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Abstract

The situationist movement in social psychology has caused a considerable stir in phi-
losophy. Much of this was prompted by the work of Gilbert Harman and John Doris. 
Both contended that familiar philosophical assumptions about the role of character 
in the explanation of action were not supported by experimental results. Most of the 
ensuing philosophical controversy has focused upon issues related to moral psychol-
ogy and ethical theory. More recently, the influence of situationism has also given rise 
to questions regarding free will and moral responsibility. There is cause for concern 
that a range of situationist findings are in tension with the reasons-responsiveness 
putatively required for free will and moral responsibility. We develop and defend a 
response to the alleged situationist threat to free will and moral responsibility that we 
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call pessimistic realism. We conclude on an optimistic note, exploring the possibility 
of strengthening our agency in the face of situational influences.
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The situationist movement in social psychology has caused a considerable stir 
in philosophy over the last 15 years. Much of this was prompted by the work 
of the philosophers Gilbert Harman (1999) and John Doris (2002). Both con-
tended that familiar philosophical assumptions about the role of character 
in the explanation of human action were not supported by the situationists’ 
experimental results. Most of the ensuing philosophical controversy has fo-
cused upon issues related to moral psychology and ethical theory, especially 
virtue ethics. More recently, the influence of situationism has also given rise to 
further questions regarding free will and moral responsibility (e.g., Brink 2013; 
Ciurria 2013; Doris 2002; Mele and Shepherd 2013; Miller 2016; Nahmias 2007; 
Nelkin 2005; Talbert 2009; Vargas 2013b). In this paper, we focus just upon these 
latter issues. Moreover, we focus primarily on reasons-responsive theories. 
There is cause for concern that a range of situationist findings are in tension 
with the sort of reasons-responsiveness putatively required for free will and 
moral responsibility. Here, we develop and defend a response to the alleged 
situationist threat to free will and moral responsibility that we call pessimistic 
realism. We conclude on an optimistic note, however, exploring the possibility 
of strengthening our agency in the face of situational influences.

1 Situationism & the Fundamental Attribution Error

We begin with a few preliminaries. An initial challenge to assessing the in-
fluence of the philosophical situationist literature is that there is no consen-
sus about what situationism is.1 An extreme version is that there is no such 
thing as character – at least as it has been historically understood (e.g., Har-
man 1999: 328). That is, there exists nothing answering to a feature of persons 

1 Here, we gloss just a few ways of understanding the situationist thesis in philosophy. For a 
careful catalog of the ways ‘situationism’ has been understood by philosophers and psycholo-
gists, see Miller (2014: ch. 4).
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consisting of a familiar set of “global” traits, especially those usually  associated 
with ethical assessment. Persons simply are not the sorts of animals that are 
reliably honest or dishonest, courageous or cowardly, generous or stingy, and 
so forth across a wide range of situations. At best, we have “local” traits: in 
special  situation-specific contexts, persons are reliably honest, courageous, 
and the like. Being honest at home with one’s family just has no reliable trait-
based relation to honesty in one’s workplace, or amongst friends, for instance 
(see, e.g., Doris 2002).

A distinct formulation has it that situation – and not character – determines 
conduct; character is largely (if not entirely) out of the causal loop (see, e.g., 
Epstein 1979: 1099; Bowers 1973: 319). While there is (or may be) such a thing 
as character, situation does all or nearly all of the causal work. A less dramatic 
thesis is that situation plays a greater role in determining conduct than char-
acter (e.g., Doris 2002: 24–5; Ross and Nisbett 1991: 113). This is consistent both 
with the thesis that there is such a thing as character (though perhaps not as 
traditionally conceived) and that it plays a causal role in generating conduct. 
Still even less dramatic is the thesis that situation plays a greater role in deter-
mining behavior than is typically assumed. This last thesis is consistent with 
character playing an equal or greater role in producing behavior.2

In what follows, we will work with the formulation proposed by Dana Nel-
kin, which grants both the existence of traditional character traits and their 
causal role in producing action:

(S) Traditional personality or character traits like honesty, kindness, or 
cowardice play less of a role in predicting and explaining behavior than 
do particular situational factors. (2005: 182)3

Nelkin’s formulation is similar to the one we attributed to Doris (2002) and also 
to Ross and Nisbett (1991) in the preceding paragraph. However, one potential 
difference has to do with Nelkin’s commitment to the existence of traditional 

2 This is another way of taking both Doris (2002) and Ross and Nisbett (1991). This gloss of situ-
ationism is consistent with the previous one for it may be the case both that situation plays 
a greater role than character and that situation plays a greater role than is typically thought. 
The latter thesis is the weaker one, however, for it does not imply that situation plays an 
equal or greater role in the production of behavior.

3 Nelkin’s (S) is fairly liberal in that it targets a certain claim about both personality traits and 
character traits (of the moral and non-moral varieties). For our purposes, discussion of traits 
should be taken to refer to moral character traits. Because our discussion concerns the threat 
of situational influence vis-à-vis free will and responsibility, however, we don’t think much 
hangs on this limitation.
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character traits, and to their playing a causal role in intentional action. It is not 
clear that the likes of Doris or Ross and Nisbett are committed to the existence 
of character as traditionally understood. Rather, what they seem to be com-
mitted to is, instead, the more revisionary thesis that there is such a thing as 
character, but not as traditionally understood. There exists a collection of local 
traits comprising a person’s character, and it is character so understood that 
plays a causal role in human conduct. On this point, for reasons we will set out 
below, we side with Nelkin.

According to its advocates, situationism is an unexpected discovery, one 
that stems from a pervasive mistake in understanding the causes of human be-
havior. This mistake is referred to as the Fundamental Attribution Error (fae), 
which concerns:

People’s inflated beliefs in the importance of personality traits and dis-
positions, together with their failure to recognize the importance of situ-
ational factors in affecting behavior.

ross and nisbett 1991: 4

Supposing (S) is true and that (fae) is in play, there is a natural way to explain 
(fae) in folk understanding. In many contexts, third-person observation takes 
situational features to be transparent. What needs explaining is something 
about the internal life of the agent, which is not so transparent (Ross and Nis-
bett 1991: 141). So character traits and motives are emphasized, and situational 
features are taken as given. This can mislead one into thinking that in a com-
plete or comprehensive explanation, it is character that plays the greater role, 
not situation.

In any event, whether or not (S) is true, and whether (fae) is a pervasive 
fallacy in folk explanation of human action, we disagree with the more dra-
matic views associated with situationism, such as the view that character as 
traditionally understood plays little or no role in the causes of action, or even 
more controversially that there just is no such thing as character as tradition-
ally understood. The evidence for such theses is based upon studies showing 
that when a situation varies, a person cannot be expected to act from the same 
character trait that she might act from in a different situation. But this is poor 
evidence for these strong views (e.g., see Kamtekar 2004; Miller 2014: ch. 4; 
 Russell 2009; Sreenivasan 2002).

To explain, suppose it is claimed that honesty in the workplace does not 
necessarily manifest itself in honest behavior in one’s home life. Imagine, for 
instance, that Sheri is supremely honest with her boss and coworkers but that 
she lies incessantly to her spouse Pat. Now, is Sheri’s lying to Pat evidence that 
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she lacks a relatively stable, situationally invariant character trait of honesty 
outside of her work environment? At first it might seem so. Indeed, it can be 
taken as defeasible evidence. But that is all. Note that character traits are dis-
positions, and dispositions can be retained even when not manifested, or not 
manifested in typical ways. Suppose that Pat is abusive or manipulative with 
Sheri and so Sheri’s fear of Pat or her worries about Pat’s manipulative ways 
leads her to mask her inclination to honesty so that she suppresses her acting 
upon it in her relations with Pat. In this case, some other disposition of Sheri’s, 
maybe one involving fear, is at odds with her disposition to honesty. Moreover, 
Sheri might feel terrible or anxious about lying to Pat, and this might give rise 
to other ways of thinking about and treating Pat that are the product of her 
honesty. In this case, her character trait of honesty would be manifesting (and 
not suppressed) but by means other than outward honest behavior, such as her 
feeling terrible and then acting in relevant ways as a result of her bad feelings.4

The salient point is that as psychologically complex creatures, it should not 
be surprising that in the mix of various character traits an adult person might 
have, different traits might work against each other such that one suppresses 
the other, or by manifesting in less transparent ways than by direct behavior 
linking trait to act-type (e.g., honesty to truth-telling). However it works out, 
and whatever character comes to as traditionally understood, there is not 
much reason to think that the very notion of character, or instead its playing a 
nontrivial causal role in human conduct, is impugned by the situationist litera-
ture. Regardless, this is consistent with Nelkin’s (S).

2 Situationism and the Situationist Literature

We turn now to a compressed sketch of several situationist studies, offering 
only brief commentary at this point. For purposes of brevity we will rely on our 
readers’ general familiarity with (most of) these studies, or absent this, their 
faith that we are reporting them adequately.5

2.1 Hartshorne and May
One of the earliest empirical studies suggesting a kind of situationist view of 
human psychology was Hartshorne and May’s 1928 famous study of elementa-
ry and secondary school children. Students were observed in a broad range of 

4 Kamtekar (2004: 473), for example, developed such a strategy for replying to Doris. For dis-
cussion of this “competing virtues” response, see Miller (2014: 221–223).

5 We borrow a bit here from Rodgers and Warmke (2015).
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classroom and non-classroom situations so as to test their honesty. Students’ 
levels of honesty were tested along a number of different measures, including: 
(1) their willingness to steal small amounts of money when they believed they 
were unobserved; (2) their willingness to cheat on a test when getting caught 
appeared to them to be highly unlikely; and (3) their willingness to lie about 
their own dishonest behavior. The reported results were surprising. On the one 
hand, children who were likely to, say, steal in one situation were also highly 
likely to steal in similar situations (with correlations as high as 0.79). However, 
Hartshorne and May reported that just because a student was likely to steal, 
this did not mean that she was also likely to, say, cheat on a test. Indeed, the 
correlations between the cross-situational measures were low enough (0.23) 
to undermine the kind of predictive power one might expect if there was a ro-
bust, cross-situational trait such as honesty. The upshot, it might be thought, is 
that whether people manifest honesty-like behavior is dependent on the kind 
of situation one is presented with. Whether one is honest largely depends on 
what kind of situation one finds oneself in.6

2.2 Milgram
Perhaps the most cited situationist studies are those that Stanley Milgram per-
formed in the 1960s. We will focus on just one of them. Subjects were presented 
with what they were told was an experiment to test the efficacy of a particular 
teaching strategy: that learning is most effective when incorrect responses are 
punished. To test this theory, subjects were asked to administer shocks when-
ever another subject (in reality, a confederate of the study) gave the wrong 
answer to a question. The confederate was placed in an adjacent room, leaving 
the subject and researcher (a second confederate) alone in a room. The subject 
was seated before a machine that would “deliver the shocks” when the subject 
flipped a switch. The rules: beginning with 15V, and in increasing increments, 
each successive incorrect answer was to be greeted with a shock, which were 
labeled and displayed on the machine as: slight, moderate, strong, very strong, 
intense, extreme intensity, and danger: severe shock-xxx. The experiment was 
designed to monitor how compliant the subject would be when she believed 
herself to be shocking someone (don’t worry, no actual shocks were given). In-
deed, pre-recorded reactions to the shocks, heard over a speaker ranged from a 
surprised “Ouch!” to screaming and banging on the wall. At 330V, the confeder-
ate ceased to respond. Sixty-five percent (26 of 40) of subjects administered 
shocks through to 450V, long after the confederate stopped responding.

6 For more on the Hartshorne and May study, including a number of critical discussions, see 
Burton (1963).
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Here again, it appears that whether one engages in a certain kind of mor-
ally significant behavior crucially depends on one’s situation. From reading 
the Milgram studies, it would be natural to draw the conclusion that while we 
would never do something we believed would probably kill a stranger in our 
everyday lives, many people just like us are willing to do so in a stressful envi-
ronment when given persistent directions by an authority figure in the service 
of science. Is this all it takes to get people to do something they believe to be 
extremely harmful?

2.3 Zimbardo
Philip Zimbardo’s 1971 “Stanford Prison” experiment is one of the most dis-
heartening pieces of the situationist literature, not least because of how, by 
his own admission, Zimbardo himself got caught up in the scenario, which 
split undergraduate volunteers into two groups. Those in the convict group 
were “arrested” on campus before being taken to the prison, which was staffed 
by the remaining volunteers, who served as prison guards. Zimbardo himself 
served as the warden and gave one rule to the guards: no physical violence 
during the two-week period. None was needed. In just a few days, mattresses, 
food, and toilets became luxuries; prisoners were stripped and subjected to 
sexual humiliation. Zimbardo did not call off the experiment until an outsider 
suggested it had gone too far. He later admitted that he was to blame for be-
ing weak and “unable to handle” the experiment.7 The experiment ended after 
six days, when numerous participants complained of despair and depression. 
Again, situation seems to have radically altered people’s behavior, turning oth-
erwise normal college students into authoritarian monsters, even though they 
knew this was all role-play.

2.4 Isen and Reeve
In a 2005 study, Isen and Reeve investigated the influence of positive affect 
on task choice and completion of work. In one experiment, subjects were of-
fered a $2 box of chocolates or candies (their choice!) for completed work tasks 
(such as circling a string of alphabetically ordered letters amid a string of ran-
dom letters) more quickly, and as accurately, as those who received no gift. 
After completing their tasks, both groups were given time to work on subjec-
tively desirable tasks. The subjects who had been given the gift also rated that 
desirable task as even more enjoyable than the group that did not receive the 
candies or chocolate. This study built on an earlier and well-known experi-
ment by Isen and Levin in which people who found a dime in a pay phone were 

7 See http://prisonexp.org.

http://prisonexp.org
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said to be more likely to help others. While there is some debate about whether 
that study has been replicated successfully,8 the Isen and Reeve studies suggest 
that humble, unexpected, but desirable gifts can cause people to work more ef-
ficiently and enjoy what they do. But if correct, does this mean that how hard 
and efficiently we work might be much less a function of how industrious and 
hardworking we are, but instead whether we find ourselves in situations that 
put us in a good mood?

2.5 The Upshot
Note that these experiments (and the literature that has developed around 
them9) offer – at least on their face – some presumptive evidence in favor of 
(S). And to the extent that their results are surprising and at odds with ex-
pected behaviors, they also appear to confirm (fae). A natural expectation in, 
for instance, the Stanford Prison Experiment is that most college kids would 
not be disposed to treat their peers so poorly. It is natural, we think, to impute 
to them traits such as decency, minimal kindness, and compassion for oth-
ers. However, (S) helps explain why, whatever character traits one might be 
inclined to project onto this population qua college students, situational forces 
can “wash over” these traits and yield surprising behavior. (fae) in turn, helps 
explain why the results are after all taken to be surprising. Similar remarks ap-
ply to each study mentioned.

We now wish to set aside whether or not these studies and numerous others 
really do support (S) and (fae). Our focus here is not on character per se, and 
so is not directly focused on (S), but on free agency and moral responsibility. 
Thus, even if careful work on the nature of character can be used to discredit 
(S) and to diminish the relevance of (fae), these studies might nevertheless 
provide independent reasons to question familiar attributions of freedom and 
responsibility. Indeed, note that on many theories of freedom and responsi-
bility, it is possible for a person to acquire her character through means that 
are freedom-and-responsibility-defeating in the sense that action flowing from 
a character so formed can be regarded as unfree because of how the charac-
ter giving rise to it was acquired (e.g., Haji 1998; Mele 1995; Wolf 1987; Watson 
1987). So even if these studies do not support (S), they still might pose a threat 

8 See Miller (2013: 63ff.) for discussion.
9 See, for example, Asch (1951), Blass (1966), Darley (1995), Darley and Batson (1973), Doris and 

Murphy (2007), Elms (1995), Goldhagen (1996), Haney, Bank, and Zimbardo (1973), Haney 
and Zimbardo (1998), Latane and Darley (1970), Lusky (1995), Meeus and Raaijmakers (1995), 
Miller (1995), Modigliani and Rocha (1995), Newcomb (1929), Rocha and Modigliani (1995), 
Rosenthal (1999), Sears (1963), and Zimbardo (2007).
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to freedom and responsibility. Thus, we follow Nelkin (2005: 191) in distinguish-
ing between situationism and the situationist literature. Even if situationism 
proper – say, in the form of (S) – is to be rejected, do the preceding studies 
alleged to support (S) still raise trouble for free will and moral responsibility?

3 Reasons-responsive Theories of Freedom and Responsibility

We ask the reader to set aside for the moment our discussion of situationism 
and the situationist literature. We now turn to the topic of moral responsibility. 
We will then circle back to discuss the putative threat to freedom and moral 
responsibility posed by the situationist literature.

Numerous philosophers working on the topics of free will and moral re-
sponsibility have attempted to account for freedom in terms of an agent’s 
responsiveness to reasons.10 An agent who acts freely is responsive to varia-
tion in a suitable spectrum of reasons. That is, to be free and morally respon-
sible requires a certain kind of ability to respond to reasons in certain kinds 
of ways. Because many theorists understand free will in terms of the control 
condition(s) necessary for moral responsibility, reasons-responsive theories 
are also frequently cast in terms of theories of the control condition for moral 
responsibility. This is how we will proceed.11

For present purposes we can gloss over important differences regarding how 
a reasons-responsive theory is best advanced. Four brief points will suffice for 
present purposes:

First, reasons-responsive theories have a modal dimension. Let us explain. 
An exercise of freedom involving moral responsibility involves acting from re-
sources whereby an agent is responsive or sensitive to reasons. The modal di-
mension concerns the relevant sense of responsiveness or sensitivity. In many 
cases an agent’s acting from reasons-responsive resources will involve her actu-
ally responding to pertinent reasons. If, for instance, she is blameworthy and 
acts wrongly from a motive of selfishness, this might involve her responding to 

10 See, for example, Brink and Nelkin (2013), Dennett (1984), Fischer and Ravizza (1998), 
Gert and Duggan (1979), Haji (1998), McKenna (2013), Nelkin (2011); Sartorio (2016), Vargas 
(2013a), and Wolf (1990).

11 We acknowledge, of course, that there are other theories of freedom that are designed to 
account for the control condition on moral responsibility. The question of whether and 
to what extent the situationist literature challenges those theories we will leave for others. 
Here, we shall only be concerned to explore whether and to what extent the situationist 
literature challenges reasons-responsive theories of freedom and moral responsibility.
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a reason that such and such course of action will increase her wealth. Never-
theless, it is not a requirement of an agent being reasons-responsive in acting 
as she does that she in fact respond to any reasons at all. She might be acting 
from pure impulse or brute desire.12 What matters is that the resources from 
which she acts support dispositions allowing for the prospect of responding to 
reasons. In this way a free agent will be able to respond to reasons even if when 
she acts she does not actually do so.13 Crucially, on most reasons-responsive 
theories, for an agent to be morally responsible for what she does she must, in 
some sense of ‘able,’ be able to respond to specifically moral reasons, regardless 
of whether she actually does so respond (e.g., see Fischer and Ravizza 1998; 
Nelkin 2011; Wolf 1990). An agent incapable of responding to moral reasons 
is not free to act in ways that would make her morally responsible for how 
she acts.14

Because of this modal or dispositional aspect of reasons-responsiveness, an 
agent’s being reasons-responsive supports the truth of counterfactuals regard-
ing how an agent would respond in a range of nonactual but possible scenarios 
that are relevantly like the actual scenarios in which she finds herself. Suppose 
an agent acts on impulse when she responds hurtfully to a friend. She might 
nevertheless be reasons-responsive if there is a range of similar conditions in 
which, were different reasons “present,” she would alter her conduct and not 
respond hurtfully. For instance, if she saw the friend was injured or depressed 
at the time, or if she was prompted by something in her environment to con-
sider the likely effects of a hurtful remark, she would respond suitably.

Second, responsiveness to reasons, so understood, comes in degrees. A per-
son rendered unfree and not responsible for an act of compulsive handwashing 
might still be responsive to some range of reasons while being unresponsive to 
many good reasons for not handwashing. If, for instance, she were told not to 
wash her hands while being threatened at gun point, she might respond to this 
reason by refraining from washing. Likewise, a robustly free agent, responsive 
to many good reasons, might not be responsive to all good reasons bearing on 
her context of action. For example, a person who is praiseworthy for giving 

12 We’re aware that on certain theories of action all actions involve reasons as causes. We 
wish to make no commitments about this here. Of course, on such a view our current 
claim would need modifying. We’ll not develop that here.

13 Accommodations have to be made for actual-sequence theorists who contend that the 
ability to do otherwise is not required for such theories (e.g., Fischer and Ravizza 1998; 
McKenna 2013; Sartorio 2016). We’ll not pursue this here, but for a brief explanation see 
McKenna (forthcoming).

14 For a dissenting opinion, see Talbert (2012).
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to a charity for starving children might be moved by many equally weighty 
moral reasons to give to different kinds of charities. And yet she might be blind 
to some similarly weighty moral reasons. Perhaps she doesn’t see helping vic-
tims of aids as a similarly weighty moral reason and so wouldn’t give to such 
charities. That she would not respond to all good (and sufficient) reasons to 
give to a worthy charity does not mean that she fails to act freely when she 
actually gives to a charity for starving children. What is required, then, on a 
reasons-responsive account of freedom is the specification of a spectrum of 
responsiveness to a sufficiently rich range of reasons. Doing so establishes that 
the agent is a sane, morally competent person. Fischer and Ravizza (1998) offer 
a specific proposal cast in terms of moderate reasons-responsiveness, mrr. For 
our purposes, we will deploy the label, mrr, without setting out the details of 
their view – although for the most part we are largely in agreement with their 
carefully cast proposal.15

Third, a reasons-responsive theory like mrr has both a cognitive and a voli-
tional dimension (Brink and Nelkin 2013; Fischer and Ravizza 1998; McKenna 
2013). One way to flesh this out is to say, as Fischer and Ravizza (1998) put it, 
that mrr has a receptivity component and a reactivity component. An agent 
must first be able to recognize what good reasons there are and assess them for 
whether they are sufficient for pursuing a course of action. This is the cognitive 
dimension whereby reasons are “received.” But second, she must also be able 
to react appropriately so as to guide her own actions in light of her recognition 
of the good reasons that there are. This is the volitional dimension whereby an 
agent reacts to the reasons after she receives them.16

One reason to say that a theory like mrr has both a receptivity and a reactiv-
ity component is that distinguishing them helps to explain a range of excuses 
and exemptions. When an agent is, for instance, tied up or instead paralyzed, 
she’ll not be able to translate some good reasons she would accept into action. 
In the case of compulsive handwashing, for instance, an agent might recognize 
that she has good reason not to wash her hands, but she might not be able to 

15 For some reservations and qualifications, see McKenna (2013).
16 These two dimensions of mrr bring into relief a common distinction between two differ-

ent ways of thinking about reasons: as either “normative” or “motivating.” As we under-
stand mrr, a full theory of reasons-responsiveness will require adverting to both notions. 
First, insofar as an agent has an ability to receive or recognize something as a reason, she 
must have the ability to see a reason as a consideration in favor of (or as counting against), 
say, a certain course of action. She must be able to recognize a reason as having normative 
force. But second, insofar as an agent has an ability to respond or react to a reason, she 
must have the agential resources to translate her recognition of that reason into action. 
Her recognition of a reason, therefore, must have motivational force for her.
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be reactive to such reasons. Her “reactivity” component is impaired, which ex-
plains our inclination to excuse such behavior. In other cases, an agent instead 
might be impeded from recognizing what good reasons there are, as perhaps 
happens when operating in poorly lit conditions or suffering from a delusional 
disorder. Here, too, we would be inclined to excuse, but in this case, it would 
be because we would judge the agent to have lacked the ability to recognize or 
receive the relevant good reasons.

Fourth we wish to point out that reasons-responsive theories like mrr are 
neutral between compatibilist and incompatibilist theories of free will and 
moral responsibility. It is true that mrr is typically deployed in the service of 
defending compatibilism, which can be understood as the thesis that free will 
and moral responsibility are compatible with the truth of determinism.17 But 
there is no reason why a view like mrr can’t be deployed by incompatibilists 
who defend libertarianism about free will and moral responsibility. On such a 
view, free will and moral responsibility require reasons-responsiveness as well 
as a further condition: the falsity of determinism. In any event, the apparent 
threats to freedom and responsibility posed by situationist findings pose just 
as much of a problem for libertarians as for compatibilists. For even if liber-
tarianism is true, were we to find out that situations frequently short-circuit an 
agent’s functioning in a suitably reasons-responsive manner, then this would 
threaten freedom even if, when that sort of freedom operates unimpeded, it 
does so by satisfying the metaphysically more demanding conditions libertar-
ians lay down.

4 How the Situationist Literature Appears to Threaten 
Reasons-Responsiveness

With the preceding sketch of mrr in hand, let us now return to the situation-
ist literature and draw a bead on the threat that the empirical evidence might 
pose to freedom and responsibility. For starters, consider the way Dana Nelkin 
puts the threat:

One way of seeing the situationist cases – or at least some of them – 
as troubling is this: simply put, the subjects seem to be acting for bad 

17 For present purposes, determinism can be understood as the thesis that at any time, giv-
en the past and the laws of nature, only one future is physically possible (van Inwagen 
1983: 3).
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 reasons, or at least not acting for good reasons, and they seem stuck do-
ing so. (2005: 199)

Note Nelkin’s words “and they seem stuck doing so.” They are crucial. This is 
because on a reasons-responsive theory like mrr, as our preceding discussion 
should have made clear, it is not evidence of an agent’s lack of freedom that she 
simply does not act on any reasons, or that she does not act on good reasons. If 
so, we’d be forced to conclude that all reckless or immoral behavior is unfree 
and so excused. It is, rather, that the cases seem to suggest that the agents were 
stuck, and in this way, their freedom to be able to act from good reasons was 
impeded. Indeed, Nelkin re-emphasizes her point when she remarks that:

…the way in which the subjects seem to proceed raises a question about 
whether they can act for good reasons – in some important sense of 
“can.” (201)

The absolutely crucial point is that the threat is cast in terms of the undermin-
ing of an ability; merely failing to exercise it in a certain way won’t do – or so it 
seems. (We’ll return to this point below.)

We now call attention to a further worry not fully captured by Nelkin’s way 
of expressing the source of her concern. She casts the challenge in terms of 
whether agents are able to act for good reasons, and this flows from her partic-
ular way of defending a reasons-responsive theory (see Nelkin (2011) and also 
Wolf (1990) for a similar view). It is natural to associate Nelkin’s concern with 
an ability to act for moral reasons, a condition on an mrr view we noted above. 
But an even more pervasive worry is that, morally salient reasons aside, some 
agents in some of these situations might simply be rendered unable to act from 
a wider range of reasons as well, even including some not-so-good reasons. 
Some of the studies seem to suggest that reasons-responsive resources are not 
really what’s causally in play in accounting for the behavior. For instance, con-
sider another famous study done by Darley and Batson (1973). In one part of 
the study, seminary students were asked to give a talk on the parable of the 
Good Samaritan, whereupon they were then to walk across campus to deliver 
it. In their path, they encountered a man slumped in an alleyway (a confeder-
ate). Although overall 40% offered to help, only 10% offered to help after they 
had been told that they should hurry across campus to give their talk.18

In such a case, there is some concern that increases in a person’s sense of 
urgency can prevent them from recognizing numerous kinds of reasons, even 

18 For fuller discussion, see Miller (2014: 98ff.).
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bad ones. Suppose, for instance, some of the seminarians were malicious pick-
pockets who, had they noticed a person in distress in a doorway, might have 
seen it as a reason to rob the person. Now just imagine that the way the prim-
ing of urgency works is that when a situation seems very urgent, at least some 
people are shielded from the resources needed to recognize much of their en-
vironment. If so, for certain domains, their reasons-responsiveness would be, 
in a sense, temporarily closed down or running “off line.” The point here is that 
situational features might not only undermine one’s ability to recognize good 
reasons (as Nelkin notes), but that due to one’s situation, agents might also get 
“stuck” with a more general inability to recognize various and sundry kinds of 
reasons, morally good or bad.19 If certain kinds of situations tended to under-
mine this general sort of ability, then this would be cause for concern: it may 
be that we are free and morally responsible much less often than is typically 
supposed.

Situations might undermine a more or less general capacity to respond to 
reasons in at least two ways. First, recall from the previous section that mrr 
has a cognitive component – what Fischer and Ravizza call receptivity. One 
way for situations to undermine a more or less general capacity to respond to 
reasons is therefore in virtue of compromising the receptivity aspect of mrr. 
Situations may sometimes prevent an agent from being able to see or recog-
nize something as a reason (good or bad).20 Alternatively, situations could 
incapacitate a more or less general ability to respond to reasons by undermin-
ing the volitional component – what Fischer and Ravizza call reactivity. Here, 
reasons-responsiveness would be undermined because a situation has the ef-
fect of eliminating or severely impairing the agent’s ability to act on a reason.

Naturally, there are other ways that situational features might in piecemeal 
fashion take “off-line” one’s ability to respond to reasons. Perhaps situational 
features undermine both components of mrr. Or perhaps situational features 
somehow cause interference between these two components, such that the 

19 To be clear, we do not claim either that the empirical studies we have canvassed or the rest 
of the relevant present empirical literature outright licenses or requires the conclusion 
that these situational features undermine mrr in this way. We do think, however, that 
this conclusion is a natural and reasonable worry that one might have about the direction 
to which the empirical studies point. The reader may then understand our strategy here 
as one of showing just one way of allaying this worry, at least insofar as the present state 
of the empirical literature is concerned. We thank Christian Miller for encouraging us to 
clarify this point.

20 This account of the (apparent) situationist threat is prominently highlighted in Nah-
mias (2007), although he does not explicitly express the challenge in terms of threats to 
reason-responsiveness.



 15Does Situationism Threaten FREE | doi 10.1163/17455243-46810068

journal of moral philosophy (2017) 1-36

<UN>

cognitive and volitional systems are, as it were, operating fine on their own but 
not in tandem. And of course, the situationist challenge to free will and moral 
responsibility need not be thought of as always undermining mrr in the same 
way. Some situational features might undermine receptivity; others might un-
dermine reactivity. At any rate, for now we shall simplify matters and speak of 
the situationist challenge as the claim that situational features eliminate or 
instead significantly degrade or impair one’s ability to respond to reasons in 
virtue of undermining either receptivity or reactivity.

Before proceeding, we pause to qualify the pertinent challenge. Note that 
just above we used the language “situational features eliminate or instead 
significantly degrade or impair one’s ability.” This needs clarifying. Obviously, 
the cleanest way to express the challenge is by restricting it to eliminating an 
ability altogether. This is in keeping with Nelkin’s own way of formulating the 
worry in terms of an agent being stuck in such a way that she cannot act for 
good reasons (2005: 199–201). But in our estimation, this would be too restric-
tive to give voice to a credible version of the situationist challenge we wish to 
explore. Since capacities and abilities come in degrees, they can be degraded 
significantly enough without being eliminated to count as fully exculpatory – 
and not just count as mitigating factors. Example: Joe, a professional basket-
ball player, is an excellent free throw shooter who can hit roughly 80% of his 
shots. If he is tied up, his here-and-now specific ability is eliminated. He can 
hit exactly 0%. But suppose he can hit 40% with his left hand tied behind his 
back. Is his ability completely eliminated? It seems not. But is it degraded? 
Yes. Enough to count as fully exculpatory rather than mitigating (because it 
is freedom-defeating rather than freedom-diminishing)? Maybe not. But now 
place a deep cut in his right arm and pour salt water in his eyes so his success 
rate plummets to 3%. At this point, we are prepared to say that Joe’s ability is 
retained but is so degraded that it is exculpatory (not in terms of moral blame, 
but perhaps in terms of “sports blame”). Likewise, we want to say, it is enough 
of a threat to freedom and responsibility if a situation significantly degrades 
an agent’s reasons-responsive capacities or abilities. It need not completely 
eliminate them. Thus, in what follows we will freely write in terms of either 
eliminating or degrading these capacities or abilities.21

21 We are indebted to Al Mele for his excellent comments here, as well as the example of a 
free throw shooter. Note that Mele advises a more cautious approach by separating cases 
of full elimination from cases of extreme forms of degradation of an ability. He is prob-
ably correct about this; however, it also seems likely that the best that most of the situ-
ationist studies could ever really do to generate the threat is degrade and not completely 
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To illustrate the challenge, recall the situationist studies set out above. To 
the extent that situation seems to have undermined the responsibility of the 
agents involved, it is plausible to think that it did so by compromising an abil-
ity to be responsive to reasons – by either eliminating it altogether or severely 
compromising it. Consider, for example, the subjects in the Stanford Prison 
Experiment. The default presumption, one that relies upon the powerful role 
of character, is that the vast majority of the subjects in this study who served 
as “guards” were generally good people who would never dream of humiliating 
and subjecting others to degrading treatment in their day-to-day lives. And yet 
in the limited confines of this experiment they did. One way of explaining this 
striking behavior is to hold that the subjects’ ability to respond to good reasons 
was severely impaired, and the environment produced the conditions that 
yielded this result. Perhaps due to the nature of the physical setting, the im-
posing authority figures, and the allure of imaginative play, the “guards” were 
simply unable to see certain reasons for or against certain ways of treating the 
“inmates.” They became unreceptive to an important range of reasons. Alter-
natively, these situational features might have severely impaired their ability to 
react to reasons: they saw that they should not degrade their charges but they 
were unable to translate those reasons into action.22

If this was all that the situationist threat amounted to it would surely be 
cause for some concern. But would the threat be that serious? After all, how 
often do we find ourselves in faux prisons?23 And yet it is not difficult to see 
that the situationist threat might very well generalize to all kinds of situations. 
If people are harder workers in large part because they receive lots of positive 

eliminate. So, simply for purposes of exposition, we’ll make do with the less cautious for-
mulation proposed here.

22 An anonymous referee has keenly noted that, given the setup in the experiment, an ex-
planation in terms of the subjects’ severely impaired ability to respond to good reason 
converges (or nearly so) on one where the environment causes people to respond to bad 
reasons. As this referee notes, in the original paper reporting the experiment, the authors 
described the environment as “intrinsically pathological” (Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo 
1973: 90). And in The Lucifer Effect, Zimbardo contends that “a general norm of permis-
siveness prevailed [at Abu Ghraib] that created a sense that the guards could do pretty 
much whatever they felt like doing because they were not personally accountable and 
could get away with anything because no one was watching” (2007: 368). The point here is 
that Zimbardo’s explanation highlights the environment as the root source of any pathol-
ogy that would count as ability or capacity impairing.

23 Though when we do find ourselves in such distressing situations, the outcomes are often 
not pretty. See, for example, discussions of how contexts of war deleteriously affect be-
havior: Doris and Murphy (2007), Talbert and Wolfendale (2015).
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mood-enhancers throughout their lives, might they be less morally responsible 
for their hard work? Are those who work less hard also less morally responsible 
for their productivity because they were faced with very few mood-enhancing 
situations? And how deep might the rabbit hole go? If situational features of 
one sort or another are constantly bombarding our reasons-responsive capa-
bilities and either seriously impairing them or taking them temporarily off-
line, for how much of our behavior are we really morally responsible?

5 A Plausible Defense in the Face of the Situationist Literature

Recall from Section 1 Nelkin’s way of construing the situationist thesis:

(S) Traditional personality or character traits like honesty, kindness, or 
cowardice play less of a role in predicting and explaining behavior than 
do particular situational factors. (2005: 182)

Nelkin does not endorse the skeptical thesis at issue; she only offers it as a diag-
nostic proposal. On her view, if (S), or more precisely the situationist literature 
in support of (S), poses a threat to freedom and responsibility, plausibly it is 
because it undermines reasons-responsiveness. At this juncture, we wish to 
note a way of resisting this skeptical threat as Nelkin has cast it, one with which 
we are largely in agreement, and, we suspect, Nelkin is too. The seeds of this 
strategy were already planted in our presentation of the threat. It is not enough 
to show that situational features play a substantial causal role in an agent’s 
actual conduct, since her being reasons-responsive is consistent with her not 
actually responding to pertinent reasons. What’s required to generate the skep-
tical threat, as Nelkin’s careful wording made clear, has to do with a situation 
somehow corrupting an ability or capacity to respond to reasons. And actual 
behavior alone as described in the various situations from the literature is con-
sistent with retention of the pertinent abilities or capacities. This provides the 
basis for a cautious way of resisting the skeptical challenge. Why not, for in-
stance, conclude that in Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment, many of the 
students playing the role of guards were culpable and blameworthy for their 
cruel treatment? The same goes for those who were so servile and cowardly.

David Brink (2013), who defends his own brand of reasons-responsive the-
ory, develops the preceding point by building upon the following observation:

It is important to frame this approach to responsibility in terms of 
normative competence and the possession of these capacities for 
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 reasons-responsiveness. In particular, responsibility must be predicated 
on the possession, rather than the use, of such capacities. We do excuse 
for lack of competence. We do not excuse for failures to exercise these 
capacities properly. Provided the agent had the relevant cognitive and vo-
litional capacities, we do not excuse the weak-willed or the willful wrong-
doer for failing to recognize or respond appropriately to reasons. (131–2)

Note Brink’s specification of cognitive and volitional capacities. While it might 
be true that situational features make a crucial causal contribution to how a 
pertinent capacity is exercised, we cannot take this as a basis for exculpation. 
What is required is that the contribution causally undermines or bypasses the 
pertinent cognitive and volitional (receptive and reactive) capacities. The key 
to Brink’s resistance, then, in defense of a reasons-responsive theory, is the 
distinction between a performance error and a competence error (140). Very 
roughly, a psychological performance error is the result of the malfunctioning 
of what we might call a psychological mechanism. When there is interference 
or foul play – a “gumming up” of the works – the mechanism issues a per-
formance error. Consider, for example, a type of linguistic performance error 
called a spoonerism. Suppose, as you walk into the dean’s office to discuss a 
very delicate matter, you ask the dean’s assistant, “Is the bean dizzy?” Natu-
rally, you meant to say, “Is the dean busy?” But just because you committed a 
spoonerism, this does not mean that you did not understand or know how to 
speak the correct English words. In fact, you have that competence. Yet you 
just had a slip of the tongue, perhaps due to some anxiety about meeting with 
a superior. Your situation somehow impeded the proper deployment of your 
linguistic competence.

One way to think of the individuals in, say, the Milgram experiments, then, 
is as having committed a performance error in the deployment of a normative 
competence, cashed out in terms of reasons-responsiveness. The thing to note 
here, however, is that a performance error is in itself not necessarily exculpat-
ing, only a lack of competence is, where the latter is accounted for in terms of 
reasons-responsive capacities. Brink writes:

[M]ost situational findings describe patterns, albeit surprising patterns, 
in behavior. They do not demonstrate incapacity. For instance, in the Mil-
gram experiments we may be surprised to find that two-thirds of  subjects 
fail to do the compassionate thing because of a desire, perhaps sub- 
conscious, to conform to the firm requests of the experimenter. But while 
many people did in fact act surprisingly badly, there’s nothing in the situ-
ationist gloss in the Milgram experiments to suggest that subjects lacked 
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the ability or capacity to resist the experimenter’s suggestion. We might 
put this point by saying that situationism addresses situational patterns 
in performance, not issues in competence. (140)

Indeed, we find Brink’s defense of reasons-responsiveness compelling, and to 
be about as good as any defense of freedom and responsibility is going to be 
in the face of the apparent skeptical threat posed by the situationist literature.

In arguing for his position, Brink points out that the research seems not to 
support the idea that in response to a range of other contexts with similar rea-
sons, an agent would not act differently by, say, reacting to good reasons. That 
is to say, there is reason to think that pertinent counterfactuals about agents in 
the studies would support the contention that they were moderately reasons-
responsive, and so did act freely and were morally responsible. Of course, the 
best evidence for how an agent would act in a context similar to the one she did 
act in is to see how she does react in such contexts. And the situationist studies 
were not conducted – and probably could not effectively be conducted – by 
exposing the same agents to variations to see how they would actually react. 
But as Brink reports, other agents who seemed to be relevantly like the ones 
in the original studies did react differently in pertinent situation variations. 
For instance, in a situation in which the Milgram experiment was conducted 
and subjects were required to place the learner’s hand on an electric plate to 
receive the “shock,” only 30% administered the maximum shock as compared 
with 62.5% in the original experiment (Milgram 1969: 34–5, as cited in Brink 
2013: 141).

We pause at this juncture to register an objection to Brink’s diagnosis.24 
Brink contends that the “shock plate” version of the experiment suggests that 
subjects in the original study retained the relevant capacities. But consider the 
critic who contends that in the original Milgram experiment situation does 
impair capacity more in the fashion of a competence error. She might counter 
that the shock plate experiment elicited a different response just because the 
situational pressures were different, and this is evidence that, in the original sit-
uation, it was extremely difficult to respond appropriately, perhaps so much so  

24 We are indebted to an anonymous referee for raising this concern; however, we would 
note that he or she does not take this to discredit Brink’s point here but only to illustrate 
the limits of it and so to show that it is contestable. We concur, as will be illustrated in a 
thought experiment we will set out below, which involves two Artificial Intelligence engi-
neers who come to different conclusions about how to conceptualize certain limits to the 
machine they designed. Their difference mirrors the difference here between Brink and 
those who would resist him in the manner explained in this paragraph.
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that it should be seen as exonerating (and so as undermining competence). 
Here, we simply wish to acknowledge the appeal of this point and proceed 
with our overall proposal, building on the work of Brink and others (Vargas 
too). Subsequent discussion will help show how we might reply.

Despite the preceding reservations, we find Brink’s point to be eminently 
plausible. Consider a number of other studies as well. Would the seminar-
ians in Good Samaritan not have stopped to help a person with an axe in their 
skull? What about one who was set ablaze or instead holding a child bleed-
ing from the mouth? Likewise, what about the Zimbardo prison experiments? 
Would the “guards” have treated the “prisoners” so badly if the prisoners were 
given the same first names as the guards’ parents, or if the suggested forms of 
harsh treatment were degrading in even more extreme ways? Likewise, for the 
prisoners, would they have behaved in equally servile ways if the guards were 
given names like ‘Hitler’ or ‘Goebbels’, or if they were asked to pretend that the 
other prisoners were friends from their youth? Thinking through all of the stud-
ies, it appears that we have very little evidence that situational factors elimi-
nate competence, and pretty good reason to think that competence is actually 
retained.25 At the very least, we would need considerably more empirical work 
to draw conclusions that are any more dramatic than what is involved in noting 
that situational factors can play a nontrivial causal role in how a capacity is ex-
ercised, and so when it is exercised in a way that involves a performance error. 
Of course, it is also worth pointing out that this cuts both ways. In the Isen and 
Reeve experiment, what we apparently learn is that in boosting mood, situa-
tion can aid in performance success in the exercising of a pertinent capacity.

Manuel Vargas (2013b) offers a similar defense of a reasons-responsive view, 
but by slightly different means. According to Vargas, the situationist studies 
give reason to think that what often actually drives behavior is not a response 
to good reasons. It is, for instance, a response to elevation in mood, as the Isen 
and Reeve study suggests, or unreflective obedience to authority, as Milgram’s 
studies suggest. Moreover, there are related worries about the pervasiveness 
of automaticity in general, whereby much behavior appears to be driven by 
nonconscious processes.26 As Vargas explains:

25 Perhaps there is reason for thinking that we have some degree of impairment that could 
mitigate competence somewhat. We are grateful to an anonymous referee for suggesting 
this qualification. The referee also points out that there is reason to be suspicious of a 
sharp boundary between performance failures and impaired competence. We agree, and 
discuss this briefly later in the paper.

26 Vargas (2013b: 331) cites Kihlstrom (2008: 156), who characterizes automaticity in terms 
of  behavior issuing from inevitable invocation of a process incorrigibly leading to 
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Part of what makes automatic processes notable is not the mere fact of 
quick, usually sub- or unconscious mental operations but the pervasive-
ness of it. That is, proponents of the automaticity research program sug-
gest that automatic behaviors are not the exception but rather the rule in 
human action production.27

The situationist and automaticity research programs are complementary. 
Both emphasize that we overestimate the degree to which we understand 
the sources of our behavior, that conscious deliberative reflection is of-
tentimes affected (one might even say “contaminated”) by forces largely 
invisible to us, and that these forces are ones that we would regard as ir-
relevant to the rationality of the act if we were aware of them.

vargas, 2013b: 331

In all of these cases, Vargas argues, there is a worry that our reasons-responsive 
agency is bypassed (328–31). But much like Brink, Vargas then challenges the 
contention that such causal sources of agency show that an agent is operating in 
ways incompatible with retaining her capacities as a reasons-responsive agent. 
Sometimes, an automatic process can, for instance, be a reliable way to act in ac-
cord with morality. When it is not, it is at the very least an open question wheth-
er its role in generating behavior results merely in a performance error rather 
than subverting a pertinent freedom-conferring capacity (Vargas 2013b: 332).

At this juncture, we offer the further point meant to help support Brink’s 
and Vargas’ defense. They both in different ways seek to show how reasons-
responsive capacities might be retained in a range of studies. In doing so, they 
allow us to preserve our sense that the agents in them are not affected by situ-
ational factors in a manner that degrades freedom and responsibility. A further 
complementary point is that in some cases, even if there is a reason to think 
that a pertinent reasons-responsive capacity is degraded, there is little reason 
to think that it really can be easily generalized in a way that would give rise to 
more pervasive skeptical worries.

Consider, for instance, the Darley and Batson Good Samaritan study. Let us 
suppose that a sense of urgency does degrade the seminarians’ capacity for 
reasons-responsiveness as it pertains to helping behavior. A further question 
has to do with what more specific capacity is corrupted. If the capacity is mere-
ly one of failing to recognize salient natural facts in one’s environment, then it 

 completion by way of parallel processing that is screened off from other action- generating 
processes.

27 Here Vargas sites Bargh and Ferguson (2000).
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will affect an agent’s receptivity to reasons; agents will tend to recognize less of 
their surroundings and so will find few occasions for reacting morally.28 A sub-
ject might fail to recognize a person slumped in a doorway, seemingly in need 
of medical attention, but likewise, the same subject might fail to recognize a 
swarm of hundred dollar bills falling from a tree, or a three legged pink giraffe. 
The point is that there are perfectly innocent ungeneralizable effects on our 
ability to recognize our surroundings, and while this can excuse a person by 
way of nonculpable ignorance, the excusing here is just a normal part of life. 
People are often excused for innocently not seeing something which, if they 
saw it, would give them reason to help another in need.

Of course, a different explanation is that the seminarians (or some of them) 
did recognize the salient natural facts – they received them and internalized 
them as reasons – but their sense of urgency resulted in their not reacting to 
such facts. It is a further question, however, whether in these cases we have a 
performance error, in which case the agents still seem to be culpable, or in-
stead a case of compromised capacity that would be grounds for exculpation. 
In the latter case, there seems to be a greater cause for concern. If the capacity 
to react to moral reasons for helping can be so easily degraded by situations 
involving urgency, this would be more troubling and more suggestive of a skep-
tical threat to our regarding others in a range of relevant contexts as free and 
responsible.

In closing this section, we endorse the basic defense of reasons-responsive-
ness advanced by Brink and Vargas. Nevertheless, we also note an important 
caveat to which it appears both Brink and Vargas are sensitive, as is Nelkin. 
Whether the proposed reasons-responsive theorists’ diagnosis is correct de-
pends on empirical details that are left unanswered. Brink is correct that the 
situationist studies on offer provide little reason to conclude that we have 
breakdowns in relevant capacities. For the most part, all we have from the 
studies themselves is evidence of performance failures. But it might be that the 
hidden causal details will after all expose episodic capacity failures.29 As Var-
gas observes (2013b: 330), we will only be able to tolerate so much irrationality 

28 Nelkin makes a similar remark about what might explain the failure to help in the Good 
Samaritan experiment.

29 A further wrinkle, one we’ll not develop here, is that some situational factors, rather than 
undermining or degrading a capacity might instead give rise to or bolster it. That is, there 
is an assumption here, in Nelkin’s formulation of the apparent threat, that situational 
factors are problematic because they are freedom-defeating. This might be true, but of 
equal interest is the prospect that other situational factors are freedom-sustaining. We are 
indebted to Hannah Tierney for calling this to our attention.
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in performance before we begin to worry that the better explanation unify-
ing the range of situationist (and automaticity) studies is that the capacities 
at issue are after all degraded by situation. Nevertheless, the evidence for this 
more dramatic worry is thin, and it also flies in the face of such a wide range of 
conduct in everyday life that can be explained by the presupposition that most 
healthy, sane adults are by and large moderately reasons-responsive.

6 Pessimistic Worries that Remain

We now wish to qualify our conclusions drawn in the last section. So as to avoid 
any misimpression, we are not retracting our contention that, given the pres-
ent state of the situationist literature, the reasons-responsive theorists have an 
adequate way to defend against the apparent skeptical threat to freedom and 
responsibility. That is, we are committed to free will and moral responsibility 
realism, and nothing in what follows is intended as a retreat from that commit-
ment. We state this explicitly here since the point we wish to make now can 
easily be misunderstood as endorsing a strong skeptical conclusion.30

In order to tease out our remaining pessimistic worries, imagine two ai en-
gineers, Geno and Georgiana. Geno and Georgianna work for an auto repair 
company, and their job is to develop a new and improved machine sensitive 
to emissions problems in cars. Drive a car over a ramp as you move through 
any gas station, and the new gizmo will diagnose a vast array of emission 
problems with the car, rule out false positives if the car has bad gas but oth-
erwise functions well, pinpoint what sorts of emission problems are at issue, 
and suggest repairs and their urgency. The machine is, in a sense, a limited 
reasons- responsive “agent.” Indeed, we can even attribute to it receptivity and 
reactivity characteristics. Maybe sometimes, when another car is too close, it 
gets “noise” that looks like a good reason for a diagnosis but isn’t. And suppose 
the ai system is reasonably able to sort this out and eliminate the bad noise. 
So it has “receptive” resources. Also, suppose it is able to yield different reports 
by telling the operator of the car that the problem is not too bad and the car 
would still pass an emissions test but is only less than optimally efficient. Or 
instead it can report that the car has a vapor leak and is dangerous to drive, 
and so on. Thus it can be differentially reactive. Suppose also that it is able to 
“learn,” maybe getting signals sent from computer chips in the cars so that it 
can upgrade and so on.

30 For a view that is similar in its findings, see Nahmias (2007).
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Now suppose that as Geno and Georgianna are designing the ai system, 
they discover various foibles with its operation. It won’t work so well when, say, 
the winds are over 20 mph, since the winds move car emissions too quickly for 
reliable detection. Or instead it has a hard time discerning a poorly function-
ing 1999 Ford F150 from an excellent functioning 2002 Chevy S10. Now imagine 
that Geno can get the ai to do better with the F150s but only by doing worse 
with the Chevy S10, and Georgianna can get the opposite results. She can tweak 
the system to do better with the Chevy but worse with the Ford. Here, Geno 
and Georgianna might be seen as arriving at equally attractive options that, 
while less than optimal, are nevertheless “patches” that are helpful and are the 
best fixes that could be expected given the current state of technology. While 
Geno and Georgianna have various options (do nothing, improve the response 
to the Ford, or improve the response to the Chevy), and while the options are 
less than they might have hoped for, they can plausibly regard their results as 
satisfying given expectations about the current state of technology. Of course 
it is imaginable that they could have built a more perfect ai system, but what 
they have by reasonable standards is satisfying.

The analogy here to theories of free will might be this: In developing a the-
ory of free will and moral responsibility, the theory of freedom on offer, if it is 
to treat in realist fashion creatures like us here on Earth, will have to allow for 
some foibles or limitations. We human beings act recklessly. We sometimes 
act from weakness of will. Some of us are more or less intelligent than others, 
more or less prudent, have greater resources for perseverance, and so on. If we 
were to imagine “building” a critter like one of us with the aim of her being 
able to act freely, we would not want to set our standards for the requirements 
on agency too high. Otherwise, most of us who operate in ways that fall shy 
of an ideal kind of agency would not be regarded as free and responsible in a 
considerable sphere of our lives. Our aspirations as theorists about free will, 
therefore, should, like Geno’s and Georgiana’s, not be too exaggerated, lest they 
unnecessarily give rise to skeptical or pessimistic conclusions. Perfect agency 
(whatever that is) should not be made the enemy of good-enough agency. Thus, 
our theories of free will and moral responsibility should not make a priori de-
mands for an extremely high-grade kind of agency, one that would require a 
kind of reasons-responsiveness that is never (or only very rarely) susceptible 
to performance errors due to situational features.

But now, suppose that Geno and Georgianna discover that there are some 
really weird glitches in the system. Suppose they discover that if two children 
are in the back seat of any car reciting nursery rhymes, the ai system will yield 
bad results. Or instead, suppose they learn that if the car being tested is red and 
there are uncut blades of grass within 20 feet of the ai’s sensors, they will get 
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bad results.31 Imagine that Geno and Georgianna even learn the unexpected 
causes whereby the system gets these bad results, but, as it happens, they are 
largely uncorrectable. (Of course, they could require that no children recite 
nursery rhymes while the system is in operation, and so on, just like we could 
try to have all people avoid ever being told what to do by people in positions 
of authority.) In such a case, suppose that Geno concludes that the ai system 
temporarily loses capacity, whereas Georgianna concludes that the system in 
those cases spits out a performance error that is caused by the bizarre situ-
ational factor. Georgianna might reason with Geno this way:

Look Geno, given the ai tools we have, we knew that we’d never get per-
fect reliability. We knew that we’d get failures at points. But we designed 
this ai system to operate and respond to various bits of information in 
its environment, and as it happens, the subsystems as we have devised 
them are after all in play. What we have is a system that is operating and 
making mistakes, but these are mistakes that do not involve the incapaci-
tation of the system. It is just making an error. If we want something to 
do this work, this is the best the world has to offer us right now, damn 
it all!

We hope the point of our analogy is clear. Whereas Geno has positioned him-
self much like a situationist skeptic about this analog to free will and moral 
responsibility, Georgianna is, basically, in a position analogous to the reasons-
responsive realist responding to the alleged threat of the situationist literature. 
And Georgianna’s reply to Geno is much like the reply we have proposed for 
reasons-responsive theorists.

While we think that Georgianna’s reply to Geno is appropriate, we also think 
that it would not be unreasonable for Georgiana to adopt a pessimistic – but 
not skeptical – view about the quality of the ai system, especially given that it 
uses resources that are about the best that we can hope for. The realist reply to 
the situationist literature that we have so far been pushing is that we human 
agents, if we are after all free and responsible, and if situational features do 
not pose a great threat to our capacities, are just plain built a lot more poorly 
than we expected. Supposing the experimental results from the situationist 

31 We can also stipulate that there are other kinds of weird glitches, ones that actually im-
prove the ai’s sensing capabilities. For example, if the driver has sneezed in the car that 
day, the ai sensors will spit out extremely accurate information about the tread and pres-
sure of the back tires. The sensors were not designed to do this, but as it turns out these 
obscure situational features actually trigger increased diagnostic capabilities.
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literature are accurately reported, the causal sources of our performance er-
rors (and successes) reveal disturbing limitations on what can be expected of 
us as morally responsible agents. This, some might think, is a rational basis for 
a kind of pessimism about the quality of human agency.

While this might not undermine our freedom and responsibility as such, 
it casts what freedom and responsibility we have in a relatively unflattering 
light. This is the source of our pessimistic worry: even if our reasons-responsive 
capabilities are not impugned by the situationist literature to the point where 
they undermine freedom and responsibility, our picture of our own agency is 
considerably diminished if, for example, as it happens our moral concern for 
others can so easily be shifted about depending on utterly trivial alterations in 
conditions, say, involving colors or smells in the room.32

Whereas, given our folk conception of ourselves as free agents, we have a 
picture of our rational selves suggesting that we humans at our best are like the 
finest well-tuned twenty-first-century performance cars, the empirical find-
ings of the situationists suggest that we are after all built a lot more like Model 
Ts. This is disheartening and a cause for an empirically informed and limited 
kind of pessimism about the human condition. It is not that uniformly we per-
form a lot less reliably due to these sorts of odd situational factors. It is, rather, 
that often in various patchwork ways we are far less reliable than we would like 
to be, and we would have thought that as reasons-responsive beings we were 
built a lot better than apparently we are.

What should we make of this pessimistic worry? Here we grant that reason-
able minds can differ. Some might feel that, in opposition to our proposal, this 
sort of pessimism is grounds for skepticism. Freedom so built, if this is really 
what it comes to for us, is just not freedom enough. This would be, so to speak, 
to side with Geno rather than Georgiana and insist that once we see what sorts 
of causes are in play here, what we should think is that there is some sort of 
episodic lack of competence. Derk Pereboom (2001, 2014) argues for skepticism 
about a certain kind of freedom and moral responsibility (desert entailing) in 
Spinozistic fashion by seeking to expose the hidden causes of our putatively 
free acts. In doing so, he means to elicit a judgment that agents so caused lack 
a capacity for the sort of freedom that matters for responsibility. Pereboom’s 
arguments are metaphysical and meant to be fully general: either determinism 
is true, and tending to the hidden causes of our behavior shows that we are all 

32 Miller (2013: ch. 2) builds on similar considerations to argue for the claim that most peo-
ple do not possess traditional virtues such as compassion. That most of us can be “pushed 
around” by situational features in this way suggests that we have what he calls “mixed 
traits,” traits that are neither entirely good nor bad in any given situation.
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unfree in the relevant way, or indeterminism is true, and tending to the hidden 
causes of our behavior shows that we are all unfree in the relevant way. But 
Pereboom’s key strategy could be used in this more limited context as well. If 
we come to see that the hidden causes involved in our reasons-responsive “per-
formance errors” are frequently the product of situational factors, much of the 
freedom that we allegedly find is shown to be benighted and so not adequate 
grounds for deserving praise or blame. Why? Because what is really exposed is 
some sort of failure of competence. Our freedom in this way hangs too much 
on situational luck, and so, in the spirit of Pereboom’s Spinozistic strategy, the 
pessimism we have identified here should give way to skepticism when rel-
evant situational factors are in play.33

Yet another intriguing response is the sort that Vargas (2013b) advocates, re-
quiring a revisionary picture of what agency is, and so what free and responsible 

33 There is one other possibility we will not develop here but is worth considering. One 
might press for skepticism by instead accepting that the pertinent situational factors af-
fect performance errors without undermining a capacity. On this skeptical strategy, the 
skeptic resists the realist by pointing out that the hidden causes involved in the exercise 
of the capacities when there are performance errors shows that the mere possession of 
and use of these capacities is inadequate for freedom and responsibility. This would, in 
effect, be like arguing that there is a further category of excuse beyond the traditional 
ones friendly to a compatibilist proposal like Brink’s. What defeats freedom and respon-
sibility, given this category, is not any failure of capacity but instead a set of underlying 
causes that expose the inadequacy of the sources of the exercising of these capacities. In 
this case, the pessimism we propose would provide good reason for something further: 
skepticism.

There is an interesting related question here about how to understand Pereboom’s 
(2001, 2014) metaphysical argument against compatibilism. In his famous Four Case Ar-
gument for incompatibilism, he structures a case of manipulation in which all the (puta-
tive) compatibilist sufficient conditions are in place. He then uses a manipulative source 
giving rise to these conditions to show that the underlying causes undermine our judg-
ment of freedom and responsibility. One way to interpret his argument is that the manip-
ulation reveals that some freedom capacity is corrupted, and so a conventional excusing 
consideration is after all in play. This is basically the strategy we considered above as a 
way for the skeptic to argue. But another way to interpret Pereboom’s argument is that the 
manipulation reveals that no freedom capacity at all is corrupted, and so no traditional 
compatibilist-friendly excuse applies; rather, the causes involved in exercising the perti-
nent capacities are shown not to provide a satisfying basis for freedom and responsibility. 
If so, the excusing consideration here is of a different sort – a further category – beyond 
those that work by showing that a capacity of one sort or another (say, epistemic or con-
trol) is defeated.

We are indebted to Dana Nelkin for extremely insightful comments regarding these 
issues.
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agency are. Agents can act freely and be morally responsible, but grounds for 
a non-skeptical treatment of freedom in the face of the situationist literature 
require that we understand the conditions of agency as varying in different 
circumstances. There are, so to speak, agents-in-conditions-responding-to-
authority and agents-when-there-is mood-boost, and so on. But there just are 
not agents as stable beings whose nature and capacities for free agency are 
invariant across variations in circumstances. That is what we should be skepti-
cal about, and the situationist literature provides a basis for this skepticism. 
Fortunately, Vargas argues, there is a better way to reconceive our agency, and 
in doing so, we can resist full-blown skepticism.

We propose a different response here. Our contention, insofar as a non-
skeptical and non-revisionary response is called for, is that the situationist lit-
erature simply shows our human agency to be limited albeit consistent with 
realism, and like Georgianna’s estimation of her own ai system, there is a rea-
son to regret that our agency can’t be better than it is and provide us with a 
more effective kind of freedom. In this respect, our proposal is relevantly like 
Paul Russell’s (2013, provisionally forthcoming 2016) brand of pessimistic com-
patibilism. On his view, if we attend to the ultimate sources of our agency, we 
will recognize a kind of limit or luck in how it is that we are free and how it is 
that we are responsible. It is not that these limits show us not really to be free 
and responsible. But it does “put the lie” on our place in the natural world, 
and it reveals the freedom we do have as limited or hamstrung in a way that 
is disappointing given what we might have hoped for. Now Russell offers this 
proposal in response to the general metaphysical problem about free will in 
the face of determinism or instead indeterminism (just as Pereboom offers his 
proposal). Ours is, again, not meant to apply as such. It is, rather, a response 
to empirical results that suggest that these worries, while not universal but in-
stead piecemeal, are widespread, so that often our agency is a lot less effective 
than we would have hoped it to be.

Recall that early on we noted that the prospects for a reasons-responsive 
theory, as well as the skeptical threats from the situationist literature, are not 
limited to compatibilism. Incompatibilists requiring libertarian satisfaction 
conditions for freedom and responsibility are open to the same theoretical 
prospects and skeptical threats. We mean for this to apply to the sort of pes-
simism we have identified here. Call ours an empirically grounded, piecemeal 
pessimistic realism – whether compatibilist or libertarian – about freedom and 
responsibility in response to the situationist literature.

We wish to point out that the viability of our pessimistic realism strategy for 
responding to the situationist threat to freedom and responsibility is sensitive 
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to certain empirical facts. That is, we concede that there are things that we 
could discover about human agency that would defeat our strategy. What 
kinds of things? Well first, suppose we discovered that small situational fea-
tures were pretty much always adversely affecting our mrr capacities. That is, 
our best empirical literature might reveal that even if we retained our reasons-
responsiveness competence, if situational features were ubiquitously causing 
performance errors, then this would be problematic for our strategy. If all that 
the mrr theorist could offer in the face of such evidence is to say, “Don’t worry, 
the competence remains!”, we think that this would be cold comfort indeed. 
Even more obviously problematic for our pessimistic realism strategy would be 
the discovery that situations were ubiquitously causing competence errors. Our 
contention (along with Brink, and we think in the spirit of Nelkin and Vargas) 
has been that the empirical literature at best shows that situational features 
sometimes causally contribute to performance errors in responding to reasons, 
but that the relevant competence remains. It is this remaining competence 
that can ground freedom and responsibility, even when performance errors are 
made. But if this competence was severely and ubiquitously incapacitated, this 
would knock out the legs from under our strategy.

Of course, much of this previous discussion relies on having a fairly clear 
notion of what counts as a performance error and what counts as a compe-
tence error when it comes to mrr. It would be crucial to know, for example, 
at what point the presence of a lot of performance errors due to situational 
features adds up to (or provides good evidence of) a failure of competence in 
responding to reasons. Furthermore, the challenges to our pessimistic realism 
just adumbrated rely on the empirical literature turning out a certain way – 
revealing either that situational features result in ubiquitous performance or 
competence errors. But not only does the current research not suggest this pic-
ture, we doubt that such a picture will be vindicated. After all, people like you 
and us get around in the world quite successfully every day: operating cars, 
doing creative and meaningful work, buying carrots to make stew, raising well-
adjusted children, sending people into space, voting our consciences, and so 
on. The manifest image of our place in the world strongly suggests that most 
of us do tend to be moderately reasons-responsive, and to be so in ways that 
are largely successful and desirable. We stress again that this picture is answer-
able to the empirical facts on the ground. But as things stand, we remain un-
convinced that situational features play the kind of competence-undermining 
role that would require us to give up on the view that we are free and morally 
responsible because situational features undermine the relevant capacities to 
respond to reasons.
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7 Why Character Matters (at Least Indirectly)

Throughout, we have focused on the relationship between the situationist lit-
erature and free will and moral responsibility. We offered a progress report: at 
present the empirical literature does not give us good enough reason to think 
that we lack freedom and moral responsibility on the grounds that situational 
features undermine our reasons-responsive capabilities. This is our realism. 
However, we also suggested that the situationist literature should give us 
pause. How so? Our reasons-responsive capabilities may be a lot more poorly 
put together than we had expected or hoped. Even if most of us usually meet 
the threshold requirements for having free will and moral responsibility, we 
still might fall much closer to the minimum threshold than we’d like. This is 
our pessimism.

We conclude, however, on a more optimistic note. Thus far, we have said 
very little about the relationship between situationism and character, which 
has traditionally been thought of as the primary target of the situationist re-
search program. Whatever the outcome of that debate, consider the following 
possibility. Suppose that our somewhat pessimistic assessment of our agency 
is, in light of the situationist literature, largely accurate: most of us don’t typi-
cally fall below the threshold for morally responsible agency, but we are also 
not typically very high above it. Our reasons-responsive capabilities are, more 
often than not, perhaps closer to being a Model T than a Porsche 911. But must 
we retain a kind of Model T agency? Can we do better?

Here, we briefly suggest an optimistic plot twist so that we might dimin-
ish this aforementioned pessimism by showing that we can cultivate character 
traits that prevent situational features from inhibiting successful deployment 
of mrr. The story might go like this. Character traits are kinds of dispositions. 
And as we pointed out in Section 1, we are complex psychological beings: dif-
ferent traits can work against each other such that one suppresses another. 
Suppose that in the absence of the possession of some trait T, when we see 
people slumped on sidewalks while in a hurry, we typically fail to stop and offer 
aid. This might be due, let us suppose, to certain mixes of situational factors 
gumming up our mrr capabilities and issuing in a kind of performance error. 
But now, suppose that if trait T was also in the mix, T would typically serve to 
prevent that gumming up of the works. So understood, the possession of T 
would typically prevent the performance error. This is, then, a way of seeing 
how character traits might be helpful in combating the corrosive effects that 
situational features might have on our agency.

Of course, in order to improve reasons-responsiveness overall or in limited 
domains, character traits need not always prevent such errors, and even when 
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they do, they need not do so in the same ways. One way character traits might 
do so is that, once in a situation where certain features threaten to degrade our 
agency, a trait could prevent those features from having those effects. Another 
way that character traits might combat the corrosive effects of situational fea-
tures is that they could help us avoid altogether being in situations that can 
degrade our freedom (either by compromising our capacities or instead play-
ing a causal role in our performance errors).34 Alternatively, character traits 
could operate in a corrective manner – even when we do find ourselves in situ-
ations that threaten to thwart desired moral outcomes – by outweighing or 
counter-balancing the effects that those situational features have on our psy-
chologies.35 Furthermore, the way character traits may boost our mrr need 
not be all or nothing. Suppose that, absent trait T, most of us would fail to help 
the slumping person when in a hurry due to a performance error at about a 
60% rate. Yet with T, that failure rate would drop to 40%. This would amount 
to a considerable improvement in our agency even if trait T would not prevent 
all performance errors in the relevant situations.

This is all well and good, but is there any reason to think that character traits 
can work this way? Perhaps so, especially if research from the psychological 
sciences could tell us what kinds of traits – understood as dispositions – could 
help us. Something to this effect has been recently suggested by Alfred Mele 
and Joshua Shepherd (2013) who argue that “knowledge about the impact of 
situations on behavior can actually boost agents’ power to counteract harm-
ful situational effects” (62). Here is one way to think about the boost, using an 
example they cite from the psychological literature on the efficacy of so-called 
implementation intentions.36

To form an implementation intention involves a person committing himself 
or herself to respond to a certain situation in a certain manner (Gollwitzer 
1999: 494). Such intentions are subordinate to goal intentions and specify how, 
when, and where the goal is met. One study of the effect of implementation in-
tentions involves drug addicts who show symptoms of withdrawal (496). One 
group of addicts was asked in the morning to form the goal intention of  writing 

34 Doris (2002) himself argued that by becoming good at choosing situations we can coun-
teract the corrosive effects of situational features on our desired moral outcomes. Doris 
thought such a skill was compatible with his own skepticism about global traits, but see 
Rodgers and Warmke (2015) for an alternative view.

35 We thank Christian Miller for this suggestion.
36 Here, we will focus just on the ways that implementation intentions may help boost mrr. 

There may of course be other strategies for strengthening traits in order to resist the nega-
tive influences of situational features. See, for example, Miller (forthcoming).
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a short curriculum vitae before 5:00 p.m. They were also tasked with forming 
implementation intentions about when and how they would complete the 
task. The second group was asked to form the same goal intention but was not 
told to plan how to accomplish that goal. Mele and Shepherd report the strik-
ing results: “although none of the people in the second group completed the 
task, 80% of the people in the first group completed it” (2013: 77).37

What the efficacy of implementation intentions suggests is that disposi-
tions formed at an earlier time can be efficacious later on down the road when 
we are faced with certain kinds of situational influences or pressures. And if 
we think of character traits as dispositions or constellations of dispositions, 
then we can see why there is reason to hope that the taking on of certain kinds 
of traits can help us to avoid the negative influences that situational features 
may pose to our agency. Our reasons-responsiveness capacities may never be 
as good as we hoped. But we think that, not only are they not as bad as some 
skeptics have warned, there is good reason for limited optimism that such ca-
pacities can be improved.

So, we close with a glimmer of optimism, even in light of our pessimistic 
realism. Many would want more, but in our estimation, they are holding us up 
to expectations for a high-grade form of agency that the science of psychology 
suggests we lack. Whether somehow creatures like us could live up to such ex-
pectations is another question altogether. All the sciences have shown us so far 
is that we typically do not. Of course, as an aspirational goal, it might be best 
to act as if we are able to do so even if, as it turns out, we are simply incapable 
of doing so.
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