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Abstract
Sometimes it seems that no matter how faultlessly we conduct ourselves, we cannot
but fail in our obligations, making us apt to feel morally responsible. But according
to the popular view I call ‘moralism’ about obligation, we cannot breach our obliga-
tions faultlessly, leading moralists to pathologize our feelings, or worse still, to find
fault in our conduct. I argue that we should reject moralism, but that we should
not do so in the ‘hard’ way, which denies the plausible claim that blameworthiness
entails fault. Yet we cannot ‘soften’ our anti-moralism unless we can explain how
ordinary agent-regret can rise to a ‘moral’ quality sufficient to do justice to the phe-
nomenology. I offer the outline of a proposal according to which a failure to meet
our obligations gives rise to agent-regret with the following ‘moral’ quality: it is
extraordinarily hard to let go of or justifiably repress it.

1. Introduction

In a recent video on businessman Steven Bartlett’s popular
YouTube channel The Diary of a CEO,1 Gary Stevenson – for-
mer Citibank trader, inequality economist and bestselling author of
The Trading Game – engages in a wide-ranging debate with Daniel
Priestley, serial tech entrepreneur and co-founder of a leading busi-
ness consultancy. For context, the host and both guests came from
a background of relative economic disadvantage, and all three have
gone on to become multi-millionaires. About halfway through the
debate, Stevenson puts the following anecdote to Priestley.2

1 At the time of writing, The Diary of a CEO has 9.94 million sub-
scribers worldwide. The video in question was watched 2.7 million times
in the first week of its release. You can watch it here: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=4yohVh4qcas&t=124s&ab_channel= TheDiaryOfACEO.

2 The anecdote starts at 1:16:22.
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Some guy came up to me, when I was unlocking my bike. Some
guy from Newcastle. Which is the North East of England. It’s
this quite poor town, there’s a lot of working class people there.
And he says “Oh, I’ve been watching you on YouTube, and I
love your stuff”.

And this guy started crying. This guy started crying on the
street. Right? In front of me. He’s like, “I work so hard, Gary.
I work two jobs. My mum’s sick, and I’m trying to help – I’m
trying to support, and I don’t understand why. And I’m sorry
that I’m crying. But nobody ever told me that it wasn’t my fault
before”. That’s what he said to me, okay?

And listen, listen. I believe 100%: aspiration, ambition,
entrepreneurial spirit. I will never see a kid who has that and
say, “Turn it off”. Okay? But the flipside of your “If you just
work hard enough, you can make it”, is “If you didn’t make it,
it’s because you didn’t work hard enough, and it’s your fault”.
And I would like you to sit and think very hard before you send
that message to young men and young women in our society’.

There are three features of Stevenson’s anecdote I wish to sharpen
up. Firstly, the gentleman in the anecdote describes a situation in
which he is desperately trying to do everything right to meet the
pressures he is facing in his life, obligations to multiple employ-
ers, his family, and (let us assume) a landlord, and perhaps some
creditors – all to no, or vanishingly little, avail. Secondly, and in
consequence, the gentleman feels responsible for his inability to meet
these demands, in particular relating to his mother’s illness, a feel-
ing so powerful and painful as to reduce him to tears. Thirdly,
the gentleman alludes to a common response to his situation to the
effect that it is his own fault, a response that Stevenson pointedly
implores Priestley to think seriously about before using his platform
to popularise.

I agree with Stevenson that the common response misrepresents
the ethical reality of this gentleman’s situation, and that there is
therefore something pernicious about spreading the sorts of ideas
that support it. But I do not think that the response is so com-
mon solely due to the impact of business elites, entrepreneurs and
social media influencers on public discourse – though I am sure that
will have played a large role. I believe the common response can
be arrived at by just about anyone, whoever they subscribe to on
YouTube, simply by putting together some seemingly innocuous
ethical ideas and drawing out their implications.
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The argument goes like this. Plausibly, those who breach their
obligations are thereby blameworthy for so doing. The principle
of the blameworthiness of breach (or BOB for short) strikes us as
straightforwardly correct. But equally, it is plausible that we can-
not be blameworthy for what is not our fault, that is, the principle
that blameworthiness entails fault (or BEF) strikes us as correct also.
Putting these two seemingly correct ideas together, we may infer
that people cannot be in breach of obligation, as is the case with
the gentleman in Stevenson’s anecdote, unless they are at fault in so
doing.

I want to call this view moralism about obligation. I think this view
of obligation is aptly labelled ‘moralist’ in part because it exhibits
core features of what Bernard Williams (1985) famously critiqued
under the heading of ‘the morality system’. One is that, in making
faultless breach an impossibility, it reduces the value of obligation
to the quality of our moral agency, placing the significance not so
much on what we do as on how we try to do it, that is: faultlessly. Or
as Williams puts it, on such a ‘false picture of the moral life … I am
provided by reason, or perhaps by religious illumination (this pic-
ture owes much to Christianity), with a knowledge of the moral law,
and I need only the will to obey it’ (1993: 94–95, my italics). Another
is the implication that ‘if someone has acted justifiably from a moral
point of view’, so that they act faultlessly, ‘then no-one can justifiably
complain, from that point of view, of his so acting’ (1981: 36–37).
On the view at issue, the faultless cannot possibly have breached an
obligation, thus removing the basis for anyone to justifiably raise a
complaint against them.

But more importantly, in belonging to the morality system in
Williams’s sense, this view of obligation should find itself ‘con-
nected with a particular deformation, moralism’ (1985: 264, n. 216),
which, on Matthieu Queloz’s reading of Williams, is ‘a form of
preaching at others that is disrespectful of their experience’ (2024:
443). I think this view of obligation can indeed neatly explain
both the preaching and the disrespect for experience on the part of
those committed to it, further supporting the suitability of the label
‘moralism’.3

3 Admittedly, the label will seem unsuitable to those who think ‘moral-
ism’ must stand opposed to what C. A. J. Coady calls ‘the realist theme that
morality sometimes (or commonly) demands the impossible of interna-
tional policy and ignores the realities of power’ (2008: 19), since in making
breach of obligation depend on what it is within our power to do, the view
I am calling ‘moralist’ is in fact quite in keeping with the realist theme.
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Suppose someone who holds this view perceives that the gentle-
man in Stevenson’s anecdote is indeed working as hard as he can,
that he is indeed without fault. Since qua moralist they deny the
possibility of faultless breach, they are forced to deny that there is
in fact any failure on the gentleman’s part which he could be apt to
feel responsible for at all. Any crying, torment or despair, or any feel-
ings of responsibility these may be taken to express, will be regarded
as pathological – a condescending denial of the gentleman’s most
intimate experiences of his own life.4 Now suppose, instead, and
perhaps recoiling from this implication, that the moralist takes the
gentleman’s feelings seriously. Since qua moralist they cannot pin
the aptness of the feelings on a faultless breach, they are forced to
conclude that the breach must in fact have been the gentleman’s
fault. Having such an attitudinal disposition to find fault in others,
and to express that conviction in speech and behaviour, strikes me
as a paradigm way in which people can be said to be preachy.

I see the point, but I believe, as Coady himself goes on to say, that a sensi-
ble realism must allow, for example, that ‘Slavery was unjust … even when
it was well entrenched, part of normal economic operations, and thought
impossible to eliminate’ (2008: 20). I therefore fail to see why a view that
tends towards the opposite implication cannot just as sensibly be called a
‘moralism’. For congenial arguments against the claim that ‘ought implies
can’ at the level of reasons for action, see Ulrike Heuer (2010).

4 To be clear: the pathologising tendency internal to moralism takes
what the gentleman says he feels at face value, disrespecting him by con-
descendingly denying the aptness of that feeling. It does not condescend
to him by calling into question the sincerity or accuracy of his self-report
about what he feels, or his experiencing it as apt. I also do not claim that
denying the aptness of someone’s feelings is necessarily condescending or
otherwise disrespectful. As far as I can tell, it is only condescending where
doing so calls into question the integrity of their emotional connection to
the world. If someone’s feelings are obviously pathological (e.g. fear of a
harmless flower), that alone casts doubt on their emotional faculties – no
denial of aptness needed. Conversely, if someone’s feelings are obviously
apt (e.g. fear of an axe-wielding attacker), a denial of aptness is powerless
to call their faculties into question. But if the feelings lie somewhere in
between (e.g. fear ahead of an important public performance), it strikes us
as condescending to deny their aptness outright, precisely because – their
aptness being more debatable – such a denial itself calls the integrity of
the person’s emotional faculties into question. I take it that the feelings of
those in situations like our gentleman fall in this third bucket. Thanks to a
reviewer for pushing me to get clear on exactly what is problematic about
the pathologizing tendency.
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I think it is the lattermoralising tendency that the gentleman com-
monly endures in response to his situation, and which Stevenson
attributes to the influence of public figures like Priestley. But to my
mind, it may also be attributed to the independently plausible view I
am calling ‘moralism’ about obligation, and it is not the only moral-
ising tendency internal to that view. For, as we have just seen, those
moralists who do not seek to find fault in the gentleman’s conduct
will be forced instead to deny his feelings as pathological.

In this paper, I seek to vindicate Stevenson’s opposition to
Priestley from a philosophical perspective. I will argue that the
moralist’s argument, though initially plausible, does not in the end
go through. To this end, I interrogate its two main premisses, BEF
and BOB, in Sections 2 and 3 respectively. I submit that the argu-
ment is unsound at BOB, and not BEF, with twofold implications.
Firstly, we should reject moralism about obligation, and we should
do so by rejecting BOB. Secondly, an anti-moralism that fails to
recognise this will take a form no less ugly than the moralism it seeks
to oppose, in the way it represents the gentleman from Stevenson’s
anecdote. In Section 4 I explain why, to avoid this mistake, anti-
moralists need to do some serious moral-psychological work in
interpreting the gentleman’s feelings, and I offer an outline of how
this work might proceed. Section 5 briefly concludes.

2. Does blameworthiness entail fault?

The first way of denying the moralist’s argument accepts the
blameworthiness of breach, BOB, whilst denying BEF, the claim
that blameworthiness entails fault. Applied to the gentleman in
Stevenson’s anecdote, this view first uses BOB to interpret him as
aptly blaming himself for his inability to adequately support his
mother through her illness, and then, by denying BEF, allows his
blame to remain apt in the absence of fault. That is how this form
of anti-moralism avoids pathologising his feelings of responsibility,
without being forced to redescribe what he feels responsible for as
somehow his own fault.

If, like Stevenson, we found it pernicious how moralism can lead
us to find fault in the gentleman’s conduct, then we should find this
way of opposing it no less pernicious. After all, they both involve
treating the gentleman unduly harshly. But whilst the fault-finding
tendency in moralism is unduly harsh in how it evaluates the gen-
tleman’s conduct, the anti-moralism at issue is unduly harsh in
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the consequences it metes out.5 So whilst it might not seek to find
fault where there is none, it finds punitive feelings of blame apt
nonetheless.6 In this way, the denial of BEF results in too ‘hard’ an
anti-moralism, by the anti-moralist’s own lights. We should want to
reject hard anti-moralism if at all possible.

Before we consider BEF in more detail, we should note that
responses to situations like that of the gentleman in Stevenson’s
anecdote have often expressed a hard anti-moralism. An early exam-
ple is Ruth Barcan Marcus (1980: 130), who takes moralism ‘to
claim that it would be mistaken to feel guilt or remorse about hav-
ing failed to act according to that obligation … since [the] obligation
was vitiated and [our] feelings are inappropriate’, a claim which,
she continues, ‘is false to the facts’. Having thus endorsed BOB,
she goes on to claim that there are at least some obligations that
may be breached ‘however holy our wills or rational our strate-
gies’ (1980: 135), that is, however faultless we may be.7 Another
example is Martha Nussbaum, who asks if the Mycenaean king
Agamemnon’s sacrifice of his innocent daughter Iphigenia is a case
of ‘actual blameworthywrongdoing’ (2001: 27), given that the brutal
deed, on Aeschylus’s telling, was in effect necessitated by the gods.
Nussbaum finds that Agamemnon’s subsequent downfall speaks ‘to
our intuitive demand that even the constrained killer should come

5 Someone who always finds fault in the faultless but never blames the
faulty is always evaluatively harsh, but never harsh in the consequences.
Conversely, someone who never finds fault in the faultless but always
blames in the absence of fault is never evaluatively harsh, but always harsh
in the consequences. The two forms of harshness, and so the two views
associated with them, are in this way logically independent. I am grateful
to a reviewer for pushing me to clarify this distinction.

6 In what follows I assume that blame is punitive. As Mitchell N.
Berman notes (2012: 142), the most plausible definitions of punishment
have typically made reference to the intentional imposition of burden-
some consequences for some putative offence. When we blame someone
for something they did – whether we are right to do so or not – we do
something that satisfies this definition. Some definitions of punishment
require, in addition, that the offence is a legal offence and that the imposer
of burdensome consequences is legally constituted. I demur from this
condition, since, as Leo Zaibert (2006: 7–37) points out, some paradig-
matic punishments are meted out for non-legal offences by parents, whose
authority to do so is not obviously legally constituted.

7 For Marcus (1980: 134–5), the prime example is the higher-order
obligation not to act in ways that, in effect, render faultless breach of
obligation unavoidable.
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to regard himself as a killer and should suffer, in his own person,
for his deed’ (2001: 41), a demand reflecting ‘a deep ethical response
that would be intelligible in the absence of the divine’ (ibid.). More
recently, Amy Sepinwall (2017: 524–5) nods approvingly to aspects
of ‘the Ancients’ responsibility practice’, seeking to recover its ratio-
nale, within which ‘one can be blameworthy even if one is not at
fault’. In a similar proposal, Elinor Mason (2019: 248–9) considers
someone who inadvertently loses her friend’s sentimental necklace,
finding that ‘it is plausible that she should feel something in the
region of remorse’, and that she ‘should feel really bad about what
she did, even though there was no bad will’.

In the hard anti-moralist literature, BEF is frequently denied
solely on the strength of the phenomenology in cases like the gen-
tleman in Stevenson’s anecdote.8 But is there any way of arguing
against BEF on more principled grounds? No doubt, the intuitive
connection between blameworthiness and fault is extremely tight,
and BEF does indeed seem to be thoroughly entrenched in our
blaming practices in both their interpersonal and institutionalised
forms.9 One way we might drive a wedge between them is to suggest
that though fault may be sufficient for blameworthiness, it is not in

8 In Marcus, see the frequent allusions to how both moralism and
soft anti-moralism promote patterns of feeling in faultless situations that
are simply ‘false to the facts’ (1980: 130; 133, n. 11) or ‘the moral facts’
(1980: 132). Nussbaum uses classical examples to build up to the asser-
tion that the emotional response of the ‘good agent’ in such situations ‘will
not be simply regret’ but ‘an emotion more like remorse’ (2001: 43), where
the strength of this phenomenological data is taken as a fixed point from
which the distinctively modern endorsement of BEF can be seen to be
false. Mason tries to retrofit a sui generis feeling she calls ‘remorse’ to the
same phenomenology, which she regards as distinct from blame. But since
Mason’s brief remarks (2019: 249) are sufficient only to distinguish what
she calls ‘remorse’ from other-directed blame, rather than self-directed
blame, I regard her as engaged in basically the same sort of appeal to the
phenomenology.

9 In moral and legal theory,BEF is usually called the ‘Fault Principle’.
In law, it appears at §1.02(1)c of the American Law Institute’s (1985)Model
Penal Code, a document that has since its first publication in 1962 played
a significant role in the recodification of criminal law in a majority of U.S.
jurisdictions – seeMarkusDubber (2015: 5–7). Though the Fault Principle
often receives explicit thematisation in legal theory, it usually gets assumed
on the strength of scholarly consensus, as when Stephen J. Morse (2000:
879) says that ‘virtually all criminal law theorists agree that moral fault is
at least a necessary condition of blame and punishment’. In moral theory,
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fact necessary. For instance, we can suggest that for someone to be
blameworthy, all that is needed is a genuine moral reason to blame
them, which may but need not be a fault-based reason.

This should sound familiar from consequentialist accounts of
blame, which all say, typically hedged in various ways, that it is nec-
essary for the justification of (a system of) blame that it leads to the
best outcomes.10 Such accounts are often considered unconvincing
because we can accept that blaming someone blameless may on occa-
sion lead to the best outcomes, without conceding that this somehow
makes it a genuinely apt or fitting response.11 And for someone to be
blameworthy for something just is for it to be genuinely apt to blame
them for it.

More recently, hard anti-moralists have attempted to deny BEF
by allowing, like the consequentialists, that it is sufficient for some-
one to be blameworthy that there is simply a genuine moral reason
to blame them, not necessarily a fault-based one. But unlike the
consequentialists, the fault-independent moral reasons are based,
not in the outcomes, but in our close relationships. To be precise,
the relevant reasons either are or are explained by the fact that a
close relationship obtains between the putatively blameworthy per-
son and the one they let down by their conduct, such as between the
gentleman in Stevenson’s anecdote and his mother. Relationship-
based arguments against BEF on this pattern are less obviously
unconvincing than simple consequentialist ones. Of the hard anti-
moralists, it is perhaps Sepinwall who has gone furthest in advancing
them. I now consider and rebut three such lines of thought adapted
from Sepinwall (2017: 546–552).

by contrast, it is more often assumed on the strength of intuition, as do, for
example, Susan Wolf (2001: 16) and Miranda Fricker (2016: 168–70).

10 The basic rationale is owed to Jeremy Bentham. As he famously says
of punishment quite generally, ‘Upon the principle of utility, if it ought at
all to be admitted, it ought only to be admitted in as far as it promises to
exclude some greater evil’ (2007: XIII, §1.II).

11 David Boonin (2008: 41) helpfully calls this the ‘punishing the inno-
cent objection’. For the classic statement of the distinction between reasons
that make responses apt or fitting and those that contribute to making them
justifiable overall, see Justin D’Arms and Daniel Jacobsen (2002). Some,
such as Jonathan Way (2012) are sceptical of this distinction in general,
and others, such as Barry Maguire (2017), are sceptical that it is help-
fully considered a distinction within the normativity of reasons. Though
I am not averse to these views, they remain contested, so I proceed on the
assumption that the distinction is sound.
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The first line of thought is the argument from higher standards.12

If we are lucky, our close relations are deeply important to us in
ways that demand that we assess our own behaviour towards themby
higher standards. So, if we let down our family, say, this can make it
reasonable – at least from our own perspective – to believe we were at
fault in so doing, even if in fact we were not. For instance, if the gen-
tleman in Stevenson’s anecdote is unable to adequately support his
mother through her illness, it may be perfectly understandable for
him, out of love for his mother, to believe that he is at fault in letting
her down. The hard anti-moralist suggestion here is that if the gen-
tleman’s tears express feelings of self-blame (e.g., guilt or remorse),
then that may be a genuinely apt response to his belief that he is
at fault. The close relationship is said to make this doxastic fact a
good moral reason for him to blame himself, in virtue of which he is
blameworthy despite not being at fault.

The problem, I submit, is that this argument falls foul of the plau-
sible principle that apt feelings are in general veridical. To see this,
consider, first of all, that if our feelings admit of assessment as apt,
that is because they have representational content. For instance, fear
represents its object as dangerous, and that is why it can be apt or not,
depending on whether its object is dangerous or not. To generalise:
for any given feeling to be genuinely apt, its object has to genuinely
be as that feeling represents it as being. This is why, if the object is
not in fact as the feeling represents it as being, then merely believ-
ing otherwise is not enough to secure the feeling’s aptness. Imagine
your immature friend finds an unfunny joke funny. There is no con-
textual feature, no unintended meaning, nothing edgy about it that
your friend is responding to – the joke is straightforwardly unfunny,
yet they believe it to be funny. This doxastic fact may make their
laughter intelligible, but it cannot make it apt. By the same token,
even if Stevenson’s gentleman believes he is at fault in letting his
mother down, that cannot make his self-blame apt, no matter how
reasonable his belief might be in light of the higher standards his
love demands. The relationship may, at best, turn this doxastic fact
into a fault-independent moral reason for him to blame himself, but
he will not be made blameworthy thereby.

The second line of thought is the argument from degrees of blame-
worthiness. This argument trades on the following observation.
When one person injures another, their degree of blameworthiness
depends on the type of relationship they stand in with the victim,

12 See Sepinwall (2017: 546–548).
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even when we hold fixed: (a) the injury itself, and (b) the degree
of fault. To see this, imagine two equally negligent drivers hit and
injure a child. If one is the child’s parent, and the other merely a
stranger, we may think it apt for the former to blame themselves
more than the latter. Similarly, if the gentleman in Stevenson’s anec-
dote is unable to pay for his mother’s medical treatment, we may
think it apt for him to blame himself more than does a random
stranger for their inability to do the same. The hard anti-moralist
infers that his close relationship to his mother must therefore fur-
nish him with fault-independent moral reasons that bear in the right
kind of way on his self-blame.

I agree that fault-independent moral reasons can indeed deter-
mine how much blame is apt: considerations such as proportionality,
the relationship between the blamer and the injurer (including their
relative ‘standing’), and whether and to what extent the injurer is
independently remorseful. I also agree that the type of relationship
that obtains between injurer and victim should be counted amongst
these considerations. Quite clearly, the ethical significance of let-
ting down our own family members differs from letting down a
stranger’s, and this supports genuinemoral reasons that bear on how
much we should blame ourselves, in a way that reasons of political
expediency (say) do not. But that is not really to the hard anti-
moralist’s point. What they need is to provide fault-independent
moral reasons that tell us not how much blame is apt, but that blame
is apt in the first place. And the considerations at issue do not plausi-
bly play this role. So, whilst I agree that how much we blame (say) a
negligent injurermay aptly varywith their relationship to the victim,
whether it is apt to blame them at all is surely not something that
varies with the relationship. It is blameworthy to injure negligently,
no matter the relationship between injurer and victim. By the same
token, if the gentleman in Stevenson’s anecdote is not obviously to
blame for being faultlessly unable to meet someone’s medical costs,
I do not see what difference it makes to point out that that someone
is his mother.

The third line of thought is the argument from causal involve-
ment. Consider that our relationships are usually important to us
in ways that rightly make demands, not just on how we are attitudi-
nally disposed to one another – and how that finds expression in our
agency – but on how our agency impacts the other independently
of the attitudes behind them. In such cases, the hard anti-moralist
suggests, the relationship can turn our mere causal involvement in
injuring the other party into a fact that makes self-blame fitting. So,

10
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for example, the sheer fact that the gentleman in Stevenson’s anec-
dote is causally involved in his mother’s inability to pay for medical
treatment – even if only by omission – may come to make it fitting
for him to blame himself, given his relationship to his mother. Since
we can be involved in causing outcomes without being at fault, the
sheer fact of the gentleman’s causal involvement can thus be said to
make him blameworthy without fault.

An initial problem with this line of thought is that the feel-
ing usually taken to befit such a fact is what Williams (1976:
123) famously introduced under the heading of ‘agent-regret’. And
though Williams and his followers would say that our gentleman is
apt to feel agent-regret despite the situation being ‘no fault of his’
(1976: 124), they would also say, on phenomenological grounds, that
‘there is something wrong’ with identifying it with ‘remorse’ (1976:
126) and other such forms of blame.13 Thus, any attempt to do so
only makes blame fault-independently fitting by denying a widely
accepted and phenomenologically robust distinction.

On a more sophisticated variant of this line of thought, the fact of
causal involvement does not bear directly on the fittingness of self-
blame, so much as indirectly, by the following route. Imagine that,
unable to help his mother, our gentleman becomes preoccupied with
proving to hismother (or perhaps to himself) that it was not his fault,
turning inward to the complexities of his own predicament instead
of outward to how he can still be there for his mother. Such a focus
on exculpation, on his own moral purity, seems not to do right by
his mother – whether or not his inability to help her was in fact his
fault.14 The idea is to say that, given their relationship, the fact of
his causal involvement bears indirectly on his blaming himself by
providing a fault-independent moral reason not to try to exculpate
himself. Call this the argument from inappropriate exculpation.

I am inclined to agree that our relationships can indeed give us
such reasons. Even so, I believe the argument only tends to show
that deflecting blame would be unfitting, not that the blame thereby

13 Followers of Williams on this point include Marcia Baron (1988),
David Sussman (2018) and Wallace (2013). Like these authors, I take the
phenomenology to support the distinction between agent-regret and forms
of blame, though see Jacobson (2013) for an attempt to explain away the
relevant phenomenology.

14 Thus, imagining a mother who has faultlessly harmed her own child,
Sepinwall says in no uncertain terms that ‘guilt should be her lot whether
or not she is at fault’ (ibid.), and that ‘it is not for her to be forming beliefs
about fault in the circumstance’ (2017: 552).
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not deflected is itself fitting. To see this, imagine that your hope-
lessly immature friend has just been broken up with by the fifth
partner this year. They are still perilously fragile from the breakup,
and now is not the right moment for brutal honesty – it would be
unfitting not to lie to them about their qualities. But what you say,
in lying to them, does not thereby become true. In general, we can
accept that the circumstances sometimes make it unfitting not to
dissimulate in our responses, without deluding ourselves that those
responses become fitting thereby. So, even on the argument from
inappropriate exculpation, the appeal to the sheer fact of our causal
involvement does not explain why self-blame is fault-independently
fitting, even if it explains why deflecting it would be unfitting. And
it is the former, not the latter, that the hard anti-moralist needs.

3. Is breach of obligation blameworthy?

In the previous section, I argued that the denial of BEF is unsustain-
able, and with it, hard anti-moralism itself. On its own, of course,
that is grist to the moralist’s mill, which is the view I am concerned
to deny in this paper. Fortunately, as we already saw, the moralist’s
argument allows us to oppose it another way, by denying the blame-
worthiness of breach, or BOB, instead of BEF. I call the resulting
view ‘soft’ anti-moralism.

The key features of soft anti-moralism are exhibited in how it
represents the gentleman from Stevenson’s anecdote. Its ‘softness’
lies in how it can accept that the gentleman is faultless in breaching
his obligation to his mother without the hard anti-moralist implica-
tion that he is nonetheless blameworthy, which it avoids by denying
BOB. But it remains an ‘anti-moralism’ because it can accept the
faultlessness of our gentleman – it avoids seeking to find fault – with-
out being forced to pathologize his feelings of responsibility.Wemay
wonder how it achieves this if it denies BOB. The trick is to rein-
terpret the phenomenology: soft anti-moralists say that though the
gentleman is perfectly apt to feel what he feels, what he feels is what
Williams calls agent-regret. And as we saw previously, agent-regret
can be fitting without fault and is not itself a form of blame. The
appeal to agent-regret, as we shall see in Section 4, is not without
its challenges. But for now, suffice it to note that soft anti-moralism
is only available if the denial of BOB can be sustained. That is the
question I turn to in this section.

Before we discuss whether breach of obligation is indeed blame-
worthy, letme note that ‘obligation’, as it figures in that claim, admits
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of what Jonathan Dancy (2004: 15–16) would call contributory and
overall readings. An ‘obligation’ in the contributory sense is defeasi-
ble as a reason for action, whereas an ‘obligation’ in the overall sense
is undefeated as a reason for action. This will become important as
the argument progresses.

My case against BOB proceeds by a series of counterexamples.
I will start by considering cases where breach of obligation is ade-
quately excused. Most accounts of excuses accept the following two
criteria: (a) they presuppose a failure to satisfy some reason or other
(which may but need not be limited to obligations), and (b) they are
exculpatory when adequate, reducing blameworthiness or eliminat-
ing it entirely.15 Whatever we may think of how different accounts
go on to explain these criteria, or how excuses function in human
life more broadly, the intuitiveness of the criteria is, I believe, both
bedrock and pervasive.

For instance, someone who misses a bidding deadline for a rare
item they wanted on eBay might beat themselves up over it (‘How
could you miss the deadline? You really wanted that thing!’), but if
theymissed it because theWi-Fiwent down, it would be familiar and
intelligible that they cut themselves some slack, andwewould under-
stand this using the concept of an excuse. Even such trivial cases
exhibit the need for the two criteria. Had they relaxed their self-
disapproval in response to something they did that was in no way
regrettable (i.e. were (a) absent but (b) present), then this behaviour
would not be intelligible under the concept of an excuse. Similarly,
had they responded to missing the eBay deadline in any way such
that they still beat themselves up over it (i.e. were (a) present but
(b) absent), then they could not be understood as excusing them-
selves either. Recognisably the same concept (with the same criteria)
applies to less trivial examples from everyday life, where the rele-
vant failures strike us as breaches of obligation: for example, if we
replace missing the eBay deadline with the breaking of an important

15 Note that John Austin may well be an exception here. According
to Austin, when someone has an excuse for doing something they ‘admit
that it was bad but don’t accept full, or even any, responsibility’, so that ‘it
is not quite fair or correct to say baldly “[they] did [it]”’ (1957: 2). One
way of reading this is that excuses, for Austin, require (b) but not (a).
Sometimes R. Jay Wallace seems to follow this reading of Austin, when
he says things like ‘excuses serve to show that an agent has not really done
anything wrong’ (1994: 127). For a powerful argument against this type of
account, see Michael Zimmerman (2004).
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promise. And again, recognisably the same concept is institution-
alised in the criminal law of both common and civil law jurisdictions,
through the practice of excusatory defences. Since only pleas that
presuppose legal responsibility for an offence count as defences,
excusatory defences satisfy criterion (a).16 And since they would not
count as defences if they did not get defendants off the hook of
criminal liability when successful, they also satisfy criterion (b).

I take these examples to show that we not only frequently take our-
selves to encounter cases of excused breach of obligation in ordinary
life, but that we are also not wrong to think of such cases in these
terms. This makes it hard to deny the possibility of excused breach
of obligation. Given that we are blameless for breaches of obliga-
tions for which we have an adequate excuse, it is just as hard to deny
the possibility of cases of breach without blameworthiness. For now,
we can treat these counterexamples to BOB as dispositive, though
we shall return to them later on in this section.

The proponent of BOB might respond by seeking refuge in the
distinction between the contributory and the overall. To see how,
consider that excuses operate at the overall level. In general, when
someone does something, it is only if there is undefeated reason
for them not to have done it that they stand in need of an excuse.
The same applies if what they did was in breach of obligation: it
is only if the breached obligation happens to be undefeated – if it
lies at the overall level – that the question of excuses can sensibly
arise. If the breached obligation lies only at the contributory level,
so that it is defeasible by other considerations, then its breach is not
automatically the sort of thing to which excuses can apply. When an
obligation is defeated by competing considerations, so that breach is
justified overall, no excuse is necessary: we do not need an excuse for
what we were justified in doing. The proponent of BOB may thus
attempt to evade the counterexample by saying that ‘obligation,’ as
it figures in the premiss, is meant in the contributory rather than the
overall sense.

The problem with this manoeuvre is it faces counterexamples of
its own, this time from justified breach of contributory obligation.
We already leaned on the intuitive possibility of such cases in the last
paragraph, and concrete examples are not too far to seek. Consider

16 Admittedly, some lawyers and legal theorists do call certain pleas
‘defences’ that do not satisfy criterion (a). See Antony Duff for reasons to
think that their use of the term is misleading, and for a brief history and
systematic justification of our preferred usage (2007: 263–264).
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promises that are broken because something comparatively impor-
tant arises, as when a firefighter on call breaks a promise to attend
her boy’s birthday party due to an emergency response request citing
immediate threat to life. Or consider the institutionalised practice of
justificatory defence in criminal law procedure, the logic of which
begins, as with all legal defences, by conceding the commission of
an offence, and proceeds to argue that this was in fact justified under
the circumstances.17

Once we accept that such cases are possible, it is a short step
to seeing that they are counterexamples to this reading of BOB.
Sometimes, as we said, we have an undefeated reason to breach a
contributory obligation. When we do so for that undefeated reason,
we are justified in so doing, and that seems to get us off the blame
hook.18 Pressed to say why, the answer, roughly, is that blame crit-
icises how we fare as responders to reasons: it criticises that and
how we failed to satisfy the balance of reasons we were faced with.
So, if we acted in accordance with and for an undefeated reason,
there is nothing to critique in this regard: we are not to blame. This
makes justified breach of contributory obligation a straightforward
counterexample to BOB on this reading.

Does the proponent of BOB have any other options left at this
stage? One final strategy returns us, as promised, to a version of the
overall reading. The challenge for any such view, we saw, is how to
deal with cases of excused breach. I believe the proposal is one that
many tacitly endorse, though David Owens makes it explicit when
he says, ‘Suppose the agent breaches a binding obligation. Then
ceteris paribus we would expect the agent to feel guilty and others to
blame them for the breach’ (2016: 5), and then includes amongst the
ceteris such qualifications as that ‘the [obligor] has an excuse’ (2016:

17 For this view of justificatory defences in law, see, again, Duff (2007:
218, n. 87).

18 On the need not only for an undefeated reason, but to have acted
for that reason, see John Gardner (2007: 94, n. 7), who refers us to the
English legal precedent set in R v Dadson [1850] 2 Den. 35; 169 E.R. 407.
In Dadson, a police officer was sentenced for shooting and wounding an
escaping felonwithout knowing that theywere an escaping felon at the time.
The defence argued that the act was rendered justifiable by the fact that the
felon was escaping. The prosecutor agreed, but still rejected the defence
because the act, though justifiable, was not done for the reason that could
have justified it. This point is sometimes missed. For example, Darwall
(2006: 98) seems to suggest that mere justifiability suffices to get us off the
hook.
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5, n. 9). Owens is asking us to read a ceteris paribus clause intoBOB,
such that breach is blameworthy only other things equal, where other
things are not equal when (for example) the breach is excused. Thus
modified, BOB is no longer threatened by cases of excused breach,
because it no longer claims unqualified entailment from breach to
blameworthiness. After all, it no longer denies that where breach is
excused this inference cannot be drawn.

An immediate question is how exactly the ceteris paribus clause
is supposed to make the inference from breach to blameworthiness
defeasible. There are two ways of understanding the defeasibility
at issue. The first is to understand it consistently with what logi-
cians would call the ‘monotonicity’ of entailment. On this approach,
the ceteris paribus clause makes the inference defeasible because it
expresses a suppressed conjunct inBOB’s antecedent, which if false
prevents the inference from being drawn in the usual way. In this
case, the suppressed conjunct comes out true only if there is no
excuse. To spell it out, with the ceteris paribus clause included,BOB
now reads: if someone is in breach of obligation and unexcused, then
they are blameworthy. Hence, for someone who is in breach but has
an excuse, the modified BOB straightforwardly does not license the
conclusion that they are blameworthy.

The second way to understand the defeasibility introduced by the
ceteris paribus clause does away with themonotonicity of entailment.
On this approach, the inference from breach to blameworthiness is
defeasible by an excuse not because the antecedent harbours a sup-
pressed conjunct, but because the inference itself may be retracted
depending on the informational context. To illustrate the idea,
imagine a list comprised of two premisses: that breach entails blame-
worthiness (i.e. the unmodifiedBOB), and that someone is in breach.
From this list it can be inferred that that person is blameworthy. But
whilst a monotonic logic allows the inference to be drawn no matter
what premisseswe add to the list, in a ‘nonmonotonic’ logic the infer-
ence is retractable depending on the premisses we add. For example,
if we add that the person also has an excuse, then in a nonmono-
tonic logic this new information may allow for the original inference
to be retracted, such that we may no longer conclude that the per-
son is blameworthy. On the nonmonotonic approach, the ceteris
paribus clause makes the inference from breach to blameworthiness
defeasible by encoding this information-dependent retractability.

Whichever way we understand the defeasibility introduced by
the ceteris paribus clause, the overall reading of BOB that results
can handle cases of excused breach. But equally, however, it will be
unable to handle another counterexample, this time from justified
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breach of overall obligation. Consider, for example, that we some-
times face dilemmas between incomparable and mutually unsatisfi-
able obligations. A famous case is owed to Sartre (2007: 30), or at
least a student of his during World War II, who faced ‘the choice
of going to England to join the Free French Forces – which would
mean abandoning his mother – or remaining by her side to help her
go on with her life’. This is clearly a dilemma between incomparable
and mutually unsatisfiable obligations. By their incomparability nei-
ther obligation defeats the other, and so both are undefeated in the
circumstances, making them considerations at the overall level. This
means it would be justifiable for the student to act in satisfaction of
either obligation, so that either obligation is justifiably breached in
the course of satisfying the other. Thus, if he acts in satisfaction of
either obligation for that reason – if he is justified in breaching the
other obligation – then he cannot, as we said earlier, be blameworthy
for that. We therefore have a straightforward counterexample to any
ceteris paribus version of BOB on its overall reading.

Perhaps the proponent of BOB will reply that the ceteris paribus
approach can accommodate the new counterexample, by making
other things unequal not only when breach is excused but also
when justified. Maybe so. But there is a deeper problem with any
ceteris paribus proposal, whether it makes the blameworthiness of
breach defeasible (monotonically or not) by excuses, justifications,
or indeed both. To see the problem, let us return to the gentleman
in Stevenson’s anecdote. The gentleman, by hypothesis, is fault-
less, meaning that his inability to help his mother is justified, or at
least excused, under the circumstances. Since ceteris paribus mod-
ifications to BOB will therefore make his breach blameless, those
who appeal to them will have a hard time explaining exactly what
apt response it is that the gentleman’s tears express. It cannot be
any form of self-blame, after all, since the ceteris paribus clause tells
us that that would be pathological. The problem, then, is that this
approach renders proponents of BOB unable to take the gentleman’s
feelings of responsibility seriously. My point is that whether or not
they in fact care to do so (as hard anti-moralists do, but some moral-
ists do not), they should care to do so, though any ceteris paribus
approach will rule out this possibility.

This concludes my case against BOB. What follows from this
in the context of our dialectic? Firstly, it follows that we should
reject the moralist’s argument, and with it, moralism about obli-
gation. Secondly, in tandem with the section 2 defence of BEF, it
follows, against the hard anti-moralists, that we should soften our
anti-moralism.
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4. Interpreting feelings of responsibility

What distinguishes anti-moralists as such is their ability to accept
the faultlessness of the gentleman in Stevenson’s anecdote without
pathologising his powerful feelings of responsibility. Hard anti-
moralists do this by first using BOB to interpret him as blamewor-
thy, and then, by denyingBEF, allowing that to stand in the absence
of fault. Their softer counterparts instead deny BOB, interpreting
the gentleman’s feelings as apt, but as apt agent-regret rather than
any form of blame. I have argued that we should reject moralism,
but that our anti-moralism should be soft rather than hard. In this
final section, I address a major challenge for the soft anti-moralist
appeal to agent-regret – a challenge that, if left unanswered, leaves
us with no way to represent the gentleman in Stevenson’s anecdote
felicitously.

Agent-regret has several features that make it especially suit-
able for interpreting the phenomenology in cases like our gentle-
man.19 First of all, it is, like blame, a feeling of responsibility, which
is to say, a negative retrospective feeling about the undesirable results of
our agency as such.20 It captures how the gentleman’s despair tracks
his inability to cover his mother’s medical costs – to live up to that
important reason for action, an obligation.21 In this, agent-regret

19 Some writers on this topic, such as Meir Dan-Cohen (2002: 12–13)
and Joseph Raz (2011: 233–234), would say that what I call ‘agent-regret’
lacks the phenomenological feature that most interested Williams: a self-
referentiality that takes the agent themselves as its object (who they are or
have become), rather than what they did. Even if this interpretation makes
the most sense of Williams – and that is a substantive exegetical claim – it
is not really to the point here. The thinner feeling I describe is sufficient for
my purposes, and it seems no less familiar for lacking the element of self-
reference. For instance, the familiarity of such a feeling is taken for granted
by Thomas Hurka (1996), who calls it ‘rational regret’. Readers are invited
to substitute instances of ‘agent-’ with ‘rational’ if that helps. Thanks to a
reviewer for pushing me to say more here.

20 ‘Agency’ is a causal notion, and I assume the view, owed to Sarah
McGrath (2005), that what we did only counts as an exercise of our agency
if (i) the relevant results would not have happened but for our doing what
we did, and (ii) it was abnormal in the circumstances for us to do what
we did in the sense that it goes against a norm. This makes it possible for
both acts and omissions to express our agency, and thus to be an object of
agent-regret. I thank a reviewer for prompting me on this point.

21 As per the preferred causal notion of agency, the gentleman’s omis-
sion is a suitable object of agent-regret on the plausible assumptions that
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is more suitable than what Lucy McDonald (2021: 143) would call
‘non-agential shaming’, because such shaming, in her analysis, does
not involve holding people responsible for anything at all. As men-
tioned already, agent-regret is also unlike blame in being capable of
aptness in the absence of fault, as appears to be the case with the
feelings of our gentleman. This also makes it more suitable than
what McDonald would call ‘agential shaming’, since, if we accept
her analysis, ‘all agential shaming counts as blaming’ (ibid.). But
even if we do not, she is surely correct to hold that shaming, in
general, ‘must invoke the judgment of an audience, real or imag-
ined’ (2021: 142). And that is not obviously needed to understand
what our gentleman feels: his despair is rooted in his love of his
mother, independently of what anyone else (real or imagined) thinks
about his inability to live up to it. So, even if agential shaming is not
itself a form of blame, it is less suited to interpreting the gentleman’s
feelings of responsibility than is agent-regret.

But agent-regret prima facie fares worse than all the above alter-
natives in a potentially non-negotiable respect: it is not obviously
a moral emotion. Consider, for example, what Marcus would say
about interpreting the gentleman’s feelings in terms of agent-regret.
She would say that ‘to describe [his] feelings […] as ‘regret’ seems
inadequate’ (1980: 130, n. 9), and that ‘To insist that ‘regret’ is
appropriate rather than ‘guilt’ or ‘remorse’ is false to the facts’ (1980:
133, n. 12). We find the same point in Marcia Baron, who writes that
agent-regret ‘seems out of place … because it is so mild’, and that
whatever the relevant feeling, it has to be ‘more than regret’ (1988:
261). In other words, although agent-regret may indeed be a feel-
ing of responsibility capable of aptness in the absence of fault, it is
not, or not sufficiently, possessed of a ‘moral’ quality that would do
justice to the phenomenology as it strikes us. As far as feelings of
responsibility with a special ‘moral’ quality go, forms of blame like
guilt or remorse (or perhaps agential shaming) would appear to fit
the bill. If that is all the canonical moral psychology has to offer, this
leaves the anti-moralist with little choice, to put it crudely, but to go
hard or go home. It is incumbent on soft anti-moralists to explain the
special ‘moral’ quality of agent-regret in cases like the gentleman in
Stevenson’s anecdote.

(i) his mother would not be so affected by her illness but for his failure to
pay her medical costs, and (ii) it is abnormal for him to fail to do so, i.e. he
is obligated to do so in a way others typically are not. Thanks again to a
reviewer for urging me to spell this out.
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I agree with Marcus and Baron that, ordinarily, agent-regret is
all too quotidian. Other things equal it can befit a failure to satisfy
just about any reason for action, very trivial ones included.22 It is
the kind of feeling that can be appropriate to the bus we just missed
(precipitating a twelve-minute wait), or to the unordered tiramisu
that now looks so delicious, and so on. We may want to say that a
special ‘moral’ quality accrues to agent-regret insofar as it attends
the failure to satisfy very weighty reasons. But I do not think that
will do. Weight is a quantitative notion, but we are after a qualitative
difference. No matter how long the wait for the next bus, or how
big or delicious the tiramisu, our agent-regret will intuitively never
amount to what the gentleman in Stevenson’s anecdote feels, at least
other things being equal. Or at least, if it does, then the explanation
will not lie in the weight of the reasons left unsatisfied.

However, this line of thought does, I believe, point towards amore
promising explanation. When thinking about practical normativity,
the general idea that the force of some reasons for action is quali-
tatively distinctive in that no quantity of weightiness can ever add
up to it – such that they can trump certain other reasons for action,
however weighty they may be – has often been explained in terms
of obligation, or related deontic categories. So, if we are looking
to explain certain agent-regrets as qualitatively distinctive, and we
intuit that this cannot be secured by the weight of the reasons left
unsatisfied, then this may well indicate that it is not their weight but
their obligatory force that is in fact doing the work. Let me explain
why I think this is indeed the case.

I believe, as Joseph Raz sometimes suggests (1977: 223–4; 1994:
40), that the normative force of obligations as reasons for action is
explained by their having two independent features.23 One is that
they are normatively structured to exclude certain countervailing
considerations, however weighty they may be, from guiding our
deliberations about what to do. They are not only reasons to do what
they say, but also reasons not to act for certain reasons to do other-
wise. This gives them the character of requirements to do what they
say, that is, even if what they say to do is unsupported by the balance
of all reasons (including the excluded ones). It is their character as

22 See Gardner (2005), Hurka (1996) and Raz (2004) for congenial
views.

23 Many subsequent authors, such as John Gardner & Timothy
Macklem (2004: 465), see themselves as followers of Raz in accepting this
view of obligation, though some, like Samuel Scheffler (2004: 261–263),
hesitate to attribute this view to Raz.
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requirements that explains why obligations can trump other reasons
(i.e. excluded reasons) however weighty they may be.24 The second
feature of obligations is that their existence, unlike many of our rea-
sons for action, is independent of our conative attitudes: our goals,
plans, intentions, desires, and the like. Our obligations are attitude-
independent and in this sense inescapable at will, that is, by simply
revising our conative attitudes.25

Some requirements are escapable at will, and to that extent, they
strike us as not obviously obligatory in force. For example, suppose
we forge a New Year’s resolution to lose weight. We may, on that
basis, have a dietary regime that requires us to make a salad for din-
ner, no matter how delicious, cheap or convenient it may be to order
a takeaway instead – those considerations are excluded from guiding
our dinnertime deliberations. But we are reluctant to say we thereby
have an obligation to make a salad, and this, I take it, is because
the dietary regime would no longer require us to do so if we were
to stop caring about the New Year’s resolution. Conversely, some
inescapable reasons lack requiring force, and that, equally, seems to
preclude their being obligations. For example, if we have reasons to
give to charity, then we have those reasons whether or not we are atti-
tudinally disposed to do so. But if we do not give to charity because
there are weightier reasons not to do so, better ways to use our efforts
and resources, then that is perfectly fine – there is no requirement to
do so. After all, if we were so required, we would be obligated to give
to charity, and that would go against our understanding of charita-
ble giving as beyond the call of duty. I think that, taken together,
such examples lend support to the idea that reasons for action are
only obligations when they are at once inescapable and requirements.

To see how this could help explain why agent-regret has a spe-
cial ‘moral’ quality, when it does, we must first consider what goes
on when we leave ordinary reasons for action unsatisfied. Suppose
you are at a flea market and you stumble upon a very rare bike com-
ponent that would make or break a vintage restoration project you
have in mind. It is a nice project, but it is not as though you feel the
need to break the bank over the component, or go out of your way
to find it, or anything like that. But it has fallen into your lap, and at

24 See Raz (1999: 35–48) for his explanation of what he calls ‘exclusion-
ary reasons’, and (1999: 73–84) for his analysis of requirements, or as he
calls them ‘mandatory norms’, in terms of exclusionary reasons.

25 See Raz (2001: 168) for the idea that some reasons for action do
not depend on our conative attitudes, which makes them, in his preferred
terminology, ‘categorical’.
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a bargain price. The only thing is, the vendor does not accept card
payments, so you need to pop to the cash machine. You go round the
corner to withdraw the cash, and come back, only to find that the
vendor has mysteriously disappeared, taking the component with
him. Kicking yourself, you feel, aptly, a pang of agent-regret cor-
responding to the reason you have to acquire the component, which
you have left unsatisfied.

In a case like this, the normative sway of the reason that makes
it apt to feel agent-regret can be counteracted in two ways. Firstly,
your reason to acquire the component is attitude-dependent, in that
it depends for its existence on your plans for the vintage restoration
project. Thus, you can escape the reason by revising your attitudes,
perhaps by coming up with a new plan, one that can be realised
without that particular component. By escaping the reason you left
unsatisfied, you escape what makes your agent-regret apt in a per-
fectly ordinary way: you are moving on from your misery by letting
go of what makes it fitting. Secondly, even if you struggle to let go of
your original project – it was a nice project, after all – theremay come
a point where your still feeling agent-regret is getting in the way of
living your life, or enjoying it, such that you have weightier reasons
of psychological convenience to repress your apt agent-regret. Such
reasons of psychological convenience are not trumped by the rea-
son that makes your agent-regret apt, because that reason is not a
requirement. If the reason did not exclude such countervailing con-
siderations before you left it unsatisfied, it presumably remains the
same afterwards.

I suspect it will be clear by nowwhat I have inmind.26 Obligations,
unlike ordinary reasons, are inescapable requirements, and so

26 This view is heavily inspired by what I believe to be unduly neglected
passages from Gardner. Its key features can be found in Gardner (2005:
102–105), and again in earlier work with Macklem (2004: 467–468; 467, n.
36). However, I hesitate to say that this is Gardner’s view because I am not
sure it represents his mature opinion on the matter – his later discussion
of Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale indicates a certain ambivalence. There
Gardner (2018: 129) takes the view that however much Leontes’s irrational
jealousy may have caused the explosive destruction of his own family six-
teen years prior, the subsequent “bitterness that is so always in his thoughts
… is now verging on the ridiculous”. That is no doubt plausible, though the
appeal Gardner (ibid.) makes to Cleomenes’s suggestion that Leontes has
“paid down more penitence than done trespass” remains inchoate. Unless
Gardner says more about just how he imagines the disproportion to play
a normative role, it cannot be said whether the attempt to accommodate
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agent-regret aptly felt as a result of breach is resistant to being
dislodged in either familiar way. We cannot simply let go of
agent-regret following breach because obligations are attitude-
independent reasons, they are inescapable by simply revising our
conative attitudes. Moreover, it is hard to justifiably repress agent-
regret following breach because obligations are requirements, so that
they trump even the weightiest of reasons of psychological conve-
nience, reasons that would otherwise guide us to repress the agent-
regret we are apt to feel. As Gardner says (2005: 105), ‘Wrongful
action … leaves us with regrets that are hard to expunge and the
repression of which is hard to justify’.

My suggestion, then, is that the agent-regrets we are apt to feel in
the wake of breach of obligation exhibit the following ‘moral’ qual-
ity: they are such as to plague us, to keep us up at night, because
we cannot let go of or justifiably repress them. I believe this does
justice to what the gentleman in Stevenson’s anecdote feels, a feel-
ing of responsibility for his faultless inability to help his mother
through her illness, one so powerful and painful as to reduce him
to tears. As such, the account enables those who oppose moral-
ism about obligation – those who sympathise with Stevenson – to
soften their anti-moralism, and thus avoid the hard anti-moralist
misrepresentation of the gentleman as blameworthy.

5. Conclusion

As the debate onThe Diary of a CEO shows, moralism about obliga-
tion is in the air, and I believe, with Stevenson, that it is pernicious.
In this paper, I made the case that though the moralist’s argument
should be rejected, we should take care to soften our opposition.
But to avoid the mistake of hard anti-moralism, it is incumbent
on anti-moralists to account for a feeling of responsibility that is
of sufficiently ‘moral’ quality to capture the phenomenology of the
gentleman in Stevenson’s anecdote, whilst also being apt in the
absence of fault. I explained why agent-regret is especially suited to
play this role, but only if we can account for its special ‘moral’ qual-
ity in the relevant cases. And finally, I outlined a proposal according
to which our agent-regret receives a ‘moral’ quality when it responds

the plausible intuition merely supplements his original view, or revises it
altogether.

23

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 16 Nov 2026 at 15:51:26, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


Kenta Sekine

to our having breached an obligation, in that it cannot be so easily
counteracted by letting go of or repressing it.

It is just the germ of a proposal, and no doubt it will need to be
developed in more detail in future work. For now, I hope to have
done enough to show that some such proposal is necessary if we
are to avoid misrepresenting situations like that of the gentleman in
Stevenson’s anecdote, the ethical reality of which will be keenly felt
by many in today’s political-economic order.27
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