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Chapter 3 ‘Ought’, ‘can’, and accessibility 
 
 
 
 
 
3.0 Introduction 
 
The previous chapter argued that whether or not the demand for a practically 
useful moral theory is legitimate depends wholly on whether deontic status in 
general, and obligation in particular, is deliberatively accessible: if it is, then 
the true moral theory will be practically useful (either directly or indirectly); 
in that case, it is legitimate to demand a useful theory, for only a useful theory 
can be the true moral theory. If deontic status is not deliberatively accessible, 
the demand is ungrounded, for then the true moral theory will not be 
practically useful, in which case the demand for a useful theory is a demand 
for a theory that is not true. I also considered whether a useful moral theory is 
a better theory. If we grant that there can be pragmatic reasons for belief, the 
fact that the demand for a useful theory is a demand for a theory that is not 
true need not be the end of the matter, yet I argued that, first, there are only 
pragmatic reasons for believing the true moral theory, and second, even if that 
is not so, the pragmatic reasons for believing the true theory are likely to 
outweigh the pragmatic reasons for believing any false-but-useful theory. 
Either way, therefore, we need to face the question of whether ACCESS is true 
or not head-on. Recall ACCESS:  
 

ACCESS: For any agent S and action A, if S ought to do A at ti, then there is a 
time tj such that tj ≼ ti and during tj S is able to come to know that S ought 
to do A at ti  

 
This chapter starts with the task of assessing what support there is for this 
thesis. The arguments discussed here center around the widely accepted 
principle that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’. The chapter is structured as follows. 
Section (3.1) focuses on what I call the ‘direct’ argument from the principle, 
which goes roughly like this: if we cannot come to know what we ought to do, 
then we cannot do what we ought to do, for how are we supposed to do what 
we ought if we are in the dark as to what that is? Therefore, the principle that 
‘ought’ implies ‘can’ rules out the possibility of inaccessible obligations, 
because the principle entails ACCESS. I argue that there is no way of spelling 
the direct argument out so that the result is sound, for whatever sense of ‘can’ 
we take to be the one that is relevant to moral obligation, we can coherently 
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maintain that we can always do what we ought to do, irrespective of whether 
we are able to find out what it is that we ought to do.  

Next, I turn to what I call ‘indirect’ arguments from the ‘ought’ implies 
‘can’-principle. The general idea here is that even if there is no sound direct 
argument from the principle, the grounds, whatever they are, for accepting 
that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ are also grounds for accepting that there really is no 
such thing as an inaccessible obligation. In other words, ACCESS is treated as a 
corollary to the ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ principle on this approach, not as a thesis 
that is entailed by it.  

I start in section (3.2) with considering the ‘argument from blame’ for 
the principle: in a nutshell, the idea is that since a failure to comply with an 
obligation entails that one has acted wrongly, and wrongdoing entails 
blameworthiness, we should be blameworthy if we fail to comply with an 
impossible (or an inaccessible) obligation. However, the argument continues, 
we are not blameworthy when we fail to comply with either an impossible or 
an inaccessible obligation, and thus there is neither sort of obligation. I argue 
that not only do the premises of this argument fail to provide the materials for 
a successful indirect argument against inaccessible obligations, they also fail 
to support the principle that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’.  

Section (3.3) considers the ‘argument from fairness’ for the ‘ought’ 
implies ‘can’-principle, which rests on two claims: first, impossible (and 
inaccessible) obligations are unfair, and second, the idea that morality itself is 
unfair is incoherent. I argue that this argument also fails both as an attempt at 
a justification for the principle and as an attempt at a justification for ACCESS.  

Finally, section (3.4) considers whether the ‘ought’ implies ‘can’-
principle, and ACCESS, can perhaps be justified by way of an appeal to a view 
about what deontic evaluation is for (i.e., a view about its aim, function, point, 
or purpose); I argue that this is not the case, because this appeal is ineffective: 
to put it bluntly, it just does not matter what deontic evaluation is for. Section 
(3.5) summarizes the main claims defended in this chapter, and indicates what 
remains to be shown. 
 
 
3.1. The direct argument: ignorance and inability 
 
This section discusses what we can call direct arguments from the ‘ought’ 
implies ‘can’-principle against inaccessible obligations, i.e., arguments that 
take the principle itself to be sufficient as a ground for rejecting the possibility 
of inaccessible obligations, because the principle entails an access condition 
on moral obligation. First, we should get a little clearer on what the principle 
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says. I take ‘ought’ to express overall moral obligation, and ‘implies’ to express 
strict implication, or entailment. The principle thus reads as follows1: 
 

‘Ought’ implies ‘can’ (OIC): For any agent S, and action A, necessarily, if S is 
morally obligated to do A, then S can do A 

 
Understood in this way (modulo some modifications that need not concern us 
here2), many philosophers accept OIC for at least some sense of ‘can’.3 Just 
what sense of ‘can’ is implied by ‘ought’ is, though, a matter of debate: some 
take it to be a sense that merely requires that it is nomologically possible that 
an agent perform an action that is morally required (or weaker still, that this is 
merely logically or metaphysically possible),4 while others endorse logically 
stronger accounts, requiring for example that the agent knows how to perform 
an action if that action is morally required, or requiring that the agent can 
perform a required action intentionally, and so on.5 Some of these stronger 

                                                             
1 I assume that the principle, if true, is true as a matter of conceptual or metaphysical 
necessity. The necessity operator has wide scope, governing the whole conditional; 
the principle’s logical structure thus looks like this: □(OA ⟶ CA). I take this to mean, 
roughly, that all worlds in which S is morally obligated to do A are worlds in which S 
can do A. If we analyze ‘can’ as a possibility-operator (as seems plausible), then the 
consequent can be taken to assert, for example that from every world in which S ought 
to do A, there is at least one world that is accessible, in some sense, in which S does A. 
If we opt for an analysis of ‘can’ along these or comparable lines, then formalizing the 
principle becomes a rather tricky matter–for most who endorse the principle take it to 
be insufficient that it is metaphysically or conceptually possible that S does A; 
‘agentive possibility’ is usually taken to be something considerably more demanding 
than either of these (but see note 4 below). I consider the question of how to interpret 
‘can’ in OIC in an informal way at several points in the present chapter, but will make 
no serious attempt to resolve this matter here. 
2 In order to deal with cases of self-imposed inability, some add two time-indices, so 
that the principle, when fully spelled out, reads as follows: ‘for any agent S, action A, 
and times ti, tj, if S at ti has an all-things-considered moral obligation to perform A at tj, 
then at ti it is true that S can do A at tj. For this point, see Zimmerman (1996: 95-113), 
Howard-Snyder (2006: 235), and Vranas (2007: 175-78), among others. 
3 There are various other ways to interpret the principle; Vranas (2007) offers an 
extensive discussion and massive references (Vranas himself defends the principle for 
pro tanto as opposed to overall moral obligation, but this is a minority view). Notable 
denials of the principle on any reading close to this one include Stocker (1971), 
Sinnott-Armstrong (1984), Saka (2000), and Graham (2011). 
4 For the requirement that it is merely nomologically possible that an agent perform a 
required act (if the act indeed is morally required) see Streumer (2007). 
5 For the view that ‘ought’ implies ‘knows how’, see Bergström (1996) and Howard-
Snyder (1997); for the view that ‘ought’ implies ‘can do intentionally’, see Wiland 
(2007). I discuss Bergström’s and Howard-Snyder’s argument in this section; Wiland’s 
argument is discussed in section (3.4) below.  
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accounts of ‘can’ imply that an agent can do something in that sense only if the 
agent in question is aware of certain things: if I don’t know the rules for chess, 
then I cannot play the game with you, for example. (More generally, we can 
note that ‘knowledge-how’ is knowledge, irrespective of whether it reduces to 
‘knowledge-that’, and doing something intentionally entails awareness that 
one is doing it or will do it, etc.). 

Given that (a) there is room for debate about the sense of ‘can’ in 
which ‘ought’ implies ‘can’, and (b) we can define a sense of ‘can’ which 
requires that the agent has certain knowledge, perhaps certain forms of 
ignorance are incompatible with the sense of ‘can’ that figures in some 
defensible way of spelling out the OIC-principle. More specifically, it seems 
that we can ask: does the inability to find out what one ought to do in a 
situation amount to an obligation-undermining inability to do what one ought? 
At first sight, this may strike one as a perfectly sensible question, and 
moreover, it may also look like there is something to be said in favor of 
answering it affirmatively: after all, if we do not know what we ought to do, 
then how are we supposed to do it?6 If an affirmative answer is defensible, we 
would have a direct argument from the OIC-principle against inaccessible 
obligations. 

James Griffin for one appears to endorse an affirmative answer to it, as 
he writes that one of the ‘forces’ which he takes to ‘shape [moral] norms’ is the 
‘force’ of ‘the limits of human knowledge’ (1996: 95). What we morally ought 
to do is limited by what we can do; what we can and cannot do is a function of 
our capacities, and, the suggestion is, our capacity to become informed about 
the world we inhabit imposes limits on what we can be morally required to 
do:  
 

‘Ought’ implies ‘can’. Morality is confined to the sphere of human capability. 
We are used to the fact that our physical and psychological capacities are 
limited, but so is our understanding. Moral norms are shaped for agents 
with all those limitations (ibid., 98). 

 
Griffin takes the ways in which our ‘understanding’ is limited to include, 
among other things, our inability to find out whether particular actions will 
‘most promote’ what is of value (ibid.), and so it should not come as a surprise 
that he objects to utilitarianism on grounds of this understanding of the OIC- 
principle. His doubts about (objective forms of) utilitarianism concern 

                                                             
6 I take this way of framing the thought underlying the direct argument from Sorenson 
(1995). After noting that there a ready answer–viz., ‘by luck’–, Sorensen suggests that 
‘[t]he ought implies can objection [to the view that there can be inaccessible 
obligations] can be revived by appealing to a thicker reading of the principle’ (ibid.). I 
believe this suggestion is mistaken, for the reasons detailed in the text below. 
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‘whether we could often perform the tremendously large-scale cost-benefit 
calculations that it requires, or even often arrive at probabilities reliable 
enough for action’, and because (objective) utilitarianism requires such 
calculations, it is incompatible with accepting the principle that ‘ought’ implies 
‘can’, once the ‘can’ in the principle is properly understood (1996: 105). As he 
puts it:  
 

There are no moral norms outside the boundary set by our capacities. 
There are not some second-best standards, standards made for everyday 
use by agents limited in knowledge and will, and then, underlying them and 
sanctioning them, true standards, standards that make no compromise 
with human frailty. A moral standard that ignores human capacities is not 
an ‘ideal’ standard, but no standard at all (ibid.). 

 
With respect to utilitarian accounts of the deontic status of actions, the idea 
here seems to be that it is not the case that we are morally required to 
maximize utility, because (a) we are typically unable to find out (and unable to 
even form epistemically reasonable beliefs about) what maximizes utility, and 
(b) our inability to find out what maximizes utility is what I’ll call an 
‘obligation-undermining’-inability, just like (say) our inability to jump over the 
moon, which arguably entails that we have no obligation to jump over the 
moon. Frances Howard-Snyder generalizes this objection to all forms of 
objective consequentialism, writing that ‘our ineliminable ignorance of the 
distant future means that objective consequentialism violates the principle 
that “ought” implies “can” in requiring us to do what we cannot’ (1997: 242). 
Elsewhere, she summarizes the argument as follows (1999: 106):  
 

1. Objective consequentialism tells us we ought to produce the best 
consequences. 
2. But we cannot produce the best consequences. 
3. ‘Ought’ implies ‘can’. If we cannot do something, it is not true that we 
ought to do it. 

 
Therefore, 
 

4. Objective consequentialism is false.7 
 
Howard-Snyder maintains that (1) is true by definition (ibid.). The intuitive 
idea behind (2) is that because of our ‘ineliminable ignorance’ of the future, 
we lack the ability to do what (1) states we ought to do: we have virtually no 
idea about what the totality of consequences of any of our actions will be, and 

                                                             
7 In a neglected paper, Lars Bergström offers basically the same argument (1996: 83). 
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in the absence of this knowledge, we are unable to produce the best 
consequences. We might put this by saying that given our ineliminable 
ignorance of what consequences result, we do not know how to produce the 
best consequences, and therefore, we cannot do so. Combine this with (3), and 
it follows that we are not morally required to produce the best consequences, 
at least not in all of those situations where we are ignorant of what would 
produce the best consequences. Since, as (1) makes explicit, objective 
consequentialism implies we are under this requirement in every situation, it 
follows that objective consequentialism is false, as (4) states.  

If this is an effective objection to objective consequentialism, it does 
not just pose a problem to this particular account of the deontic status of 
actions. If, say, whether or not I will be respecting your rights to various things 
is a matter that I can be faultlessly and irremediably in the dark about, an 
account of deontic status which implies that I am obligated to respect your 
rights under all circumstances also violates the principle that ‘ought’ implies 
‘can’ whenever I am in the dark about whether I will respect your rights. 
Indeed, the objection would, if successful, undermine any account of deontic 
status which holds that those features, whatever they are, that ‘make’ 
particular actions morally right, wrong, or obligatory can obtain 
independently of whether agents are able to find out that this is so, for they all 
appear to run into the same problem. And, as I noted in Chapter 1, we can 
assume that obligations are inaccessible just in case the features in virtue of 
which actions have the deontic status that they do are inaccessible, so if we 
hold that there are inaccessible obligations, we would appear to run into the 
problem that Howard-Snyder raises for objective consequentialism.8 Is this 
objection successful? I believe it is not, but it requires a little work to see why 
it fails. 

One reply that has been offered is that the objection is ‘unfair’ because 
Howard-Snyder must invoke ‘a very rich conception of ability’ in putting 
forward premise (2), but that conception is not necessarily ‘one that the 
principle itself …. justifies’ (Mason 2003: 320). That is, while (3) is true on 
some account of ‘can’, the relevant sense of ‘can’ need not be one that 
underwrites (2).  Absent an independent, non-question-begging justification 
for thinking that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ in a strong sense of ‘can’–viz., a sense 
strong enough to validate (2)–Griffin and Howard-Snyder’s objection is 
unconvincing. The basic point is fair enough, as far as it goes: we have already 
noted that ‘can’ is a term which can be understood in many different ways, and 
without further argument, it is not much of an objection to simply insist that 

                                                             
8 Thus, see Lemos (1980: 302) for this sort of objection not explicitly directed at 
consequentialism. Note that I consider a different way of generalizing the objection at 
the end of this section. 
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the correct sense of ‘can’ is one that requires ‘knowing how’, for example.9 In 
brief, objective consequentialism is false (as [4] states) just in case the sense of 
‘can’ in (3) is understood in a logically strong sense, but what reason do we 
have for accepting (3) when it is understood in a way that makes (2) come out 
as true? Since there appears to be no non-question-begging reason on offer, 
the objection fails, or so the reply goes. 
 While the demand for a justification of any specific way of 
understanding the ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ principle is legitimate, this reply does 
not go to the heart of the problem, and it therefore fails to fully lay the 
objection to rest. The reply hinges on the absence of a justification for 
preferring a strong reading of ‘can’ over other, weaker ones, which suggests 
that if there were a justification, an objection along the lines Griffin and 
Howard-Snyder suggests would be on target. A better reply to the argument 
goes like this. Objective consequentialism does not say that we ought to 
produce the best consequences simpliciter, but rather that we ought to do the 
best we can. More precisely, what objective consequentialism says is that in 
every situation, we ought to perform that action, of those actions we can 
perform in that situation, which in fact has the best consequences.10 This 
makes clear that the principle that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ is built into the 
objective consequentialist account of deontic status. Moreover, on the face of 
it, objective consequentialism itself is silent about what the conditions are 
under which an action counts as something that we can do: it can be combined 
with the view that an agent S can do A whenever it is logically (metaphysically, 
nomologically) possible that S does A, but also with a more restrictive view, 
requiring (e.g.) that S is metaphysically free to do either A or not-A, that S 
knows how to do A, that S can do A intentionally, and so on. Because the 
theory builds the principle that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ into its account of deontic 
status, and can be combined with any reading of ‘can’, it seems therefore that 
on no reading of ‘can’ it could turn out to be the case that we cannot do what 
consequentialism says we ought to do.11  

The mistake on which the original argument (and the first reply) rests, 
then, is a failure to note that given the structure of consequentialist accounts 
of deontic status, it has to be the case that we can do what it implies we ought 

                                                             
9 In addition to Mason (ibid.), see Qizilbash (1999: 98-99), Miller (2003: 54), Moore 
(2007: 88), and, perhaps, Driver (2012: 112) for this sort of reply. Howard-Snyder 
(1999: 106-8) sketches a rejoinder. (Moore, unlike the other authors mentioned, also 
offers the second reply that I discuss in the text below.) 
10 Provided there is such an action; if that is not the case, we ought to perform one of 
the actions, of those that we can perform that has consequences which are at least as 
good as those of any of the other actions we can perform. Even with this qualification, 
this formulation is wanting in several respects, but we do not need to consider ways in 
which it can be improved here, as these have no bearing on the present discussion. 
11 Moore (2007: 84-5) offers the most explicit version of this reply. 
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to do, whatever our account of ‘can’. In other words, the reply is that premise 
(2) cannot be true: the ‘best consequences’ we ought to produce are 
consequences of some action that we can perform, in whatever sense of ‘can’ 
is implied by ‘ought’, and so we can always produce the best consequences. 
Pretty much the same reply can be offered on behalf of any other account of 
deontic status against which the objection can be leveled: to take the example 
we considered earlier, if I am morally obligated to respect your rights, what I 
am morally required to do is perform some action, out of those actions that I 
can perform (in whatever sense of ‘can’ is relevant to moral obligation), that 
does not involve any violations of your rights. This action is guaranteed to be 
one that I can perform, and so I can do what this theory says I ought to do.  

This reply seems to settle the matter in a straightforward way, but 
Howard-Snyder is not convinced. She acknowledges that it certainly seems to 
be the case that objective consequentialists can ‘define their theory in such a 
way as to make it impossible that you should find’ a situation such that ‘there 
is an action … [that] one cannot perform and which objective 
consequentialism claims one should perform’ (1997: 245), but insists 
nonetheless that if objective consequentialism were true, there would be at 
least one action that is morally required that we (often) cannot perform: the 
action ‘producing the best consequences’ (ibid.).12 We can flesh the point 
Howard-Snyder tries to make here out a little further in the following way. It is 
true that there will in every situation be some action, A, that I can perform, 
and by performing A I will perform the action ‘producing the best 
consequences’. But the sense of ‘can’ that is relevant to moral obligation, the 
suggestion here seems to be, does not underwrite the following ‘transfer 
principle’ for ‘can’: 
 

Transfer principle for ‘can’: For any agent S, and actions A, B, if by doing A, S 
would do B, then if S can do A, S can do B13 

                                                             
12 In what follows, I assume a so-called fine-grained criterion of act-individuation, viz., 
one which holds that (say) ‘flipping the switch’ and ‘turning on the lights’ are distinct 
actions. This contrasts with a coarse-grained criterion, on which ‘flipping the switch’ 
and ‘turning on the lights’ are different descriptions of the same action. For the fine-
grained view, see Goldman (1971); for the coarse-grained view, see Davidson (1980: 
chapter 1). Nothing hangs on this assumption here, as Howard-Snyder (1997: 246) 
herself observes.  
13 A different way of expressing what the transfer principle states is this: for all agents 
S and actions A, B, if, in all nearest worlds in which S does A, S does B (by way of doing 
A), then if S can do A, S can also do B. I suppose that if the transfer principle is true (or 
false) for certain senses of ‘can’, it will be true (or false) as a matter of conceptual or 
metaphysical necessity, i.e., in virtue of facts about the ‘by’ relation between actions, 
the nature of the ability relation between an agent and an action, or the concepts used 
to refer to these relations. I must confess that I am unable to come up with anything 
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Only if this transfer principle were true for the relevant sense of ‘can’ would it 
also be true that I can (in that sense) always perform the action ‘produce the 
best consequences’, but it is not true for the relevant sense of ‘can’. This, 
Howard-Snyder suggests, poses a problem, because objective 
consequentialism by definition claims that I ought to perform the action 
‘produce the best consequences’. That is to say, if we spell out premise (1), it is 
to be understood as (1’), and not (or at least not merely) as (1’’): 
 

1’. If objective consequentialism is true, then in every situation, I ought to 
perform the action ‘producing the best consequences’. 
1’’. If objective consequentialism is true, then in every situation, I ought to 
perform that action, of those open to me, by which I will perform the action 
‘producing the best consequences’. 
 

The second reply to the original argument is effective just in case (a) we either 
read (1) as (1’’), or (b) the transfer principle for ‘can’ is true for the sense of 
‘can’ relevant to moral obligation. Howard-Snyder insists that both (not-a): we 
should not read (1) as merely asserting (1’’), and (not-b): the transfer 
principle is not true for the sense of ‘can’ relevant to moral obligation. If both 
claims are correct, we can now reformulate premise (2) as follows: 
 

2’. In every situation in which I do not know which action, of those actions 
that I can perform, is the action by which I will perform the action 
‘producing the best consequences’, it is not true that I can perform the 
action ‘producing the best consequences’, in the sense of ‘can’ relevant to 
moral obligation. 

 
From (2’), which explicates that the sense of ‘can’ which figures in it is the one 
that matters to moral obligation, and (3), the OIC-principle, it follows that, 
therefore,  
 

5. In every situation in which I do not know which action, of those actions 
that are open to me, is the action by which I will perform the action 
‘producing the best consequences’, it is not the case that I ought to perform 
the action ‘producing the best consequences’. 

 

                                                                                                                                                           
close to a satisfactory way of explicating the meaning of the principle in possible 
worlds-terms, if we take the whole claim to be within the scope of a necessity 
operator. For this reason, the principle is not explicitly presented as a (putative) 
necessary truth in the text. 
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Combine (5) with (1’), and it follows that objective consequentialism is not 
true, just like (4) claims: the theory implies that we are under obligations that 
we are not in fact under.  

In response to this revised formulation of the argument, we can do two 
things14: either we defend the transfer principle, and thus reject (2’), or we 
reject the claim that (1’) represents the proper way to understand objective 
consequentialism, and hold that (1’’) is all that the theory is committed to.15 
The first of these ways of replying brings us back to the question in what (if 
any) sense of ‘can’ it is true that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’. For weaker ways of 
interpreting ‘can’, the transfer principle is true: if I will hit the bulls-eye when I 
throw a dart, then if it is nomologically possible that I perform the action 
‘throwing the dart’, it is nomologically possible that I perform the action 
‘hitting the bulls-eye’, and if I will win the bet if I toss the coin (because if I toss 
the coin, the coin will land heads), then if it is nomologically possible that I 
perform the action ‘tossing the coin’, it is nomologically possible that I 
perform the action ‘winning the bet’. For some of the stronger senses of ‘can’, 
the transfer principle seems false: if I know how to throw the dart, arguably it 
does not follow that I know how to hit the bulls-eye, even if it is true that if I 
throw the dart, I will hit the bulls-eye, and if I know how to toss the coin, it 
arguably doesn’t follow that I also know how to win the bet, even if it is true 
that if I were to toss the coin, I would win the bet. This, then, takes us back to 
the first reply to the original argument: what are our reasons for thinking that 
‘ought’ implies ‘can’ in some strong sense of ‘can’? 
 I hope to leave the matter of how exactly we are to interpret ‘can’ in 
the principle, (3), aside here; the second way to reply to the revised argument 
allows us to do so. In fact, it allows us to simply grant that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ 
in some strong sense of ‘can’, such as one that requires knowing how to do a 
certain thing. Recall that Howard-Snyder suggests that (1) is true by 
definition. But once we disambiguate this claim, though, what reason is there 
to think that objective consequentialism is by definition not just committed to 
(1’’), but also to (1’)? Crucially, it is not the case that it would be inconsistent 
to accept (1’’) but reject (1’). Here is why. If we accept premise (3), and we 
also reject the transfer principle for the relevant sense of ‘can’, as Howard-
Snyder recommends, then (1’’) does not entail (1’), for given these 
assumptions, it can be true of some agent S, and actions A, B that (a) S can do 

                                                             
14 Both of these options are noted by Erik Carlson, see (1999: 92-3) and (ibid., 93-5), 
respectively. Although my presentation differs in various respects from Carlson’s, 
what follows is deeply indebted to Carlson’s insightful discussion of Howard-Snyder’s 
argument, which makes many of the same points I make in the text. 
15 These options are mutually exclusive if the only way to get the second reply off the 
ground is by denial of the transfer principle for ‘can’. While I appeal to its rejection in 
showing why the acceptance of (1’’) is consistent with rejecting (1’), I am inclined to 
think we do not need to reject the transfer principle.  
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A, (b) S will do B by doing A, (c) S ought to do A, and (d) S cannot do B, from 
which–via (3)–it follows (e) it is not the case that S ought to do B. In other 
words, if we reject the transfer principle for ‘can’, and accept (3), then we 
must also reject a transfer principle for ‘ought’: 
 

Transfer principle for ‘ought’: For any agent S and actions A, B, if by doing A, 
S would do B, then if S ought to do A, S ought to do B16 

 
If we reject this transfer principle for ‘ought’, then accepting (1’’) and rejecting 
(1’) is a consistent position; since Howard-Snyder’s claims commit her to 
rejecting this transfer principle, she has to accept the resulting position as 
consistent. And so the objective consequentialist can maintain that there are 
situations in which you (and I, and everyone else) are not morally required to 
perform the action ‘producing the best consequences’, although you are 
required to perform some action such that by performing it, you will perform 
the action ‘producing the best consequences’. And that, one could think, ‘is all 
there is to it’ (Carlson 1999: 94). And once again, basically the same reply can 
be offered for other accounts of deontic status. If I ought to respect your rights, 
it does not follow that I ought to perform the action ‘respecting your rights’; it 
is consistent to hold that I ought to perform an action by which I will perform 
the action ‘respecting your rights’, but not the action ‘respecting your rights’; 
these come apart whenever it is true that I can only perform the former action, 
and not the latter, in the sense of ‘can’ relevant to moral obligation (whatever 
that sense is, exactly). 
 In closing, it may be worthwhile to consider a different way of 
generalizing the argument that Howard-Snyder and Griffin suggest. Up to this 
point, I have formulated the suggested argument as concerning a specific 
account of deontic status (viz., objective consequentialism), and as focused on 
an obligation that it may seem we would be under if that account were true 
and which, arguably, we cannot comply with. But we can also formulate the 
argument in a more general way, concerning the very possibility of 
inaccessible obligations, as follows:  
 

                                                             
16 The transfer principle for ‘ought’ lends itself to an alternative formulation similar to 
the transfer principle for ‘can’ (see note 13 above), viz.: for all agents S and actions A, 
B, if all nearest worlds where S does A, S also does B (by way of doing A), then if S 
ought to do A, S ought to do B. And for this principle too we can note that while, if it is 
true, it is presumably true as a matter of conceptual or metaphysical necessity, it is 
once again hard to give a satisfactory way of spelling out the meaning of the principle 
in possible world-terms if we take the whole claim to fall within the scope of a 
necessity operator, and so this principle is also not presented as a necessary truth in 
the text. 
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1. If I cannot come to know what I ought to do, then I do not know how to 
do what I ought to do. 
2. If I do not know how to do what I ought to do, then it is not the case that I 
can do what I ought to do, in the sense of ‘can’ relevant to moral obligation. 
3. ‘Ought’ implies ‘can’. 

 
Grant, for the sake of argument, that (1) is true given our best account of what 
it takes to know how to perform a certain action. Grant as well that the sense 
of ‘can’ relevant to moral obligation is one that requires knowing how to 
perform a certain action, as (2) asserts. Combine this with (3), and it follows 
that therefore, 
 

4. If I cannot come to know what I ought to do, it is not the case that I ought 
to do what I ought to do. 

 
If the antecedent of (4) is true for some situations–and saying that that is so 
just is saying that there are inaccessible obligations–then a contradiction 
seems to follow, and that is surely unacceptable.17 We must either reject one of 
the premises, or reject the argument as invalid. I believe this argument is 
invalid. Properly spelled out, premises (1) and (2) read as follows: 
 

1’. If I cannot come to know which of the actions that I can perform is the 
action that I ought to perform, then I do not know how to perform the 
action ‘doing what I ought to do’. 
2’. If I do not know how to perform the action ‘doing what I ought to do’, 
then it is not the case that I can perform the action ‘doing what I ought to 
do’, in the sense of ‘can’ relevant to moral obligation. 

 
From (1’), (2’), and (3) it follows that, therefore, 
 

4’. If I cannot come to know which of the actions that I can perform is the 
action that I ought to perform, then I ought not to perform the action ‘doing 
what I ought to do’.  

 
Unlike (4), if (4’) is true we can accept that there are inaccessible obligations 
without contradiction: we are not forced to say that it is not the case that I 
ought to do what I ought to do, but only that it is not always the case that I 

                                                             
17 Howard-Snyder (1997: 247-48 n9) notes this revised argument, and the seemingly 
absurd conclusion. But she does not draw the conclusion that therefore, there is 
something amiss with its formulation (as I do in the text), but rather suggests that 
there are no situations which we cannot come to know what we ought to do (she 
focuses on the accessibility of general moral truths, not particular ones, as I do). 
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ought to perform the action ‘doing what I ought to do’. But we can accept that 
while maintaining that there is, in these situations, nonetheless some action, A, 
such that (a) I ought to perform A, (b) I can perform A, and (c) by performing 
A, I will perform the action ‘doing what I ought to do’. If we deny the transfer 
principle for ‘ought’, then we can consistently claim that in such situations, it is 
not the case that (d) I ought to perform the action ‘doing what I ought to do’. It 
is, I believe no more problematic to hold that we are not obligated (at least in 
certain situations) to perform the action ‘doing what I ought to do’ than it is to 
hold that if objective consequentialism is true, we are not obligated (at least in 
certain situations) to perform the action ‘producing the best consequences’. 

In fact, I think that–despite perhaps sounding somewhat paradoxical–
the former claim is even more obviously acceptable than the latter, because its 
denial leads to absurdity. Here is why.18 Assume, for reductio, that if I am 
obligated to perform some action A, I am always also obligated to perform the 
action ‘doing what I ought to do’, where the latter action is one that I will 
perform by performing A in the circumstances. We might put this by saying 
that an obligation to do A entails a further obligation to perform the action 
‘doing what I ought to’, for any action A that is obligatory. But if this 
entailment holds, the action ‘doing what I ought to’ must also entail a further 
obligation, namely, an obligation to comply with the obligation to perform the 
action ‘doing what I ought to do’. And surely, this third obligation entails a 
fourth, the fourth a fifth, and so on, ad infinitum. If it were the case that I am 
always obligated to perform the action ‘doing what I ought to do’, and (as 
seems undeniable) if this obligation concerns the performance of some other 
action, A (call A ‘the action that I am obligated to perform’), it follows that any 
first-order obligation entails an infinite number of further, higher-order 
obligations. But that is absurd. 

The only satisfactory way to stop this regress is to deny its first step: 
whenever I am under an obligation, there is some action that I am obligated to 
perform, but that obligation does not give rise to any further obligation to 
perform the action ‘doing what I ought to do’, and so it is possible that in 
certain situations, I ought to do A (where A can be any action whatsoever, 
except for the action ‘doing what I ought to do’) but I have no obligation to also 
perform the action ‘doing what I ought to do’, even though I would perform 
this action by performing A in this situation. Therefore, it is not the case that 
we are always under an obligation to perform the action ‘doing what we ought 

                                                             
18 The argument I give here is similar to the argument Ross (2002 [1930]: 5-6) gives 
against the view, which he ascribes to Kant, that doing our duty requires acting from 
the motive of duty. 



72 
 

to do’ (and perhaps we are never under this obligation, but that is a question 
for a different occasion19). 

If this conclusion is correct, then having to accept (4’) is no 
embarrassment, since there are good independent reasons to reject the idea 
that we are under an obligation to do what (4’) says we are under no 
obligation whenever what we ought to do is inaccessible to us. In brief, since it 
is not the case that we are always obligated to perform the action ‘doing what 
we ought to do’, there is no difficulty with accepting that sometimes we cannot 
perform this action, in the sense of ‘can’ that is relevant to moral obligation, 
whatever that sense is exactly. And this once again confirms what I have said 
before: it is irrelevant what account of ‘can’ we end up accepting as specifying 
the sense of ‘can’ that is relevant to moral obligation, for on no such account 
does it follow that there cannot be such a thing as an inaccessible obligation 
from the principle that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’.  

This completes the discussion of direct arguments from the OIC-
principle against the possibility of inaccessible obligations. Neither the 
original version of the argument, which focused on particular accounts of the 

                                                             
19 The argument for this stronger conclusion might go as follows. Say that A is the 
action S ought to perform at t, so that by doing A, S would do B, where ‘B’ is the action 
‘doing what S ought to do at t’. Being the action that an agent ought to perform at a 
certain time is dependent on the set of alternatives that the agent faces at that time: at 
t, there is some set of actions, A<S, t>, that are open to S, and at least one of the elements 
of this set is morally permissible. In this case, let us suppose, there is only one such 
action, namely A, and thus that action is morally required. B, the action ‘doing what S 
ought to at t’ cannot be an element of A<S, t>, not (or at, least not necessarily) because S 
cannot perform B in whatever sense of ‘can’ is relevant to moral obligation,  but rather 
because A’s having the status of being obligatory for S at t is defined relative to A<S, t>, 
and it is only because A is obligatory that it is true that by doing A, S would do B. We 
might put this by saying that the set of relevant alternative actions for agent is 
conceptually prior to some action’s being obligatory, because it is relative to the other 
elements of that set that a specific action comes out as obligatory (or permissible). Put 
differently (but still not really satisfactorily), it is only after a set of alternative actions 
is given for an agent and a time that it becomes true that by performing one of those 
actions, the agent will perform the action ‘doing what she ought to do’, and therefore, 
the latter action cannot be an element of the initial set, and thus is not eligible for 
having a deontic status. Since I don’t know how to formulate this thought without 
making use of metaphor, I will not push the point here, and rest content with 
observing that it cannot in general be true that we always ought to perform the action 
‘doing what we ought to do’, for the reasons given in the text. In addition, it seems that 
if this argument can be made to work, it would only succeed for accounts of deontic 
status that ‘build in’ OIC, by taking the deontic status of specific actions to be 
dependent on what the performable alternatives to that action are–this condition is 
met by standard forms of consequentialism, but not, it seems, by ‘absolutist’ moral 
theories, which take tokens of certain act-types to be always impermissible. 
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deontic status of actions, nor the generalized version just discussed, succeeds, 
and the problem with both of these arguments is fully general: rejecting the 
arguments as unsound does not require defending any particular account of 
what the conditions are under which an action is something that an agent can 
do in the sense of ‘can’ that is relevant to moral obligation. I believe that we 
can conclude that no such argument will succeed, for whatever promise this 
sort of argument appeared to have depended on thinking that some strong 
interpretation of ‘can’ would be able to do the work. With direct arguments 
out of the way, let us turn to indirect arguments from OIC. 
 
 
3.2. Indirect arguments I: wrongdoing and blameworthiness 
 
The previous section has argued that there is no successful direct argument 
from the OIC-principle to ACCESS, for no matter what sense of ‘can’ we think is 
implied by ‘ought’, on no account of ‘can’ does it follow from the OIC-principle 
that there cannot be such a thing as an inaccessible obligation–provided we 
endorse an account of deontic status that incorporates OIC, such as 
consequentialism. If there is no successful direct argument from OIC, there 
may still be an indirect argument: that is, it could be argued that the grounds 
for rejecting the idea that there can be actions agents cannot perform which 
are morally required are also grounds for rejecting the possibility of 
inaccessible obligations. In other words, ACCESS can perhaps be defended as a 
corollary to OIC, in case whatever justifies OIC also justifies ACCESS. 
 Various arguments have been offered in support of OIC; I will discuss 
three in this chapter.20 In this section, I examine an argument for the principle 
that turns on the–alleged–intimate relation between obligation (or, better, 
wrongdoing) and blame. The appeal to this relation has been claimed to 
provide ‘the most natural justification’ of (Fischer 2003: 248), and informing 
‘perhaps the most plausible argument’ (Stern 2005: 46) for the OIC-principle, 
and thus it seems a fitting place to start our inquiry. I start with spelling out 
the argument–we can call it ‘the argument from blame’ for OIC–and note how 
considerations about the relation between wrongdoing and blameworthiness 
that are taken to justify OIC figure in an indirect argument against inaccessible 

                                                             
20 Other arguments for OIC have been offered in print. One line of support for the 
principle recently developed by Peter Vranas (2007) and Bart Streumer (2007) that I 
will set aside here draws on the connection between obligation and reasons to act. 
Roughly, their thought is that since (a) being obligated to do A entails that there is 
reason to do A, and (b) one can only have reasons for doing things that one can do, it 
follows that (c) one can only be obligated to do things one can do. Since I discuss 
whether there is always good reason to comply with inaccessible obligations at length 
in Chapter 4, under the heading of what I call ‘the objection from failed normativity’ 
against inaccessible obligations, this way of justifying OIC can be ignored here. 
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obligations (in 3.2.1). If the argument from blame for OIC is sound, then 
ACCESS can be defended as a corollary to it, it seems.  

After that, I consider the crucial premise in the argument from blame, 
which concerns the connection between wrongdoing and blameworthiness, in 
more detail. First, I briefly note how the commonly recognized distinction 
between ‘justifications’ and ‘excuses’ is usually drawn (in 3.2.2). On what I 
take to be the standard view of what excuses are, the existence of excuses 
contradicts the crucial premise of the indirect argument. Then I turn to two 
attempts at challenging the standard view, one by R. Jay Wallace (in 3.2.3) and 
another by Eduardo Rivera-López (in 3.2.4), arguing that both attempts fail to 
show that we need to revise the standard view of excuses. I close with some 
general remarks about what a successful argument along these lines would 
have to establish (in 3.2.5).  
 
 
3.2.1. The argument from blame 
 
What I will refer to as ‘the argument from blame’ for the OIC-principle is 
straightforward. We can formulate it as follows:  
 

For any agent S and action A, necessarily, 
1. If S ought to do A, then if S does not do A, S is blameworthy for failing to 
do A 
2. If S cannot do A, then S is not blameworthy for failing to do A 

 
Therefore, 
 

3. If S cannot do A, it is not the case that S ought to do A 
 
Since (3) is the contrapositive of OIC, we can infer that, therefore, OIC. This 
argument, or at least something very much like it, is discussed by Walter 
Sinnott-Armstrong (1984: 250) and Robert Stern (2005: 46), among others.21 

                                                             
21 Sinnott-Armstrong summarizes the argument from blame for OIC as follows: ‘we do 
not blame agents for failing to do acts which they could not do, so it is not true that the 
agents ought to have done the acts’ (1984: 250). But surely, whether or not we would 
blame agents is neither here nor there; what we care about is whether blame would 
be appropriate, and it can be appropriate even though we wouldn’t blame an agent 
(and vice versa). Robert Stern summarizes what he deems ‘perhaps the most plausible 
argument’ for the principle as stating that ‘it is wrong to blame someone for 
something that they cannot control’ (2005: 46). This formulation is also wanting, for 
as I explain in the text below, the sense in which blame is appropriate is not an all-
things-considered sense; moreover, it is not certainly not the case that what is 
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Some clarifications are in order. To start, some philosophers take ‘S is 
blameworthy for having done A’ to be a claim about the appropriateness of 
actions of a certain type: call them ‘acts of blaming’. Henry Sidgwick for 
example writes the following about praising character traits (what he calls 
‘qualities’): 
 

From a Utilitarian point of view … we must mean by calling a quality, 
‘deserving of praise,’ that it is expedient to praise it, with a view to its 
future production: accordingly, in distributing our praise of human 
qualities, on utilitarian principles, we have to consider primarily not the 
usefulness of the quality, but the usefulness of the praise (Sidgwick 1981 
[1907]: 428). 

 
As for praise, so for blame (or so we can assume), and this view about 
deserving praise for traits is easily extended to blame- and praiseworthiness 
for actions: an agent S is blameworthy for having done A just in case blaming S 
for having done A maximizes utility. Generalizing the suggestion, we can 
replace the right-hand side in this formulation with something like ‘blaming S 
for having done A is right or obligatory’. Now, I take it to be obvious that 
neither Sidgwick’s nor the more general view captures what we ordinarily 
mean by ‘blameworthy’, or, for that matter, what we mean by ‘blaming’ 
someone. Regarding the latter issue, Richard Brandt remarks that ‘a cool 
handshake, a reproachful glance, would ordinarily be described rather as 
symptoms of blaming than as cases of it’ (1958: 8, emphases added; cited by 
Sher, 2006: 74), and this indeed seems much closer to the truth than the view 
suggested by Sidgwick’s remarks. What it means to be blameworthy must, we 
can assume, be a matter of when blame is appropriate, not a matter of when 
acts of blaming are. Blaming someone is a matter of taking up an attitude (or 
some combination of attitudes) towards a person. An agent counts as 
blameworthy, in what I take to be the sense intended by those who offer the 
argument from blame, just in case it is appropriate (in some sense) to take up 
this attitude towards a person. 
 Second, the sense in which an attitude of blame is appropriate towards 
an agent for having acted in a certain way when that agent is blameworthy is 
not an all-things-considered sense: it is not, that is, that anyone ought to have 
this attitude. Rather, the attitude of blame towards this agent would be 
appropriate in the sense that the agent deserves the attitude, or that the 
content of (part of) the attitude of blaming is true.22 The attitude of blame can 

                                                                                                                                                           
asserted is that acts of blaming are always morally right as a response to wrongdoing, 
yet the term ‘right’ suggests this. 
22 For the first sort of view, see Wallace (1994); for the second, see Sher (2006). 
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be appropriate in the relevant sense even though no one ought to have it, just 
like the attitude can be appropriate, and yet no one ought to express it.23 
 Now, if this is how the OIC-principle is justified, then ACCESS can be 
defended as a corollary to it, in roughly the following way.24 Take a simple 
hypothetical case: you are sitting in front of two buttons, and you know that 
pushing one of these buttons will reduce the amount of suffering in the world, 
and pushing the other button will intensify it, but you do not know which 
button is which, have no way of finding out, and you also have not missed out 
on any prior opportunity to obtain this information.25 You ought to push the 
button that reduces suffering, or so I would maintain, but surely, if you fail to 
do so, you will not be blameworthy for your failure to do what you ought. The 
intuition that you would not be blameworthy in this scenario is plausibly 
taken to generalize: in any case in which an agent is unable to determine what 
she morally ought to do, the agent will not be blameworthy, if she fails to do 
what she ought to have done. Combine this generalization with the first 
premise of the argument from blame for OIC, and we get the following (call 
this ‘the indirect argument from blame’): 
 

For any agent S and action A, necessarily,  
1. If S ought to do A, then if S does not do A, S is blameworthy for failing to 
do A 

                                                             
23 Nomy Arpaly writes that if ‘an armed criminal enters a crowded room and shouts, 
“Give me some moral praise, or I shall kill everyone”, it may be morally imperative to 
praise her, but that alone does not make her praiseworthy for her action’ (2003: 71, 
emphasis in original; cf. 172-173).  
24 As an aside, note that it is clear that on this formulation, the argument from blame 
cannot support preferring any particular way of spelling out ‘can’ in OIC: premise (2), 
which states the connection between inability and blameworthiness, is a mere 
conditional, not a bi-conditional. If we were to infer ‘S could not have done A’ from ‘S is 
not blameworthy for failing to have done A’, we would be guilty of affirming the 
consequent. That is to say, we must already have settled on whether an agent had the 
ability to do something before (2) applies to any situation, and so it in its present 
form, the argument is incapable of supporting any conclusion about what agents can 
and cannot do. We may agree for example that, when you do not know which of the 
two buttons in front of you is the one that alleviates suffering and which is the button 
that increases suffering, you will not be blameworthy for failing to push the button 
that alleviates suffering, but we clearly cannot infer from this that therefore, you were 
unable to push that button. This matters because it shows that that even if the 
objections against direct arguments from OIC do not succeed, if this is how the 
principle is justified, there is no ground for thinking the sense of ‘can’ that figures in it 
is a logically strong sense. 
25 I include this last disjunct so as to avoid any worries about that you are still 
blameworthy because it can be traced back to some prior moral failing. 
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4. If S is unable to determine that S ought to do A, then S is not 
blameworthy for failing to do A 

 
Therefore, 
 

5. If S is unable to determine that S ought to do A, it is not the case that S 
ought to do A 

 
Since (5) is the negation of the claim that there can be inaccessible obligations, 
we can infer that therefore, ACCESS is true. Arguments of roughly this form 
have been offered by W. D. Ross (1939: 163-64), Alan Gibbard (1990: 42-43), 
Brad Hooker (2000: 74-75), and Dale Miller (2003).26 
 As to their soundness, the second premise of both the argument from 
blame for OIC and the indirect argument from blame for ACCESS can be 
challenged,27 but what I want to focus on is the fact that these both depend on 
the connection between obligation and blameworthiness that the first premise 
makes explicit; this premise will be the focus in this section. To simplify the 
discussion in what follows, we can rephrase what the premise states, if we 
make two (plausible) assumptions: first, the conjunction of ‘S ought to do A’ 
and ‘S did not do A’ entails ‘S acted wrongly in failing to do A’, and second, 
failing to do something also counts as performing an action. These two 
assumptions allow us to rewrite (1) into the following claim: 
 

Wrongdoing Entails Blameworthiness (WEB): Necessarily, if S acts wrongly 
in doing A, then S is blameworthy for doing A 

 

                                                             
26 Note that while Ross and Gibbard have a broader target in mind, viz., the idea that 
obligation is objective, in the sense noted in Chapter 1, Hooker and Miller have 
narrower targets: Hooker is concerned with whether rule-consequentialism should be 
formulated in terms of actual or expected consequences, while Miller argues against 
objective act-utilitarianism. All maintain that there is an intimate relationship 
between obligation and blameworthiness, and suggest that one of the main problems 
(if not the main problem) with any objective account of obligation (rule-
consequentialism, act-utilitarianism) is that it cannot do justice to this intimate 
relationship. Note as well that Ross, Gibbard and Hooker in the end do not take the 
relationship to be as strict as the one expressed by (1); Miller, though, does seem 
sympathetic to this idea (see 2003: 56). A variation on the argument, framed in terms 
of the connection between wrongdoing and punishment is noted by Sorenson (1995: 
248), and endorsed, as far as I can tell, by Howard-Snyder (2005: 274-275). 
27 The second premise of the argument from blame for OIC is challenged by so-called 
‘Frankfurt cases’ (see Frankfurt 1969). I am not aware of anyone who explicitly 
defends a rejection of the second premise of the indirect argument from blame, but it 
is imaginable that one would take a ‘hard-line’ response at this point. 
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The question we need to answer in order to assess both the direct and the 
indirect argument from blame is whether WEB is plausible. To this we now 
turn. 
 
 
3.2.2. Justifications and excuses 
 
Perhaps the most famous endorsement of WEB is that by J. S. Mill, in chapter 5 
of Utilitarianism: 
 

We do not call anything wrong unless we mean to imply that a person 
ought to be punished in some way or other for doing it–if not by law, by the 
opinion of his fellow creatures; if not by opinion, by the reproaches of his 
own conscience (2001 [1861]: 48-49). 

 
This passage is sometimes cited approvingly in the contemporary literature, 
although those who do so–such as Alan Gibbard (1990: 41) and Stephen 
Darwall (2006: 92)–tend to backtrack quickly, and endorse a weaker view 
which does permit for wrongdoing without blameworthiness.28 Whatever its 
historical pedigree, our interest is in WEB’s plausibility, and when it comes to 
this, Mill is of no help. I am aware of two (and only two) contemporary 
attempts to defend WEB in a systematic way, the first by R. Jay Wallace 
(1994), the second by Eduardo Rivera-López (2006). In order to understand 
and assess how Wallace and Rivera-López try to mount their defense of WEB, 
we need a few pieces of terminology. After introducing this terminology, I will 
discuss their respective arguments in turn, arguing that both are defective. I 
close with some general remarks on wrongdoing and blame. 

In discussions of blameworthiness (and related notions such as 
‘culpability’ and ‘liability’), it is common to draw a distinction between two 
types of defeaters for a presumption of blame, viz., justifications and excuses. In 
a classic paper, J. L. Austin characterizes these as follows:  
 

[If] somebody says he blames me for something, I may answer by giving a 
justification, so that he will cease to disapprove of what I did, or else by 
giving an excuse, so that he will cease to hold me, at least entirely and in 
every way, responsible for doing it (1956/1957: 7 n2, emphases in 
original). 

 
The idea here is that certain facts about an agent and/or an action create a 
defeasible presumption of blameworthiness: roughly, there is a presumption 

                                                             
28 The considered view of both Gibbard (1990: 44-45) and Darwall (2006: 93) is that 
there can be such a thing as blameless wrongdoing. 
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of blameworthiness for S’s having performed some action A if S’s doing so 
would be blameworthy under ‘normal conditions’ (which can be filled out in 
many different ways, of course). The presumption can be defeated in 
particular cases either (a) by facts that entail that S did not act wrongly in 
doing A (and is therefore not to blame for having done A29), in which case S 
has a justification, or (b) by facts that entail that while S acted wrongly in 
doing A, S is nonetheless not blameworthy (but for some other reason than 
that A was not wrong), in which case S has an excuse. Austin takes the 
distinction between justifications and excuses as part and parcel of common 
sense, and his remarks clearly suggest that having an excuse leaves the 
deontic status of one’s action (i.e., it’s being wrong) intact. Whatever Austin 
exactly meant, though, this is how ‘excuses’ are usually understood in the 
literature on the subject. Marcia Baron expresses what I’ll call ‘the standard 
view’ of justifications and excuses when writing the following:  
 

[To] say that an action is justified is to say … that though the action is of a type 
which is usually wrong, in these circumstances it was not wrong. To say that 
an action is excused, by contrast, is to say that it was indeed wrong (and the 
agent did commit the act we are saying is wrong), but the agent is not 
blameworthy (2005: 389-390, footnote and emphasis omitted). 

 
Much ink has been spilled over how exactly to demarcate justifications from 
excuses, and how we should classify commonly recognized conditions that can 
defeat a presumption of blameworthiness (or culpability) in particular cases. I 
will not attempt to provide any general characterization; for present purposes, 
we only need the following uncontroversial observation: on the standard 
view, ‘S has an excuse for having done A’ entails both ‘S acted wrongly in doing 
A’ and ‘S is not blameworthy for having done A’. This means that if there are 
excuses, understood in the way that the standard view proposes, then there is 
such a thing as blameless wrongdoing. And, obviously, if there is such a thing as 
blameless wrongdoing, WEB is false. 
 So our question is: are there excuses, understood in the standard way, 
or not? In arguing for WEB, both Wallace and Rivera-Lopez adopt a broadly 
Strawsonian approach: they consider the list of commonly recognized excuses, 
and argue that on the best account of how the excuses work–that is, on the 
best account of what feature(s) the facts that are commonly taken to 
constitute an excuse share in common, a feature which is capable of explaining 
why the obtaining of these facts defeats a presumption of blameworthiness–
having an excuse entails not having acted wrongly. We might put this by 

                                                             
29 As this remark brings out, the standard picture seems to presuppose that there can 
be no blameworthiness without wrongdoing. Whether this presupposition is correct is 
controversial; see below for comments.  
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saying that the commonly recognized excuses, on their views, are a subset of 
justifications, instead of being something different altogether.30 Both hold, 
therefore, that the standard view of the excuses is mistaken: while there are 
such things as excuses, only one of the entailments that I just noted holds 
about them. It is true enough that ‘being excused for A’ entails ‘not being 
blameworthy for A’, but it does not entail ‘having acted wrongly in doing A’, for 
in fact in entails ‘not having acted wrongly’. I’ll start with discussing Wallace’s 
defense of WEB, and then turn to Rivera-López’s.31 
 
 
3.2.3. Excuses and intention 
 
In chapter 5 of his Responsibility and the Moral Sentiments, R. Jay Wallace 
attempts to explain how the set of facts that are commonly taken to be 
excusing conditions succeed at defeating a presumption of blameworthiness: 
roughly, why is it that, if such a fact obtains, the agent is not blameworthy? 
The first step in the account that he offers is the claim that ‘the full range of 
excusing conditions are all conditions that defeat the presumption that an 
agent intentionally did something wrong’ (1994: 121). We might put this by 
saying that on Wallace’s account, whenever a putatively excusing fact E 
obtains with respect to an agent S’s performance of an action A, it follows that 
S did not perform A intentionally. The second claim that Wallace makes is that 
if S did not do A intentionally, S did not act wrongly in doing A. This in turn 
helps to explain how the excuses function because third, if S has not acted 
wrongly in doing A, then S cannot be blameworthy for having done A: there is, 
as he puts it, ‘no blameworthiness without fault’ (ibid., 135). If Wallace’s 
account of how the excuses work is correct, then the standard view is 
mistaken in taking ‘being excused’ to be compatible with ‘having acted 
wrongly’ (and in taking the former to entail the latter), for being excused turns 
out to entail that one in fact did not act wrongly. Stronger still, for Wallace, it is 
precisely because excused agents did not act wrongly that blame is 
inappropriate. We can summarize Wallace’s account by saying that on his 
view of the excuses, the truth of (1) is explained by (2)-(4): 

                                                             
30 Riverá-Lopez (2006: 140) explicitly notes the point; as far as I can tell, Wallace does 
not. Rivera-López also notes some ways of distinguishing excuses from justifications if 
we reject the characteristic that the standard view takes as central, viz., that excuses, 
unlike justifications, presuppose wrongdoing. Both of them follow P. F. Strawson 
(1962) in taking an examination of how the commonly recognized excuses function as 
a crucial part of their strategy in offering an account of blameworthiness. Wallace also 
follows Strawson in taking the ‘reactive attitudes’ to be what one ought to focus on in 
understanding moral responsibility. 
31 What follows is indebted to Zimmerman (2004), but it expands, and hopefully 
improves, that discussion. 
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1. There is a set of facts E the elements of which are such that when they 
obtain, they defeat a presumption of blameworthiness in particular cases; 
call these facts ‘the excuses’ 
2. For any fact E ∈ E, if E obtains (with respect to S’s doing A), then S did not 
do A intentionally 
3. For any agent S, and action A, necessarily, if S did not do A intentionally, S 
did not act wrongly in doing A 
4. For any agent S, and action A, necessarily, if S did not act wrongly in 
doing A, S is not blameworthy for having done A 

 
From (1)-(4) we can infer that whenever an agent is excused (because one or 
more of the excusing facts obtains) for having done A, it was not the case that 
the agent acted wrongly in doing A. It is worth emphasizing that the set of 
excusing facts, E, is supposed to contain only the ‘commonly recognized 
excusing facts’: that is, E can be the fact that S did A inadvertently, acted under 
duress, did A by mistake, was coerced into doing A, and so on. Given this self-
imposed restriction, Wallace’s account leaves open whether there are any 
other facts which can defeat the presumption that an agent is blameworthy, 
facts that are not elements of E, and which do not function as an excuse in 
Wallace’s sense of the term but which instead function in the way that the 
standard view claims excuses function. This means that the account Wallace 
offers falls short of being capable of fully justifying WEB: the conjunction of 
(1)-(4) merely entails that the excuses covered in the account are such that, if 
an agent has one of these excuses, the agent has not acted wrongly.32 Be that as 
it may, if these claims are plausible, that would be an interesting result either 
way, in particular if it applies to cases where agents have the excuse of 
ignorance or mistake, given that I want to maintain that ignorant and 
mistaken agents do act wrongly, but are not blameworthy for failing to do 
what they ought to do. In assessing Wallace’s account, I’ll focus on claims (2) 
and (3), and in particular on the excuses of ignorance and mistake. Claim (4) 
has been amply discussed by others,33 and is not, as noted, necessary for the 
argument that being excused entails not having acted wrongly anyway. 
 The problem with (2) is that it is highly plausible that there are 
intentional actions which are excused by a fact that is commonly recognized as 
an excuse, and moreover, these include cases where ignorance or mistake is 
the excusing fact.34 Here is an example. Jimmy has been told by his friend 
                                                             
32 Zimmerman draws a similar conclusion about the inherently limited scope of 
Wallace’s case for WEB, albeit in somewhat different terms (2004: 260). 
33 For arguments against (4), see e.g. Zimmerman (1997; 2008: chapter 4) and Haji 
(1998: chapters 8 and 9). 
34 Rivera-López notes this point as well (2006: 126-26 n6), but offers no examples to 
support the contention. 
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Miranda that Elise, Miranda’s partner, wants to get rid of the old vase that 
Miranda and Elise have sitting on top of their fireplace. Miranda told Jimmy 
that Elise cannot bring herself to throw the vase out despite not liking it, as it 
was a gift from her late mother, but if Jimmy were to be so kind to 
‘accidentally’ knock it over so that it breaks on the floor, this would provide 
Elise with a guilt-free opportunity to get rid of the thing. Jimmy, who has no 
ground for doubting the sincerity of Miranda’s request, does as she has asked 
him to do, and elbows the vase out of balance as soon as he gets an 
opportunity. As it turns out, Miranda was lying: Elise did not want to get rid of 
the vase; in fact, she loved it, and breaks down in tears when it breaks on the 
floor. Miranda thought the vase was hideous, and she lied to Jimmy when she 
told him that Elise wanted to get rid of it; she knew that if she would knock it 
over herself, Elise would never believe that it was an accident, as she had been 
vocal about her opinion of its aesthetic merits. On any plausible account of 
intentional action, Jimmy intentionally knocked the vase over,35 and yet surely, 
his mistaken belief that Elise would appreciate his doing so excuses his action 
(only Miranda is to blame). Other scenarios with a similar structure are easy 
to come by. Pace (2), it is not the case that whenever an agent is excused by 
one of the commonly recognized excusing facts, the agent did not perform the 
excused act intentionally. 
 As to (3), there are both indirect and direct ways to challenge this 
claim. Unintentional acts that are blameworthy pose an indirect challenge to 
(3). If Sammy gets hammered on hard liquor at a party and stumbles into 
Elise’s vase, knocking it off the fireplace, he does not intentionally break it; 
plausibly enough, though, he is blameworthy for doing so. If Sammy is indeed 

                                                             
35 If you do not find this immediately obvious, note that we can stipulate Jimmy meets 
whatever conditions are necessary for having acted intentionally–e.g., Jimmy knocked 
the vase over in pursuit of a goal (namely, the goal of providing Elise with a guilt-free 
opportunity to replace it), he intended to knock it over, he took himself to have a 
reason (although he was mistaken about there really being one, given that Miranda 
lied to him), and so on–without these stipulations affecting whether or not his mistake 
excuses his action. Note as well that it would be awkward at best to hold that while 
Jimmy is excused for the harm he inflicts on Elise, he is not excused for breaking the 
vase: if he is excused at all, he is excused for both actions, not just the former. 
Alternatively, one could suggest that he only needs an excuse for harming Elise, not 
for breaking the vase, and that he has this excuse (because he did not harm her 
intentionally). But I see no ground for holding this view: we may want to claim that, if 
S does B by doing A, and A is wrong, B need not be wrong as well (as I discussed in the 
previous section). However, the claim that it can be the case that S does B by way of 
doing A, and B is wrong while A is not, strikes me as weird, if not incoherent. The 
problem with this view is clearest when ‘by doing A, S would do B’ is true as a matter 
of nomological necessity: if B ought not to be performed, and B will be performed if A 
is performed, then surely, A ought not to be performed–deontic status must transfer in 
this direction, even if it does not transfer in the other direction. 
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blameworthy for breaking the vase, then given (4), he must have acted 
wrongly in breaking the vase, but since he did so unintentionally, 
unintentional actions can be wrong, contrary to what (3) claims.36 Sammy’s 
case also poses a direct challenge to (3), for his unintentional action of 
breaking the vase is arguably not just blameworthy; it is also morally wrong–
we do not need (4) to reach this conclusion.37 If this assessment of the case of 
Sammy is correct, then (3) is false irrespective of whether (4) is true. And 
again, cases with a similar structure are easy to come by.  

Perhaps some will not find the case of Sammy persuasive: it could be 
countered that while Sammy acted wrongly when he–intentionally, let us 
suppose–drank enough alcohol to get into a state of drunkenly stumbling 
around, his drunken behavior is not itself wrong. Rather, his drunken behavior 
is merely bad; the fact that it is bad helps explain why it was wrong for him to 
get as drunk as he was, but is itself neither right nor wrong. To my mind, 
whether this reply is plausible depends on how we fill out the details of the 
scenario: the suggestion seems plausible enough if we imagine that Sammy is 
black-out drunk, and thus incapacitated. But if we instead imagine that Sammy 
was merely intoxicated enough not to give much thought to whether his bodily 
movements might cause damage to his hosts’ belongings, or drunk enough to 
stop caring about what he might bring about, without being so drunk that he 
was oblivious to possible consequences, I find it not at all plausible that his 
actions, including the breaking of the vase, are unfit for deontic evaluation. 

If you are not convinced yet, consider a different example.38 Alfred 
intends to shoot and kill his annoying neighbor, Betty. He loads up his rifle, 
takes aim, and fires a shot, but instead of hitting Betty, he shoots Charlene. 
This could have happened because, say, right when Alfred takes a shot, Betty 
bends over to pick something up and poor old Charlene, who is over for a visit, 
stands behind her. Alternatively, perhaps Charlene looks a lot like Betty, but 

                                                             
36 In order to save (3), Wallace could reply in one of three ways: he can (a) give up on 
claim (4), (b) hold that Sammy is not blameworthy for breaking the vase, or (c) hold 
that Sammy broke the vase intentionally. Option (c) can be ruled out immediately; on 
no plausible account of intentional action does drunkenly stumbling into something 
count as an intentional action. And option (a) involves giving up a claim that is 
absolutely central to Wallace’s account, and so can also be ruled out. This leaves 
option (b), but since Wallace explicitly wants to count reckless behavior as potentially 
blameworthy (1994: 138-39), and Sammy’s behavior is a clear instance of 
recklessness, it looks like (3) has to go due to cases such as this one, and that it has to 
go even by Wallace’s own lights. 
37 If you find this case not ‘morally serious’ enough to merit deontic evaluation, 
imagine instead that Sammy drives home after getting drunk at Elise’s place, and runs 
over a pedestrian that he notices too late due to his drunken haze. Surely, Sammy is 
blameworthy for killing the pedestrian, and arguably, this action is wrong. 
38 I take these cases from Sverdlik (1988).  
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Alfred is wholly unaware of this and mistakes her for Betty when he takes aim 
and fires a round. In both cases, it seems false to say that Alfred killed 
Charlene intentionally, but presumably, most of us will have no hesitation in 
saying that Alfred acted wrongly in killing Charlene (or, for that matter, that 
he is blameworthy for doing so). If he acts wrongly in killing Charlene, then (3) 
is false: unintentional actions can be wrong.  

In reply, it could be claimed either (a) that while Alfred acted wrongly 
in pulling the trigger, firing a round, and killing someone, he did not act 
wrongly in killing Charlene, or (b) that Alfred did kill Charlene intentionally, 
even though he was completely unaware of the fact that he was about to do so, 
and had no intention of killing Charlene. Reply (a) seems convoluted at best: 
the only reason I can fathom why one would maintain that Alfred acted 
wrongly in pulling the trigger (etc.) but not in killing Charlene is that one is 
already so deeply wedded to the view that only intentional actions can be 
wrong that one is willing to put up with the view that it wasn’t wrong for 
Alfred to kill Charlene, although it was wrong to pull the trigger (etc.). Pre-
theoretically, this is a rather crazy conjunction of claims, and, it is hard to see 
what further independent motivation could be offered for thinking this is the 
correct account of the situation. As to reply (b), while perhaps it is not 
necessary to intend to do A in order to do A intentionally (as Michael Bratman 
[1987: chapter 8] has famously argued, for instance), at the very least it seems 
that one must foresee that one will do A if one’s doing of A is to count as 
intentional. But Alfred does not foresee that he will kill Charlene by pulling the 
trigger–if he had, he would not have fired his rifle, or so we can suppose, 
without this affecting the judgment that he acted wrongly in any way. So there 
is little, if anything, to be said in support of this reply as well. If neither of 
these replies succeeds, then we must either reject (3)–and (2) as well–or hold 
that Alfred has not acted wrongly when he killed Charlene, and is not 
blameworthy for doing so either. To my mind, it is clear that these 
implications are unpalatable, and so it is (3) that must go.  

Summing up, we can conclude that Wallace’s account of the excuses 
fails for more than one reason: first, the commonly recognized excuses apply 
to intentional actions, as illustrated by the case of Jimmy, and therefore, claim 
(2) is false. Second, unintentional actions can be blameworthy, as illustrated 
by the case of Sammy, and therefore, claim (3) is false, provided that claim (4) 
is true. Third, unintentional actions can be morally wrong, and constitute a 
failure to do what one ought to do, so therefore (3) is false even if (4) is not 
true. This last point was illustrated both by the case of Sammy and the case of 
Alfred. Because Wallace’s account of the excuses is indefensible, its central 
claims cannot be appealed to in argument for WEB.  
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3.2.4. Excuses and demandingness 
 
In ‘Can there be full excuses for morally wrong actions?’ (2006), Eduardo 
Rivera-López tried to defend a negative answer to the title question of his 
paper. Cutting right to the chase, we can represent his account of the excuses 
in a similar way: 
 

1. There is a set of facts E the elements of which are such that when they 
obtain, they defeat a presumption of blameworthiness in particular cases; 
call these facts ‘the excuses’ 
2. For any fact E ∈ E, if E obtains (with respect to S’s doing A), then 
refraining from doing A was unachievable for S (2006: 130) 
3. For any agent S, action A, necessarily, if refraining from doing A was 
unachievable for S, it was too demanding for S to refrain from doing A (ibid., 
131) 
4. For any agent S, action A, necessarily, if refraining from doing A was too 
demanding for S, it was not the case that refraining from doing A was 
obligatory for S (ibid., 128) 

 
From (1)-(4) we can infer that whenever an agent is excused (because one or 
more of the excusing facts obtains) for having done A, it was not the case that 
refraining from doing A was obligatory for that agent, and thus that the agent 
did not act wrongly in doing A. The set of putative excusing facts, E, is 
supposed to contain only the ‘commonly recognized excusing facts’, so Rivera-
López’s account as well leaves open whether there are other facts which can 
defeat the presumption that an agent is blameworthy, facts that are not 
elements of E and which do not function as an excuse in the way that Rivera-
López’s claims the commonly recognized excuses function (but which instead 
function in the way that the standard view claims excuses function).39 Once 
again, I will set this limitation of the argument aside, and focus on whether 
this account offers a satisfactory take on the excuses of ignorance and mistake. 
 Let us start with (2). If an agent S is excused for having done A in 
virtue of being ignorant or mistaken about certain facts that are pertinent to 
the situation, does that suffice for the conclusion that refraining from doing A 
was ‘unachievable’ for S? Rivera-López uses the term ‘unachievable’ as 
equivalent to ‘not being able’: agents are claimed to either lack ‘the kind of 
causal control’ over their actions that ‘we normally … have’ (in case some form 

                                                             
39 Rivera-López intends for the argument to be completely general (i.e., it is presented 
as covering any fact capable of defeating a presumption of blameworthiness, see for 
instance p. 126), and thus as providing a full justification of WEB. However, defending 
(2) involves working through the recognized excuses, and doesn’t lend itself to 
obvious generalization, so it is hard to see how the argument could be fully general.  
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of libertarianism is true) or ‘lack the capacity or opportunity [for action] that 
we normally … have’ (ibid., 130). The suggestion appears to be that if an agent 
is excused in virtue of her ignorance or mistake, the agent was unable, in an 
obligation-undermining sense, to act otherwise than she in fact did. But 
whether agents who are ignorant of or mistaken about relevant facts are 
unable, in an obligation-undermining sense, to do certain things is precisely 
what is at issue here of course: this defense of WEB seems to presuppose a 
reading of OIC that needs to be established, and we are examining whether it 
can be established by appeal to WEB. At least for present purposes (but 
perhaps also more generally), this way of arguing for WEB can be set aside as 
question-begging. Rivera-López, recognizing the problematic nature of his 
argument in the case of agents excused by ignorance or mistake, also suggests 
an alternative line of argument that does not presuppose controversial 
judgments about whether agents had the ability to refrain from doing what 
they did.40 The alternative argument involves a variation on (2): 
 

2’. For any fact E ∈ E, if E obtains (with respect to S’s doing A), then 
refraining from doing A was too demanding for S 

 
If (1), (2’) and (4) are true, agents who are excused (and thus not 
blameworthy) for what they did by virtue of either ignorance or mistake have 
not acted wrongly: it would have been too demanding for them to refrain from 
doing what they did, and if it is too demanding for S to refrain from doing A, 
then it is not the case that S ought to have refrained from doing A. Why should 
we think that this applies to cases where agents are excused by ignorance or 
mistake? Rivera-López starts by noting that if an agent is excused in virtue of 
being ignorant of some relevant fact, then the ignorance itself must be 
blameless: if you are culpably ignorant, your ignorance cannot excuse what 
you do. This is plausible enough.41 Second, he suggests that if S is non-culpably 
ignorant of some fact F (where it is true that if S had been aware of F, S would 
have been blameworthy for doing A), then it is not the case that S ought to 
have been aware of F. Now, if this second claim is justified by appeal to WEB, 
the argument would be question-begging. Rivera-López notes the problem, 
but claims that ‘in this case, [a shift from the realm of moral responsibility to 
the realm of moral obligation] is particularly plausible’ (ibid., 136). We could 

                                                             
40 Curiously, Rivera-López characterizes the worry that I voice here as one about 
whether considerations of demandingness are in order instead of a worry about 
‘achievability’ (2006: 135), but then goes on to offer an alternative argument that does 
rest on claims about demandingness but not on claims about achievability. I assume 
the charitable way of making his reasoning consistent involves taking the alternative 
argument he offers as the best indication of what he has in mind, instead of the worry 
that motivates its formulation.  
41 See Smith (1983) for discussion of why only non-culpable ignorance can excuse.  
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fuss over this claim, but let us grant, for the sake of argument, this limited (or 
‘local’) application of WEB, and accept that agents who are blamelessly 
ignorant did not violate an obligation to become informed. If S is excused for 
doing A in virtue of being ignorant of F, it is not the case that S ought to have 
been aware of F. This can be granted while remaining agnostic about whether 
it is generally true that blamelessness entails absence of wrongdoing. With 
these two claims in place, we are invited to consider an example:  
 

Anna is about to enter her home. Unfortunately, the door is connected to a 
bomb that will explode and kill many people when she opens it. She is non-
culpably ignorant of that strange connection and has no obligation to know 
it (ibid., 138). 

 
If Anna opens the door to her home, she would, we can agree, be blameless for 
setting off the bomb; her (non-culpable) ignorance of the fact that it is hooked 
up to her door excuses her action. She was, we can agree further, under no 
obligation to be aware of this ‘strange connection’. Could it be the case that, 
given all this, Anna nonetheless ought not to open the door, and that she acts 
wrongly if she does open it? Rivera-López holds that such an obligation would 
be ‘overly demanding’:  
 

[It] seems clear that Anna cannot intentionally refrain from opening the 
door on the basis of the belief that opening the door will activate the bomb. 
But she can let the door stay closed on the basis of other beliefs. The 
relevant question is: is it plausible that morality demands that people act 
on the basis of beliefs that they do not have and are under no obligation to 
have? If the answer is, as seems most plausible, ‘no’, then Anna’s refraining 
from opening the door is overly demanding, because she cannot do so on 
the basis of the belief that the door is connected to the bomb. Therefore her 
opening the door is not wrong (ibid., 139, footnote omitted).  

 
Would morality be too demanding if we are (sometimes) obligated to act on 
the basis of beliefs that we do not have, and were under no obligation to have? 
To start, note it would not be too demanding in the sense that act-
consequentialism is often said to be too demanding, viz., as requiring that we 
act in ways that are costly to us–ways that would lead to significant reductions 
in our levels of well-being, because we could not seriously engage in personal 
projects or have meaningful relationships if we would always act in 
accordance with the moral requirements act-consequentialism claims we are 
under, and so on.42 To put it mildly, it is hard to see why Anna would incur any 

                                                             
42 For this way of understanding the ‘demandingness’-objection to consequentialism, 
see e.g. Sobel (2007), who also offers an interesting, highly critical assessment of the 
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significant loss or cost (measured in terms of her well-being) were she to act 
in the way that I would claim she is morally required to do in the scenario 
sketched, and the same can be said about many other cases where agents are 
non-culpably ignorant of relevant facts, and thus of (what I would maintain) 
they ought to do. If morality would be ‘too demanding’ if it demands that we 
sometimes act on the basis of beliefs we do not have and are under no 
obligation to have, it must be demanding in some other sense. 

What is this sense? Rivera-López does not really say; the only 
suggestion that I can come up with myself is this: if we are sometimes morally 
required to act on the basis of beliefs that we do not have and were not under 
an obligation to have, then we are sometimes required to act in ways that 
make no sense to us–ways that strike us as irrational, given what we know 
and believe. Given her ignorance of the bomb, Anna is not aware of any reason 
to refrain from opening the door, and thus the demand that she does not do so 
does not make much sense from her perspective. If she were to refrain from 
opening the door in her current epistemic state, this would likely strike us as 
irrational, for rationality is, it seems plausible, a matter of how things look 
from the perspective of the agent. Could it be the case that sometimes we are 
under a moral obligation to do what would be irrational, given our limited 
awareness? The answer, I believe, is ‘yes’: what is and is not morally required 
is a matter of where the balance of reasons lies, and what there is most reason 
to do is not subject to epistemic constraints, and thus not always identical to 
what it is rational to do. I defend these claims in the next chapter (see in 
particular section 4.2.4); for the moment, we can note that insofar as there is 
any sense to be made of the idea that morality is too demanding if it requires 
that we act irrationally on occasion, developing this idea requires showing 
that what we are morally required to do cannot be irrational. But, I submit, it 
can be, and so morality is not overly demanding if it requires us to act in ways 
that are irrational given our limited awareness of the facts, but which are 
nonetheless supported by the balance of reasons. 

Perhaps some other way of understanding the sense in which morality 
is ‘too demanding’ if it requires us to act in ways that make no sense from our 
(limited) perspective can be formulated, but that is not a task that I need to 
complete here; that burden lies on the shoulders of those who want to push 
this line of argument. Lacking viable alternative ways of spelling out what is 
meant, Rivera-López’s defense of WEB that appeals to the notion of 
‘demandingness’ fails: (a) there are no significant personal (well-being) costs 
attached to acting on the basis of beliefs that one does not have and is under 
no obligation to have, and (b) it is not true that it cannot be the case that 
morality requires us to act in ways that are irrational, for what we morally 

                                                                                                                                                           
objection. For a further critical assessment, and a good discussion of alternative ways 
of spelling out what the relevant ‘costs’ to the agent are, see Kagan (1989: chapter 7). 
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ought to do depends on where the balance of reasons lies, and the balance of 
reasons can point in a different direction than rationality. 
 
 
3.2.5. General remarks  
 
I have argued that neither Wallace nor Rivera-López succeeds at making their 
case for WEB. In light of their failures, and in the absence of any other obvious 
ways of defending the claim, it strikes me as reasonable to conclude that WEB 
can be rejected, and hold instead that (a) there is such a thing as blameless 
wrongdoing, and that (b) agents who are (blamelessly) ignorant of relevant 
facts or mistaken about the facts of their situation are clear examples of this 
phenomenon–their ignorance excuses them in case they fail to comply with an 
obligation that they were not, and could not have been, aware of, and they are 
excused in the way that the standard view claims that excuses work.  

That wrongdoing and blameworthiness can come apart in a way not 
allowed by WEB should not come as a surprise, I think. For one, deontic 
evaluation is evaluation of acts: while we say such things as ‘Jimmy acted 
wrongly’, what we are primarily evaluating is Jimmy’s action. By contrast, if 
we say that Jimmy is blameworthy for what he has done, we are evaluating an 
agent in light of an action, but not the action itself, even though we can also 
say things such as ‘Jimmy’s breaking the vase is blameworthy’. 
Blameworthiness, we might say, ‘attaches’ to agents, whereas obligatoriness 
(and the other deontic statuses) ‘attaches’ to actions.43 Since their respective 
objects differ, there is reason to expect that deontic evaluations will not line 
up with evaluations of blameworthiness and blamelessness in a 
straightforward way, even though it may turn out to be the case that they do 
in the final analysis, of course. A successful attempt to show that they do line 
up would need, it seems, to take the fact that these types of evaluation have 
different objects into account, and thus it must shoulder the burden of 
explaining why an assessment of an action (as morally wrong) can suffice for a 
judgment of the agent who performed the action (as being blameworthy). 
Neither Wallace nor Rivera-López has provided anything close to such an 
explanation, and so it should be unsurprising that their arguments fail. 

While judgments of wrongness and judgments of blameworthiness are 
distinct in virtue of having different objects, there is some relation: after all, 
judgments of blameworthiness assess an agent on grounds of an action she 
performed–we are not simply blameworthy, but blameworthy for having acted 
in a certain way. Judgments of blameworthiness differ in this respect from 
judgments about virtue and vice, and character more generally, which are not 

                                                             
43 For similar observations, see Sinnott-Armstrong (1984: 250) and Zimmerman 
(2008: 171-172). 
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linked to specific actions in this way. However, a closer look reveals that there 
is still ground for expecting that the link between wrongdoing and blame is 
less intimate than WEB allows for. The point is this. Whether an action is 
wrong is a matter of whether the balance of (moral) reasons tells against its 
performance, in at least the sense that ‘A is wrong’ entails ‘there is sufficient 
(moral) reason not to perform A’. By contrast, whether an agent is 
blameworthy for performing a certain action is a matter of how that agent has 
responded to the reasons there are for acting.44 But on the face of it, failing to 
act in the way that the balance of reasons supports is not sufficient for 
incurring blameworthiness. If an agent is ignorant of or mistaken about where 
the balance of reasons lies on a particular occasion, and if the agent’s 
ignorance is not the product of some prior failure on her part, then failing to 
respond appropriately to the reasons to act that there are just does not reflect 
badly on the agent. In order to respond to a set of reasons at all, an agent must 
be aware of all of those reasons, but we can be (non-culpably) ignorant of the 
reasons there are to act in one way rather than another. If a failure to do what 
there is most reason to do is to reflect badly on an agent, then the agent must 
either have been aware of what the balance of reasons supported, or have 
been culpably ignorant of (some of) the reasons. Yet these conditions are not 
always met when agents fail to do what the balance of reasons supports, and 
so there can be wrongdoing without blameworthiness. 

This diagnosis of the failure of the argument from blame hinges on the 
thesis that we can be ignorant, and non-culpably so, of our reasons. I defend 
this claim about reasons and awareness in Chapter 4, and so I cannot claim 
that it is adequate at this point. Note, though, that on this picture there is a 
connection between wrongdoing and blameworthiness, since both types of 
assessments depend on where the balance of reasons lies. However, this 
connection is straightforward only in the case of act-evaluation, and much 
more complicated in case of agent-evaluations. It is because of this, perhaps, 
that some have mistakenly thought that wrongdoing and blameworthiness are 
more closely connected than they in fact are, and it also explains why we 
should be wary of a thesis like WEB, which denies the complexity of the issue. 
 
 

                                                             
44 And perhaps also a matter of how an agent responds to the reasons she believed 
there to be (irrespective of whether these believed reasons existed). The question of 
whether we should include how agents respond to reasons that they merely believe 
exist is, in effect, the question of whether we should accept Wallace’s claim (4), i.e., the 
claim that blameworthiness entails wrongdoing. If we find this claim plausible, 
blameworthiness is exclusively a matter of failing to respond properly to the reasons 
that there really are (and which the agent is aware of); if we do not, then failing to 
respond in an appropriate way to the reasons one believes there to be can also be a 
way of incurring blameworthiness. For the former sort of view, see Arpaly (2006). 
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3.3. Indirect arguments II: fairness 
 
The previous section argued that the argument from blame for OIC both fails 
to provide materials for a successful indirect argument against inaccessible 
obligations, and fails to support OIC. In this section, I consider a second way of 
supporting the principle, by what I will call ‘the argument from fairness’ for 
OIC. David Copp summarizes the argument from fairness as follows: 
 

First, an adequate moral theory would imply … the proposition that agent-
requirements are morally unfair if the person required to act in a certain 
way is unable to act in that way. Second, a moral theory would be 
incoherent if it both implied this proposition and failed to rule out the 
proposition that a person can be morally required to act in a certain way 
even if she is unable to act in that way. Hence an adequate moral theory 
must reject the latter proposition, which means, in effect, that an adequate 
theory must imply [OIC] (2003: 272). 

 
Some clarifications are in order. First, by ‘agent-requirements’, Copp means 
expectations that one agent has regarding the conduct of another; as an 
example we are invited to think of ‘a situation in which a boss requires an 
employee to do something that the employee lacks the ability to do’, for 
instance if ‘[a] supervisor at the post office’ demands ‘that a mail carrier cook 
a soufflé for everyone in the post office in the next five minutes when the 
employee does not even know what a soufflé is’ (ibid., 271). It would be unfair 
of the boss to demand that the employee do this, and expect that the demand 
is met; the suggestion is that the correct moral theory must imply that this 
would be an unfair demand, and that it must have this implication because it 
must contain or imply a general principle which states that it is unfair for one 
agent to demand that another agent do something that the second agent 
cannot do, in whatever sense of ‘can’ we think is relevant here.  

Second, the notion of fairness that figures in this claim is not a 
distributive notion: even if the boss of the post office indiscriminately requires 
of all of his employees that they do things they cannot do, the particular 
employee who is expected to make a soufflé in the next five minutes can still 
object to this particular demand on grounds of unfairness (cf. Graham 2011: 
365). Let us grant, for the sake of argument, that there is a non-distributive 
notion of unfairness,45 and that this notion can be appealed to in explaining 
                                                             
45 This assumption is not uncontroversial. To illustrate why it is not, consider the 
following famous anecdote:  
 

During a trial about alleged police brutality, a lawyer asked Sydney 
[Morgenbesser] under oath whether the police had beat him up unfairly and 
unjustly. He replied that the police had assaulted him unjustly, but not unfairly. 
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why there is something inappropriate about or amiss with ‘agent-
requirements’ pertaining to actions that those upon whom an agent-
requirement is imposed cannot perform, in whatever sense of ‘can’ we think is 
relevant here.  

How does this bear on whether OIC is true? Copp’s idea seems to be 
this. The correct moral theory, he suggests, must imply the general principle 
just noted, which we can call ‘fair demands 1’ for ease of reference, and 
summarily state as follows: 
 

Fair demands 1 (FD1): For any agents S1, S2, and action A, it is unfair for S1 
to demand, require, or expect that S2 do A if S2 cannot do A 

 
If the true moral theory implies FD1, then the true moral theory must, on the 
pain of incoherence, also imply the contrapositive of OIC: 
 

‘Cannot’ implies ‘not ought’: For any agent S, and action A, if S cannot do A, 
then it is not the case that S is morally obligated to do A 

 
And from this claim, OIC follows. Why, though, is it incoherent to accept FD1 
and reject OIC? Neither claim obviously entails the other; they appear to be 
logically independent. If there is a problem of incoherence lurking somewhere, 
we must do a little work to uncover it. Here is one way to spell the argument 
out. Assume, for reductio, the following: 

 
1. Morality demands, of some agent S, that S do A, and S cannot do A. 
 

(1), I assume, is equivalent to ‘there is an agent S and action A such that S is 
under an obligation to do A and S cannot do A’, and thus it is equivalent to the 
denial of OIC. Now, if ‘morality’ can occupy the place of an agent-variable in 
FD1, we can infer that, therefore, 
 

2. There is an agent S such that morality makes unfair demands of S. 
 
Finally, we can add the following, reasonable-sounding premise: 

                                                                                                                                                           
The lawyer was puzzled. “How is that possible?” he queried. “Well,” Sydney 
reportedly said, “They beat me up unjustly, but since they did the same thing to 
everyone else, it was not unfair.”  

 
(This report is taken from Fletcher, G. P. [2005: 548].) What Morgenbesser seems to 
suggests is that fairness is essentially distributive, i.e., that it makes no sense to say of 
some agent S that S has been treated unfairly if all of the other relevant agents 
received a similar treatment as S received, although S can be treated unjustly under 
such circumstances. The opportunity to cite this anecdote was too good to pass up on. 
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3. It is impossible that morality makes unfair demands of any agents. 

 
As Copp sees things, ‘it is not intelligible to suppose that morality itself is 
morally unfair’ (2003: 274). The conjunction of (1)-(3) and FD1 appears to be 
inconsistent: if the demand that S do A is unfair if S cannot do A, and if 
morality cannot make unfair demands, then morality cannot demand that S do 
A, contrary to what (1) asserts. If on the other hand morality does demand 
that S do A, then either the demand is not unfair (and so FD1 is false), or 
morality can make unfair demands (and so (3) is false). Since both FD1 and (3) 
are intuitively plausible, it seems that (1) must be rejected. 
  If the argument from fairness, thus construed, is a successful way of 
supporting OIC, can we defend ACCESS as a corollary to OIC?46 A successful 
indirect argument drawing on this defense of OIC against inaccessible 
obligations that is modeled on Copp’s suggestion requires a different principle 
governing the fairness of agent-requirements; something like this:  
 

Fair Demands 2 (FD2): for any agents S1, S2, and action A, it is unfair for S1 
to demand, require, or expect that S2 do A if S1 does not inform S2 about this 
demand, and S2 has no other way to find out about the demand that S1 
issued 

 
To illustrate: if, say, the supervisor of the post office demands that his 
employees to perform some specific combination of dance moves whenever 
they come across a piece of mail for the governor, but he does not inform his 
employees of this demand, and also they have no other way of finding out that 
he expects them to do so, the demand that they perform the specific dance 
moves when they come across mail for the governor is also unfair (according 
to FD2); perhaps this demand is as unfair as a demand for something that the 
employees cannot do. Does FD2 enjoy the same intuitive plausibility as FD1? 
Speaking only for myself, I find FD2 less immediately attractive than FD1, but 

                                                             
46 Again, as an aside, we can note that as Copp formulates it, the argument from 
fairness cannot support any particular reading of ‘can’ in the OIC-principle, and it 
cannot do so for the same reason the argument from blame failed on this front: for any 
agent and action where we think ‘ought’ does not apply we must already have 
determined that an agent cannot perform a certain action, before FD1 applies to the 
situation. If we were to move from ‘if morality would demand, of some agent S, that S 
perform some action, A, then this demand would be unfair’ to ‘S cannot do A’, we again 
would be affirming the consequent, for FD1 is a mere conditional, not a bi-conditional, 
just like the first premise of the argument from blame. So once again, therefore, if 
section (3.1) did not succeed in showing there is no sound direct argument, there 
appears to be no hope of defending some logically strong sense of ‘can’ as the one 
relevant to moral obligation if this is how OIC is justified. 
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if we grant this second principle for the sake of argument, then the defense of 
ACCESS as a corollary to OIC is straightforward: morality makes no unfair 
demands, as (3) states, and so if inaccessible obligations are unfair, then there 
are no inaccessible obligations.  
 In its present form, however, neither the argument from fairness for 
OIC nor the indirect argument for ACCESS is acceptable. Recall that, in getting 
from (1) to (2), we had to assume that ‘morality’ can occupy the place of an 
agent-variable in FD1, and that assumption surely looks like a category 
mistake. (The same holds for the indirect argument, which obviously also 
relies on a claim about agent-requirements.) As Nomy Arpaly puts the point in 
commenting on Copp’s argument, this ‘is where Anscombe would probably 
suspect us of being under the spell of regarding morality as a set of commands 
from a celestial boss, who can be fair or unfair to us’ (2006: 107). It seems safe 
to assume that there is no ‘celestial boss’ whose orders constitute or imply 
what we, earthly mortals are morally required to do; given this assumption, 
we cannot personify ‘morality’ and rely on a principle governing the fairness 
of demands made by agents. And that means that we cannot infer (2) from (1) 
and FD1; nor, for that matter, can we rely on FD2 in an argument from fairness 
against inaccessible obligations. 

Copp is not unaware of this problem with the argument, and writes 
that ‘[w]hen a person is morally required to do something there is not 
normally some agent who is requiring her to do it’ (2003: 271, emphases in 
original). He proposes that we instead look at his suggestion as follows:  
 

[I]f there would be no unfairness in the fact that a person is morally 
required to do something she is unable to do, then it is unclear why it 
would be unfair, or where the unfairness would be, in an agent’s requiring 
a person to do something who is unable to do it (ibid., 272). 

 
The idea here seems to be that we should reverse the order of explanation: 
what is primary is the idea that a demand or requirement (etc.) is as such 
unfair whenever the action that is required is something that an agent cannot 
do, and that it is this principle which explains why it is unfair if an agent 
requires or expects another agent to do something that the latter agent cannot 
do.47 We can construct the revised argument from fairness for OIC as an 
inference to the best explanation: FD1 is true, and the best explanation of why 
FD1 is true is that FD3 is true: 
 

                                                             
47 I am not sure whether Copp would agree to this way of interpreting the quoted 
passage, for he does not distinguish as clearly as I do the different ways of 
understanding the argument, but it seems charitable to read him in this way, as it 
appears to provide a reply to the objection to the first version of the argument. 
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Fair Demands 3 (FD3): For any agent S, and action A, if S is required to do A, 
and S cannot do A, then the requirement that S do A is unfair 

 
The revised argument from fairness now goes as follows: since FD3 figures in 
the best explanation of a true claim (FD1), FD3 is true, and since morality 
cannot be unfair (as (3) states), there cannot be obligations to do something 
that one cannot do, and so therefore, OIC is true. This version of the argument 
avoids personifying ‘morality’, for FD3 is not a principle about agent-
requirements, but instead one that covers requirements in general; in this 
respect, it is a clear improvement over the original. The revised indirect 
argument from fairness, which seeks to establish ACCESS as a corollary to OIC, 
appeals to a yet further principle about fair demands: 
 

Fair Demands 4 (FD4): For any agent S, and action A, if S is required to do A, 
and S is unaware of this requirement and unable to find out about it, the 
requirement that S do A is unfair 

 
FD4 is justified because it figures in the best explanation of why FD2 is true, 
and once again, since morality makes no unfair demands, there are no 
inaccessible obligations, and so ACCESS is true.48 

While more promising than the original version, the revised argument 
from fairness for OIC (and the revised indirect argument) is hardly problem-
free. For one, we can object that our intuitive grasp of the notion of an ‘unfair 
demand’ stems from considering ‘agent-requirements’. Admittedly, we can 
make sense of this notion in the context of one agent requiring another to do 
something (for instance, when the action required is one that the agent cannot 
perform), and while perhaps we can abstract from our grasp of such cases to 
the more general idea of an ‘unfair requirement’ figuring in FD3, i.e., one that 
is not issued by an agent, if we were to reverse the order of explanation, we 
would get things backwards conceptually. It is no accident that Copp himself 
starts out with an example of an unfair demand made by an agent on another 
agent in introducing the argument from fairness, as thoughts about the 
unfairness of requirements have their home in the context of thinking about 
‘agent-requirements’. And this may lead us to question whether FD3 really is a 

                                                             
48 Peter Graham (2011: 365-67) considers this extension of the argument from 
fairness, and he takes the fact that considerations of fairness appear to support an 
accessibility constraint on deontic status to be sufficient ground for rejecting what he 
calls ‘the fairness motivation’ for OIC, because he finds the implication ‘highly 
implausible’. I agree with this assessment, but given that the truth of ACCESS is, of 
course, precisely what is at stake here, I cannot follow Graham in motivating a 
rejection of the argument from fairness on the grounds of the fact that it supports the 
thesis that I am trying to argue against.  
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good explanation of FD1 (and the same goes for whether FD4 is a good 
explanation of FD2). 
 Admittedly, by itself this first point is merely suggestive–generally, the 
‘order of discovery’ is not necessarily identical to the ‘order of justification’, 
and so it can still be true that what accounts for unfairness in the case of 
agent-requirements is the fact that any requirement is as such unfair if it 
concerns an action that the agent who is under the requirement cannot 
perform. We can make the point more robust if we can defend the claim that it 
does not really make sense to assess moral requirements as fair or unfair. 
Here is why I find this attractive. We can and do use the same term, 
‘requirement’, both for describing an expectation that one agent has about the 
behavior of another, and for the deontic status of an action (recall that we 
assumed that ‘doing A is obligatory for S’ is equivalent to ‘S is morally required 
to do A’). However, the properties of actions that we refer to in these two 
different uses of the term do not fall into the same ontological category. Used 
in the first way, the feature referred to is a relation between facts about the 
mental state that some particular agent is in, viz., the fact that the agent who 
‘issues’ the requirement expects another agent to act in a particular way, and a 
particular action; the other is a moral feature of an action. These are distinct 
sorts of properties, because instantiating the latter property entails that there 
are good reasons to act in accordance with the requirement, whereas 
instantiating the former does not–although there are of course situations in 
which the fact that one agent expects another to act in a certain way, when 
this is combined with certain other facts, entails that there are good reasons to 
act in the way expected. We might put this by saying that while the property 
referred to by a moral requirement is normative, the property referred to by 
an agent-requirement is not;49 this marks an important ontological divide. 

Since the term ‘requirement’ refers to radically different features that 
an action may have in these different uses of it, and if I am right that our 
understanding of the charge of unfairness has its ‘home’ in the context of 
thinking about what Copp refers to as ‘agent-requirements’, then why is the 
charge, which we are familiar with when it pertains to certain mental states of 
agents, also one that can apply to properties that actions may have which fall 
into a fundamentally different ontological category? If there is an answer to 
this question, I do not know what it is supposed to be. If there is no answer, 
then FD3 is not a good explanation of FD1, nor is FD4 a good explanation of 
FD2: FD1 and FD2 both attribute a moral property (‘unfairness’) to a non-
moral property (viz., the relation between an action and the mental state of an 
agent), whereas FD3 and FD4, provided that they are assumed to bear on the 
question of whether OIC and ACCESS are true, respectively, attribute a moral 

                                                             
49 See Chapter 4 for further discussion of this use of ‘normative’, in particular sections 
(4.1.1) and (4.2.4). 
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property (‘unfairness’) to a moral property (‘obligatoriness’). We might put 
this by saying that these sets of principles have different subject-matters, and 
the members of the latter set thus cannot help explaining why the members of 
the former set are true, if they are true. 

If this is right, then the main source of support for FD3 and FD4 (that 
is, their figuring in the best explanation of FD1 and FD2) drops out. These 
remarks also bring out two other problems with arguments building on FD3 
and FD4. First of all, the revised arguments arguably involve a category 
mistake as well, as did the original ones: what can be fair or unfair is what we 
expect of others, how we treat them, how we distribute goods among them, 
and so on, but ascribing fairness or unfairness to deontic facts (i.e., an action’s 
being obligatory, or wrong) looks simply incoherent–deontic facts or 
properties are just not the sort of thing that can be fair or unfair. While, then, 
Copp is right when he writes that ‘it is not intelligible to think that morality 
itself might be morally unfair’, the proper conclusion to draw from this 
observation is not that ‘morality itself’ therefore has to be fair, but rather that 
assessments of fairness and unfairness make no sense when these concern the 
moral status of acts. If this is correct, then both FD3 and FD4 must be rejected 
as meaningless, and thus incapable of supporting any conclusion 
whatsoever.50 

Second, even if I am wrong, and the moral status of acts can be 
assessed as fair or unfair, the above remarks also highlight the rather peculiar 
nature of the arguments building on FD3 and FD4: these arguments have the 
form of ‘it would be unfair if X, therefore, not-X’, where ‘X’ is itself a moral 
claim. To be sure, these arguments are not identical in form to arguments of 
the form ‘it would be good if X, therefore, X’ where ‘X’ is either a moral or an 
evaluative claim, which were discussed in the previous chapter (section 2.4), 
but they do resemble those. I rejected the latter argument-form on grounds of 
the fact that it supports wildly implausible conclusions, such as that the actual 
world is the best of all possible worlds. A comparable problem exists for 
arguments of the form ‘it would be unfair if X, therefore, not-X’. The problem is 
this: if it is unfair that S is required to do A whenever S cannot do A, then 
presumably, the assessment extends temporally. If S did not do A (even though 
S could, at the time, have done A), S now no longer can do A–the time for doing 
so has passed. If being required to do A is unfair when one cannot do A, then it 
seems plausible that a requirement to have done A becomes unfair as soon as 
the time at which A could have been done has passed–at the very least, I do 
not see a reason why this would not be the case. If the charge of unfairness is 

                                                             
50 Shelly Kagan offers a comparable diagnosis of the suggestion that ‘morality’ might 
violate a constraint against harming if there are no options to pursue one’s own 
interest; as he puts it, ‘here we have a case in which the personification of morality can 
lead us into error’ (1989: 208). 
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appropriate when applied to requirements to do things that one can no longer 
do, and if there is no such thing as an unfair moral requirement, then it seems 
that there is no past action such that its performance is still fairly required 
now, and this implies that no actually performed action is morally wrong (for 
‘S acted wrongly in doing A’ entails ‘S was required to not have done A’). That 
is, as soon as one does A, one can no longer be required to have done anything 
other than A, for that requirement would be unfair if FD3 is true. We might say 
that moral requirements disappear when the time for action has passed, if the 
revised argument from fairness for OIC is sound. This conclusion is sufficiently 
absurd to reject the ban on unfair moral requirements that premise (3) 
asserts. So, even if FD3 and FD4 are meaningful statements, there is no way to 
get from them to either OIC or to ACCESS. 

Summing  up, I have argued that (a) the original arguments from 
fairness rest on a category mistake (because it involves in personifying 
‘morality’), and that (b) the revised argument from fairness both for OIC and 
for ACCESS not only do so as well if FD3 and FD4 are meaningless, as I 
suggested they are, but furthermore, that (c) their key premises, FD3 and FD4, 
lack support even if they are meaningful, because they do not help explain FD1 
and FD2. And finally, these arguments also (d) depend on a premise, (3), that 
generates the absurd implication that moral requirements disappear when the 
time for action has passed. The upshot is that, first, the argument from fairness 
for OIC should be rejected in both of its formulations, and second, that the 
same goes for the two indirect arguments for ACCESS which build on the 
arguments from fairness for OIC. 
 
 
3.4. Indirect arguments III: what is deontic evaluation for? 
 
The third and last justification for the OIC-principle that I want to discuss 
appeals to a claim about the function, purpose, aim, or point–I will treat these 
terms as interchangeable in what follows–of morality. More specifically, the 
appeal is to a claim about the aim of deontic evaluation, i.e., a claim about the 
point or purpose of evaluating objects as morally right, wrong, or obligatory. 
Numerous philosophers hold that the view the distinctive point of deontic 
evaluation is to provide guidance for our practical decision-making (in short, 
‘to provide practical guidance’). As Christine Korsgaard puts it, ‘[t]he role of 
the concept of the right … is to guide action’ (2003: 116). For ease of reference, 
we can call this claim ‘PURPOSE’: 
 

PURPOSE: The purpose of deontic evaluation is to provide practical 
guidance 

 



99 
 

Put differently, providing practical guidance is what deontic evaluation is for. 
It is important to note that PURPOSE is not a claim about the ‘aim’ (etc.) of 
giving an account of deontic status, and thus it is not vulnerable to the 
objections raised to such claims in the previous chapter; rather, I take it to be 
a claim about why we think and talk in deontic terms, or, better perhaps, why 
we have and use deontic concepts, i.e., the concepts RIGHT, WRONG, and 
OBLIGATORY.51 These concepts, the suggestion is, play a specific role in our 
practical deliberation and decision-making, and their playing this specific role 
is one of their essential features, if not defining of what they are. (The wording 
is deliberatively somewhat vague; the claim will be clarified below.) Those 
who accept this claim, or something very much like it, typically take PURPOSE 
to have substantive implications for what a proper account of deontic status 
will look like–that the correct account of deontic status must imply, or at least 
be compatible with, the OIC-principle is merely one of the conditions that can 
be justified in this way, albeit perhaps the most obvious and least 
controversial one.52 

Regarding OIC, the argument that draws on PURPOSE is supposed to 
go something like this: the concept OBLIGATORY serves to single out, in a 
deliberative context, particular actions as those that are ‘to be done’; that is 
what this concept is for. If the concept OBLIGATORY could properly apply to 
actions that one cannot perform, it would not be able to do what it is for, for 
then what is ‘to be done’ could be something that one cannot do. The same 
goes for the concept WRONG: this concept is for ruling out actions, as ‘not to be 
done’. If the concept WRONG could properly apply to actions that one cannot 
avoid performing, then it would not be able to do what it is for, for then it rules 
out what cannot be avoided. Given that playing this role in our practical 
deliberation and decision-making is (roughly) what deontic concepts are for, 
the OIC-principle has to be true, and therefore, any account of deontic status 
that conflicts with it is false.53, 54 

                                                             
51 Concepts will be denoted by small caps in what follows. 
52 Others have appealed to PURPOSE in (a) arguing that there cannot be single actions 
which are both wrong and obligatory at the same time (Smith 1986; I discuss this 
paper further in the text below), (b) formulating an objection to ‘actualism’ about 
obligation–roughly, the view that what one will do can be relevant to what one ought 
to do (Carlson 2002), (c) as part of a potential justification of the so-called principle of 
‘normative invariance,’ which rules out the possibility of an action’s deontic status 
being dependent on whether that very action is performed (Bykvist 2007), and (d) in 
a critique of indirect forms of utilitarianism (Wiland 2007). 
53 For a defense of OIC along these lines, see Copp (2003: 272-75). 
54 On the face of it, if this is how the OIC-principle is justified, then its justification once 
again does not seem to provide any leverage at all in trying to determine what sense of 
‘can’ will figure in the best formulation of the principle: it is precisely because an agent 
cannot perform a certain action that that action’s being obligatory would imply that 
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If there is a successful argument for OIC from PURPOSE along these 
lines, then an indirect argument for ACCESS building on the materials 
provided can easily be formulated. This argument will go roughly as follows: if 
an account of deontic status does not imply ACCESS (or stronger even, implies 
the negation of ACCESS), this means that deontic evaluation cannot do what it 
is supposed to do if that account is correct, for agents cannot guide their 
practical decision-making by deontic evaluations of the alternatives open to 
them if they are unable to determine what the deontic status of these 
alternatives is–the successful practical guidance by deontic evaluation 
requires the ability to apply deontic concepts, and whenever we lack that 
ability, we cannot decide what to do on grounds of deontically evaluating the 
alternatives we face. Therefore, the correct account of deontic status must 
imply, or at least be compatible with, an accessibility condition on moral 
obligation, and on deontic status more generally. 
 There are several options for replying to this line of argument; I note 
some of these below. What I want to argue, in (3.4.1), is that appeals to 
PURPOSE are ineffective, irrespective of which claim is taken to be justified by 
way of this appeal. In (3.4.2), I consider a variety of objections to the view that 
there is no effective appeal to PURPOSE. 
 
 
3.4.1. Why appeals to PURPOSE are ineffective 
 
What I want to argue in this section is that appeals to claims about the aim or 
function (etc.) of deontic evaluation are ineffective, no matter whether the 
appeal is made in the context of an argument for OIC, for ACCESS, or some 
other claim altogether. To get clear on the general problem with this sort of 
argumentative strategy, it will be useful to have a concrete case of it before us. 
I will take Holly Smith’s rejection of a proposed account of deontic status 
which does not rule out the possibility that a single action can be both right 
and wrong at the same time as an example, as it is the most explicit in spelling 
out how an appeal to PURPOSE is supposed to work.  

Smith starts with a defense of PURPOSE that turns on an observation 
about the sort of thing that can properly be evaluated in deontic terms: 
 

Can natural events, such as rainstorms or late frosts, be right? No: we say 
that such events and states can be good, but not that they can be right. The 

                                                                                                                                                           
deontic evaluation cannot do what it is for, and so (again) we must already have 
determined that an agent cannot perform the relevant action, for every case in which a 
moral obligation is claimed not to exist because it’s existence would conflict with 
deontic evaluation doing what it is for, on grounds of the fact that the agent cannot 
perform the action. 
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reason for this is that such entities are not voluntary–they are not the 
objects of effective choice … rightness is reserved for entities, namely acts, 
that are controllable by choosing agents (Smith 1986: 342, emphases in 
original).  

 
The suggestion is not just that there are restrictions on what can be the object 
of deontic evaluation, but that the proper objects of deontic evaluation exhibit 
a certain unity, in that only ‘entities … that are controllable by choosing 
agents’–that is, actions–can be properly evaluated as morally right, wrong, or 
obligatory. The next step is to ask why the objects of deontic evaluation 
exhibit this kind of unity: ‘[w]hy is there a special normative [concept],55 
rightness, reserved for just those entities which can be chosen?’ (ibid.). Smith 
suggests the following explanation: 
 

The obvious answer is that the criterion for rightness provides the kind of 
evaluation of choosable events which can form the basis for guiding choices 
with respect to those events. It is precisely because we need some standard 
of evaluation to serve this function that we have criteria of rightness in 
addition to criteria of goodness (ibid., 342-43, emphasis in original). 

 
Erik Wiland, who reasons along the same lines as Smith in explaining why he 
accepts PURPOSE, puts the same point more succinctly: ‘your actions are, for 
the most part, under your control, and it is because of this that the concepts of 
right and wrong have application’ to your actions, and to nothing but your 
actions (2007: 292, emphasis in original). This suggestion is not offered as 
merely a possible explanation, but rather as the best explanation of why 
actions (or ‘choosable events’) are the only sort of thing that can properly be 
evaluated as morally right, wrong, or obligatory. And if this is indeed the best 
explanation of the unity that is exhibited by the proper objects of deontic 
evaluation, we can go on to infer that ‘providing guidance with respect to 
choices for choosable events’ is the point or purpose of deontic evaluation, or, 
as Wiland puts it, ‘the point of morality’ (ibid.). In brief, PURPOSE is true 

                                                             
55 I have replaced ‘property’ with ‘concept’ in this quote. The argument as Smith 
presents it, couched in terms of properties instead of concepts, makes sense only if 
deontic properties are assumed to be metaphysically dependent on deontic 
judgments, roughly in the sense that there is nothing more to being right than being 
judged to be right. On such a view, the deontic properties would ‘come for free’ so to 
speak, and the deontic concepts are still what is fundamental, so there should be no 
harm in this modification of Smith’s argument. I discuss the significance of assuming 
that there are deontic properties in the text below (see 3.4.2 especially). 
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because it figures in the best explanation of why only ‘choosable events’ (that 
is, actions) can be morally right, wrong, or obligatory.56 

The final and most important step is to put PURPOSE to work. As 
noted already, Smith uses the claim as part of an argument against deontic 
principles that can generate conflicting verdicts on particular actions. Her 
target is a particular version of act-utilitarianism which allows for evaluating a 
single action as both wrong (because it does not itself maximize utility), while 
it at the same time allows that this action is a part of a compound action that is 
obligatory (because it does maximize utility), and therefore, by the 
distribution of obligation over conjunction,57 also as obligatory at the same 
time.58 The details of the view that Smith objects to do not matter for present 
purposes; what is mainly of interest here is Smith’s account of what is wrong 
with deontic principles that allow for conflicting verdicts on particular actions. 
As she puts it, by allowing for conflicting verdicts, a set of deontic principles 
‘robs itself of the capacity to guide action’ (Smith 1986: 343); it is this feature 
that explains what is wrong with deontic principles that have this feature. As 
Smith sees the matter, deontic principles that allow for conflicting verdicts on 
particular actions cannot be the correct principles, for while ‘criteria of 
goodness may have structural features that disable them for this job [i.e., that 
of guiding choices with respect to choosable events], criteria of rightness must 
be free of such disabilities,’ given that providing this sort of guidance is their 
distinctive point (ibid., emphasis added). We can summarize Smith’s argument 
as follows:  
  

1. Deontic concepts (i.e., RIGHT, WRONG, and OBLIGATORY) only apply to 
choosable events. 
2. The best explanation of why deontic concepts only apply to choosable 
events is that the point of deontic evaluation is to provide guidance for 
choices with respect to choosable events. 

 
Therefore,  

                                                             
56 Note, as an aside, that if this is how AIM is supposed to be justified, then an 
argument from PURPOSE to OIC looks question-begging: the explanandum (‘only 
choosable events can be right or wrong’) arguably entails OIC, and PURPOSE therefore 
turns out to be an idle wheel in such an argument. (In this light, is perhaps not 
surprising that Copp for example, who argues for OIC, offers no justification at all for 
PURPOSE). This problem obviously does not arise for arguments from PURPOSE to 
other claims, so I will not dwell on the point here. 
57 The principle of distribution of obligation over conjunction holds that O(A & B) 
entails O(A) & O(B). 
58 Smith’s argument is explicitly directed at the act-utilitarian principle proposed by 
Torbjörn Tännsjö (1985). The problem for act utilitarianism that occupies Tännsjö 
and Smith was first noted by Castañeda (1968). 



103 
 

 
3. The point of deontic evaluation is to provide guidance for choices with 
respect to choosable events. 

 
The intermediary conclusion, (3), is equivalent to PURPOSE, since actions are 
the only ‘choosable events’ that Smith has in mind. Putting (3), on Smith’s 
view, to work requires one further premise: 
 

4. If some choosable events fall both under the concept WRONG and under 
the concept OBLIGATORY, then deontic evaluation would not be able to 
achieve its point. 

 
From (3) and (4) Smith infers that, therefore, 
 

5. It is not the case that some choosable events fall both under the concept 
WRONG and under the concept OBLIGATORY. 

 
This last step represents the move that Smith makes when she rejects the 
possibility of ‘criteria of rightness’ that suffer from defects which ‘rob them’ of 
the capacity to guide choice; the ground for rejecting them is, as she puts it, 
that criteria of rightness must be free from these kinds of defect. If this 
amounts to a successful argument against the view that some actions are both 
morally wrong and obligatory, we can quite easily model an argument against 
inaccessible obligations on it. We simply can retain (1)-(3); all we need to do is 
replace (4) with the following:  
 

4’. If there are situations in which agents are unable to determine whether 
the deontic concepts apply to one or more of the actions open to them, then 
deontic evaluation would not be able to achieve its point. 

 
This premise is, I take it, at least as plausible as (4) in Smith’s argument, and it 
should be clear that if the deontic status of an action is inaccessible, then the 
agent for whom this action is right, wrong or obligatory will be unable to 
determine whether the deontic concepts apply to this action. If we can move 
from (3) and (4) to (5), as Smith suggests, then we can also move from (3) and 
(4’) to (5’): 
 

5’. It is not the case that there are situations in which agents are unable to 
determine whether the deontic concepts apply to one or more of the 
actions open to them. 

 
And (5’) is equivalent to ACCESS. In a similar fashion, one can replace (4) with 
premises pertaining to whatever other features may prohibit deontic 
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evaluation from doing what it is for, and conclude that deontic evaluation does 
not have those features–provided Smith’s argument is acceptable.59 
 All of (1), (2), (3), (4) and (4’) can be challenged. Putative 
counterexamples to (1), the thesis that deontic concepts apply exclusively to 
choosable events, are not too hard to come by. Beliefs, for example, are things 
that we appear to evaluate using deontic concepts, yet beliefs are arguably not 
choosable events: even if we focus on the ‘event’ of acquiring a belief (or that 
of losing a belief) instead of the state of believing, it seems that we do not 
choose to come to believe anything, and perhaps we even cannot do so.60 Even 
if (1) is true, there could be some other explanation of its truth; (2) need not 
be the only candidate. Furthermore, in direct opposition to (3), there are other 
views about the point of purpose of deontic evaluation, for instance, that its 
distinctive point is to avoid the sub-optimal outcomes that prisoner-dilemma 
situations direct us towards (see, e.g., Gauthier 1986, 1991). And finally, we 
could object to (4’) that it is false that deontic evaluation would not be able to 
do what it is for if there are inaccessible obligations, for it is only if we are 
never (or perhaps are hardly ever) able to apply deontic concepts in making 
practical decisions that they will fail to be able to do what they are for, but the 
negation of ACCESS need not lead us to embrace complete inaccessibility. And 
the same point can be made with respect to (4): denying OIC is compatible 
with allowing only for some actions that are required yet which cannot be 
performed; we certainly need not conclude that all or most actions that are 
morally required cannot be performed.61 We can put this by saying that 
perhaps these concepts do their job poorly, but doing a job poorly is not the 
same as not doing it at all, and only if the latter were the case should we accept 
either (4) or (4’). 

There is something to be said in favor of all of these responses, but the 
response that I want to develop here turns on the inference from (3) and (4’) 
to (5’), and extends to that from (3) and (4) to (5), and, I believe, any other 
argument that appeals to PURPOSE. Here is the quick version of the 
fundamental problem with this inference: identifying some X as the purpose, 
point or function of some activity Y does not license an inference to the 
absence of obstacles to Y’s doing or achieving of X. No one, I take it, endorses 
the following inference for example:  
 

6. The purpose of astrology is to predict character traits and life histories. 

                                                             
59 And this exactly what Carlson, Bykvist, and Wiland do (see note 52 for references). 
60 See Williams (1973 b) for a classic discussion of the problem. 
61 Peter Graham (2011) responds in roughly this way to Copp’s PURPOSE-based 
defense of OIC, arguing that deontic evaluation can perfectly well provide guidance 
even if actions that we cannot perform are sometimes morally required. Erik Carlson 
(2002) develops a similar line of response to the PURPOSE-based objection to 
actualism that he discusses. 
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Therefore, 
 

7. There are no obstacles to astrology’s predicting character traits and life 
histories. 

 
While (6) is true, (7) surely is not–the sort of astronomical data astrology 
relies on does not support predictions of character traits and life histories in 
any way, and so astrology fails miserably at doing what it is for. It’s having a 
certain point or purpose is surely not a guarantee for it’s being capable of 
doing what it is for, and this holds not just with respect to astrology, but 
generally, and therefore, it holds for the arguments pertaining to what deontic 
evaluation is for as well. We cannot infer that deontic evaluation does not have 
a certain feature Z merely from the conjunction of (a) its point or purpose is 
providing practical guidance, and the observation that (b) its having Z would 
prevent it from providing practical guidance; both of these claims can be true 
for any value of Z, without (5), (5’), or any other similar claim (for other values 
of Z) being true. 
 Some may find the quick version to be too quick; for those, here is the 
longer version. What the deontic concepts provide us with is a way of thinking 
and talking about specific properties of actions: their deontic properties.62 The 
concept OBLIGATORY provides a way of thinking and talking about the property 
‘obligatory’, the concept RIGHT provides a way of thinking and talking about 
the property ‘right’, and the concept WRONG provides a way of thinking and 
talking about the property ‘wrong’. Furthermore, these concepts are correctly 
applied to an action only if the corresponding property is instantiated by that 
action: that is, an action A falls under the concept OBLIGATORY only if A 
instantiates the property ‘obligatory’, and so on. We have and use the deontic 
concepts because we have a need, desire or reason (these are not mutually 
exclusive) for thinking and talking about the deontic properties of actions, and 
the full story of what these concepts ‘are for’ must include the fact that these 
concepts refer to the deontic properties, and thus provide us with the means 
for thoughts and talk about these properties. This story must perhaps also 
include the fact that we are primarily, or even exclusively, interested in 
whether a particular action A instantiates the property ‘obligatory’ in the 
context of deliberating about whether to do A–that the full story must include 
this is the truth in PURPOSE, if indeed there is truth in this claim (and I will 
assume this is the case).  

                                                             
62 A note to the impatient reader: while what follows presupposes that there are 
deontic properties, I show below (in 3.4.2) that the argument can also be formulated 
without this presupposition. 



106 
 

Accepting the truth in PURPOSE, thus construed, is not merely 
compatible with the claim that we have the deontic concepts because they 
provide us with a way of thinking and talking about the deontic properties of 
actions; in fact, it presupposes it. Assume, for the sake of argument, that we 
care most deeply, and perhaps even exclusively, about whether the concept 
OBLIGATORY applies to a given action when this action is a ‘live alternative’ for 
us, that is, something we can choose to do. We care about whether the concept 
applies to a particular action in this context because we care about doing what 
we morally ought to do, and what is right to do, and we care about not doing 
what we morally ought not to do. If we spell these claims out a little further, it 
seems that what they must be taken to mean is that we care about performing 
actions that have the property ‘obligatory’, or the property ‘right’, and about 
avoiding the performance of actions that have the property ‘wrong’. As I put it 
above, we use the concept OBLIGATION to single out actions as those that are ‘to 
be done’, and we use the concept WRONG for ruling out actions as those that are 
‘not to be done’. But this way of using the deontic concepts in practical 
deliberation is justified only if the actions to which we apply these concepts 
instantiate properties that we care about, or, better, properties that are worth 
caring about. If there would be no property worth caring about that the 
concept OBLIGATORY refers to, i.e., a property that an action must instantiate 
when this concept is correctly applied to it, the judgments that involve the 
application of this concept should not play this sort of role in practical 
deliberation, and the same goes for judgments involving the concepts RIGHT 
and WRONG.63 
 The reason for explicating these points about reference is that if, as I 
have been suggesting, the concept OBLIGATORY refers to the property 
‘obligatory’, and a correct application of the concept to an action requires that 
the corresponding property is instantiated, then it should be clear that no 
claim about the point or purpose of having and using this concept is sufficient 
for grounding claims about its application. A claim like PURPOSE, that is, 
cannot tell us anything about the truth-value of a claim such as (5):  
 

5. It is not the case that some choosable events fall both under the concept 
WRONG and under the concept OBLIGATORY. 

 
PURPOSE tells us nothing about the truth-value of (5) because whether or not 
there is a choosable event that falls under both of these concepts depends on 
whether there is a choosable event that instantiates both the property 

                                                             
63 I take it to be analytic that the deontic properties are properties worth caring about, 
where ‘property P is worth caring about’ can, at least in this context, be taken as 
equivalent to ‘P entails the presence of reasons’. See the next chapter for further 
discussion of the relation between deontic status and reasons to act. 
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‘obligatory’ and the property ‘wrong’, and whether that is the case is logically 
independent of facts about the particular context in which we care about these 
properties, and facts about what significance instantiations of these properties 
have for us more generally. In brief, no conclusion about the possibility of co-
instantiation of the relevant deontic properties, or any other metaphysical 
feature of them, can be inferred from claims about why we have concepts for 
thinking and talking about these properties. And the same can be said with 
respect to (5’): 
 

5’. It is not the case that there are situations in which agents are unable to 
determine whether the deontic concepts apply to one or more of the 
actions open to them. 

 
PURPOSE tells us nothing about the truth-value of (5’) because whether we 
are able to determine that a deontic concept applies to an action open to us 
depends on whether we are able to determine that this alternative instantiates 
the corresponding deontic property, and whether that is so is, once again, 
logically independent of facts about the context in which we care about these 
properties, and independent of facts about what significance instantiations of 
these properties have for us more generally. No conclusion about the 
epistemology of deontic properties can be inferred from claims about why we 
have concepts for thinking and talking about these properties. And, finally, the 
same can also be said about the following, which would be the intended 
conclusion of an argument from PURPOSE to the OIC-principle:  
 

5’’. It is not the case that the concept OBLIGATORY applies to any action that 
we cannot perform. 

 
Whether the concept OBLIGATORY applies to any action that we cannot perform 
depends on whether any such action instantiates the property ‘obligatory’, but 
once again, no conclusion about the set of objects that instantiates this 
property can be inferred from a claim about the point of having a concept for 
thinking and talking about the property. So there is also no sound argument 
from PURPOSE to OIC. 

All of this is just a more elaborate way of saying that the fact that X is 
the point of engaging in some activity or practice Y is, strictly speaking, 
irrelevant to whether we can do, or achieve X by way of engaging in Y. What 
the longer version shows us is that there is nothing special about claims 
regarding why we have and use certain concepts, or about claims regarding 
the deontic concepts for that matter, that can make acceptable the inferences 
that the arguments we have considered in this section involved. What it also 
made explicit is that it is only because the deontic concepts refer to properties 
of actions that we care about, and more specifically to properties worth caring 
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about, that it can be justified to accord judgments that involve applying the 
deontic concepts to actions the type of significance in practical deliberation 
that they are claimed to have. If PURPOSE is true, and if it is justified to accord 
the deontic evaluation of actions the significance that this claim suggests that 
we do, the concepts figuring in the relevant judgments better refer to 
properties we care about, and that are worth caring about. Once we accept 
that these concepts have to refer to some property, we see that no claim about 
the point or purpose of having a concept for thinking and talking about the 
property in question can ground conclusions about either the metaphysics or 
the epistemology of that property; such conclusion must appeal to something 
different altogether. Whether the concepts can do what they are for depends 
on these conclusions about the metaphysics and epistemology of the 
properties that they refer to, and that means that what the deontic concepts 
‘are for’ is irrelevant to whether ACCESS, OIC, or any other such claim is true. 
 
 
3.4.2. Objections and replies 
 
One could object to the foregoing in various ways. A first objection to the 
argument just given goes as follows. There would not be a practice of deontic 
evaluation, if it were the case that deontic evaluation isn’t capable of doing 
what it is for. That is to say, we wouldn’t have and use the concepts RIGHT, 
WRONG, and OBLIGATORY if the sort of evaluations that these concepts allow us 
to make were incapable of providing practical guidance. Our having and using 
these concepts would be a mystery, if deontic evaluation was not capable of 
doing what it is for. Because denying it saddles one with an explanatory 
burden that cannot be met, we have sufficient reason to accept that deontic 
evaluation is capable of doing what deontic evaluation is for. And given that its 
purpose is to provide practical guidance, we can infer that deontic evaluation 
is capable of providing guidance, and thus that (5), (5’), (5’’) and similar claims 
are true. 

This objection fails. The problem with it is that the mere fact that we 
evaluate actions using deontic concepts is perfectly compatible with deontic 
evaluation being incapable of achieving its purpose or point; there is nothing 
mysterious about why we engage in this practice simply because we do not 
achieve by it what we aim for when doing so. Many people rely on astrology in 
forming attitudes towards their future, and predictions about character traits 
and so on; they probably rely on astrology even in making practical decisions, 
but astrology is not capable of predicting future events, or character traits. 
These people rely on astrology because they believe astrology is capable of 
doing what it is for; the fact that many people have this belief is sufficient for 
explaining why people make use of astrological judgments. Perhaps we are in 
a parallel situation when it comes to deontic evaluation. Many people believe 
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that deontic evaluation can provide practical guidance, but these people could 
all be radically mistaken. All that is needed for a successful explanation of why 
there is a practice of deontic evaluation is a sufficiently widespread belief that 
deontic evaluation is capable of doing what it is for; whether or not it does so 
in fact is neither here nor there. Accepting that deontic evaluation fails to do 
what it is for therefore does not saddle one with an explanatory burden. 
 A second objection concerns the assumption that there are deontic 
properties, and that the deontic concepts refer to these properties. This 
assumption is widely contested; properties such as ‘obligatory’ are often 
viewed as ‘queer’, and a belief in their existence is taken to be irreconcilable 
with a naturalistic view of the world.64 Perhaps there are no deontic 
properties. Even so, dropping the assumption that there are such properties 
(or, for that matter, assuming that these properties are not ‘robust’, because 
they reduce to other properties, etc.) poses no problem. Assume, for the sake 
of argument, that the concept OBLIGATORY does not refer to the property 
‘obligatory’ (because there is no such property), but instead to some other 
property of actions, or set of properties–what its reference is, is a matter of 
substantive moral theorizing, but say, for purposes of illustration, that some 
form of consequentialism is correct, so that its reference is ‘has the best 
outcome’. A judgment which involves the application of the concept 
OBLIGATORY is correct only if the action to which the concept is applied 
instantiates the property ‘has the best outcome’. This property, the thought 
must be, is the property that we want the actions that we perform to have–it is 
the property that we care most about (or at least, the one we care about most 
‘from the moral point of view’, if you will) when we are thinking about what to 
do, and a property we take to be worth caring about, provided some form of 
consequentialism is correct. Whether only actions that we can perform can 
instantiate this property, whether instantiating this property entails that an 
action does not also have the property, whatever it is, to which the concept 
WRONG refers, whether we can always determine that an action has this 
property, and so on–these are all matters to be settled by reflection about this 
property, not by reflection on why we have and use a concept for thinking and 

                                                             
64 Mackie (1977: chapter 1) is a classic statement of skepticism about deontic 
properties; see Joyce (2001) for a recent articulation. Mackie holds that while there 
are no deontic properties, deontic judgments do purport to refer to these properties. 
Yet we can deny that there are deontic properties without incurring this further 
commitment. We can hold instead that deontic concepts refer to natural (non-moral) 
properties, and that our deontic concepts can be analyzed in non-moral terms, or that 
they refer to natural properties, but cannot be so analyzed. For the first view, see 
Jackson (1998); for the second, see Boyd (1988) and Brink (1989). 
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talking about this property.65 And so once again, we can conclude that 
PURPOSE is irrelevant to settling such matters. 
 A third possible objection is this: how could a property such as ‘has the 
best outcome’ be the property of actions that we care most about, in the sense 
that we desire (and take ourselves to have reason to desire) to perform 
actions that have it, and avoid performing actions that lack it, when we cannot 
identify whether an action has it in the context of deliberating about its 
performance? It is true that we could mistakenly have believed that we are 
able to identify this, and thus mistakenly have believed that deontic evaluation 
is capable of doing what it is for, but once we realize that we cannot always (or 
perhaps even hardly ever) identify instantiations of this property, would we 
not instead take some other property, one that we are able to identify in 
deliberative contexts (such as, say, ‘has the highest expected value’), as the 
property of actions that we care most about? There are several points to be 
made in reply. First, it is not ‘up to us’ what the relevant property is–while we 
can come to care about one property instead of another, which properties are 
worth caring about is independent of our caring about them, and of whether 
we can identify it in a deliberative context, and so on. Yet it is only if the 
properties that we refer to are worth caring about that deontic evaluation 
should play a central role in practical deliberation. Second, even if it were up 
to us to fix the referent of the concept OBLIGATORY, it is not clear why we 
should think that the fact that we cannot identify a property in a deliberative 
context is a good reason to no longer take it to be one that we should care 
about. Consider an example. Although I cannot always come to know whether 
someone will suffer if I perform a given action, this fact seems a rather poor 
reason for concluding that, therefore, it does not always matter whether 
someone will suffer as a result of my actions. This is such a poor reason 
because suffering does not stop being bad if its occurrence is beyond our 
epistemic reach, and since it is its badness that explains why suffering is worth 
caring about, the possibilities for its avoidance matter regardless of what we 
can and cannot know about its occurrence. It is perfectly consistent to take 
some property P to be the one that matters most (or to be among those that 
matter most) with respect to whether an action is to be done, while at the 

                                                             
65 If some form of consequentialism is correct, then provided which outcome is ‘best’ 
is defined relative to a set of actions that can we can perform (viz., if all relevant 
alternatives must be options for us), it is obviously the case that only the actions we 
can perform are capable of instantiating the property ‘obligatory’. And given that the 
property WRONG refers to is something like ‘having a less than optimal outcome’, it is 
also obviously the case that an action cannot instantiate both this property and the 
property that OBLIGATORY refers to. But note that these conclusions follow from facts 
about the nature of the properties that the deontic concepts refer to, and not from facts 
about why we have concepts for thinking and talking about these properties. 
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same time accepting that we cannot always come to know, in deliberation, 
whether an action instantiates P. 
 Fourth, and finally, it could be objected that the argument of (3.4.1) 
and the responses given to the previous objections miss the real import of 
PURPOSE. Properly understood, what this claim asserts is that what deontic 
concepts are for is constitutive of what they are: as Simon Blackburn puts the 
thought, ‘the practical role of ethics is what defines it’ (1998: 1). All of the 
foregoing, a critic could insist, rests on a failure to appreciate what this 
thought really amounts to. The problem with the discussion so far is that it has 
assumed descriptivism about moral thought and talk, roughly, the idea that 
this thought and talk is ‘about’ something–either it is assumed to be about 
moral reality, in case we hold that there are (robust) deontic properties, or 
about non-moral reality, in case we hold that there are no such properties–but 
that is a mistake.66 We are not in the business of thinking and talking about 
properties of actions when we apply the deontic concepts; rather, when we 
judge that an action is obligatory, what we are doing is something like favoring 
its performance; and when we judge that an action is wrong, what we are 
doing is, say, favoring its non-performance, etc. Taking up the relevant sort of 
‘favoring attitude’ towards an action is not the same as thinking that it has 
some property, be it a deontic (moral) property or some non-moral property, 
and expressing such an attitude towards an action in speech does not (or need 
not) involve asserting that the action has any particular property. Once we 
drop the descriptivist assumption, we can understand the deontic concepts 
purely in terms of their (non-referential) function: the deontic concepts, it can 
be urged, are whatever concepts fulfill the function of providing practical 
guidance. In effect, thinking that an action is obligatory–to apply the concept 
OBLIGATORY to it–just is thinking that it is to be done. 
 There is more than one way of spelling out what sort of non-
representational mental state we are suggested to be in when we think that an 
action is ‘to be done’ or ‘not to be done’.67 Perhaps the most developed 
proposal is that of Alan Gibbard (2003), who argues that the relevant mental 

                                                             
66 I take this way of characterizing the matter from Schroeder (2010); I find it 
considerably more helpful than many of the traditional ways of drawing the 
distinction (i.e., in terms of whether moral judgments can be true or false, or whether 
these judgments are cognitive or conative [‘desire-like’] mental states, and so on). 
67 Not all of the suggestions that have been made in the literature lend support to an 
inference from PURPOSE to (5), (5’), (5’’) and other such claims, though: presumably, I 
could take up a desire-like pro-attitude towards the performance of actions that have 
features which are not deliberatively accessible, and I can perhaps issue universal 
prescriptions that cannot be knowingly complied with (although I must confess that I 
don’t know R. M. Hare’s prescriptivist theory [1952] well enough to be certain about 
the latter point).  I focus specifically on Gibbard’s proposal in the text because it is 
most clearly capable of doing the job that a critic will want it to do. 
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state is that of planning to do something: roughly, when I conclude that some 
action A is obligatory, what I am doing is including A in a plan or intention, so 
that if the opportunity to do A arises, I will perform A (or at least, I will try to 
do so), and that is basically all there is to it–what I am not doing is thinking 
that A has some particular property. Now, if some view along these lines is 
correct, then it seems that we can infer that deontic evaluation is capable of 
doing what it is for, and thus that there are no obstacles to its doing so–
whether it can provide practical guidance is not held hostage, so to speak, to 
what the properties that the deontic concepts refer to are like, because these 
concepts do not refer to any properties whatsoever on this view, and so it 
seems that if some view along these lines is correct, then (5), (5’), (5’’), and 
similar claims can be supported by appeal to PURPOSE. We can do this 
because, given this sort of view, whatever concepts are the deontic concepts 
presumably will just be whatever concepts in fact play the relevant functional 
role. 
 I think that this point has to be conceded: if deontic evaluation is, at 
bottom, nothing more than planning to act in one way rather than another, 
and does not involve thinking that an action has a certain property (or set of 
properties), then deontic evaluation will be capable of doing what it is for. In 
response, there is first of all an ad hominem point worth noting: the authors 
who appeal to PURPOSE typically do not endorse this sort of view of the 
nature of deontic thought and speech. David Copp for example, who argues 
from PURPOSE to OIC, in fact explicitly tries not to tie in the fate of his 
argumentative strategy with a non-descriptivist (or non-cognitivist) view of 
moral talk and thought (2003). And the other authors discussed in this section 
(such as Smith, and Wiland) make no observations about meta-ethical 
commitments at all. Second, and more importantly, if the fate of arguments 
from the point of deontic evaluation is tied to that of a non-descriptivist 
account of moral thought and talk, then these arguments face a series of 
obstacles that many consider to be insurmountable. Perhaps the most crucial 
among these obstacles is that all non-descriptivist meta-ethical views, 
including the sophisticated expressivism defended by Gibbard or Blackburn 
(1998), face serious difficulties in accounting for complex constructions 
containing deontic concepts,68 and arguably, there is no fully satisfactory 
existing treatment of the matter. This, and other problems facing such views, 
should make us wary of them. 
 I have nothing particularly new to say about why we should think that 
if we judge an action to be obligatory, we are ascribing a property to it; all I 

                                                             
68 The most famous of these is probably the ‘Frege-Geach problem’, which concerns 
embedding atomic moral evaluations (‘X is right’, ‘X is good’) in conditional 
constructions (cf. Geach 1965). But there are many related issues. See Schroeder 
(2010: chapters 3, 6, and 7) for a comprehensive overview of the relevant issues. 
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can do is reiterate a point made already: on the face of it, it better be the case 
that we are thinking that an action has a property worth caring about when 
we judge it to be obligatory, for otherwise, it is unclear why the judgment that 
an action is obligatory should carry any force in our practical deliberations. If 
a view such as the one Gibbard defends is correct, what we are doing when we 
judge an action to be obligatory is merely planning to do it if the opportunity 
arises. We may, of course, plan to perform only actions that have certain 
properties; perhaps, if we plan in this way, we must also take these properties 
to be properties that are worth caring about. However, Gibbard’s view 
appears to allow for the possibility that we form deontic judgments about 
actions without thinking that the actions which we judge to be the ones that 
ought to be performed have any property at all that we consider worth caring 
about. I find this a deeply implausible feature of the view: why should deontic 
judgment be taken to have ‘practical authority’, if this is what such judgment 
amounts to? This is, admittedly, far from a knock-down objection; perhaps the 
view has resources available for avoiding it. I will not try to show it has not. 
Even if it does, however, there is a second point that we can note here, namely, 
that PURPOSE cannot be established by the argument considered in (3.4.1). To 
see why this is the case, recall how that argument went:  

 
1. Deontic concepts (i.e., RIGHT, WRONG, and OBLIGATORY) only apply to 
choosable events. 
2. The best explanation of why deontic concepts only apply to choosable 
events is that the point of deontic evaluation is to provide guidance for 
choices with respect to choosable events. 

 
The suggestion was that we can move from (1) and (2) to (3): 

 
 3. The point of deontic evaluation is to provide guidance for choices with 
respect to choosable events. 

 
If we understand (3) in the way non-cognitivism proposes, then we must 
interpret (2) in the same way, that is, as claiming that deontic concepts are 
defined by their practical role. But if this is how we read (2), it becomes 
mysterious why we should think that (1) is best explained by the fact that the 
point of deontic evaluation is to provide practical guidance. After all, we can 
perfectly well explain why (1) is true without thinking that the practical role 
of these concepts is what defines them, as the discussion in (3.4.1) has made 
clear. On this interpretation, that is, the argument from (1) and (2) does not go 
through. In addition, (3) was presented as an uncontroversial intermediate 
conclusion, one reached on the way to some substantive results such as (5), 
(5’), and (5’’), yet on the current interpretation, it is a highly controversial 
view about the nature of deontic thought and talk. Again, perhaps some view 
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along these lines can be defended, but if it can, then its justification will have 
little, if anything, to do with explaining why deontic concepts apply only to 
choosable events.  
 Given these two observations, I will simply proceed on the assumption 
that, when judging an action to be obligatory (right, wrong), we are in the 
business of thinking or saying that an action has certain properties, properties 
that are worth caring about. If this assumption can be sustained, arguments 
from PURPOSE fail, for the reasons given above. The upshot of this is that we 
can accept that providing practical guidance is what deontic evaluation is for 
(i.e., that providing guidance is its distinctive point or purpose), without 
thereby having to accept that it can succeed at doing so. If all of this is right, it 
should also put to rest some possible lingering worries from the discussion in 
the previous chapter. As I noted there (in 2.2.2), although it is not particularly 
plausible that offering an account of the deontic status of actions should itself 
be thought of as an exercise in moral thought, and that providing such an 
account is better conceived of as spelling out when moral thought goes well 
(instead of as itself an instance of it), we can maintain that even if the 
impression is mistaken, it still needs to be shown both that (a) moral thought 
goes well only if it provides practical guidance, and (b) that what deontic 
judgment is for has any bearing at all on whether it is able to do so. I have 
argued here that the latter is not the case.  

This completes my discussion of whether or not ACCESS can be 
defended as a corollary to OIC. I have argued that this is not the case: the 
survey of three main justifications for OIC revealed that the considerations 
adduced not only fail to support ACCESS, but fail to support OIC as well. The 
last section of this chapter summarizes the main points of the discussion in 
more detail, and offers some concluding remarks. 
 
 
3.5. Summary and conclusion 
 
In this chapter, I examined whether an accessibility condition on obligation 
(and on deontic status more generally) can be defended as either (a) a claim 
that is entailed by the popular principle that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ (OIC)–that is, 
whether it can be defended by what I called a ‘direct’ argument from OIC–or 
(b) as a corollary to the OIC-principle–that is, by what I called an ‘indirect’ 
argument from OIC, which would be the case if the reasons for thinking that 
‘ought’ implies ‘can’ are, at the same time, also reasons for thinking that 
‘ought’ implies ‘can come to know that one ought’. 

In section (3.1), I argued that there is no successful direct argument 
from OIC: what one is morally required to do is perform a specific action, and 
as long as we take the conditions for being morally required to include the 
ability to perform an action, it is simply irrelevant how we specify the sense of 
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‘can’ that is relevant to moral obligation. The argument has the upshot that we 
are not always morally required to perform the action ‘doing what one 
morally ought to do’, although we are always required to perform the action, 
whichever it is, by which we will perform that action. This implication, I 
argued, is no embarrassment, but exactly what we should expect to be the 
case. 

In section (3.2), I considered whether ‘the argument from blame’ for 
OIC supports taking an accessibility condition on deontic status as a corollary 
to the OIC-principle. I argued that this is not the case: both the argument for 
OIC and the indirect argument against inaccessible obligations rest on a false 
premise, which I dubbed ‘WEB’ (for ‘wrongdoing entails blameworthiness’). I 
discussed two recent attempts at defending WEB, and concluded that they fail, 
both on their own terms, and because they fail to address the underlying issue, 
viz., that there is a basic distinction between what there is reason to do and 
how an agent responds to the reasons there are. Wrongness is determined by 
the former, blameworthiness by the latter, and I suggested that a failure to do 
what there is most reason to do does not by itself warrant a negative 
assessment of an agent, for only certain ways of failing to respond reflect 
badly on an agent.  

In section (3.3), I considered ‘the argument from fairness’ for OIC. The 
basic idea is that it would be unfair if we are morally required to do what we 
cannot do, and since morality cannot be unfair, OIC has to be true. If this is 
how OIC is justified, then ACCESS can be defended as a corollary to OIC 
assuming that the same charge can be brought against inaccessible 
obligations. I suggested that the argument from fairness rests on a category 
mistake on both ways of spelling it out that we considered, and that the 
argument, if it were sound, would support absurd conclusions, such as that no 
past action is morally wrong. Furthermore, the relevant principles of fairness 
governing moral requirements that figure in the argument are not supported 
by the considerations proponents of such principles have adduced. The upshot 
is that not only does the argument from fairness fail to support ACCESS, it also 
fails to support OIC.  

Finally, in section (3.4), I considered whether a claim about what 
deontic evaluation is for–a claim I understood to be about why we have and 
use deontic concepts, which I dubbed ‘PURPOSE’–is capable of supporting 
either OIC or an accessibility condition on moral obligation. I argued that, if 
our thought and talk that employs deontic concepts is about anything (be it 
about deontic or about non-deontic properties), claims about what deontic 
evaluation is for are toothless, for there is no ground for believing that it is 
capable of doing what it is for. If we drop the descriptivist assumption that our 
deontic thought and talk is about anything, appeals to PURPOSE can be made 
to work, but there is, I suggested, good reason for not opting for such a view, 
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and moreover, such a view is not supported by the argument for PURPOSE 
that I outlined. 
 As I argued that the considered arguments not only fail to support 
ACCESS, but also fail to support OIC, a natural question at this point is whether 
there is any justification for OIC. As I see it, the principle is justified just in case 
it is ‘built into’ our first-order normative principles: insofar as, for example, we 
have good reason to believe that what we morally ought to is the best we can, 
then we have good reason to believe that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’–namely, the 
very reasons that we have for believing the former. If what we morally ought 
to do cannot be understood in such a way, then it is an open question whether 
we have reason to believe that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’. If, say, we are under a 
strict moral obligation never to harm the innocent, then OIC needs to be added 
as an independent restriction on what we ought to do, but it is hard to see 
what motivates imposing such a restriction, given the failure of the arguments 
considered here–perhaps we must not harm the innocent even if we cannot 
avoid doing so, as some critics of the principle have argued.69 In brief, the 
suggestion is that OIC is not a principle that can constrain first-order moral 
theorizing, but rather one that either ‘falls out’ of it, so to speak, in case it is 
entailed by the true deontic principles, or it is a principle that is unjustified, 
and even likely to be false, in case it is not entailed by the true deontic 
principles. In this respect, I believe its status is no different from that of 
ACCESS (see Chapter 5).  

Before we can draw any conclusions about the status of ACCESS, 
though, there is a further important line of argument against the possibility of 
inaccessible obligations we need to consider, for I have not yet addressed the 
question of whether inaccessible obligations are normative. That is the task for 
the next chapter. 

                                                             
69 These remarks about the status of OIC draw on the discussion in the closing section 
of Graham (2011).  




