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ABSTRACT
In this paper, I propose and defend a structural ownership condition on moral
responsibility. According to the condition I propose, an agent owns a mental
item if and only if it is part of or is partly grounded by a coherent set of
psychological states. As I discuss, other theorists have proposed or alluded to
conditions like psychological coherence, but each proposal is unsatisfactory in
some way. My account appeals to narrative explanation to elucidate the
relevant sense of psychological coherence.
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1. Introduction

Alice and Bob have the psychological profiles of fully developed human
adults. Among other things, they both recognise and respond to reasons,
including moral reasons, and they both act from psychological states they
are identified with. Suppose Alice and Bob independently perform an action
A. As it stands, they seem to be just as morally responsible as one another
for their respective A-ings.1 Suppose, however, we discover that the night
before Bob had the psychological states that were essential to him A-ing
implanted by advanced neuroscientists. It now seems that Bob is (at least)
less morally responsible than Alice for A-ing.2

Historicists have used this seeming to support the metaphysical thesis
that an agent’s history partly determines whether or not she is morally
responsible for her current actions. We can understand historicism as posit-
ing an ownership condition on moral responsibility. According to the histori-
cist, an ownership condition must have two features. First, it should tell us
which mental items (e.g. psychological states, capacities, mechanisms, and
so on) belong to the agent such that she may be morally responsible for the
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output of those items. Second, if the agent has a past, then it should refer to
the agent’s past before the time of action. Two forms of historical ownership
condition have been proposed. According to positive historicism, an agent
must have a particular sort of history.3 According to negative historicism, an
agent must lack a particular sort of history.4

In this paper, I propose and defend a structural ownership condition.
According to the condition I propose, an agent owns a mental item if and
only if it is part of or is partly grounded by a coherent set of psychological
states. As I discuss, other theorists have proposed or alluded to conditions
like psychological coherence, but each proposal is unsatisfactory in some
way. I offer what I take to be the best understanding of psychological
coherence. My account appeals to narrative explanation to elucidate the
relevant sense of psychological coherence. I will not attempt to provide a
complete set of the conditions on moral responsibility. Rather, I only wish to
show that such non-historical ownership conditions ought to be given more
consideration and investigation.

2. Local manipulation

Non-historicism is the thesis that only non-historical properties determine
whether an agent is or isn’t morally responsible at the time of action. Non-
historicists can be divided into two broad camps: structuralists and reasons-
responsive theorists. Structuralists require that an agent has a properly
structured psychology when she acts in order to be morally responsible for
her actions.5 Reasons-responsiveness theorists require that an agent (or her
action-producing mechanisms) are appropriately responsiveness to reasons.6

An example of a structuralist view is Frankfurt’s (1971) hierarchical account.
On his view, an agent is morally responsible only if she acts from a properly
structured will. An agent’s will is properly structured if there is an alignment
between her effective first-order desires (the desires that actually move her to
action) and her second-order volitions (her desires about which first-order
desires she wishes to be effective). If there is such alignment then, according
to Frankfurt, the agent identifies with her effective first-order desires.

An example of a reasons-responsive view is Fischer and Ravizza (1998)
account of moderate reasons-responsiveness.7 On their view, it isn’t the
agent but rather her action-producing mechanisms – such as practical
deliberation, unreflective habit, and so on – that must be responsive to
reasons. A strongly responsive mechanism would be responsive to all rea-
sons; such responsiveness is too strong because it renders weak willed
actions ones an agent cannot be morally responsible for.8 A weakly respon-
sive mechanism would be responsive to only one reason; such responsive-
ness is too weak because it means that even agents who are responsive to
bizarre or irrational reasons could be morally responsible. Fischer and
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Ravizza (1998: 62–90) thus propose moderate responsiveness. This has two
components: (i) regular receptivity to reasons, and (ii) weak reactivity to
reasons. (i) entails that mechanisms are receptive to a stable pattern of
reasons to act, which we can know if the individual can recognise that
stable pattern. (ii) entails that in at least one counterfactual sequence of
events the mechanism would produce a different action than the mechan-
ism produced in the actual sequence of events. In effect, reason-
responsiveness acts as a surrogate to an alternative possibilities condition:
rather than requiring that an individual be able to act otherwise in the
actual sequence of events, the reasons-responsive theorist requires that the
individual act otherwise in an alternative sequence of events.

Both structuralist and reasons-responsiveness conditions are only neces-
sary conditions on being morally responsible. Another necessary condition is
the epistemic condition. A plausible understanding of this condition is that
an agent must have some awareness or sensitivity to the moral status of
their action. For simplicity, I set aside the epistemic condition in what
follows. In all the cases I discuss, we can assume that the agents involved
satisfy this condition, as well as any other necessary conditions on being
morally responsible. Given this, we can treat both structuralist and reasons-
responsive conditions as sufficient for being morally responsible for the
purposes of this paper.

According to historicists, all such non-historical conditions (even when
supplemented with epistemic conditions) are insufficient for moral respon-
sibility. The following sort of case is often used to support this claim:

Local Larry: Larry has all the capacities and competences of a fully developed
human adult. One night, he goes to see The Great Garibaldi, a famous stage
hypnotist. Garibaldi invites Larry on stage; Larry dutifully agrees. Larry believes
that Garibaldi will cure his fear of clowns. However, knowing that Larry plans
to go to the bank tomorrow, Garibaldi implants a small amount of psycholo-
gical states into Larry such that the next day Larry will rob that bank. Garibaldi
is no ordinary stage hypnotist. He implants the psychological states such that
Larry acts on a first-order desire that aligns with a second-order volition, and
such that Larry acts from a moderately reasons-responsive mechanism.9

Is Larry morally responsible for robbing the bank? There seems to be a
strong intuition in favour of him not being morally responsible, despite him
satisfying the conditions that non-historicists claim are sufficient (in con-
junction with the other necessary conditions) for being morally responsible.
Historicism offers a solution: Larry isn’t morally responsible because he
doesn’t own the psychological states or mechanisms that produce his
action.

I agree with historicists: Larry doesn’t own the relevant psychological
states or mechanisms, and so he isn’t morally responsible for robbing the
bank. However, I believe that historicists have hastily inferred that an
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ownership condition must be a historical condition. I believe that there can
also be non-historical ownership conditions. I will now propose and defend
a structural ownership condition.

3. Structural ownership

According to my proposed structural ownership condition, an agent owns a
mental element, such as a psychological state or mechanism, if and only if
her psychology is structured in the right kind of way. Specifically:

An agent owns a mental item M if and only if M is part of or partly grounded
by a coherent set of psychological states.

Consequently, an agent owns an action A if and only if A stems from a
mental item M that is part of or partly grounded by a coherent set of
psychological states.

To understand this ownership condition, we must understand what a
‘coherent set of psychological states’ – or ‘psychological coherence’ for
short – amounts to. We might describe Frankfurt’s view as requiring coher-
ence between the agent’s effective first-order desires and her second-order
volitions. This isn’t the sense of coherence I have in mind. This is coherence
between levels of desire. What I am trying to capture is a general psycho-
logical coherence, one which involves all manner of psychological states
(e.g. beliefs, memories, desires, values, cares, and so on).

To get a firmer idea of what I have in mind, consider a conceptually
possible individual with only one desire – namely a desire to turn on radios
(cf. Quinn 1993: 236). Would such an individual count as psychologically
coherent? While such an individual might not be psychologically incoherent,
they aren’t psychological coherent in the sense I have mind. The reason is
that I understand psychological coherence to be a positive relation – that is,
a relation that holds between psychological states. While the ‘radioman’ may
have some beliefs (such that he counts as an agent), he still has insufficient
psychological states to even be in the running for psychological coherence
or incoherence; rather, he is psychologically noncoherent. Psychological
coherence and incoherence, in the sense I have in mind, requires more
than a few psychological states.

There are versions of structuralism about autonomous agency that posit
a general coherence between certain types of psychological state. Laura
Ekstrom (1993) defends one such view. Her conception of coherence is
analogous to Keith Lehrer’s (1990) conception of coherence in his account
of epistemic justification. On Ekstrom’s view, an agent acts autonomously
if and only if she acts from an authorized (i.e. her own) preference. A
preference is a desire for something that is formed in the search of, and
thus aims towards, the agent’s subjective conception of the good. An
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authorized preference is one that coheres with the agent’s ‘character
system’, and the character system consists of preferences an agent has
(at a particular time). For a preference to cohere it must be consistent
with and mutually supported by the other preferences. Since preferences
aim towards the agent’s conception of the good, those preferences that
cohere together are those preferences that aim towards the same con-
ception of the good. Those preferences that aim towards different con-
ceptions of the good are unauthorized. Could such an account of
coherence be adapted into a structural ownership condition on moral
responsibility?

No, because it cannot accommodate moral responsibility for actions that
stem from ambivalence.10 It is quite plausible that I have a preference to give
to charity and preference not to give to charity. I might sometimes give
money to charity and sometimes not give money to charity. Intuitively, I
may be morally responsible for doing either, as Shoemaker (2015: 136)
makes clear. But note that these preferences are inconsistent, so I wouldn’t
own at least one of these preferences according to an Ekstrom-inspired
sense of ‘psychological coherence’. This leads to the counterintuitive result
that I cannot be morally responsible for acting from ambivalence. The
reason is that, on Ekstrom’s view, coherence requires consistency, and it
seems that psychological inconsistency alone isn’t responsibility-
undermining.

Others have appealed to coherence or coherence-like conditions. Smith
(2005: 256) says that a morally responsible agent must have a ‘coherent
psychology of a certain sort, such that there are systematic rational connec-
tions between the things that happen in her psychological life and the
underlying judgments and values she accepts’. Shoemaker (2003: 115) says
that cares must be part of a ‘nexus of cares’.11 Unfortunately, neither author
elaborates on their suggestion. Although they don’t use the ownership
terminology, Arpaly and Schroeder (1999) posit an ‘integration’ ownership
condition on moral responsibility that they do elaborate upon. On their
view, those beliefs and desires that are better integrated lead to actions an
agent is more responsible for, and those beliefs and desires that aren’t
integrated lead to actions an agent isn’t morally responsible for. In other
words, greater integration means more ownership, and less integration
means less ownership. They say that: ‘beliefs and desires are well-
integrated to the extent that they are deep and do not face opposed
deep beliefs and desires. An action is well-integrated to the extent that it
results from such beliefs and desires’ (Arpaly and Schroeder 1999: 173).
However, as Shoemaker (2015: 134–139) points out, their proposal is unable
to deal with moral responsibility for actions that stem from ambivalence. For
example, their view implies that an agent with inconsistent desires about
giving to charity isn’t morally responsible for either giving to charity or not
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giving to charity. Hence, attempts to develop structural ownership condi-
tions have so far come up short.

The failure of these earlier implicit attempts is instructive. I believe it
suggests that the relevant sense of psychological coherence isn’t a coher-
ence between particular tokens of a type of psychological state, but rather a
general psychological coherence – that is, one that obtains between tokens
of all types of psychological states. Given this, I don’t think that a fully
reductive analysis of this sense of psychological coherence is possible. To
understand this sense of psychological coherence, then, we must appeal to
other resources.

I propose we appeal to a particular sense of narrative explanation to
elucidate the sense of psychological coherence that I’m trying to specify.
A narrative explanation is an explanation that takes the form of a story. A
narrative explanation of an action should explain why an agent performed
the action she did, why that makes sense with respect to who she is at the
time of action, why the agent believes she became the sort of person who
performs such actions, and where that action fits into her plans for the
future. In other words, a narrative explanation must reference other aspects
of the agent’s psychology beyond her motivation for acting, including other
aspects of her current psychology, her memories, and her plans for the
future.

While my account of narrative explanation shares a lot with extant
narrative accounts, it departs from other accounts in many respects. First,
most accounts of narrative (e.g. Schechtman 1996; Velleman 2006; Schroer
and Schroer 2014) require that the agent herself provides (or be disposed
to provide) the narrative. But such an account (at least when adapted to
become a condition on moral responsibility) will face problems arising
from the fact that individuals aren’t reliable narrators of themselves.
Studies in social psychology suggest that we’re often mistaken about
what our motivations are, for example.12 To avoid such worries, I will
propose an account according to which the agent herself needn’t be the
narrator.

On my view, it is rather an ideal narrator that must be able to provide a
narrative explanation of an agent’s action for that action to count as stem-
ming from psychological coherence. It might be that the agent can also tell
a story similar to the ideal narrator’s, but we’re most reliably able to tell if
the agent acts from psychological coherence if the ideal narrator can
provide a narrative explanation of the agent’s action. The story that the
ideal narrator tells in effect reflects or represents the agent’s psychological
coherence. Narrative explanations will differ in terms of their intelligibility –
that is, the intuitive sense in which parts of a story fit together.13 If the ideal
narrator can provide a sufficiently intelligible narrative explanation of an
action, then the action stems from psychological coherence.
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Second, while I agree with Velleman (2003) that emotions are an impor-
tant part of the narrative explanations, my account differs from his because
he holds that the emotional cadence – that is, arousal and closure of
emotions – is an important, though not essential, part of narrative explana-
tions. It might be that my sense of narrative explanation is not a full-
blooded narrative explanation, then. But this is fine for my purposes. My
aim is only to illuminate a sense of psychological coherence by appeal to a
sense of narrative explanation. I do not claim that my conception of narra-
tive explanation is the only one available or should be preferred to the
alternatives. Henceforth when I refer to ‘narrative explanation’ I refer to my
own sense, unless otherwise specified.

Third, unlike Schechtman (1996) and in line with Velleman (2006) and
Schroer and Schroer (2014), narrative explanations do not need to include
every aspect of a person’s life, but need only involve smaller stories. As I will
now explain, my sense of narrative explanation only appeals to these smaller
stories. Schroer and Schroer (2014) take these smaller stories to be the main
sorts of stories that individuals tell about themselves and, on their view,
these are then constitutive of an individual’s personal identity over time. On
their view, if a person is able to tell a story about a mental state or action
and they are psychologically connected (that is, causally connected and
psychologically similar)14 to the person-stage who possessed that mental
state or performed that action, then they are narratively connected to that
person-stage. When there are overlapping chains of narrative connected-
ness between two person-stages, those person-stages are narratively con-
tinuous with one another. While connectedness implies continuity,
continuity does not imply connectedness. So, a person-stage at t2 may not
be able to provide a narrative explanation for any of the person-stage at t1
’s mental states or actions and yet those stages are all still part of the same
person because there is an overlapping chain of narrative explanations
connecting them. Of course, we might be able to imagine that the person-
stage at t2 can provide a life-story that involves all its earlier stages – what
we might call a ‘continuity narrative explanation’.15 The sense of narrative
explanation that I have in mind, however, appeals only to the individual’s
current psychology, and so only connects the person to her earlier stages
she is psychologically connected to – what we might call a ‘connectedness
narrative explanation’. Again, I don’t mean to rule out other possible senses
of ‘narrative explanation’. I am just making my sense clear in my effort to
illuminate the sense of psychological coherence I have in mind. I will
provide further clarifications of my sense of narrative explanation as we
proceed.

Let us now turn to an example of my sense of narrative explanation.
Suppose that I give money to a homeless person. The ideal narrator might
say that:
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Ben gave money to the homeless person because he’s the sort of person who
sometimes feels bad for the needy. He feels bad every time he walks past a
homeless person and doesn’t give money to them (which is often), and, after
having just bought himself something to eat, he happened to have some
spare change in his pocket when he saw a homeless person with a dog. Ben
likes dogs. He likes dogs because he had dogs whilst growing up, and so he is
inclined to help those with dogs. This is why Ben gave the homeless person
some money.

Two things should be borne in mind here. First, this narrative explanation is
a simplification. A full narrative explanation would explicitly reference cog-
nitive, conative, and affective states of the subject of the story, as well as
referencing the subject’s plans for the future. I have made this simplification
in part because I’m not a professional author, and in part because these
other aspects aren’t necessary for my purposes in what follows. Second, the
ideal narrator is a theoretical posit. We must imagine that they have access
to everyone’s actual psychological states, but they needn’t be able to
experience an agent’s first-person perspective. The purpose of the ideal
narrator and the appeal to narrative explanation is simply to elucidate the
sense of psychological coherence I have in mind.

Let’s now consider what the ideal narrator would say about Larry. Can we
imagine that the ideal narrator being able to tell an intelligible story about
why Larry robbed the bank? The story must reference Larry’s actual psychol-
ogy at the time of action, but not just his motivation for acting. I don’t think
the ideal narrator can provide such an intelligible story – that is, a narrative
explanation – about why Larry robbed the bank. This is because Larry isn’t
the sort of person who likes robbing banks. If he were the sort of person
who robs banks, then Garibaldi wouldn’t have needed to implant the
psychological states he did. He could have instead just ensured that Larry
was going to go to the bank and, if it looked like Larry might not go through
with it, he could have made Larry’s egoistic reasons more salient to him as
he was deliberating (perhaps through well placed cues in Larry’s environ-
ment). But such manipulation doesn’t require the implantation of psycho-
logical states; rather, it takes advantage of pre-existing aspects of the
agent’s psychology, and so isn’t a form of local manipulation (more on
this kind of case below).16

The ideal narrator can, at best, say that Larry robbed the bank because he
wanted to and he wanted to want to. After all, it is true that Larry wanted to
and that he wanted to want to. But while this might explain why Larry
robbed the bank, it isn’t a narrative explanation because it makes reference
to little beyond Larry’s immediate reason for acting; hence, it is insufficiently
grounded in Larry’s psychology to be a narrative explanation of his action.
The reason why the ideal narrator cannot provide a narrative explanation for
why Larry robbed the bank is that the rest of Larry’s psychology isn’t
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conducive towards him robbing the bank. The rest of his psychological
states (by hypothesis) are such that they wouldn’t lead to him robbing the
bank. His robbing of the bank also doesn’t fit with any of his memories. And
Larry has no plans for the future that follow from him robbing the bank.
Hence, there are insufficient psychological ingredients for a narrative expla-
nation. Given that the ideal narrator cannot provide a narrative explanation
about why Larry robbed the bank, it follows that Larry’s robbing of the bank
didn’t stem from psychological coherence. Hence, according to the view I
am proposing, Larry doesn’t own the psychological states that led to that
action, and so he isn’t morally responsible for that action.

But suppose that Harry does have the sort of psychology that disposes
him to rob banks. Harry robs banks on a regular basis and plans to rob banks
in future. On a particular occasion Harry won’t rob a particular bank – call it
‘bank X’. Garibaldi, however, uses his powers to make Harry’s bank-robbing-
conducive reasons more salient, which leads to Harry deciding to and then
robbing bank X. Given that he’s the sort of person who robs banks, it seems
plausible that the ideal narrator could provide a narrative explanation for
Harry’s robbing of the bank, even though Garibaldi was responsible for
making his bank-robbing-conducive reasons more salient. Is this a counter-
example to my proposed ownership condition?

Only if it seems intuitive that Harry is not morally responsible. However,
this seems implausible. It seems to me that Harry does, in fact, own his
action and (granting he satisfies the other relevant conditions) is morally
responsible for it. After all, he’s the sort of person who robs banks on a
regular basis. It seems incidental how his bank-robbing-conducive reasons
became more salient to him prior to him acting. Those reasons could have,
for example, become more salient as a result of Harry reflecting upon a
motivational poster, such as one that said ‘just do it’ and then Harry just did
‘it’ (i.e. robbed the bank). In such a story, I find that Harry is morally
responsible. I am therefore inclined to think Harry is morally responsible
even if another agent is responsible for making his egoistic desires, values,
and mechanisms more salient to him.17

Of course, some might worry that because Harry seems like a victim –
because he has been hypnotised – that he’s clearly not morally responsible.
He wouldn’t have robbed the bank on that occasion if it weren’t for
Garibaldi, after all. I agree there’s a sense in which Harry is a victim. But
being a victim isn’t always an excuse. For instance, those who are bullied are
more likely to bully others, but that doesn’t seem to necessarily excuse them
if they bully others. The bullying they suffered serves as an explanation, not
necessarily an excuse, of their behaviour. And even if someone tempted a
person who had been bullied to bully someone else, this wouldn’t necessa-
rily get this person off the hook. It would only potentially result in another
individual being morally responsible for that bullying (more on this below).
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There is, of course, an element of circumstantial luck here – in the
bullying case and in Harry’s bank robbery on the day in question. But
circumstantial luck alone ought not to excuse an individual – particularly
when those actions still express morally bad aspects of an individual’s
psychology. Being a ‘victim of circumstance’ only excuses (at best) when
an individual is caused to act in manner they normally wouldn’t; it doesn’t
hold water when they are the sort of person who performs such actions. It’s
important here that Harry robbed bank X not just because of Garibaldi’s
involvement. Garibaldi might give him the final push (so to speak), but many
things – such as motivational posters, suggestions from friends, or child-
hood memories – could have pushed Harry to rob bank X.

Because Harry is a victim of Garibaldi’s, it might seem that it is Garibaldi,
and not Harry, who is morally responsible for the bank being robbed. But
this assumes that two individuals cannot be fully morally responsible for the
same action/event. We should reject this view. Joint actions show us that it’s
possible for two individuals to be fully morally responsible for the same
act.18 Again, just because Harry is a victim doesn’t mean he isn’t morally
responsible for his actions. So even if we think Garibaldi is fully morally
responsible, this doesn’t exclude Harry from being fully morally responsible
too. Regardless of how Harry came to act, he still (among other things)
expresses morally dubious values and cares that form part of his coherent
psychology. Regardless of what caused those values or desires to be
expressed, they belong to Harry in the sense relevant to moral responsibility.

But what about Barry? At t1 he is disposed to rob banks just as much as
Harry is. At t2, however, he starts to develop his character into the kind of
person who doesn’t rob banks. Unfortunately, at t3 Garibaldi manipulates
Barry to rob a bank in the same sort of way as he manipulates Harry.19 It
might seem intuitive that Barry is not morally responsible, given that he was
on the path to redemption when Garibaldi manipulated him. Notice,
though, that as with other cases, his lapse may have been caused by things
in his environment. It’s incidental that Garibaldi caused the lapse; as before,
this just means that Garibaldi is also morally responsible for the bank being
robbed. The difference with Barry, though, is that he also deserves credit for
his attempts to reform. Those acts express morally good values and desires.
This marks an important difference between him and Harry. So, while I think
they are just as morally responsible – in this case, blameworthy – for their
respective robberies, which both express equally morally dubious values,
Barry is praiseworthy for more other actions than Harry is.

Setting aside Harry, what if we imagine that Larry (the non-responsible
agent from the earlier example) were implanted with sufficient psychologi-
cal states such that the ideal narrator could provide a narrative explanation
of Larry’s action of robbing the bank? Given that Larry seems non-
responsible, this seems to present a problem for my view. But narrative
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explanations, as noted, take the form of a story that references the subject’s
psychological states beyond her motivation for acting, including her mem-
ories and plans for the future. It doesn’t seem like a few psychological states
would be sufficient to accomplish that; rather, to be sufficiently intelligible
to count as a narrative explanation in the sense I have specified, Garibaldi
would have to implant Larry with a lot of psychological states. This changes
the case from a local manipulation case to global manipulation case. I turn
to this case after considering an objection.

4. Are narrative explanations essentially historical?

Since narratives refer to an agent’s past, they might seem to be essentially
historical. Given this, isn’t the ownership condition I have offered really
another historical condition? The first thing to bear in mind is that the
ownership condition I have offered is psychological coherence. Such coher-
ence is explicitly non-historical; it’s a property of either a person-stage of an
individual or an individual at a particular time. Narrative explanations by an
ideal narrator are only used to illuminate the kind of coherence at issue. Still,
it might seem that history matters insofar as a narrative explanation must
reference an individual’s past. However, a narrative explanation doesn’t
reference the individual’s actual past, but rather her memories of the past
(including both immediately consciously available memories and ‘buried’
memories). And an individual’s memories needn’t be veridical. There are
hypothetical cases where individuals have no past and yet they plausibly act
from psychological coherence – namely, so-called instant agents.20 The ideal
narrator can plausibly provide a narrative explanation of an instant agent’s
very first action. They will be able to do this if the instant agent is created
with the necessary ingredients for psychological coherence, and this seems
possible given that psychological coherence is a relation that holds between
the individual’s psychological states – for example, beliefs, desires, mem-
ories, values, cares, and so on. The fact that some or all of her memories
might be false doesn’t matter: the narrative explanation of her action will
still explain her actions in terms of psychological states beyond those that
moved her to action.21

One might worry that the ideal narrator’s narrative explanation is no
more reliable an indicator of psychological coherence than the first-person
narrative explanation that I dismissed earlier due to worries about confabu-
lation. It might be that the narrator is simply telling us an intelligible story
but that the agent does not in fact act from psychological coherence; it only
seems like she does because of the story’s reliance on implanted pseudo-
memories.

In response, it is first important to note that the sense of psychological
coherence I have mind is not a phenomenological sense of psychological
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coherence. So, the story told by the ideal narrator is not meant to represent
the agent’s sense (deluded or otherwise) of her own coherence. Rather, it is
meant to represent a structural sense of psychological coherence that holds
between psychological states (though I do not intend to dismiss a connec-
tion between these two senses of psychological coherence). Second, notice
that non-implanted memories may also be partly or entirely non-veridical,
but even so they seem able to support a story about why a person acts the
way she does on a particular occasion. For example, the fact a person
remembers her attackers having a gun even though they had no gun
helps explain why the person later testifies in court that this was the case.
The fact you falsely remember me saying that I dislike carrots helps to
explain why you don’t serve me carrots. Such non-veridical memories play
the same functional role as veridical memories do in psychological coher-
ence. Since pseudo-memories are a type of non-veridical memory, it seems
fine for them to help constitute one’s psychological coherence.

Further, one might worry that since narrative explanations involve appeal
to emotions and that because emotions are ‘essentially diachronic’
(Velleman 2003: 13) that narrative explanations must also be essentially
diachronic. However, the claim that emotions are essentially diachronic is
suspect. It seems clear that emotions are dispositionally diachronic – that is,
they are disposed to unfold or persist through time. But being disposed to
do something and actually doing it are two different things. It is true that I
wouldn’t plausibly care about something (that is, have an emotionally-laden
attitude towards something) at t1 if I wasn’t disposed to continue to care
about it beyond t1. But it seems implausible that I actually have to continue
to care beyond t1 to count as caring at t1. We might suppose that the above
mentioned instant agent is brought into existence for a moment and then
immediately taken out of existence. I see no reason why the instant agent
cannot be said to care about things or experience emotions more generally
in that moment, given that she is brought into existence with the full
psychological profile of a fully developed human adult. What seems impor-
tant to her having cares and emotions, it seems to me, is that she would
have continued to have them beyond that moment if her life hadn’t been
tragically cut short.22 I suspect that others have confused grounds for
attributing an emotion or care with grounds for possessing an emotion or
care.23

To support and clarify the above considerations, consider the following
analogy. Normally, a history is required to make a cake (one involving
certain ingredients being mixed, and the resulting batter being cooked at
a certain temperature for a certain amount of time), but that process can be
circumvented in principle. We might imagine a god-like being bringing a
cake instantly into existence. The same is true, I claim, with morally respon-
sible agents: normally it takes years to go from a mere individual to a
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morally responsible agent, but that process can also be circumvented in
principle. So, the fact that being morally responsible for an action requires
psychological coherence doesn’t require that a morally responsible agent
has a real history (though morally responsible agents will normally have real
histories). All that’s required is that an individual has memories (or memory-
like states). If an action issues from psychological coherence, then the agent
will have such psychological states. It doesn’t matter how the agent came to
be psychologically coherent; all that matters for moral responsibility, in my
view, is that her actions issue from such coherence.

To repeat, the ideal narrator’s narrative explanation is reflective of the
agent’s psychological coherence, and not of her actual history. Hence my
structural ownership condition isn’t a backdoor historical condition.

5. Global manipulation

5.1 Variant 1

But what if an individual is implanted with large amount of psychological
states? Let’s now consider such ‘global’ manipulation cases.24 Here is most
widely discussed global manipulation case:

Brainwashed Beth. When Beth crawled into bed last night she was an excep-
tionally sweet person, as she always had been. Beth’s character was such that
intentionally doing anyone serious bodily harm definitely was not an option
for her: her character – or collection of values – left no place for a desire to do
such a thing to take root. … But Beth awakes with a desire to stalk and kill a
neighbor, George. Although she had always found George unpleasant, she is
very surprised by this desire. What happened is that, while Beth slept, a team
of psychologists that had discovered the system of values that make Chuck [a
serial killer] tick implanted those values in Beth after erasing hers. They did this
while leaving her memory intact, which helps account for her surprise. Beth
reflects on her new desire. Among other things, she judges, rightly, that it is
utterly in line with her system of values. She also judges that she finally sees
the light about morality – that it is a system designed for and by weaklings. …
Seeing absolutely no reason not to stalk and kill George, provided that she can
get away with it, Beth devises a plan for killing him, and she executes it – and
him – that afternoon. (Mele 2013: 169–170)

It seems to many that Beth isn’t morally responsible for killing George.
Granting that Beth has satisfied all the leading non-historical conditions,25

it seems that those conditions are insufficient for being morally responsible.
While we might judge that Beth isn’t morally responsible, there are some

important details of this case that seem problematic. By hypothesis, Beth
has the background psychological contents – that is, the beliefs, desires,
memories, and all the rest – of an exceptionally sweet person, yet she now
has the values of a serial killer.26 These new values lead to the production of
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a desire to kill George. Mele (2013: 169) claims that Beth would be ‘surprised
by this new desire’. Presumably, she would also be surprised by her unex-
plained acquisition of the values of a serial killer. But merely being ‘sur-
prised’ by her murderous desires and her serial killer values seems absurd. It
seems that any previously exceptionally sweet person would be more than
just surprised by this. I think they would find it downright horrifying, and
wouldn’t, as Mele suggests, simply take it in their stride. Beth, after all,
remembers being exceptionally sweet, yet she now has the values of a serial
killer that has produced a desire to murder her neighbour. While it might
make sense to her why she has that desire, given her new values, it won’t
make sense to her why she has those values. At the very least, we would
expect Beth to be severely confused by this sudden change. Indeed, it’s
likely that she would believe that she had a severe mental illness or she
would display the symptoms of someone suffering from a severe mental
illness. Beth might even attribute this nefarious change in her values to the
actions of some other agent. Her attribution would be similar to how a
person suffering from thought insertion attributes a thought she is having
to some other agent – that is to say, the person thinks that someone else is
thinking thoughts in her mind. The only difference being that Beth is
correct: she does have someone else’s values.

Of course, Mele might just stipulate (however dubiously) that Beth
doesn’t have these psychological problems when she kills George. Let’s
grant that stipulation for the sake of argument. Is this enough to render
Beth psychologically coherent? Let’s consider what story the ideal narrator
would say about her.

Given that Beth has the values of a serial killer, the ideal narrator will be
able to explain her action with respect to parts of her psychology at the time
of action beyond her motivation for acting. They might even be able to
explain Beth’s action with respect to her planned future actions, if we
assume that these plans derive solely from her new system of values. But,
because Beth has some of the beliefs and all of the memories of an
exceptionally sweet person, the ideal narrator cannot explain her action
with respect to her memories of her past actions. All she will remember
are the actions of a sweet and kind person, actions which cannot explain
why she now has the values of a serial killer. There will therefore be a
disparity between her current psychological profile and how she came to
have that psychological profile, as her memories suggest that she shouldn’t
be the sort of person she now is. This disparity would render the ideal
narrator’s attempt at a narrative explanation of Beth’s killing of George
unintelligible, because that story would be muddled between Beth’s mem-
ories and remaining beliefs associated with being an exceptionally sweet
person, having the values, beliefs, and desires of a serial killer, and having
plans for future heinous actions. In short, Beth lacks the psychological
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resources for the ideal narrator to be able to tell us a sufficiently intelligible
story about why Beth killed George. So, Beth doesn’t satisfy my ownership
condition.

5.2 Variant 2

Suppose we change the case so that the manipulators provide Beth with
pseudo-memories such that the ideal narrator is then able to provide a
narrative explanation of her action of killing George (cf. Dennett 2003: 283).
Is Beth morally responsible for killing George? There is now no good reason
to think she isn’t. Notice that it is clear that in this variant post-brainwashing
Beth is a numerically distinct person to pre-brainwashing Beth, according to
the psychological continuity theory.27 According to Parfit (1984: 206), psy-
chological continuity requires overlapping chains of strong psychological
connectedness – that is, the holding of more than 50% of the connections
that normally hold from day to day in normal people. Examples of such
connections include an experience and a memory of that experience, and
forming a value and continuing to hold that value. In this variant, the two
Beths aren’t just different in terms of their values and desires, but also in
terms of their memories, so there doesn’t seem to be enough to maintain
strong psychological connectedness and, thus, psychological continuity.
Indeed, Parfit (1984: 207) notes that ‘there would not be continuity of
character if radical and unwanted changes were produced by abnormal
interference, such as direct tampering with the brain’. Hence there is a
break in psychological continuity – and hence a break in personal identity –
between pre- and post-brainwashing Beth. Mele (1995: 175, n.22) does try to
pre-empt worries about personal identity by claiming that the brainwashing
in cases like this doesn’t undercut psychological continuity. But this only
seems plausible in variant 1, where post-brainwashing Beth has pre-
brainwashing Beth’s memories. In this variant, it seems clear, assuming a
psychological account of personal identity, that post-brainwashing Beth is a
numerically different person to pre-brainwashing Beth.

Of course, Mele also claims that post-brainwashing Beth is the same
person as pre-brainwashing Beth according to non-psychological accounts
of personal identity. This also seems true in this variant of his case. However,
if personal identity is what determines responsibility over time, then it seems
that non-psychological accounts of personal identity are untenable. Such
accounts would imply that an individual is morally responsible for some past
action even though she shares no psychological features with her earlier
self, who performed the action. For example, suppose Garry murders some-
one while satisfying all the relevant conditions on moral responsibility, but
then has all his psychological states erased instantly, and is then given an
entirely new and different set of psychological states. If a non-psychological
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account of personal identity is true and personal identity is what determines
moral responsibility over time, then Garry-with-the-new-psychology is
morally responsible for Garry-with-the-old-psychology’s action. This is pre-
posterous. They are psychologically alike and related in absolutely no
respect; they just happen to be identical, according to non-psychological
accounts of personal identity. So, either non-psychological accounts must
be rejected or personal identity doesn’t ground responsibility over time.
Either way, the relevant relation for moral responsibility over time is psy-
chological in nature. Notably, Olson (1997: 58) – a prominent defender of a
non-psychological account of personal identity known as ‘animalism’ –
agrees.

Let’s suppose that a non-psychological account of personal identity is
true for the sake of argument. We might then say that even though pre- and
post-brainwashing Beth are numerically identical, they are practically dis-
tinct. We implicitly make this distinction in real life all the time. We some-
times say that an individual is ‘not the person they used to be’ without
meaning that they are literally a new entity. On the kind of view implied by
Olson, practical identity (and not numerical identity) is the relation that
underlies moral responsibility over time, and practical identity is a psycho-
logical relation. This relation cannot be psychological continuity, because
this relation allows for absolutely no psychological similarity between an
individual at two times. Remember: psychological continuity only requires
overlapping chains of strong psychological connectedness, so psychological
continuity might hold between an individual at two times even though the
individual at those two times is in no way psychological connected, and it is
psychological connectedness that implies psychological similarity.

We need not specify exactly what the relation of practical identity over
time is to see how this reply works. We can simply say that because there’s a
significant psychological difference – that is, practical identity doesn’t hold –
between pre- and post-brainwashing Beth that we have no grounds to treat
post-brainwashing Beth like pre-brainwashing Beth (and vice versa) if, say,
the brainwashing was reversed after Beth killed George. The upshot is that
there’s no problem with holding post-brainwashing Beth is morally respon-
sible, because this doesn’t imply that pre-brainwashing Beth (the exception-
ally sweet parts of Beth) would be morally responsible for post-brainwashing
Beth’s actions.

5.3 Variant 3

If my response to variant 1 were unsuccessful – that is, it’s in fact plausible
that post-brainwashing Bath acts from psychological coherence – then we
can extend my reply to variant 2 to this variant. To avoid confusion, let’s call
this ‘variant 3ʹ. This variant features the following three stipulations: (i) Beth

CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY 473

https://doi.org/10.1080/00455091.2018.1480853 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1080/00455091.2018.1480853


has no pseudo-memories implanted; (ii) post-brainwashing Beth is the same
person, according to the psychological continuity theory, as pre-
brainwashing Beth; (iii) post-manipulation Beth acts from psychological
coherence – that is, the ideal narrator can, counter to what I argued in
§5.1, provide a narrative explanation of Beth murdering George. While this
seems to be how Mele intends his case to be read, it doesn’t strike me as the
most natural way to read this case. In effect, I’ve given reasons to doubt
whether all three stipulations can be held consistently, but I’ll now show
that my reply can be extended even granting these conjointly unnatural
stipulations – that is, even granting that I am incorrect that post-
manipulation Beth is psychologically incoherent when she kills George.

Given that my account implies that post-manipulation Beth in this variant
owns her action of killing George (because we’ve accepted for the sake of
argument, however dubiously, that she acts from psychological coherence)
and (granting she satisfies all other necessary conditions on being morally
responsible) is morally responsible for doing so, my account might seem
unable to accommodate the strong intuition that post-manipulation Beth
isn’t morally responsible. Again, I must stress that we are assuming, counter
to what I argued in §5.1, that post-manipulation Beth is psychological
coherent. Assuming this, though, given that there is a significant (if not
numerical-identity-breaking) psychological difference between pre- and
post-manipulation Beth (they have radically different values), we can still
say that post-manipulation Beth isn’t practically identical to pre-
manipulation Beth, and any reversal of the brainwashing will lead to a
similar break in practical identity. Given this, the intuition that Beth isn’t
morally responsible is undercut because it, I contend, rides on the fact that
Beth is ‘exceptionally sweet’. Post-brainwashing Beth isn’t exceptionally
sweet; for her entire (perhaps short) practical existence she has been noth-
ing other than a moral monster. Hence, this variant isn’t a counterexample
to my proposed ownership condition on moral responsibility either. So, even
if we assume post-manipulation Beth is psychologically coherent, this case
doesn’t undermine my proposed view.28

6. Conclusion

Consider Alice and Bob again. Alice came to have the psychological states
and capacities that were essential to her A-ing under her own steam (i.e.
without being manipulated). Bob, on the other hand, didn’t. It therefore
seems that Bob is (at least) less morally responsible than Alice; indeed, many
hold that agents like him are not at all morally responsible. But this is our
reaction to this case without much information on the details of the manip-
ulation at issue, and the details matter. If Bob were locally manipulated to
A – that is, implanted with a small amount of psychological states – then I
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think he would be not at all morally responsible, because he wouldn’t act
from psychological coherence. So, the structural ownership condition I have
posited satisfies intuitions about local manipulation. If Bob were globally
manipulated, then one of three things might be true: (1) Bob might be
psychological incoherent; (2) post-manipulation Bob might be numerically
distinct to pre-manipulation Bob; or (3) even if post-manipulation Bob isn’t
numerically distinct from pre-manipulation Bob, post-manipulation Bob
might be practically distinct from pre-manipulation Bob such that we can
treat post-manipulation Bob (at least when it comes to moral responsibility)
as if he is numerically distinct from pre-manipulation Bob. The structural
ownership condition I have sketched in this paper either satisfies the intui-
tion about a globally manipulated agent or explains it away. Either way,
neither local nor global manipulation cases pose a problem for my proposed
structural ownership condition on moral responsibility.

The debate between historicists and non-historicists – whether they are
compatibilists or libertarians – rages on. My goal in this paper has been to
show that there is room for non-historical ownership condition, and I have
proposed a structural ownership condition. The debate between historicism
and non-historicism hasn’t been settled here. Indeed, I haven’t directly
criticised historicism in this paper. As with historical ownership conditions,
the proposed non-historical ownership condition should be taken to be a
necessary condition on being morally responsible. To ascertain a complete
set of conditions on moral responsibility at the time of action, we therefore
need to find other necessary conditions, such as agential conditions (e.g.
reasons-responsiveness, agent-causation) and epistemic conditions (e.g.
moral sensitivity or moral knowledge). That is a task for another time.29

Notes

1. In this paper, I am solely concerned with direct moral responsibility. Many
distinguish between direct and derivative moral responsibility to make sense
of responsibility for drunken behaviour and in so-called ‘character setting’
cases. As McKenna (2012: 166–167) makes clear, the distinction between direct
and derivative moral responsibility is one that the non-historicist (those who
hold that only factors at the time of action determine whether or not a person
is responsible) can accept, because the non-historicist need only hold that
there are no historical conditions (that is, factors beyond the time of action
that at least partially determine whether or not a person is responsible) on
direct moral responsibility. This is not to say, though, that the non-historicist
must accept this distinction. See, for instance, Khoury (2012).

2. This case is adapted from Mele (1995: 145).
3. Positive historicists include: Fischer and Ravizza (1998) and McKenna (2016).
4. Negative historicists include: Mele (1995) and Haji and Cuypers (2007).
5. Structuralists include: Frankfurt (1971), Watson (1975), Arpaly and Schroeder

(1999), Shoemaker (2003), Smith (2005), Talbert (2009), and Sripada (2016).
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6. Reasons-responsive theorists include: Wolf (1987), Nelkin (2011), and McKenna
(2013).

7. While Fischer and Ravizza (1998) overall view is a historical one, their historical
condition is separate from their reasons-responsiveness condition, which is
non-historical. On their view, an agent is morally responsible if she acts from
her own moderately reasons-responsive mechanism. It’s their ownership con-
dition that’s historical. I work with their account because it is both the most
widely discussed and it accommodates an ownership condition most easily.

8. Structuralist views are often thought to struggle to accommodate moral
responsibility for weak willed actions. Reasons responsive theories thus seem
to have an edge over structuralist theories. However, more recent and more
developed structuralist views – such as Sripada’s (2016) – seem able to
accommodate moral responsibility for weak willed actions. Sripada also claims
his view can accommodate responsibility for out of character actions.
Elsewhere, however, I argue that the ‘out of character’ objection fails. See
Hartman and Matheson (Forthcoming).

9. Cf. Locke (1975: 104–106).
10. Given that there can be incoherent preferences, it is possible that an individual

can have differing conceptions of the good; consequently, the agent might
have competing character systems – i.e. independently coherent sets of pre-
ferences. While allowing multiple conceptions of the good might permit
Ekstrom to accommodate the possibility of responsibility for actions that
stem from ambivalence, the possibility of multiple character systems is a
strange and implausible result. She would only create bigger problems for
herself by attempting to avoid the initial problem in this way.

11. When an agent cares about something she is (among other things) emotion-
ally invested in that something: she will experience positive emotions when
that thing does well and negative emotions when that thing does badly;
caring will also generate certain motivations. For a more developed account
of cares, see Sripada (2016).

12. See Doris (2015) for an overview.
13. Schechtman (1996: 114–119) proposes an articulation or intelligibility constraint

on narratives, which also applies to narrative explanations. While I think
Schechtman provides a good (though far from perfect) account of intelligibility,
I think that we have an intuitive understanding of what an intelligible narrative
explanation amounts to that’s sufficient for my current purposes. That is, we all
have some sense of when stories make sense and when they don’t. While
Velleman (1989) talks about the intelligibility of actions, note that my concern
is with the intelligibility of narrative explanations of actions.

14. I elaborate on the notion of psychological connectedness in §5.2.
15. Note while Schechtman (1996) only discusses one sort of narrative,

Schechtman (2007) appeals to a similar, if not identical, distinction in response
to Strawson (2004).

16. Cf. Shabo’s (2010: 376) Ego Button case.
17. For more on this point, see Matheson (2016: 1979–1980).
18. See Frankfurt (1988: 54).
19. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to consider this case.
20. Following Davidson (1987), we might think that since instant agents lack

histories they will lack thoughts and consequently not be morally responsible
on that basis. Zimmerman (1999), however, has argued that such worries,
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which stem from an adherence to externalism about mental content, can be
circumvented without rejecting externalism about mental content. We need
only suppose that an individual with a past has created the instant agent. That
individual can therefore ‘pass on’ (so to speak) the content of their thoughts.
See also McKenna’s (2016) ‘Suzie Instant’ case.

21. Suppose the world was created five minutes ago, and everyone came into
existence with (false) memories of their respective childhoods. The ideal
narrator would still be able to provide narrative explanations for our actions.
The fact our memories would be false doesn’t mean they don’t contribute to
psychological coherence. See Zimmerman (1999) for more discussion of this
sceptical scenario and its relation to the historicism/non-historicism debate.

22. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the details, I believe that
this is also the case for grief, contra Goldie (2012) who believes that grief can
only be understood a temporally extended way.

23. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing these worries.
24. This section draws from and substantially develops an argument I sketch in

Matheson (2014: 329–33).
25. This is not actually clear in Mele’s version of the case. In particular, he specifies

that Beth cannot do otherwise because of the values she now has. I have
removed this stipulation from the case because otherwise there is straightfor-
ward non-historicist response: we posit that moral responsibility requires the
ability to do otherwise, and I take a reasons-responsive condition to be a
compatibilist ability to do otherwise condition.

26. Of course, Beth’s background psychological contents don’t include those
beliefs and desires that are constitutive of her values, but it certainly contains
other standing beliefs and desires.

27. If Beth were implanted with a single pseudo-memory that explained in some way
her overnight radical change of character – perhaps to make her think she has
undergone a religious conversion – then she arguably would satisfy my owner-
ship condition whilst being numerically the same person. This is because the
ideal narrator would have a detail such that he could ‘bracket off’ her memories
of being a good person, and so could provide an intelligible narrative explana-
tion of why she killed George, without her having a radical enough of a change
to break psychological continuity. This variant of Brainwashed Beth would be
analogous to Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. While Paul was
previously a bad person, his apparent experience with God provides an explana-
tion for why the ideal narrator can set aside his earlier memories of his character.
It seems to me that Paul is morally responsible for his subsequent actions, and so
it seems to be no problem to accept that this (post-manipulation) Beth ismorally
responsible in this case too (cf. also Arpaly 2003: 126–129 and Mele 2006:
179–184). Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to consider this.

28. For specific accounts of practical identity – that is, accounts of responsibility
over time – see Strawson (2011), Shoemaker (2012), Khoury (2013), Matheson
(2014), and Khoury and Matheson (forthcoming).

29. Thanks to Helen Beebee and several anonymous reviewers.
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