would have panicked even if someone else had been driving the car.
In this case, the drunk driver’s driving is a cause of the harm, he is morally
responsible – in fact, to blame – for driving (given that it was done under
the influence), and, moreover, he could foresee or should have foreseen
that his driving would likely result in the occurrence of harm. However,
he is not morally responsible for the harm, for the respect in which his
act (his driving) was faulty was causally irrelevant to the production of the
harm (Feinberg 427). Hence, we could try to amend the account in the
following way: not only could the agent foresee (or should have foreseen)
that harm would probably follow, but he could foresee (or should have
foreseen) that it would follow in (roughly) the way it did follow. How to
make this more precise, however (or even whether this is the right way
to go), is not totally clear.3
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Even further revisions might be required.4 The preceding discussion
shows that giving an account of moral responsibility for outcomes in
terms of causal responsibility is no easy task. However, if Entailment-
Dependence is true, then at least we have the beginnings of such an
approach: an important ingredient of moral responsibility for outcomes is
causal responsibility. So let us return now to this basic starting point of
the standard view: the idea that moral responsibility requires causal
responsibility. Is this simple thought right?

3. Quasi-Entailment-Dependence

An important thing to notice is that, for the simple thought to be right,
it must be possible for the omissions of agents to be causally efficacious.
Otherwise, agents wouldn’t ever be morally responsible for outcomes by
omission, whereas they clearly are (as when a lifeguard intentionally fails
to jump into the water to save a drowning child). Now, on some views
of causation, omissions (and absences in general) cannot be causes or
effects. According to such views, the only things that can be causes and
effects are events (positive occurrences with definite spatio-temporal loca-
tions), whereas omissions are not events but absences thereof.5 If omissions
cannot be causes, then moral responsibility doesn’t always require causal
responsibility: when an agent is morally responsible for an outcome by
omission, he is not causally responsible for it.

Now, how plausible is the view that omissions aren’t causally effica-
cious? And what should we take the link between causal and moral
responsibility to be, if omissions aren’t causally efficacious? Let us start
with the latter question.

Imagine that I promised to water a friend’s plant and failed to do so;
as a result, the plant died and I am morally responsible for its death. On
the view under consideration, we cannot explain my moral responsibility
on the grounds that (among other things) I caused the plant’s death, since
we are assuming that my failure to water it didn’t cause its death. But we
can say the following. The actual scenario contains a causal process leading
to the plant’s death (a biological process consisting in the plant’s gradually
withering until it dies). Although my failure to water the plant wasn’t part
of that causal chain, in the closest possible world where I do water the
plant, my watering the plant cuts such process off (and, as a result, the
plant doesn’t die). In other words, although I didn’t cause the plant’s
death, I failed to do something that is such that, had I done it, it would
have causally interfered with the process that in fact led to the plant’s
death. Thus we may understand claims about causation by omission,
instead of as genuine causal claims, as counterfactual claims about causation,
or as ‘quasi-causal’ claims.6 Correspondingly, we shouldn’t think that
moral responsibility requires and depends on causation; instead, we should
think it requires and depends on either causation or quasi-causation. On
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this view, the reason I am morally responsible for the plant’s death is,
among other things, that I failed to do something that would have inter-
fered with the actual process leading to the plant’s death. (Again, other
things are required to account for my moral responsibility. Presumably, I
must be responsible for not interfering with such a process, I must have
foreseen or should have foreseen that by not interfering with it the plant
would die, etc.)

Let’s call this view ‘Quasi-Entailment-Dependence’. The view says:

Quasi-Entailment-Dependence: A is morally responsible for O only if
A is either causally or quasi-causally responsible for O, i.e. only if one of
A’s actions or omissions either caused or quasi-caused O; moreover, the
fact that one of A’s actions or omissions either caused or quasi-caused O
(partly) explains the fact that A is morally responsible for O.

Note that, just like Entailment-Dependence, Quasi-Entailment-Dependence
regards the notion of causal responsibility as more basic than that of
moral responsibility, and attempts to account for the latter in terms of the
former. The difference is that whereas Entailment-Dependence accounts
for moral responsibility in terms of actual causal connections, Quasi-
Entailment-Dependence accounts for it in terms of actual or counterfactual
causal connections.7

Now, is Quasi-Entailment-Dependence plausible? Common sense
dictates that omissions can be causes, e.g., a doctor’s failure to treat a
patient can cause the patient’s death. Correspondingly, common sense
dictates that an agent’s moral responsibility is partly determined by his
causal responsibility regardless of whether it’s by omission or commission.
For example, we think that the shooter who inflicted bullet wounds on
the patient’s body and the doctor that fails to treat the patient once
he’s at the hospital are both responsible for the patient’s death (although
maybe to different degrees), and they are both responsible because they
both causally contributed to his death (although in different ways). In
light of this, we would need strong reasons to give up the view that
moral responsibility requires causal responsibility, even in cases of
omission.

Helen Beebee has argued that the intuitive support for the idea that
omissions can be causes is, despite appearances, not very strong. For not
only does common sense dictate that certain omissions are causes; it also
dictates that certain other omissions aren’t. However, Beebee argues, no
respectable theory of causation can successfully capture both intuitions.
For instance, imagine that the gardener promised to water my plant but
forgot, and then the plant died. Beebee claims that any reasonable theory
that entails that the gardener’s failure to water my plant caused its death
would also entail that the Queen of England’s failure to water it caused its
death. After all, if the gardener’s failure caused it, it must be because, had
he watered the plant, it would have lived. However, this is also true of the



754 Causation and Responsibility

© 2007 The Author Philosophy Compass 2/5 (2007): 749–765, 10.1111/j.1747-9991.2007.00097.x
Journal Compilation © 2007 Blackwell Publishing Ltd

Queen of England: had she watered the plant, it would have lived.8 This
shows, for Beebee, that regardless of whether we say that omissions are
causes, we’ll have to depart from common sense: either by saying that
omissions are never causes, or by saying that they are causes much more
often than we would have thought.

However, the departure from common sense that the view that omis-
sions cannot be causes requires might be more significant than Beebee
realizes. As Jonathan Schaffer has argued, if omissions (and absences in
general) are never causes, then many other actions and events won’t be
causes either (‘Causation by Disconnection’). For in many cases an action
or event only causes an outcome via an intermediate absence (in fact,
Schaffer argues that this is what happens in some paradigmatic cases of
causation, like shootings: a bullet’s piercing a heart causes a death by
causing the absence of blood in the brain). If this is right, then we are
probably better off accepting the claim that omissions can be causes and
then distinguishing the gardener’s responsibility from the Queen of
England’s responsibility on non-causal grounds.

4. Entailment-Reverse-Dependence

Now, there might be another alternative. As Beebee pointed out, the
reason we have trouble distinguishing the gardener’s causal responsibility
from the Queen of England’s causal responsibility is that, whereas it is true
of the gardener that, had he watered the plant, the plant wouldn’t have
died, the same is true of the Queen of England (had she watered it, it
wouldn’t have died). Thus the attempt to explain the gardener’s causal
responsibility in counterfactual terms entails that the Queen of England
was also causally responsible. But there might be another way of ground-
ing the gardener’s causal responsibility, one that doesn’t similarly entail that
the Queen of England was causally responsible.

Judith Thomson has suggested the following principle as an alternative
way of grounding the gardener’s causal responsibility:

(P) If x is at fault for y, then x causes y.

For Thomson, fault is a normative notion but it is not an essentially moral
notion: artifacts and other physical objects can be at fault for certain
outcomes and thus cause them, according to (P). Hence, the gardener
causes the plant’s death but, also, an alarm clock that fails to go off causes
me to be late to a meeting, and a gland that fails to secrete an enzyme to
protect against a certain disease causes the disease. For Thomson, all of
these claims are grounded in the fact that something was defective in some
way. Note that there is nothing defective about the Queen of England’s
failure to water my plant: she wasn’t at fault in failing to water my plant,
so, whereas (P) entails that the gardener caused my plant’s death, it doesn’t
similarly entail that the Queen of England caused it.
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Sarah McGrath has made a proposal along similar lines. Her proposal
is, roughly, the following. The gardener’s failure caused the plant’s death
because he was supposed to water the plant, thus preventing its death. More
precisely, had the gardener watered the plant, his watering it would have
prevented the plant’s death, and in a normal way (in McGrath’s words, the
gardener’s watering the plant is a ‘normal would-be preventer’ of the
plant’s death; McGrath 141). Similarly for the alarm clock and the gland:
the alarm clock’s failure to go off caused my being late because the alarm
clock’s going off is a normal would-be preventer of my being late, and
the gland’s failure to secrete the enzyme caused the disease because its
going off is a normal would-be preventer of my being late. Again, this
proposal avoids the result that the Queen of England caused my plant’s
death: she wasn’t supposed to water my plant in order to prevent its death
(her watering it is not a normal would-be preventer of the plant’s death).9

Note that, on Thomson and McGrath’s proposals, in contrast with
the previous proposals (Entailment-Dependence and Quasi-Entailment-
Dependence), we don’t ground the gardener’s moral responsibility for the
plant’s death in his causal responsibility for it. On the contrary: we ground
his causal responsibility in his moral responsibility. More precisely, we
ground his causal responsibility in his instantiating a certain normative
property with respect to the outcome of the plant’s death (the property
of being at fault for it, or of being such that acting otherwise would have
resulted in the normal prevention of the outcome), and we claim that
being morally responsible is one of the ways in which something can
instantiate such a normative property.

Here, then, is a third proposal about the link between causation and
moral responsibility:

Entailment-Reverse-Dependence: A is morally responsible for O only
if A is causally responsible for O; moreover, the fact that A is morally
responsible for O explains the fact that A is causally responsible for O (for
being morally responsible is a way of instantiating normative property N,
and A’s instantiating N explains A’s causal responsibility).10

To clarify: the view isn’t that the explanation of the fact that an agent is
causally responsible for an outcome is always that he is morally responsible
for it. This would be too strong: as we have noted, it is easy to be causally
responsible for something without being morally responsible for it.
Instead, we should take Entailment-Reverse-Dependence to be the view
that, when (if) an agent is morally responsible for an outcome, the agent
is thereby also causally responsible and his moral responsibility explains his
causal responsibility.

Note that, like the standard view (Entailment-Dependence), Entailment-
Reverse-Dependence claims that moral responsibility entails causal respon-
sibility; the difference is in what grounds what: whereas for the standard
view causal responsibility grounds moral responsibility, for Entailment-
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Reverse-Dependence it’s the other way around. In other words, Entailment-
Reverse-Dependence agrees with the standard view about the entailment
claim but disagrees about the grounding claim. (Quasi-Entailment-
Dependence, on the other hand, agrees with the grounding claim but
disagrees with the entailment claim.) The following table summarizes the
three views with respect to the entailment claim and the grounding claim:

As I have defined it, Entailment-Reverse-Dependence is only a schema
that doesn’t acquire full content until we specify what N is. As we have
seen, Thomson and McGrath made their own suggestions as to how to
understand N. But it is not clear that their proposals will do the required
work, as they stand. Notably, a problem with both proposals is that they
don’t seem to be able to handle cases of commendable (as opposed to
blamable) omissions. Imagine that I am running for mayor, there is
another candidate with good chances of winning and I come across some
information about the other candidate’s personal life that would lead some
prejudiced people to vote against him. I am tempted to propagate this
information but I refrain. As a result, his image remains unscathed and he
wins the election. We would like to say that my failure to propagate the
information was a cause of his image remaining unscathed, and thus of
his winning the election. However, I wasn’t at fault, I wasn’t supposed to
act otherwise, and my propagating the information is not a ‘normal’
would-be preventer of his image remaining unscathed, or of his winning
the election. Thus both Thomson and McGrath fail to explain why I am
causally responsible for the outcome in this case.11 In order for Entailment-
Reverse-Dependence to get off the ground, then, we should probably
look for a more encompassing normative property to do the job.

Now, is the basic idea behind Entailment-Reverse-Dependence plausi-
ble? As Thomson herself acknowledges, it seems to ‘get things backwards’,
in the sense that, assuming it is true that moral responsibility entails
causation, it is not because causation rests on moral responsibility but
because, on the contrary, moral responsibility rests on causation (Thomson
102). In other words, Entailment-Reverse-Dependence seems to reverse
the order of explanation. Granted, we are sometimes led to make causal
judgments by our moral judgments, as when the causal contribution of
an agent is made very salient to us by virtue of the fact that we want to
commend what he did, or censure it. However, this doesn’t make the
causal facts dependent on the moral facts. Indeed, the natural view is clearly
the opposite: the moral facts are dependent on the causal facts.

Entailment Grounding

Entailment-Dependence Yes Yes
Quasi-Entailment-Dependence No Yes
Entailment-Reverse-Dependence Yes No
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To illustrate, consider a scenario where someone is morally responsible
(say, to blame) for an outcome. Suppose causal responsibility is necessary
(although not sufficient for) moral responsibility; thus our agent is also
causally responsible. How should we account for his causal responsibility?
It seems that there are two options. We could try to account for it in
terms of his moral responsibility. Or we could try to account for it in
independent terms and then account for his moral responsibility in terms
of his causal responsibility.12 To use an example by Fischer and Ravizza
(Responsibility and Control 1), imagine that you come home one evening
and discover that a valuable vase has been broken. Compare two cases: in
the first case, you discover that a houseguest has purposefully broken the
vase; in the second case, you discover that your cat has broken it. Whereas
the houseguest is morally responsible, the cat isn’t; however, they are both
(in their respective scenarios) causally responsible. Now, how should we
account for the guest’s causal responsibility? Should we account for it in
terms of his moral responsibility? It seems not: it seems that we should
account for it in roughly the same way that we would account for the
cat’s causal responsibility in the other scenario. For instance, if we account
for the cat’s causal responsibility by tracing a chain of events linking the
cat’s behavior to the outcome, then it seems that we should account for
the guest’s causal responsibility in the same way. After all, if the cat is
causally responsible because something he did can be linked, by means of
a chain of events, to the vase’s shattering, then the same should be true
of the guest. Now, if this is the right way of proceeding in this case, then
we should expect it to be the right way of proceeding in every case: in
general, we should proceed by giving an independent account of causal
responsibility, and we should then account for moral responsibility in
terms of causal responsibility.

Although Thomson sees the problem that her view generates, she says
she is prepared to bite the bullet because she sees no other way of
accounting for the causal contribution of agents in cases like the gardener
case. One could try to explain the gardener’s causal contribution coun-
terfactually (by claiming that the reason the gardener is a cause is that, had
he watered the plant, the plant wouldn’t have died) but, as we have seen,
this has the unwanted consequence that the Queen of England was also
causally responsible. Thomson seems to think that this consequence would
be too high a price to pay. However, one wonders if it is really that high,
compared to the price one has to pay by embracing a view like the one
she proposes. After all, the belief that causal facts are not grounded in
moral facts is a very fundamental belief in our conceptual scheme.13

Let us review the three views that we have discussed so far. First, we
discussed the standard view, Entailment-Dependence, which takes moral
responsibility to entail, and to be grounded in, causal responsibility. Then
we looked at Quasi-Entailment-Dependence, which agrees with the
standard view about the grounding claim but presents a challenge to the
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entailment claim. The challenge is based on the idea that omissions cannot
genuinely cause anything, and thus it is possible to be morally responsible
for an outcome without being causally responsible for it (in cases of moral
responsibility by omission). However, as we have seen, the claim that
omissions (and absences in general) are not causally efficacious can, and
probably should, be resisted. Another way of challenging the standard
view is to claim that the grounding claim should be reversed: moral
responsibility doesn’t depend on causal responsibility but, on the contrary,
causal responsibility depends on moral responsibility. We saw how this
view can be motivated by appeal to, again, cases of omission. This gave
rise to Entailment-Reverse-Dependence. However, the claim that causal
responsibility is grounded in moral responsibility is a hard bullet to bite.

This might suggest that the standard view is the best view to have, all
things considered. However, as we will see, there are other challenges to
it. In particular, there are other challenges to the entailment claim (which
don’t rely on the claim that omissions are never causally efficacious). As a
result, a fourth view of the relation between causal and moral responsi-
bility might be needed. I will conclude by providing a sketch of such a
view.

5. Transmission-Dependence

A way of challenging the entailment claim without objecting to the causal
efficacy of omissions is to claim that moral responsibility comes apart from
causation in cases of ‘causal overdetermination’. A paradigmatic case of
overdetermination is this: Gunman1 and Gunman2 shoot at Victim and
their bullets reach him at the same time, killing him. In these circum-
stances, some people think, neither is a cause of the death (e.g., Bennett).
However, we would want to hold each of them morally responsible for
it. Why do some people think that neither is a cause in this case? Because,
if we were to say of either that he is a cause, then we would have to say
of both that they are, but then we would be left with an overabundance
of causes. For each of the gunmen’s acts is independently sufficient to
explain why the effect came about.

In response, however, it could be said that committing ourselves to
more than one sufficient cause is, at least in some cases, not problematic.
Moreover, it doesn’t seem implausible to say, in this particular case, that
each of the gunmen was a cause of Victim’s death.14

But there might be other cases for which the claim that neither agent
is a cause is much more plausible (and where someone is still morally
responsible). Consider, for instance, the following scenario (discussed in
Hart and Honore 218–25). Two people, Badman1 and Badman2 want
Victim dead. Victim is about to go on a trip to the desert and he plans
to leave with his canteen filled with water. When Badman1 finds out
about Victim’s plans, he replaces the water with poison. Then, ignoring
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what Badman1 did, Badman2 punches a hole in Victim’s canteen and
drains the liquid (the poison, which he takes to be water) out of it. Once
in the desert, Victim dies of thirst. Here is an argument to the effect that
this is a case of moral responsibility without causation. Someone is morally
responsible for Victim’s death: either Badman1 or Badman2, or both (if it
hadn’t been for ‘the human hand’, Victim would still be alive). However,
neither Badman1 nor Badman2 is a cause. Badman1 isn’t a cause because
the poison he put in the canteen was causally inefficacious, since Victim
never got to drink it (given what Badman2 did). And Badman2 isn’t a
cause because the hole he punched in the canteen was causally ineffica-
cious (given what Badman1 did): the hole could only have been causally
efficacious if it had drained water out of the canteen, but, since Badman1
had replaced the water with poison, it never got to do that. In other
words, Badman1 and Badman2’s actions rendered each other causally
inefficacious.15

Here is yet another case that might be seen as a counterexample to the
entailment claim (for a more extensive discussion, see Sartorio, ‘Disjunctive
Causes’). Imagine that there is an out-of-control train going along a track.
Victim is trapped in the track far ahead. The train approaches a switch.
If the switch is flipped, the train will turn onto a side track and run on
it for a while. However, the side track loops around and reconverges with
the main track. Unfortunately, the reconvergence occurs before the place
where Victim is standing, so there is no way to save Victim’s life. If the
switch is flipped, does the switching cause the death? Under the circum-
stances, many people think not (see, e.g., Paul; Yablo; Sartorio, ‘Causes as
Difference-Makers’). However, had the side track been the only way for
the train to reach Victim (e.g., if part of the main track had been discon-
nected right after the switch), then the switching would have been a
cause. In other words, it seems that the switching is a cause if, and only
if, there is no alternative route to the outcome. Now imagine that the
main track had been disconnected for repairs and was reconnected this
morning by an evil man, Badman1, who realizes that sometimes things
go badly, people get trapped in tracks, and get hit by trains, so he recon-
nected the track hoping that an accident of this sort would occur. When,
later on, Victim finds himself trapped in the track and the runaway train
reaches the switch, a second evil man, Badman2, flips the switch, thinking
that the main track is still disconnected and thus the side track is the only
way for the train to reach Victim. The train runs on the side track for a
while, then back on the main track, and ends up killing Victim. Again,
here is an argument that this is a case of moral responsibility without
causation. Someone (either Badman1 or Badman2 or both) is morally
responsible for Victim’s death. If it hadn’t been for the malicious inter-
ventions of the two evil men, Victim wouldn’t have died: the train would
have derailed while running on the main track, and Victim would have
been spared. However, neither Badman1 nor Badman2 is a cause.
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Badman1 isn’t a cause because his reconnecting the main track was
causally inefficacious (given what Badman2 did: since Badman2 redirected
the train, the train never got to run on that part of the main track).
And Badman2 isn’t a cause because his redirecting the train was causally
inefficacious (given what Badman1 did: since Badman1 reconnected the
main track, the train would have reached Victim all the same).

Other cases could be offered as counterexamples to the entailment
claim.16 All of these cases suggest that moral responsibility might not
require causal responsibility. If so, assuming that we still wish to retain the
grounding claim (the idea that moral responsibility somehow rests on
causation), we should rethink the idea that the way the grounding works
is by virtue of causal responsibility being one of the necessary conditions
that are jointly sufficient for moral responsibility. If the grounding claim
is true, it must be true in some other way.

In light of the above examples, what could the relationship between
causation and moral responsibility amount to? It will help to look at some
features that the examples have in common. Here are some common
features. First, in all these cases we want to hold some moral agent(s)
responsible for the outcome because, intuitively, the outcome was a product
of human intervention (not, say, an accident of nature). Second, two
moral agents are involved, but neither is causally responsible for the out-
come because the agents’ individual contributions ‘cancel each other out’:
the reason one agent isn’t a cause is that the other agent acted, and vice
versa. Still, it is clear that the agents bring about the outcome ‘together’,
in particular, the outcome wouldn’t have happened had it not been for
the fact that they acted in the ways they did. So, how can we hold the
agents (or at least one of them) morally responsible, if the outcome was
not an upshot of the agents’ individual causal contributions? We can do
so by claiming that it was still an upshot of the agents’ collective contribu-
tion. As long as we can make the agents (or at least one of them) morally
responsible for that collective behavior, we can hold the agents (or at least
one of them) morally responsible for the outcome.

On this view, causation is not one among many individually necessary
but jointly sufficient conditions for moral responsibility. Instead, causation
is the ‘vehicle of transmission’ of moral responsibility: if the agent is
morally responsible for an outcome’s cause (and if other conditions are
met),17 the agent can be said to be morally responsible for the outcome.
Crucially, the outcome’s cause for which the agent must be responsible
needn’t be one of the agent’s own actions/omissions; it can be, instead, a
larger collective behavior involving the behaviors of different individuals.

Note that, on this view, the agents’ moral responsibility is still explained
in causal terms (although it is not necessarily explained in terms of the
agent’s individual causal powers). In other words, the view still attempts
to ground attributions of moral responsibility in attributions of causal
responsibility, but without claiming that an agent’s causal responsibility for
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an outcome is one of the necessary conditions that are jointly sufficient
for his moral responsibility for the outcome.

The new view can be labeled ‘Transmission-Dependence’. Briefly, it
claims:

Transmission-Dependence: A is morally responsible for O only if A is
morally responsible for a cause of O; moreover, the fact that A is morally
responsible for a cause of O (partly) explains the fact that A is morally
responsible for O.

It is important to note that, just like the other views we have examined
here, Transmission-Dependence is a view of moral responsibility for out-
comes (events and states of affairs ‘out there in the world’). This avoids an
infinite regress, in which we would otherwise fall: the view doesn’t say
that, in order for an agent to be morally responsible for an outcome, he
would have to be morally responsible for a cause of the outcome, and for
a cause of that cause, and so on ad infinitum. The view doesn’t apply to
causes of the outcome that aren’t themselves outcomes. A clear example
of something that is not an outcome is, again, an action or omission by
the agent. But collective acts or behaviors (those that involve the actions
and omissions of the agent and the actions and omissions of other agents)
also aren’t outcomes. Hence, in the examples given above, assuming that
we can hold the agent(s) morally responsible for the relevant collective
behavior on some other grounds, we can explain his (their) moral respon-
sibility for the final outcome by appeal to Transmission-Dependence.

There are several questions that arise for this view. Unfortunately, I
don’t have the space to try to answer them all here. So, in what follows,
I briefly review some of those questions and I sketch the general way in
which I think they should be answered (see Sartorio, ‘How to Be
Responsible’ for further discussion).

First, how should we determine what the relevant ‘collective behavior’
is, in a case where an agent is morally responsible for an outcome but not
causally responsible for it? Is the relevant collective behavior a ‘conjunc-
tive’ behavior, or a ‘disjunctive’ behavior, or something of a different
kind? In ‘Disjunctive Causes’ I argue that we should conceive of it as a
disjunctive behavior (which supports the somewhat surprising view that
causes can be disjunctive). For example, in the train example described
above, the cause of Victim’s death is the fact that either Badman1 recon-
nected the main track or Badman2 redirected the train to the side track
(a disjunctive fact).

Second, in virtue of what are the agents morally responsible for such
collective behavior? Even if, as I have pointed out, we shouldn’t expect
Transmission-Dependence to give us an answer to this question, the fol-
lowing worry remains. Imagine that we say that they are morally respon-
sible because what each of them did was ‘part of ’ that collective behavior,
as it seems natural to suggest. Given that the collective behavior caused
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the outcome, wouldn’t this imply that each of their acts was part of the
‘total cause’ of the outcome, and thus, that each of their acts was a cause
of the outcome? But, if so, each agent would be causally responsible for
the outcome, and we’re back with Entailment-Dependence. In response,
I think that we should not explain the agents’ moral responsibility for the
collective behavior by saying that what each of them did was part of the
collective behavior. Instead, we should say that the agents are morally
responsible for the collective behavior (understood as a disjunctive behav-
ior) because the collective behavior is logically entailed by each of the
individual behaviors. Presumably, if Badman1 is morally responsible for his
act of reconnecting the main track, then he can also be morally respon-
sible for a logical consequence of his act, such as the fact that someone
reconnected the main track, and he can be morally responsible for it in
virtue of the fact that it logically follows from his act. Similarly, if
Badman1 is morally responsible for reconnecting the main track, he can
also be morally responsible for the fact that either he reconnected the
main track or Badman2 redirected the train, which logically follows from
Badman1’s act, and he can be morally responsible for this disjunctive
behavior in virtue of the fact that it logically follows from his individual
behavior. In other words, the proposal would be to say, roughly, that
agents are morally responsible for outcomes in the way specified by
Transmission-Dependence, and that they are morally responsible for the
causes of those outcomes, either because they are acts that they perform
freely, or because they are logical consequences of those free acts.

At any rate, if we are persuaded by the counterexamples to the entail-
ment claim presented above, Transmission-Dependence suggests itself as
a plausible alternative to the standard view about the relation between
causation and moral responsibility. It avoids the counterexamples by
rejecting the entailment claim, but at the same time it preserves the
grounding claim, which is very intuitively plausible.
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Notes
* Correspondence address: Philosophy Department, University of Wisconsin at Madison,
5195 Helen C. White Hall, 600 North Park Street, Madison, WI 53706, USA. Email:
acsartorio@wisc.edu.
1 I am setting aside the possibility of irreducible ‘agent-causation’ (a form of causation that,
some philosophers argue, is not to be understood in terms of event-causation; see
Chisholm).
2 For example, Feinberg develops this type of view in detail in his article. And Wolf endorses
this view when she writes: ‘when we hold an individual morally responsible for some event,
we are doing more than identifying her particularly crucial role in the causal series that brings
about the event in question. We are regarding her as a fit subject for credit or discredit on the
basis of the role she plays’ (166; emphases added).
3 Feinberg notes that there is some controversy about the necessity of the non-deviance
condition; in his work he defends its inclusion from potential objections.
4 For example, an interesting complication arises if, as some philosophers have suggested, there
is an asymmetry between the conditions giving rise to praise and those giving rise to blame
(see, e.g., McCann; McCann offers a philosophical defense of an asymmetry exposed by Knobe).
According to such philosophers, whereas intentionally bringing about a bad outcome might be
sufficient for blame, intentionally bringing about a good outcome is not sufficient for praise.
If so, our theory of moral responsibility might need to provide different conditions for bad and
good outcomes. Also, importantly, whether further revisions are needed might depend on one’s
view of causation. Fischer and Ravizza identify the following problem for a similar kind of
approach (suggested, but not endorsed, by Heinaman): suppose Elizabeth has launched a missile
towards a city; Joan cannot stop it but she can deflect it to a less populous area of the city.
Fischer and Ravizza argue that, if she does this, she is not morally responsible for the fact that
the missile hit the city (somewhere or another); however, she is responsible for her act of
deflection, her act is causally sufficient for the outcome, and she could foresee that the outcome
would come about (moreover, one could add: the causal chain leading to the outcome is not
deviant). However, there are views of causation on which Joan’s act is not a cause of the
outcome (the missile’s hitting the city somewhere or another). For discussion of these cases in
the context of the connection between causation and moral responsibility, see Sartorio, ‘Causes
as Difference-Makers’.
5 See, e.g., Beebee; Dowe, ‘Counterfactual Theory’.
6 This is Phil Dowe’s terminology in his ‘Counterfactual Theory’. This is a simplified version
of Dowe’s account. For a more exhaustive discussion, see also Physical Causation.
7 Dowe writes: ‘Quasi-causation may also, in my opinion, help track moral responsibility in just
the way that causation does’ (‘Counterfactual Theory’ 225).
8 The idea seems to be that whether one promised to water a plant cannot plausibly matter to
whether one caused its death by failing to water it (more on this later).
9 Although there is much in common between Thomson and McGrath’s proposals, there are
also important differences between them. One difference is that, whereas McGrath regards the
fact that an event of a certain type is a normal would-be preventer as both sufficient and
necessary for the omission of an event of that type to be a cause, Thomson’s principle (P) only
sets a sufficient condition on causation. Another difference is that in some cases McGrath’s
concept of the abnormal seems to come apart from Thomson’s concept of being at fault. For
example, McGrath seems to think that any disruption of a statistical regularity is abnormal in
the relevant sense, but Thomson would probably not say that there is always something defective
or at fault when this happens.
10 Why ‘explains’ instead of ‘partly explains’? Because, in this case, no other conditions seem
to be needed: if the moral claim grounds the causal claim, and if the moral claim entails the
causal claim, then the moral claim seems sufficient to explain the causal claim. Another example
of someone who endorses a view of this type is Alvarez.
11 This is more obviously a problem for McGrath than for Thomson given that, as I pointed
out (see n.9), Thomson, unlike McGrath, only intends to offer sufficient conditions for causation.
But it is also a problem for Thomson. For Thomson’s principle (P) provides an explanation in
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the gardener case but not here; however, it seems that what we want is a unifying explanation
of both phenomena. 

Could McGrath say that my propagating the information is a normal would-be preventer of
the other candidate’s winning the election (maybe on the grounds that it is ‘expected’ for
people – or politicians – to do this)? I am not sure. Maybe there is a sense in which it is
‘normal’ for politicians to maliciously spread information to win elections. But it seems doubtful
that the sense in which this is normal is the same sense in which it is normal for, say, gardeners
to water the plants they have agreed to water.
12 A third option would be to take causation as a primitive. I will ignore this option here.
13 In addition, we could try to ‘explain away’ the intuition that the Queen of England isn’t a
cause of the plant’s death in pragmatic terms (the reason we don’t see her as a cause of the
plant’s death is that she is a highly non-salient cause; by contrast, the gardener is a salient cause,
given that we were expecting him to water the plant).
14 Even Kim, who is famous for his ‘principle of explanatory exclusion’, thinks that a commit-
ment to more than one sufficient cause might be justified in cases of causal overdetermination
(see Kim). For an argument that there is nothing problematic with overdetermination, or, in
fact, with widespread overdetermination, see Schaffer (‘Overdetermining Causes’).
15 I am assuming that Victim would have died in pretty much the same way (and at around the
same time) if he had drunk the poison. If this isn’t a plausible assumption, the example would
have to be changed accordingly.
16 See Sartorio (‘How to Be Responsible’) for a counterexample involving omissions (one that
assumes that omissions can be causally efficacious).
17 What conditions? Presumably, similar conditions to those that came up in our discussion of
the standard view (Entailment-Dependence).
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