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Abstract and Keywords
Mark Ravizza and John Martin Fischer have previously offered an account of 
moral responsibility for omissions. On this account, the conditions for such 
responsibility are parallel in an important way to the conditions for moral 
responsibility for actions: that is, neither responsibility for actions nor 
responsibility for omissions requires access to alternative possibilities. This 
helps in the semicompatibilist project (i.e., to show that moral responsibility is 
compatible with causal determinism). This chapter seeks to address some salient 
critiques of the account proposed by Ravizza and Fischer, especially in recent 
work by Randolph Clarke, Carolina Sartorio, and Philip Swenson.
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PHILIP SWENSON (2015, 2016) has presented a fascinating and important 
challenge to the conclusion that I (and others) have drawn from the “Frankfurt-
style cases” (FSCs) to the effect that an agent can be morally responsible for 
performing an action, even though the agent lacked freedom to do otherwise 
(i.e., the freedom to refrain from performing the action). His argument proceeds 
via considerations pertaining to moral responsibility for omissions. Along the 
way, Swenson criticizes some of my views about moral responsibility for 
omissions.
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In this chapter I begin by laying out Swenson’s argument. I shall then offer a 
reply in defense of the “moral” I draw from the Frankfurt stories: the rejection of 
the Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP), according to which moral 
responsibility for an action requires freedom to do otherwise. But I shall also 
reflect more generally about the conditions for moral responsibility for 
omissions; here I agree at least in part with Swenson (and others: Byrd 2007; 
Clarke 2014; and Sartorio 2016) about the inadequacy of my previous views.

8.1. Swenson’s Argument
Swenson starts with an example originally presented in Fischer and Ravizza 
(1998, 125):

Sharks: John is walking along the beach and sees a child drowning in the 
water. John believes that he could rescue the child without much effort. 
Due to his laziness, he decides not to attempt to rescue the  (p.149) child. 
The child drowns. Unbeknownst to John, there is a school of sharks hidden 
beneath the water. If John had attempted to rescue the child, the sharks 
would have eaten him and his rescue attempt would have been 
unsuccessful.

(Swenson 2015, 1280)

He concludes from reflection on this example that

(P1) In Sharks John is not responsible for failing to save the child.

Swenson now offers a second example, which was also originally presented in 

Fischer and Ravizza (1998, 138). The example was first suggested to me by 
David Kaplan at a lecture I gave at UCLA:

Penned-in Sharks: Everything occurs just as in Sharks except for the fact 
that the sharks are penned up. However, unbeknownst to John, there is an 
evil observer who wishes for the child to drown. If John had jumped into 
the water, the evil observer would have released the sharks, and as a 
result, the sharks would still have prevented John from rescuing the child. 
But the presence of the observer plays no role in the actual sequence of 
events.

(Swenson 2015, 1281)

Swenson’s intuition is that we should say the same thing about this case as we 
say in Sharks, and thus he offers

(P2) If John is not responsible for failing to save the child in Sharks, then 
he is not responsible for failing to save the child in Penned-in Sharks.

(Swenson 2015, 1281)
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Swenson’s next case is:

Sloth: In this case, there are no sharks present to prevent a rescue by 
John. The evil observer is now monitoring John’s thoughts instead. John 
decides (without deliberating much) to refrain from saving the child. If 
John had seriously considered attempting to rescue the child, the evil 
observer would have caused him to experience an irresistible urge to 
refrain from saving the child. However, this observer still plays no role in 
causing John’s decision to refrain from attempting a rescue.

(Swenson 2015, 128; this case originally appeared in Fischer and Ravizza 
1998, 125)

 (p.150) Swenson again thinks that this case should not be treated differently 
from the previous case, and he thus suggests:

(P3) If John is not responsible for failing to save the child in Penned-in 
Sharks, then he is not responsible for failing to save the child in Sloth.

(Swenson 2015, 1281)

Swenson considers a final case, originally described by Fischer and Ravizza 
(1998, 124):

Hero: John decides (without deliberating much) to rescue the child, and he 
successfully does so. Unbeknownst to him, if he had seriously considered 
refrain[ing] from rescuing the child, our now benevolent observer would 
have caused him to immediately experience an irresistible urge to rescue 
the child.

(Swenson 2015, 1282)

Again, Swenson thinks that this case is exactly parallel to the previous case, so 
he endorses:

(P4) If John is not responsible for failing to save the child in Sloth, then he 
is not responsible for saving the child in Hero.

(Swenson 2015, 1282)

But Hero is a FSC. As Swenson puts it, Hero is structurally identical to a case 
very similar to the one Frankfurt originally presented:
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Original Frankfurt Case: Black wishes Jones to cast his vote for 
presidential candidate A. In order to ensure that Jones does this, he 
implants a chip in Jones’s brain, which allows him to control Jones’s 
behavior in the voting booth. (Jones has no idea about any of this.) Black 
prefers that Jones vote for candidate A on his own. But if Jones starts to 
become inclined to vote for anyone other than A, Black will immediately 
use his chip to cause Jones to vote for candidate A instead. As it turns out, 
though, Jones votes for candidate A on his own and Black never exerts any 
causal influence on Jones’s behavior.

(Swenson 2015, 1279–80; the case is from Fischer and Ravizza 1998, 125)

It might be helpful to have Swenson’s “no principled difference argument” in its 
entirety before us:

 (p.151)

(P1) In Sharks John is not responsible for failing to save the child.

(P2) If John is not responsible for failing to save the child in Sharks, then 
he is not responsible for failing to save the child in Penned-in Sharks.

(P3) If John is not responsible for failing to save the child in Penned-in 
Sharks, then he is not responsible for failing to save the child in Sloth.

(P4) If John is not responsible for failing to save the child in Sloth, then he 
is not responsible for saving the child in Hero.

Thus,

(Conclusion) John is not responsible for saving the child in Hero.

The no principled difference argument proceeds from intuitions about 
responsibility for omissions to the conclusion that FSCs (pertaining to actions) 
do not successfully impugn PAP. Swenson writes that the argument provides a 
challenge to those who take the FSCs to refute PAP: “to draw a principled line 
somewhere between Sharks and Hero such that we can plausibly maintain that 
John is responsible in Hero but not in Sharks” (Swenson 2015, 1283).

Further, Swenson does not think that this challenge can be met. He quotes 
Frankfurt’s remarks on the distinctive feature of FSCs that appears to explain 
why they are counterexamples to PAP:
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There may be circumstances that constitute sufficient conditions for a 
certain action to be performed by someone and that therefore make it 
impossible for the person to do otherwise, but that do not actually impel 
the person or in any way produce his action. … An examination of 
situations characterized by circumstances of this sort casts doubt, I 
believe, on the relevance to questions of moral responsibility of the fact 
that a person who has done something could not have done otherwise.

(Swenson 2015, 1283; the quotation is from Frankfurt 1969)

Swenson also points to my similar distinction between “A-Factors” in a situation, 
which bring about a particular event, and “B-Factors,” which render the event 
inevitable but do not cause or bring about the event (Swenson 2015, 1283; 
Fischer 2010, 269). Now Swenson suggests this general explanation of the 
plausibility of the FSCs:

The reason it is so intuitively plausible that responsibility is not 
undermined in the FSCs is that FSCs are purportedly cases in  (p.152) 

which the factors that remove the agent’s ability to do otherwise are mere 
B-Factors [and not also A-Factors], and mere B-Factors appear to be 
irrelevant to whether an agent has the type of control he needs in order to 
be moral[ly] responsible. … Thus it appears that the principle underlying 
our intuitions about FSCs is that mere B-Factors are irrelevant to moral 
responsibility.

(Swenson 2015, 1283–84)

Swenson puts a general challenge to the “Frankfurt-style Compatibilist”:

The problem is that each case appealed to in the no principled difference 
argument centrally involves the presence of a mere B-Factor (the sharks in 
Sharks, the evil observer in Penned-in Sharks, etc.). Furthermore, 
accepting that the agent is not responsible in any of the cases apparently 
involves rejecting the claim that mere B-Factors are always irrelevant to 
moral responsibility. Frankfurt-Style Compatibilists (and any other 
defenders of FSCs) should say that the principle underlying our intuitions 
about FSCs is correct. So they should not accept the claim that John is not 
responsible in any of the cases appealed to in the no principle difference 
argument. Thus, they cannot plausibly draw a line anywhere between 
Sharks and Hero with regard to John’s responsibility.

(Swenson 2015, 1284)
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Swenson (2016) names this the “General Problem”: any proponent of the 
contention that the FSCs impugn PAP must accept that the principle underlying 
the plausibility of the FSCs states that mere B-Factors are irrelevant to moral 
responsibility, but then he or she must reject premises (P1), (P2), and (P3), 
which are highly plausible. If the proponent of Frankfurt-style compatibilism 
wishes to deny the conclusion of the no principled difference argument, how can 
he explain his rejection of the conclusion compatibly with accepting the first 
three premises—given that premise (P4) is highly intuitive? Of course, the key 
here for the Frankfurt-style compatibilist is to reject (P4). More carefully, he 
must provide an explanation for the plausibility of the FSCs, especially cases 
such as Original Frankfurt Case and Hero, which does not generalize in such a 
way as to force a rejection of the first three premises. In other words, a 
proponent of Frankfurt-style compatibilism must identify a principled difference
between cases such as Original Frankfurt Case and Hero, on the one hand, and 
Sharks, Penned-in Sharks, and Sloth, on the other. Wish me luck.

 (p.153) 8.2. Reply to Swenson’s Argument
Swenson’s argument is powerful, and his challenge is probing. His work, 
together with that of Byrd, Clarke, Sartorio, Talbert, and others, has forced me 
to rethink my views about responsibility for omissions. I am very grateful to 
these philosophers for their insightful critiques. I’d like to take this opportunity 
to begin to develop a new, more adequate position.

My new position puts me back in touch with a view I used to hold—that moral 
responsibility for actions does not require freedom to do otherwise, whereas 
moral responsibility for omissions does indeed require the freedom to do the 
relevant thing (Fischer 1985–86; also see Fischer and Ravizza 1998, 145–50). 
That is, responsibility for X-ing does not require freedom to refrain from X-ing, 
whereas responsibility for failing to do X requires the freedom to do X. I shall not 
take this view up again to defend it, but my new view will have something 
important in common with it. I shall defend an asymmetric view about the 
requirements for responsibility for actions and omissions, but not the specific 
asymmetric view just mentioned.
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I should state at the outset of this section that, upon reflection, I’m inclined to 
agree with Swenson’s intuitions about Sharks, Penned-in Sharks, and Sloth, and 
thus I agree with premises (P1), (P2), and (P3). This represents a change from 
the view I (and my coauthor, Mark Ravizza) defended about Penned-in Sharks 
(Fischer and Ravizza 1998, 138–41). Our view was not based on a direct 
intuition about Penned-in-Sharks (and its relationship to Sharks); rather, it was 
based on the thought that we needed to be consistent in the application of our 
general theory. On this approach, in ascertaining moral responsibility, we hold 
fixed noninterfering factors in the sequence leading to a choice and action, and 
thus we concluded that we similarly need to hold fixed noninterfering factors in 
the sequence leading from an action to a consequence in the external world, 
such as the penned-in sharks. Upon reflection, I am convinced that if John is not 
deemed morally responsible in Sharks, he should also not be considered morally 
responsible in Penned-in Sharks.1 And I have always thought that John should 
not be judged morally responsible in Sharks. So, contrary to what Mark Ravizza 
and I contended, I conclude that John is not morally responsible in Penned-in 
Sharks.

Additionally, I agree with Swenson that if one takes it that mere B-Factors are 
irrelevant to attributions of moral responsibility, and that this is what underlies 
the plausibility of the FSCs, then one would not have resources to reject premise 
(P4). But I wish to reject the claim that in general mere  (p.154) B-Factors are 
irrelevant to moral responsibility ascriptions; after all, I have always held that 
John is not morally responsible for failing to save the child in Sharks. I reject the 
notion that this (the invocation of the putative irrelevance of mere B-Factors) 
explains the intuitive basis of the FSCs. I shall suggest an alternative 
explanation of the intuitive plausibility of the FSCs. On this alternative 
explanation, we can see that premise (P4) is false, compatibly with accepting 
premises (P1), (P2), and (P3).

In Fischer (2015), I concede that the intuitive basis of the FSCs is not the simple 
irrelevance of mere B-Factors; I argue that this basis is a bit more complex. I 
contend that what is crucial for an agent’s moral responsibility for an action is 
not the mere fact that a factor is part of the explanation of why an agent acts as 
he does; in order to rule out or vitiate an agent’s moral responsibility, the factor 
must be part of a certain sort of explanation of why an agent acts as he does. 
More specifically, when a factor that rules out an agent’s freedom to do 
otherwise is part of an explanation of why the agent acts as he does that entails 
that some links on the actual causal chain contain indisputably responsibility-
undermining features, then the fact that the agent cannot do otherwise is 
relevant to the agent’s moral responsibility. But when this is not so—that is, 
when the factor that makes it the case that the agent cannot do otherwise is not 
part of an explanation of the agent’s behavior that entails that some 
responsibility-undermining event occurs along the actual sequence—then the 
fact that the agent cannot do otherwise is irrelevant to his moral responsibility.
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What is relevant, then, to the agent’s moral responsibility is not that the 
freedom-undermining factor is part of an explanation of the agent’s behavior; it 
must be part of a certain sort of explanation of the agent’s behavior. I claim that 
the Frankfurt cases help us to see this. After all, the Frankfurt cases help us to 
see that it is not the mere lack of freedom to do otherwise that threatens moral 
responsibility, but the way in which—or that in virtue of which—such freedom is 
ruled out that threatens moral responsibility. What underlies the intuitive 
plausibility of the FSCs, then, is not the irrelevance of mere B-Factors. (Indeed, 
cases such as Sharks, Penned-in Sharks, and Sloth show decisively that mere B-
Factors can be relevant to moral responsibility attributions.) Rather, the FSCs 
show that A-Factors of certain sorts can be irrelevant to moral responsibility 
insofar as they are not parts of the indicated kind of explanation of the action; 
that is, they are irrelevant insofar as they do not imply the existence along the 
actual sequence leading to an action of some indisputably responsibility-
undermining factor. The general principle that underlies the intuitive plausibility 
of the FSCs encapsulates the idea that factors that bring about a certain action, 
and even imply that  (p.155) the action is inevitable, but that do not also imply 
that some indisputably responsibility-undermining factor occurs along the actual 
sequence, are irrelevant to attributions of moral responsibility.

I recognize that I haven’t here gone into or defended the considerations invoked 
in Fischer (2015), on the basis of which I accept this idea about the intuitive 
basis of the FSCs. I must here simply ask for the reader’s indulgence. That is, I 
ask the reader to suppose, for the sake of my argument here, that this is indeed 
the intuitive basis of the FSCs. I now wish to show how we can apply this idea to 
generate a response to Swenson’s argument.

I reiterate: the crucial idea is that the explanation of the intuitive plausibility of 
the FSCs proceeds via considerations relevant to actions and the actual 
sequences leading to actions. More specifically, the point is that when a factor 
that renders an action inevitable does not also imply the occurrence of an 
uncontroversially responsibility-undermining factor along the actual sequence 
leading to the action, it is irrelevant to moral responsibility. Clearly, this idea 
does not apply to omissions, but only to actions and the sequences leading to 
actions. Thus, this idea is just what seems to be needed: it explains the intuitive 
plausibility of FSCs involving actions—such as Original Frankfurt Case and Hero
—but it does not apply to such cases as Sharks, Penned-in Sharks, and Sloth. It 
thus addresses Swenson’s “General Problem”; that is, it provides an explanation 
of the intuitive plausibility of conclusions concerning the FSCs involving actions 
that does not invoke the contention that mere B-Factors are irrelevant to moral 
responsibility, and thus it is compatible with accepting premises (P1), (P2), and 
(P3).
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This result perfectly matches my intuitions. I have the strong intuition that mere 
B-Factors do indeed affect responsibility-attributions in cases of omissions such 
as Sharks, Penned-in Sharks, and Sloth. But I do not have any intuitive 
inclination to suppose that the agents are not fully responsible for their actions
in such cases as Original Frankfurt Case and Hero. And the explanation I have 
proposed has precisely this result. If the explanation I have sketched is correct, 
it would help to show exactly why

(P4) If John is not responsible for failing to save the child in Sloth, then he 
is not responsible for saving the child in Hero

is false. John is not morally responsible for Sharks, Penned-in Sharks, and Sloth 
because of the role of mere B-Factors in certain kinds of omissions cases; but, 
according to the proposed explanation, this point cannot be extrapolated to 
actions.

 (p.156) But now it might seem that I have returned to the position I defended 
in early work on these topics: that moral responsibility for doing X does not 
require the freedom to refrain from X-ing, whereas responsibility for failing to do
X requires the freedom to X. But I do not accept this general asymmetry in the 
conditions of moral responsibility for actions and omissions. I have been 
convinced that the general asymmetry thesis is false. But I still think there is an 
interesting asymmetry between the conditions of moral responsibility for actions 
and omissions. To understand it, we need to begin with the distinction between 
“simple” and “complex” omissions, which I have made in my earlier work 
(Fischer and Ravizza 1998, 132–36).

A simple omission is identical to, or fully constituted by, a bodily movement, 
where this can include the body’s keeping still (or a part of the body’s keeping 
still). So, for example, my failure to raise my hand is a simple omission, as is my 
failure to move my eyes to the right, and so forth. In contrast, a complex 
omission is not identical to or fully constituted by (say) keeping my body still; it 
involves something more than the body—something about the relationship 
between the body and the external world. We can perhaps think of it this way: 
when my not doing X is a simple omission, doing X would be identical to or fully 
constituted by my moving my body in a certain way (or keeping it or a part of it 
perfectly still). In contrast, when my not doing X is a complex omission, my doing
X would not just be (or be fully constituted by) a bodily movement; it involves 
bringing about something in the “external” world. One might say that it 
“implicates” the external world—the world apart from my body.
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Upon reflection, I have come to believe that whereas simple omissions do not 
require freedom to do otherwise, complex omissions do. That is, where the 
omission—a failure to do X—is simple, then moral responsibility for it does not 
require freedom to do X. But when a failure to do X is a complex omission, then 
moral responsibility for it does indeed require freedom to do X. This makes 
sense, because we can think of simple omissions as actions; after all, they are 
identical to or fully constituted by the movement of one’s body (where this can 
include keeping the body, or a part of it, still).2 In contrast, complex omissions 
are not plausibly thought of as actions. So,  (p.157) if one has the intuition that 
moral responsibility for actions does not require freedom to do otherwise, it 
makes sense that moral responsibility for simple omissions would similarly not 
require freedom to do otherwise. But this intuition would not straightforwardly 
generalize to complex omissions. And, again, this is exactly what one would 
expect, given the explanation of the intuitive plausibility of the FSCs I have 
presented above.

Note that all of the plausible counterexamples to a general requirement of 
alternative possibilities for moral responsibility for omissions involve simple 
omissions. In contrast, all of the examples involved in Swenson’s argument 
involve complex omissions. It then should not be surprising that in these cases 
we think that alternative possibilities are required; in cases of complex 
omissions, mere B-Factors can affect moral responsibility attributions. (But it 
does not follow that in simple omissions cases, mere B-Factors can affect moral 
responsibility; simple omissions are actions, and are thus governed by the 
proposed explanation of the intuitive plausibility of FSCs, such as Original 
Frankfurt Case and Hero.)

If simple omissions are actions, what exactly are complex omissions? Well, this is 
a difficult question. In conversation, Judith Jarvis Thomson once said that 
omissions are “creatures of darkness.” And I agree that they are somewhat 
shady characters. Recently, in a highly insightful book, Randolph Clarke has 
argued compellingly that omissions—by which I take it he means complex 
omissions, as he admits that simple omissions can be identified with actions—are 
literally nothing at all! Clarke writes:

Often when someone omits to do a certain thing [in cases of complex 
omissions, presumably], there’s no action that is the omission, and the 
agent performs no action in order to prevent herself from doing that thing. 
When I forget to stop and buy milk on my way home from work, my 
omission seems to be, in the first place, an absence, the absence of an 
action by me of buying milk. But what is an absence of an action? (p.158)
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Many things are absent from the world—many objects (unicorns), many 
states (perfect virtue), and many events (a World Series triumph by the 
Cubs in the last hundred years). If these things existed, they would be 
entities of various sorts. Are the absences of these things beings of some 
kind? If so, what kind of thing are they? Or are they nothing at all?

I favor the view that absences aren’t beings of any sort: there’s no entity 
that is an absence. If this is correct, then in many cases in which someone 
omits to act, there’s nothing in the world that is the omission.

It isn’t exactly common sense that the absence of a thing is itself a thing. 
And there are good reasons not to take absences as entities of any kind.

(Clarke 2014, 35)

Clarke’s view here, which I find very plausible, has an important result: it 
suggests that the asymmetry in the conditions for moral responsibility for 
actions and omissions I have defended above is grounded in an even more basic 
metaphysical distinction between the positive and negative. Actions are positive
—they are present in the world, metaphysically speaking. But omissions (of the 
relevant sort) are negative; they are mere absences, and, as such, they are 
nothing in the world at all.

Recall the proposed explanation offered here of the intuitive plausibility of the 
FSCs involving actions: when a factor that renders an action inevitable does not 
also imply the occurrence of an uncontroversially responsibility-undermining 
factor along the actual sequence leading to the action, it is irrelevant to moral 
responsibility. An action is a positive thing, and there exists an actual sequence 
leading to it. But it is quite different when we consider (complex) omissions; 
these are nothing at all, and there is thus no actual sequence leading to this sort 
of omission.

So, consider a variant of the explanation of the intuitive plausibility of FSCs that 
involve actions, modified so as putatively to apply to omissions: when a factor 
that renders an omission inevitable does not also imply the occurrence of an 
uncontroversially responsibility-undermining factor along the actual sequence 
leading to the omission, it is irrelevant to moral responsibility. This variant 
obviously is problematic, if Clarke is correct and omissions are nothing in the 
world. That is, if Clarke’s view is correct (and I am inclined to find it plausible), 
the variant seeks to refer to “the actual sequence leading to an omission,” but 
there is no such thing. Thus, one could not apply this sort of modification of the 
proposed explanation of the intuitive basis of conclusions about FSCs involving 
actions to omissions cases  (p.159) such as Sharks, Penned-in Sharks, and 
Sloth. So the asymmetry in the conditions for moral responsibility for actions 
and (the relevant kind of) omissions is (arguably) based on a deeper 
metaphysical asymmetry.
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Now does the primacy of actions just described imply that we cannot be morally 
responsible for omissions at all? I do not believe that this follows, any more than 
it would follow that omissions cannot stand in causal relations, and so forth. But 
it does mean that we are morally responsible for complex omissions in virtue of
being morally responsible for actions. That is, moral responsibility for actions is 
more fundamental; moral responsibility for actions grounds moral responsibility 
for omissions. Responsibility for a simple omission just is responsibility for an 
action. Responsibility for a complex omission is grounded in responsibility for an 
action, in a certain context.

8.3. Conclusion
In my early work on these topics, I defended a general asymmetry thesis about 
the conditions for moral responsibility for actions and omissions. I argued that 
moral responsibility for doing X does not require the freedom to refrain from 
doing X, whereas moral responsibility for failing to do X requires the freedom to 
do X. I was convinced by an avalanche of criticism that this general asymmetry 
thesis is indefensible (Haji 1992; Frankfurt 1994; Clarke 1994; Zimmerman 
1994; McIntyre 1994; and Glannon 1995).

In later work, I defended a symmetric approach, according to which moral 
responsibility for both actions and omissions simply requires “guidance control.” 
I offered an account of guidance control of omissions, which builds on the 
account of guidance control of actions, and which does not imply “regulative 
control” (or freedom to do otherwise). So, on this approach, neither moral 
responsibility for actions nor moral responsibility for omissions requires access 
to alternative possibilities.

But there has been another avalanche of criticism, as crystallized so elegantly by 
Swenson’s work (Swenson 2015 and 2016, and including Byrd 2007; Clarke 
2014; and Sartorio 2016). Oy, vey iz mir. Here I have argued, however, that a 
Frankfurt-style compatibilist need not despair or wallow in misery (for this 
reason, at least!). Indeed, we have here an example of “the power of positive 
thinking,” or, at least, the illuminating results that follow from a certain basic 
metaphysical asymmetry between the positive and the negative. If we accept the 
view that omissions are nothing at all, then we can see how there would be an 
important hegemony of the positive: if moral responsibility is grounded in the 
actual sequence, then we have an  (p.160) explanation of why moral 
responsibility for actions and simple omissions does not require freedom to do 
otherwise, whereas we have no similar explanation of why moral responsibility 
for complex omissions does not require freedom to do otherwise. Indeed, it 
seems intuitively plausible that mere B-Factors do sometimes affect moral 
responsibility attributions, in particular, in cases of complex omissions.
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But at this point we need to be a bit more specific about the way in which mere 
B-Factors affect moral responsibility. They affect the “content” of moral 
responsibility—what specifically the agent is morally responsible for. But they do 
not necessarily affect the degree of praiseworthiness or blameworthiness of the 
agent, who is morally responsible for something (in the circumstances). So, for 
example, in Sharks, Penned-in Sharks, and Sloth, John is morally responsible for 
(and blameworthy for) his decision not to try to save the child, his continuing to 
walk along the beach (when he believes he could jump into the water and save 
the child), and so forth. These are “positive” things for which John can 
legitimately be held morally responsible, and thus he can be deemed just as 
blameworthy as he would be if there were no obstacle present that would have 
prevented him from succeeding in saving the child, if he had tried. The 
conceptual terrain here is nuanced and variegated, but we need, at the very 
least, to distinguish the content of moral responsibility (“what the agent is 
morally responsible for”) from the degree of (say) blameworthiness of the agent 
(an agent who is morally responsible for something). (For further elaboration, 
see Fischer and Tognazzini 2011.)

I have here suggested a new asymmetry thesis: moral responsibility for actions 
(and, thus, simple omissions) does not require freedom to do otherwise, whereas 
moral responsibility for complex omissions does require such freedom. But now 
Frankfurt-style compatibilism is in jeopardy of departing from common-sense 
attributions of moral responsibility in some cases. That is, if we assume that 
causal determinism is true and that causal determinism rules out freedom to do 
otherwise, then we could not say that John is morally responsible for failing to 
save the child in Just Like Sharks (a case just like Sharks except there are no 
sharks lurking furtively in the water), if causal determinism is true. Whereas this 
is indeed an implication of the asymmetry thesis I have proposed here, it is 
important to keep in mind that the departure from common sense would pertain 
only to the “content” of John’s moral responsibility, not his degree of 
blameworthiness. He would, after all, be morally responsible for something—say, 
his choice not to save the child and instead to continue walking along the beach 
(or to turn over and apply more suntan lotion). Arguably, he would thus be just 
as blameworthy  (p.161) as he would have been, had causal determinism not 
obtained (in such a way as to allow for John’s freedom to save the child).

According to the Wikipedia entry on avalanches, in April 1993 European nations 
adopted a standardized way of assessing avalanche risks: 1-Low, 2-Limited, 3-
Medium, 4-High, 5-Very High. It turns out that in France, most avalanche deaths 
occur at risk levels 3 and 4, whereas in Switzerland most occur at levels 2 and 3. 
Some have speculated that this difference relates to national differences in 
interpretation of the criteria for levels of risk. Lamentably, I think I am on solid 
ground (!) in supposing that the chances of a new avalanche of criticism are at 
least at level 4.



Responsibility and Omissions

Page 14 of 15

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2019. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: UC - 
Riverside; date: 25 June 2019

Acknowledgments

I benefited from discussing a previous version of this chapter at the FLAW I 
conference at the University of Portland, September 2015. Thanks very much to 
Andrew Eshleman and Neal Tognazzini for organizing this conference. I am 
especially grateful to comments on that occasion by Philip Swenson. I am also 
thankful for helpful comments by Randolph Clarke.

References

Bibliography references:

Byrd, Jeremy. 2007. “Moral Responsibility and Omissions.” Philosophical 
Quarterly 57: 56–67.

Clarke, Randolph. 1994. “Ability and Responsibility for Omissions.” Philosophical 
Studies 73: 195–208.

Clarke, Randolph. 2014. Omissions: Agency, Metaphysics, and Responsibility. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Fischer, John Martin. 1985–86. “Responsibility and Failure.” Proceedings of the 
Aristotelian Society 86: 251–70.

Fischer, John Martin. 2015. “Responsibility and the Actual Sequence.” Oxford 
Studies in Agency and Responsibility, ed. David Shoemaker. New York: Oxford 
University Press: 120–35.

Fischer, John Martin and Mark Ravizza. 1998. Responsibility and Control: A 
Theory of Moral Responsibility. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Fischer, John Martin and Neal A. Tognazzini. 2011. “The Physiognomy of Moral 
Responsibility.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 82: 381–417.

Frankfurt, H. 1994. “An Alleged Asymmetry between Actions and Omissions.” 

Ethics 104: 258–78.

Glannon, Walter. 1995. “Responsibility and the Principle of Possible Action.” 

Journal of Philosophy 92: 261–74.

 (p.162) Haji, Ishtiyaque. 1992. “A Riddle Regarding Omissions.” Canadian 
Journal of Philosophy 22: 485–502.

McIntyre, Alison. 1994. “Compatibilists Could Have Done Otherwise: 
Responsibility and Negative Agency.” Philosophical Review 103: 453–88.

Sartorio, Carolina. 2016. Causation and Free Will. New York: Oxford University 
Press.



Responsibility and Omissions

Page 15 of 15

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2019. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: UC - 
Riverside; date: 25 June 2019

Access brought to you by:

Swenson, Philip. 2015. “A Challenge for Frankfurt-Style Compatibilists.” 

Philosophical Studies 172: 1279–85.

Swenson, Philip. 2016. “The Frankfurt Cases and Responsibility for Omissions.” 

Philosophical Quarterly 66: 579–95.

Talbert, Matthew. 2012. “Praise and Prevention.” Philosophical Explorations 15: 
47–61.

Zimmerman, David. 1994. “Acts, Omissions and ‘Semi-compatibilism.’” 

Philosophical Studies 73: 209–32.

Notes:

(1.) Matthew Talbert (2012) also agrees with this verdict in his illuminating 
discussion.

(2.) Clarke (2014) argues against (1) always identifying a simple omission with 
an actual bodily movement (p. 19) and (2) holding that responsibility for a simple 
omission requires just what is required for responsibility for action (p. 125). I 
believe that the examples Clarke offers are not entirely decisive. But we need 
not seek to resolve these issues here. All that is required for my argument 
against Swenson is that complex omissions require freedom to do otherwise, and 
are crucially different from actions in this regard. Further, in my view, simple 
omissions that are indeed properly identified with an actual bodily movement 
can be treated as if they are actions, for the purposes of attribution of moral 
responsibility. Thus, for such omissions moral responsibility does not require 
freedom to do otherwise. These omissions would still stand in contrast to 
complex omissions. The first element of the asymmetry thesis would now be 
restricted not just to simple omissions, but to those simple omissions that can be 
properly identified with bodily movements. Note, again, that Swenson’s 
argument pertains entirely to complex omissions. Note also that one can reject 
premise (P4) without having to resolve the issue of whether all simple omissions 
are appropriately identified with bodily movements (and thus whether the 
asymmetry thesis has to be restricted in the way just suggested). I am indebted 
to a conversation with Philip Swenson for these points.


