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NARRATIVE CAPACITY AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY*

By Meghan Griffith

Abstract: My main aim in this essay is to argue that “narrative capacity” is a genuine 
feature of our mental lives and a skill that enables us to become full-fledged morally 
responsible agents. I approach the issue from the standpoint of reasons-responsiveness. 
Reasons-responsiveness theories center on the idea that moral responsibility requires suffi-
cient sensitivity to reasons. I argue that our capacity to understand and tell stories has an 
important role to play in this sensitivity. Without such skill we would be cut off from the 
full range of reasons to which moral agents need access and/or we would be deficient in the 
ability to weigh the reasons that we recognize. After arguing for the relevance of narrative 
skill, I argue that understanding the connection between reasons-sensitivity and narrative 
confers additional benefits. It illuminates important psychological structures (sometimes 
said to be missing from reasons-responsive accounts) and helps to explain some cases of 
diminished blame.

KEY WORDS: moral responsibility, narrative, reasons-responsiveness, agency, 
blameworthiness

I. Introduction

Some of our most important theories of free will and moral responsi-
bility highlight the significance of narrative. For example, John Martin 
Fischer’s highly influential semicompatibilist account emphasizes that the 
value of acting freely (in the sense required for responsibility) is a kind of 
self-expression. This self-expression is characterized as “depend[ing] for 
its meaning on a narrative structure.”1 In acting freely and responsibly, the 
agent expresses “the meaning of a sentence of the book of his life” and this 
meaning “is fixed in part by relationships to other sentences in this book, 
that is, by the overall narrative structure of the life.”2 Robert Kane, who 
develops one of the most important libertarian (that is, incompatibilist) 

* I am grateful to the other contributors to this volume for very helpful feedback on an ear-
lier draft of this essay. Special thanks go to Michael McKenna for extremely helpful written 
comments on my draft. Special thanks also to an anonymous referee for this journal for a rig-
orous and insightful set of comments. Some of the research utilized here was undertaken for 
a project on self-control generously funded by the John Templeton Foundation and adminis-
tered by Florida State University under the direction of Alfred Mele. The opinions expressed 
here do not necessarily reflect the views of the John Templeton Foundation.

1 John Martin Fischer, My Way: Essays on Moral Responsibility (New York: Oxford,  
2006), 120.

2 Ibid., 116. I discuss this narrative aspect of Fischer’s account in Meghan Griffith, 
“Based on a True Story: Narrative and the Value of Acting Freely,” Social Theory and Practice 
37, no. 1 (2011): 19  –  34.
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positions, highlights narrative in terms of authorship. In discussing self-
forming choices, he analogizes to the writing of a novel:

Imagine a writer in the middle of a novel. The novel’s heroine faces 
a crisis and the writer has not yet developed her character in suffi-
cient detail to say exactly how she will react. The author must make 
a “judgment” (arbitrium) about how she will react that is not deter-
mined by the heroine’s already formed past, which does not give 
unique direction. In this sense, the author’s judgment of how she will 
act is “arbitrary,” but not entirely so. It has input from the heroine’s 
fictional past and, in turn, gives input to her projected future.

In a similar manner, agents who exercise free will are both authors 
of, and characters in, their own stories at once.3

The fact that influential views on both sides of the compatibilism/
incompatibilism divide emphasize and eloquently spell out this feature of 
our agency demonstrates its significance and its resonance with our expe-
rience. We experience ourselves as authors and care about being the tellers 
of our stories. An appeal to narrative is used, in both accounts, to illustrate 
both what we value and what we are doing in paradigm cases of free and 
responsible behavior; we are expressing ourselves or we are developing 
our character. We are writing our books. It is a powerful appeal.

One of the reasons the above appeal is so powerful and insightful is that 
narrative is embedded deeply in human cognition, emotion, and behavior. 
Thus, philosophers and psychologists have rightly discussed this capacity 
in numerous contexts. But could it be that narrative plays a further role 
in moral responsibility? Maybe narrative is not just what we value and 
do as morally responsible agents, but is, in a sense, how we are able to do 
it. Thus, my main aim in this essay is to argue that what I call “narra-
tive capacity” is a genuine feature of our mental lives that enables us to 
become fully responsible agents.

I approach the issue from the standpoint of reasons-responsiveness. 
Reasons-responsiveness theories, which have been developed in a 
number of nuanced and insightful ways by different theorists, purport 
to explicate the “control” condition of moral responsibility.4 They center on 

3 Robert Kane, “Responsibility, Luck, and Chance: Reflections on Free Will and Indeter-
minism,” Journal of Philosophy 96, no. 5 (1999): 240.

4 Michael McKenna, “Reasons-Responsive Theories of Freedom,” in Kevin Timpe, Meghan 
Griffith, and Neil Levy, eds., Routledge Companion to Free Will (New York: Routledge, 
2017), 27  –  40; Michael McKenna and Chad Van Schoelandt, “Crossing a Mesh Theory with a 
Reasons-Responsive Theory: Unholy Spawn of an Impending Apocalypse or Love Child of a 
New Dawn?” in Andrei Buckareff, Carlos Moya, and Sergi Rosell, eds., Agency, Freedom, and 
Moral Responsibility (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 44  –  64. Some reasons-responsiveness 
theories are John Martin Fischer and Mark Ravizza, Responsibility and Control: A Theory of 
Moral Responsibility (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), Ishtayique Haji, Moral 
Appraisability (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), Dana Nelkin, Making Sense of 
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the idea that moral responsibility requires sufficient sensitivity to rea-
sons. My claim is that our capacity to understand and tell stories has 
an important role to play in this sensitivity. But although I suspect that 
many actions for which we are responsible require at least a rudimentary 
narrative capacity (and I will offer some considerations for thinking so 
in what follows), my aim here is not to argue that narrative capacity is 
required for every such instance. Instead, I argue that narrative capacity 
plays a vital role in our becoming full-fledged responsible agents. With-
out such skill we would be cut off from the full range of reasons to which 
moral agents need access or we would have diminished ability to properly 
weigh the reasons that we recognize.5 After arguing for the relevance of 
narrative skill, I argue that understanding the connection between rea-
sons-sensitivity and narrative confers additional benefits. It illuminates 
important psychological structures and helps to explain some cases of 
diminished blame.

II. Narrative Capacity

Psychologists and philosophers discuss the uniquely human cogni-
tive capacity to understand and tell stories. This capacity is marked by 
a number of features that make it difficult to reduce to other abilities.6 
Primarily, narrative is a way of making sense of events.7 But while 
many kinds of reasoning might be regarded as “sense-making,” there 

Responsibility (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), Carolina Sartorio, Causation and 
Free Will (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), Kadri Vihvelin, Causes, Laws, and 
Free Will: Why Determinism Doesn’t Matter (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), and 
Susan Wolf, Freedom within Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990). As McKenna 
points out, although reasons-responsive theories are often associated with compatibilism, 
either side of the compatibilist/incompatibilist debate can adopt reasons-responsiveness 
(with the incompatibilist adding lack of determinism as an additional necessary condi-
tion). I will not take a stand on this debate here.

5 Thus, I leave it open that there may be other ways of explaining or enabling our reasons-
responsiveness in certain cases. Many thanks to Michael McKenna for extremely helpful 
comments and suggestions concerning this distinction and this way of framing my thesis.  
I also leave it open that there are agents who never develop robust narrative skill (or who 
lose it) but nevertheless can be held responsible for a number of their actions. But my think-
ing here suggests that these agents have a narrowed range of responsible actions because 
they have a narrowed range of reasons to which they are sensitive, and/or these agents are 
less blameworthy when responsible because it is more difficult for them to do what they 
ought. (I say more about this below).

6 See David C. Rubin and Daniel L. Greenberg, “The Role of Narrative in Recollection: 
A View from Cognitive Psychology and Neuropsychology,” in Gary D. Fireman, Ted E. 
McVay, Jr., and Owen J. Flanagan, eds., Narrative and Consciousness: Literature, Psychology, 
and the Brain (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003) for interesting discussion about 
how, once in place, narrative reasoning can be difficult to disrupt. It is typically preserved 
in aphasia as well as in a number of kinds of memory loss (70-71). It can occur without 
language, through images (62), and appears (for reasons I hope are clear in my discussion) 
to be distinct from mere causal reasoning.

7 See J. David Velleman, “Narrative Explanation,” Philosophical Review 112, no. 1 (2003): 1.
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are features of narrative that appear to set it apart from other cognitive 
processes. Psychologists characterize narrative reasoning as both goal-
structured and focused on human or at least human-like behavior.8 The 
typical problem-resolution structure that we are apt to think of when 
thinking about “story” relies on our ability to understand the motives, 
intentions, and actions of the characters. According to psychologists, chil-
dren recognize typical action sequences in infancy.9 But it is not until age 
five or so that children do more than follow common scripts and actu-
ally “structure events into stories . . . and [construe] events in terms of 
an initiating problem and its resolution.”10 Children continue to develop 
beyond merely understanding the “landscape of action” to understanding 
the inner workings of characters, that is, the “landscape of consciousness,” 
as they grow into adulthood.11

But narrative capacity involves more than the ability to recognize or 
identify the internal workings of characters. It also involves the ability to 
identify with them. Psychologists discuss narrative reasoning as involving 
“judgments of empathy.”12 And there is typically an emotional element—
we care about what happens to the characters and about how the story 
turns out. In general, emotion is an important feature of narrative. Stories 
resonate emotionally. David Velleman uses an example from Aristotle’s 
Poetics to illustrate the emotional import of narrative. Aristotle tells the 
story of Mitys. There are two relevant events to the story. First, Mitys is 
murdered. Then, the murderer himself is killed by a falling statue—of 
Mitys! Velleman suggests that what connects these two events into a story 
is not any sort of cause-effect sequence, but a familiar emotional cadence. 
It resonates with the audience emotionally and therefore “makes sense.”

The story of Mitys also points to another important feature of narrative. 
And this is the sense in which narrative involves a “meaning-affecting” 
relation.13 The meaning of the second event (the death of the murderer) 
depends on its relation to the former event (the murder of Mitys). The 
connectedness thought to exist between events in a story is often cashed 
out in terms of temporal and causal relations. But the story of Mitys dem-
onstrates that meaning-affecting is not always strictly or directly causal. 

8 See Rubin and Greenberg, “The Role of Narrative in Recollection,” 62.
9 See Katherine Nelson, “Narrative and the Emergence of a Consciousness of Self,” in 

Gary D. Fireman, Ted E. McVay, Jr., and Owen J. Flanagan, eds., Narrative and Conscious-
ness: Literature, Psychology, and the Brain (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 25.

10 Tilmann Habermas and Susan Bluck, “Getting a Life: The Emergence of the Life Story in 
Adolescence,” Psychological Bulletin 126 (2000): 752.

11 See Nelson, “Narrative and the Emergence of a Consciousness of Self,” who adopts these 
terms from Bruner.

12 Rubin and Greenberg highlight this feature, citing the work of Kintsch and Van Dijk 
(1975) in Rubin and Greenberg, “The Role of Narrative in Recollection,” 60.

13 This term comes from Connie Rosati, “The Story of a Life,” Social Philosophy and Policy 
30, nos. 1-2 (2013): 34.
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97NARRATIVE CAPACITY AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

It can be emotional or thematic.14 The central idea is that the meaning of 
events is conditioned by their context within the narrative.15

There is also a social or cultural aspect to narrative. There are several 
dimensions. In developing narrative skills, we come to understand the 
behavioral and emotional narrative patterns of our culture. Ultimately, 
by the time our narrative skills are fully developed, we will structure 
the narrative of our own lives according to familiar cultural signposts. 
But long before that happens, narrative skills are learned as caregivers 
“scaffold” them by co-constructing them with their infants and children.16 
For example, as developmental psychologist Robin Fivush explains, a 
child of sixteen to eighteen months might spontaneously provide a word 
pertaining to a recalled event (“berries”), to which the mother replies, 
“’That’s right, we had strawberries for breakfast, didn’t we? They were 
delicious.’”17 Daniel Hutto argues that through this scaffolding process, 
narrative is how we come to understand folk psychology:

By participating in this kind of narrative practice children become 
familiar with the way the core propositional attitudes, minimally 
belief and desire, behave with respect to each other and their familiar 
partners: emotions, perceptions, etc. More than this, in such stories a 
person’s reasons are shown in situ; against appropriate backdrops and 
settings. For example, children learn how a person’s reasons can be 
influenced by such things as their character, history, current circum-
stances and larger projects.18

We also apply narrative to our own lives by mentally traveling through 
time. Mental time travel is our ability to remember ourselves in the past 
and project ourselves into the future. It involves “autonoetic awareness” 
and a directing of attention forward or back.19 Although not always 

14 Although they do not highlight the emotional component, Habermas and Bluck cate-
gorize the coherence of narratives in terms of temporal, causal, thematic, and biographical 
(which refers to how well one understands the “cultural norms of biography”) (750-51).

15 This idea of events being “conditioned” by their context comes from Marya Schecht-
man, who provides a narrative account of personal identity. See Marya Schechtman, “Stories, 
Lives, and Basic Survival: A Refinement and Defense of the Narrative View,” in Daniel D. 
Hutto, ed., Narrative and Understanding Persons (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 162. This also echoes the Velleman account utilized by Fischer in discussing the value 
of self-expression. See Fischer, My Way, 116 (quoted above).

16 Daniel Hutto, “The Narrative Practice Hypothesis: Origins and Applications of Folk 
Psychology,” in Daniel D. Hutto, ed., Narrative and Understanding Persons (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 47. See also Robin Fivush, “The Development of Auto-
biographical Memory,” Annual Review of Psychology 62 (2011): 559  –  82.

17 Fivush, “The Development of Autobiographical Memory,” 566.
18 Hutto, “The Narrative Practice Hypothesis,” 53. Hutto uses this to argue against the 

“theory theory” of folk psychology. By appealing to his claims here I do not mean to be 
taking a side in that particular debate.

19 Jeanette Kennett and Steve Matthews, “Mental Time Travel, Agency and Responsibility,” 
in Matthew Broome and Lisa Bortolotti, eds., Psychiatry as Cognitive Neuroscience: Philosophi-
cal Perspectives (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 330.
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explicated in terms of narrative, I claim that mental time travel has a 
narrative structure. It requires placing ourselves in the context of a story 
rather than merely having a “snapshot” memory with no features of 
connectedness or context.20 It need not extend over vast expanses of 
time or provide accurate or detailed temporal ordering. Young chil-
dren, for example, can mentally time travel but tend not to be able to 
sequence past events properly for quite some time (everything is “yes-
terday”).21 To this extent then, it may sometimes only involve a limited 
or rudimentary capacity for narrative.

Beyond the ability to mentally time travel is the ability to see one’s 
whole life as a story.22 Psychologist Dan McAdams is one of the pio-
neers of the “life story model of identity.”23 According to McAdams, this  
capacity does not develop until at least adolescence. It is probably 
spurred at this time by the adolescent’s tendency to begin to look inward 
and think about who he or she is. Other psychologists have since tested 
his claim and have found that children asked to tell their life stories really 
do not appear to be able to do so in a fully coherent way before adoles-
cence, and the coherence increases at least until age twenty. A study by 
psychologists Tilmann Habermas and Cybele de Silveira found that dif-
ferent kinds of coherence increase the most between various age groups. 
Between the ages of eight and twelve years old they found the biggest 
increase in temporal coherence. For causal coherence it was between 
twelve and sixteen years old, and for thematic coherence, between six-
teen and twenty years old).24

Given the above considerations, I think we should regard narrative 
capacity as a know-how, an interpersonal and practical skill that progresses 
throughout typical human development from rudimentary ability to full-
fledged proficiency. I am inspired here by the work of Victoria McGeer, 
who discusses know-how in the context of folk psychology. She argues 
that our ability to understand folk psychology is a “psycho-practical 
know-how” or “insider expertise.”25 As she points out,

20 Ibid., 333. See also Rubin and Greenberg, “The Role of Narrative in Recollection,” 62, 
for the claim that autobiographical memory can occur as specific memories with no narra-
tive structure. Following Kennett and Matthews, I am distinguishing this from mental time 
travel.

21 See Fivush, “The Development of Autobiographical Memory,” 573.
22 I avoid the use of the term “autobiographical memory” because it is used inconsistently. 

Sometimes it is used synonymously with mental time travel, sometimes with the life story 
capacity, and sometimes with neither—such as in autobiographical memories with no narra-
tive structure at all—e.g., the “snapshot” memories mentioned above.

23 Dan P. McAdams, “The Psychology of Life Stories, Review of General Psychology 5, no. 2 
(2001): 100  –  122.

24 Tilmann Habermas and Cybele de Silveira, “The Development of Global Coherence in 
Life Narratives Across Adolescence: Temporal, Causal, and Thematic Aspects,” Developmen-
tal Psychology 44, no. 3 (2008): 719.

25 Her view in some ways is similar to Hutto’s in that she is arguing against “theory-
theory.” She is also arguing against simulation theory.
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Theoretical knowledge simply involves coming to know about 
how other things are or what other things do. Practical know- 
how, by contrast, consists in the development of a skill—the  
‘internalization’ of methods for doing something oneself which are 
normatively guided by considerations of what constitutes doing 
it well.26

At one point, she compares psycho-practical know-how to the  
“insider expertise” of linguistic fluency, which is a capacity with two 
different aspects: speaking and listening.27 My suggestion is that we 
should understand narrative capacity along similar lines.28 Through 
cognitive development, scaffolding, and social interactions, we inter-
nalize the methods of “reading” and “writing.” We learn to “read” the 
world and ourselves, while simultaneously learning to “write” our  
stories.

III. Narrative Capacity and Reasons-Responsiveness

There are a number of important and well-developed reasons-respon-
sive accounts on offer. I will discuss one of the most influential—that of 
John Martin Fischer and Mark Ravizza. The basic underlying idea of a 
reasons-responsive account is that in order to control our behavior in 
the sense required for moral responsibility, we need to be sufficiently 
sensitive to reasons. If my behavior, for instance, is impervious to the 
sway of reasons then it seems that I am not appropriately subject to 
attributions of moral responsibility. Reasons-responsiveness is often 
understood in terms of reasons-receptivity and reasons-reactivity.29 We 
not only need to be able to recognize reasons for action (receptivity), 
we need to be able to appropriately respond to the reasons that we rec-
ognize (reactivity). How sensitive one is to reasons is often understood 
in terms of counterfactuals—if presented with sufficient reason to do 
otherwise, would the agent do otherwise? Fischer and Ravizza discuss 
this in terms of looking to other possible worlds (relevantly similar to 
the actual world and in which the same agential “mechanism” is at 
work) in which there are sufficient reasons to do otherwise. In how 
many, and in which, of these worlds would the agent recognize and 
react to these reasons?

26 Victoria McGeer, “Psycho-practice, Psycho-theory and the Contrastive Case of Autism: 
How Practices of Mind become Second-Nature,” Journal of Consciousness Studies 8, nos. 5  –  7 
(2001): 111.

27 Ibid., 120. She here also discusses Gilbert Ryle’s concept of “knowing how.”
28 As I see it, narrative capacity has some overlap with McGeer’s understanding of folk 

psychological practices, but is not the same capacity.
29 See Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control.
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IV. Receptivity

With respect to receptivity, Fischer and Ravizza argue that there must be 
regular receptivity and an understandable pattern to the reasons an agent 
would recognize. Sensitivity to reasons means that the

response varies as a function of the strength of the reasons presented. In 
testing responsiveness in different possible worlds, we expect that, as 
the strength of reasons is increased, a point will be reached at which the 
agent, acting on the actual mechanism, will respond differently; more-
over, as one moves beyond this threshold, it is assumed that increasingly 
strong reasons will also cause the person to do otherwise.30

Strange patterns of receptivity would incline us to think that the agent is not 
actually sensitive enough to reasons to be held responsible. So if the agent 
would do otherwise for an incentive of a hundred dollars but not for an  
incentive of two hundred dollars, we might surmise that there is not an  
understandable pattern and the agent is not sufficiently responsive to reasons.

What kinds of reasons must an agent be able to recognize? There is 
some debate about whether reasons-receptivity requires recognition of 
moral reasons. Fischer and Ravizza argue that if an agent is incapable of 
recognizing moral reasons it seems problematic to hold such an agent 
responsible for failing to align his behavior with them. Psychopaths 
are a common example. Psychopaths recognize reasons for action and 
align their behavior with these reasons, but do not see others’ interests as 
reasons for acting. Along with psychopaths, Fischer and Ravizza also list 
smart animals and very young children, claiming that none of these three 
categories contain moral agents.31

My claim here is that narrative capacity is crucial to becoming a fully 
reasons-receptive agent. Although recognizing reasons requires a number 
of different kinds of knowledge about the world, without narrative skill we 
would not be able to recognize the right kinds of reasons in a number of 
important cases. Recall that narrative allows us to understand both the 
“landscape of action” and the “landscape of consciousness” (see above). We 
come to understand the intentions, desires, beliefs, and behaviors of others 
(and ourselves) and so can recognize these as among our reasons for acting. 
Notice that some elements of our interpersonal relations are only explicable 
through narrative. It is only through narrative that I can, for example, under-
stand your action as revenge32 or see my action as forgiveness. And without 
the ability to mentally time travel, it is difficult to see how an agent could 
recognize what she has most reason to do, given that our reasons often relate 

30 Ibid., 65  –  66.
31 Ibid., 76.
32 Many thanks to Jenann Ismael for this example and for the very helpful articulation of 

this point that explanations at the level of action seem to require us to use narrative.
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to our goals and plans.33 Furthermore, the context of a narrative can illumi-
nate reasons that would not otherwise be recognized. What I see myself as 
having reason to do may depend on how a potential action’s meaning is 
“conditioned” by past and future. So perhaps our history together provides 
reason for me to help you. I cannot recognize this as a reason without nar-
rative thought. The reason itself might be capturable in terms of so-called 
“snapshot” properties. It could be, for example, built in to the properties of 
the current circumstances that we have this history. But my claim here is not 
that responsibility itself is historical. My claim is that my ability to see a reason 
that is there now requires my ability to think narratively.

Given Fischer and Ravizza’s claim that receptivity must involve recogni-
tion of distinctively moral reasons, I think we should say more here about 
how coming to understand these narrative “landscapes” yields such rea-
sons. After all, psychopaths purportedly understand the minds of others 
but often use this as a means of manipulation; they fail to see this knowl-
edge as providing reasons for acting in the interest of others and so they 
fail to recognize moral reasons.34 But do psychopaths really understand the 
landscape of consciousness? It is, in a sense, misleading to say that they do. 
Consider the fact that psychopaths are highly deficient in affect—that is, 
they do not have typical emotional responses and have trouble recognizing 
such responses in others.35 So even if they are capable of predicting anoth-
er’s behavior or intentions, they fail to understand emotional reactions or 
motivations in the way that one with “insider expertise” understands such 
reactions and motivations. They have a kind of “outsider status” whereby 
other people are not regarded as “fully real.”36 Although they are able to 
predict and explain behavior in terms of desires, beliefs, and intentions, they 
nonetheless fail to “read” the world properly, since such reading requires 
understanding typical emotion.37 Thus, the infamous psychopathic failure 
to empathize is closely connected to an inability to fully comprehend others 
and to fully recognize important reasons for acting.

Emotional empathy and care are relevant to receptivity in another, per-
haps more fundamental, way. In order to recognize the reasons I have for 

33 Much of my thinking here is inspired by Kennett and Matthews who argue persuasively 
and insightfully that mental time travel is needed for moral agency and governance. See 
Kennett and Matthews, “Mental Time Travel, Agency and Responsibility.”

34 Thanks to an anonymous referee for this objection.
35 Victoria McGeer, “Varieties of Moral Agency: Lessons from Autism (and Psychopathy),” 

Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, ed., Moral Psychology, Volume 3: The Neuroscience of Morality: Emo-
tions, Brain Disorders, and Development (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), 230.

36 Ibid., 233. Neil Levy has a somewhat different take. He argues that psychopaths “cannot 
understand the impairment to autonomy their actions cause, because they cannot under-
stand what it is to be fully autonomous.” See Neil Levy, “Psychopaths and Blame: The Argu-
ment from Content,” Philosophical Psychology 27, no. 3 (2014): 363.

37 But perhaps there is a worry from the other direction. In other words, couldn’t it be 
that those without narrative ability might still have the ability to act on moral reasons (for 
instance those with impairments in theory of mind or impairments in memory)? (Thanks 
to an anonymous referee for this objection). Santiago Amaya mentions the famous case of a 
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acting, I not only need to be able to think about myself in the future. I also 
need to be able to care about myself in the future. It needs to matter to me 
how my story will go. This is highly relevant for moral agency. If I cannot 
care how my story will go, then I cannot see moral improvement or the 
securing of moral connections to others as reasons for acting. This element 
of caring about oneself in the future has also been discussed within the con-
text of psychopathy. Psychopaths not only lack empathy for others, they 
lack it for their future selves.38 This affects both receptivity and reactivity 
(more on reactivity below). Psychopaths are a real-world example of 
Frankfurt’s “wanton.”39 They are cut off from moral agency not just because 
of their disregard of others but also because of their wantonness. The psy-
chopath cannot worry that he has failed to “[live] up to [his] values and 
principles,”40 and is thus unable to recognize an important range of reasons 
for acting. But it is also worth noting that even if we argue, as some have, 
that recognition of moral reasons is not necessary for responsibility (that 
is, that being incapable of feeling empathy toward others does not exempt 
one from moral responsibility), we might still worry that psychopaths are 
incapable of the appropriate patterns required for reasons receptivity. An 
inability to reason prudentially might be enough to exempt them.41

It is tempting here to suppose that these reflections on psychopathy 
really show that empathy, rather than narrative, does the primary work 

patient with no episodic memory and no mental time travel ability who is nonetheless able 
to perform as well as healthy subjects on moral judgment tests (and, surprisingly, future 
discounting tests!). As mentioned at the outset, my view can accommodate these possibil-
ities. Those deficient in narrative can likely figure out alternative methods to arrive at a 
recognition of moral reasons. Amaya makes the intriguing suggestion that perhaps certain 
capacities are only needed when we are learning. But in any case, I do not think these cases 
show that narrative capacity is not how we are able to be sensitive to reasons in the typical 
cases. Furthermore, even if someone no longer needs narrative capacity in most cases, it 
seems unlikely that there would not be cases in which it is either difficult to recognize the 
right reasons or difficult to weight them properly.

38 See David Shoemaker, “Empathic Self-Control,” forthcoming in Alfred Mele, ed., Surround-
ing Self-Control (New York: Oxford University Press), David Shoemaker, Responsibility from 
the Margins (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), Kennett and Matthews, “Mental Time 
Travel, Agency and Responsibility,” and Matthew Talbert, “Blame and Responsiveness to Moral 
Reasons: Are Psychopaths Blameworthy?” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 89 (2008): 516  –  35. 
Although “caring” and “empathy” are not synonymous, I group them together here on the 
assumption that the psychopath’s failure to have emotional empathy is closely connected 
to his failure to care about himself or others (thanks to an anonymous referee for this objection).

39 Kennett and Matthews, “Mental Time Travel, Agency and Responsibility,” 346. For a dis-
cussion about the relevance of their claims with respect to self-control, see Griffith, “Children, 
Responsibility for Self-Control Failures, and Narrative Capacity,” forthcoming in Alfred R. 
Mele, ed., Surrounding Self-Control (New York: Oxford University Press).

40 Kennett and Matthews, “Mental Time Travel, Agency and Responsibility, 346.
41 See Talbert, “Blame and Responsiveness to Moral Reasons,” for an interesting argu-

ment to the conclusion that psychopaths are not exempt from responsibility. One of Talbert’s 
claims is that their reasoning is sufficient in the required ways (they can achieve goals, rea-
son in terms of ends and means, and so on). It is worth pointing out that (setting aside the 
requirement for moral reasons receptivity) whether psychopaths are exempt will rely on 
empirical information about their ability to reason. And it is plausible to think that perhaps 
some psychopaths are more capable of the relevant reasoning than others.
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with respect to reasons recognition.42 I do not take issue with the idea that 
empathy plays a crucial role. But of course empathy is merely necessary 
and not sufficient for this recognition. And although we might seek to 
understand reasons-recognition as involving a set of separate necessary 
(and jointly sufficient) capacities, considering them independently in this 
way does not seem to capture what we are doing when we successfully 
recognize reasons. My claim is that when we do so, we are exercising a 
distinctive kind of know-how. The successful practitioner of narrative 
skill utilizes a number of capacities, but these capacities are unified in vir-
tue of being exercised together toward the end of “reading” the world.

But what about reactivity? In addition to seeing what reasons there are, 
we must also be able to respond to these reasons. On Fischer and Ravizza’s 
account, reasons-reactivity need not be as strong as receptivity. If the agent 
can react to one sufficient reason to do otherwise, then the agent is reactive 
enough to reasons to be held morally responsible. The exact level of reac-
tivity is a point of some controversy, but for now we can say that reasons-
responsiveness does have a reactivity component such that agents may 
be exempted from responsibility if they are relevantly unable to conform 
their behavior to the reasons they recognize.43

It is perhaps a bit more difficult to see why narrative might be required 
for reactivity. But our ability to conform our behavior to our judgments 
about what to do does require some narrative skill.44 Once an agent has 
recognized what reasons she has and has made a judgment about what 
to do, she must form an intention that will guide her behavior. Carrying 
out the intention requires keeping the goal at the forefront of attention 
and working memory45 until the goal reflected in the intention has been 
achieved. This will not always require narrative. After all, intentional 

42 Thanks to an anonymous referee for this objection.
43 This is why we are able to hold a very weak-willed individual responsible for what 

she does. This has caused some controversy for their view, however, based on examples 
of weak reactivity in which we intuitively find no responsibility. So, for example, a highly 
agoraphobic person might be able to leave his house if it were on fire, but not in any other 
circumstance (See Alfred R. Mele, “Fischer and Ravizza on Moral Responsibility,” The Jour-
nal of Ethics 10, no. 3 [2006]: 283  –  94.). If this is the only circumstance, we might think that 
this agent is too much in the grips of his phobia to be responsible, even though the agent is 
weakly reactive. Fischer has, I think, conceded this point. But it is a difficult question. Where 
do we draw the line for the appropriate amount of reactivity?

44 Although it is not synonymous with reactivity for various reasons, I argue elsewhere 
that narrative capacity bolsters self-control in a number of important ways. See Meghan 
Griffith, “Children, Responsibility for Self-Control Failures, and Narrative Capacity.” My 
argument in that paper is also influenced by Kennett and Matthews, “Mental Time Travel, 
Agency and Responsibility.”

45 See Wilhelm Hofmann, Malte Friese, Brandon J. Schmeichel, and Alan D. Baddeley, 
“Working Memory and Self-Regulation,” in Roy F. Baumeister and Kathleen D. Vohs, eds., 
Handbook of Self-Regulation, 2nd ed. (New York: Guilford Press, 2011) and M. Rosario Rueda, 
Michael I. Posner, and Mary K. Rothbart, “Attentional Control and Self-Regulation,” in Roy 
F. Baumeister and Kathleen D. Vohs, eds., Handbook of Self-Regulation, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Guilford Press, 2011).
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action seems possible without narrative. But when an action is protracted 
over time, or there is a temporal distance between decision and action, 
mental time travel may be required. In such cases, I will need to remember 
the intention and I will need to imagine the goal.

The attitude of care that is involved in narrative is also relevant with 
respect to being able to carry out an intention. It is because I care about 
how my story goes that I am motivated to try to act in accordance with 
what I have intended. Care will influence what reasons I recognize, but 
it will also influence my motivation to act in accordance with these rea-
sons. Again, we might look to psychopaths as a kind of empirical support 
for this notion. Psychopaths are notoriously impulsive and, as Kennett 
and Matthews put it, “have trouble maintain[ing] a narrative thread . . . . 
[M]ental visits to the past and future engaged in by psychopaths tend to 
be haphazard and relatively unconstrained by the facts.”46 They appear 
to act on whichever desire is strongest, even if this means abandoning a 
long term project.47 Further support for the connection between care for 
one’s future self and reactivity comes from a recent study in neuroscience. 
When the “empathy” center of subjects’ brains was disrupted, the subjects 
were less able to delay gratification.48

On my account, mental time travel and empathy for one’s future self 
involve at least rudimentary narrative skills.49 But it is worth noting 
that more robust narrative skills also have a role to play in bolstering 
our ability to respond to the reasons that we have. A full life-story  
capacity, for example, may make it easier for us to respond to the rea-
sons we have by making these reasons stronger. That is to say, the 
contextual elements of one’s life narrative condition the weightings of 
one’s reasons. Thus, someone without robust narrative skills may be 
deficient with respect to moral agency. This will be discussed in more 
detail in a later section.

46 Kennett and Matthews, “Mental Time Travel, Agency and Responsibility,” 346.
47 See Shoemaker, Responsibility from the Margins.
48 See Alexander Soutschek, Christian C. Ruff, Tina Strombach, Tobias Kalenscher, and 

Philippe N. Tobler, “Brain Stimulation Reveals Crucial Role of Overcoming Self-Centeredness 
in Self-Control,” Science Advances 2, no. 10 (2016). Ed Yong, “Self-Control Is Just Empathy With 
Your Future Self,” The Atlantic, October 6, 2016. https://www.theatlantic.com/science/
archive/2016/12/self-control-is-just-empathy-with-a-future-you/509726/; Shoemaker, Respon-
sibility from the Margins; and Shoemaker, “Empathic Self-Control.”

49 There appear to be similarities to arguments for the practical necessity of unified 
agency. See, for example, Christine M. Korsgaard, “Personal Identity and the Unity of 
Agency: A Kantian Response to Parfit,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 18, no. 2 (1989): 101  –  132. 
Thanks to an anonymous referee for this point and this reference. I do not see such views 
as in competition with mine. From what I can tell, the two kinds of views are consistent 
with one another, but serve somewhat diverging aims. For example, as I understand her, 
Korsgaard aims to show what our conceptions of personhood and agency require (103), 
whereas I aim to show how we are able to respond to the right kinds of reasons so as to become 
morally responsible agents. Narrative capacity is a skill. Its status as a skill also highlights 
how an increase in proficiency enables important capabilities other than agential unity.
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V. Advantages of a Narrative Account

I have tried to show that becoming a full-fledged responsible agent 
requires narrative capacity. Now I would like to turn to some additional 
advantages of the narrative account. In discussing these advantages, I 
am not suggesting that other reasons-responsive views cannot account 
for the phenomena that I will discuss. Reasons-responsive views come 
in all kinds and have rich and nuanced developments in most cases. I 
aim instead to make the less ambitious claim that narrative capacity can 
help to illuminate the phenomena in question and thus fill in a reasons-
responsive account in a helpful way.

A. Disharmony and self-correction

In a recent and very interesting paper, Michael McKenna and Chad Van 
Schoelandt look at the competing categories of reasons-responsiveness  
and so-called “mesh theories” of responsibility. Mesh theories are 
those theories that explain the control condition of responsibility, not in 
terms of our sensitivity to reasons but in terms of internal psychological  
structure—we lack control when inner harmony is lacking. For example: 
“On Frankfurt’s (1971) well-known hierarchical version of a mesh theory 
. . . an agent acts of her own free will when the first-order desire issuing 
in her action is one with which she identifies and, at a high-order, desires 
to be effective in leading her to action.”50 McKenna and Van Schoelandt 
discuss the main difficulties with each category of views and then propose 
a hybrid view as a solution. For our purposes we need only look at their 
proposed difficulties for reasons-responsiveness.

They cite two general and related problems. First, they argue that 
reasons-responsive theories “offer no natural way to carve at the joints 
. . . the major architectural elements comprising the internal psychic 
elements of free persons of the sort we take ourselves to be.”51 Reasons-
responsiveness accounts do not explain the freedom-undermining effects 
of alienation from one’s own motives.52 Furthermore, such accounts do not 
explain the potential for “self-correction” and “self-learning” that arises 
on some occasions when we are trying to decide how to form ourselves. In 
Robert Kane’s “self-forming actions” (for instance, his famous example of 
the businesswoman trying to decide whether to stop and help or to get to 
her meeting), it could be that sometimes we are not just deciding between 
actions but deciding between visions of our future self—deciding, that is, 
which motivations we want to be effective. McKenna and Van Schoelandt 

50 McKenna and Van Schoelandt, “Crossing a Mesh Theory with a Reasons-Responsive 
Theory,” 45.

51 Ibid., 53.
52 Ibid.
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point out that reasons-responsiveness can cover all these cases insofar as 
the reasons we can be responsive to will reflect these inner workings.53 
The problem, though, is that

[a] good theory of human agency that accounts for freedom and 
responsibility should not just capture the extension of exercises of free 
agency. It should capture them in explanatorily illuminating ways, 
and it should identify relevant structure, if it really is there and really 
does have a causal role to play in how free actions are generated. By 
failing to attend explicitly to the internal operation of the complex 
structure of the agency of persons such as ourselves, pure reasons-
responsive theories seem to fall short of capturing something that 
needs to be captured.54

So although reasons-responsiveness highlights one important dimension 
of the control needed for responsibility—namely the proper connection 
to external reality—it remains relatively silent on the inner structural 
features.

B. Degrees of blame and difficulty ranking reasons

This points to another potential question about reasons-responsiveness. 
Because it tends to focus outwardly, as McKenna and Van Schoelandt note, 
we might wonder how it explains certain kinds of differences in our 
responsibility assessments. Responsibility theorists note that our prac-
tices and intuitions are not all-or-nothing. They reflect degrees, either 
of responsibility, or of blameworthiness (and praiseworthiness). One 
plausible principle regarding what accounts for these degrees is based 
on difficulty: the harder it is for an agent to do what she ought, the less 
we blame her for failing to do so.55 We might, that is, blame an agent 
less if, under the circumstances, responding to reasons is more difficult 
than in the usual case. Sometimes it is harder based on features of the 
external circumstances. But other times what makes it more difficult 
are things that are internal to the agent. A Fischer-Ravizza type view can 
certainly accommodate this in various ways, but to echo the McKenna-
Van Schoelandt concern, does it illuminate it? It is interesting to note 
that Fischer and Ravizza suggest the notion of degrees of responsibility 
with respect to children:

53 Ibid., 55.
54 Ibid.
55 Dana Kay Nelkin, “Difficulty and Degrees of Moral Praiseworthiness and Blameworthi-

ness,” Nous 50, no. 2 (2016): 356  –  78, doi: 10.1111/nous.12079, and David Faraci and David 
Shoemaker, “Huck vs. JoJo: Moral Ignorance and the (A)symmetry of Praise and Blame,” 
in Tania Lombrozo, Joshua Knobe, and Shaun Nichols, eds., Oxford Studies in Experimental 
Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 7  –  27.
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Consideration of children underscores the sense in which moral 
responsibility is not a threshold concept; our ordinary ascriptions of 
responsibility do not seem to be “all-or-nothing” judgments with no 
allowance for degrees of responsibility. In the case of children it is 
most natural to think of young individuals gradually developing an 
understanding and responsiveness to a range of reasons, including 
those that stem from moral demands. And it is this gradually expand-
ing range of responsiveness that indicates the class of actions for 
which the child is properly held accountable.56

Similarly, David Shoemaker suggests that children become more answer-
able for their actions as they come to recognize “an increasing variety 
of “reasonish” facts.”57 While I agree that children recognize a narrower 
range of reasons, this fact may not cover all relevant cases. In many cases, 
it seems not to be the range that is at issue, but the weighting given to each 
identified reason. Developmental psychologists Monisha Pasupathi and 
Cecilia Wainryb put it this way:

Developmentally, children develop a sense of moral concerns as dis-
tinct from other types of concerns quite early in life . . . Even very 
young children view harming others as wrong . . . , show evidence of 
empathy with others’ experiences . . . , and consider moral issues as 
distinct from other domains of social cognition . . . . However, that is 
not to say that developmental changes have no implications for the 
nature of judgments in situations of competing concerns. Children 
weight competing concerns in mixed situations differently across dif-
ferent developmental periods . . . , making developmental changes 
one of the critical considerations in just what children and adolescents 
make of complex situations involving harm.58

So it seems that children may sometimes fail to act as they ought, not 
because the range of reasons is smaller (that is, not because they lack the 
relevant moral reasons) but because they fail to give them their proper 
weight in the particular circumstance. But one might wonder if we can 
appeal to the range of reasons by further specifying what the reasons are. 
So, for example, David Shoemaker suggests that for moral answerabil-
ity, an agent needs to recognize not just reasons for acting, but “instead 
of” reasons. The agent needs to be able to justify her behavior by saying 

56 See Fischer and Ravizza, Responsibility and Control, 80.
57 Shoemaker, Responsibility from the Margins, 76.
58 See Monisha Pasupathi and Cecilia Wainryb, “Developing Moral Agency through  

Narrative,” Human Development 53 (2010): 60. Mixed cases involve competing moral and 
nonmoral considerations. Moral concerns, such as considerations of fairness or of the 
needs of others, are weighed against things like personal desires, traditions, or “conven-
tional goals” (59).

https://doi.org/10.1017/S026505251900030X  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S026505251900030X


MEGHAN GRIFFITH108

why she did A instead of B.59 Maybe this is what children cannot do when 
they have trouble balancing competing interests. In order to have justifica-
tion, there needs to be “a contrast class of reasons relative to which one’s 
judgment may be better or worse.”60 Perhaps a child cannot justify her 
behavior by explaining why she acted on self-interest instead of helping 
someone in need.

While I think it is plausible that children may have more difficulty justi-
fying their behavior in this way on many occasions, I still do not think this 
explains all the relevant cases. One group of developmental psychologists 
examined children’s moral development by asking children to tell about 
a time they harmed someone. Here is an example from one of their inter-
views (the interviewer questions are in all capitals):

DO YOU THINK IT WAS OKAY OR NOT OKAY FOR YOU TO 
NOT LET JORDAN PLAY WITH THE BIONICLES? I don’t think 
it was okay, it was not okay, but I just didn’t have enough stuff 
[i.e., “Bionicles”]. SO WHY WAS IT NOT OKAY? Because she was 
just being left out and I was just playing with my friend and my 
brother. She might feel sad and it’s not right. But the choice was to 
leave her out or destroy my game because we couldn’t play if she 
played too.61

The child can clearly explain why he or she chose to leave another child 
out in terms of “instead of” reasons. To this extent we might be inclined to 
hold the child responsible. But we might still feel like it was harder for the 
child to make the right choice and blame the child less. It appears that the 
failure in this case really was in weighting reasons properly rather than 
in failing to recognize the appropriate range of reasons (which includes 
“instead of” reasons).

On its face, traditional reasons-responsiveness does not distinguish 
between the agent who culpably fails to weight reasons properly and the 
agent who, through some relative deficiency, has more difficulty doing 
so. Suppose we look again to Kane’s businesswoman. Suppose that she 
decides to go to her meeting and is blameworthy for not helping. She rec-
ognizes reasons for helping and reasons for going to her meeting, but at 
the end of the day, she has failed to give her reasons for helping the weight 
that she should have given them. It seems to me that we are inclined to 
blame the businesswoman to a greater degree than the child who also 

59 Shoemaker, Responsibility from the Margins, 75.
60 Ibid., 75.
61 Cecilia Wainryb, Beverly A. Brehl, Sonia Matwin, Bryan W. Sokol, and Stuart Hammond, 

“Being Hurt and Hurting Others: Children’s Narrative Accounts and Moral Judgments of 
Their Own Interpersonal Conflicts,” Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Develop-
ment 70, no. 3 (2005): 67.
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improperly weights these kinds of reasons. I suspect this is because we 
regard children as lacking in some of the resources that would enable the 
right evaluations.

We might be tempted to think that “regular receptivity” can do  
all the work we need. That is, maybe the child does in fact fail the 
requirement of an appropriate pattern of recognition based on the  
objective strengths of reasons. But this need not be the case. This  
“objective strength” test is a test of rationality, not a test of moral 
insight. It is looking to see whether an agent is rational enough to know 
that a stronger reason of the same type would be a sufficient reason if 
the original version was sufficient. It is not testing how well agents 
weigh competing kinds of reasons against each other in particular con-
texts. Why suppose that the child is irrational in the sense tested by 
appeal to appropriate patterns? Suppose the child would have done 
the right thing were she presented with an additional reason, such as 
a reward. And suppose that she shows the correct pattern in the sense 
that she would do the right thing in virtue of rewards of increasing 
value. This seems like a perfectly coherent and plausible scenario. The 
child’s rationality does not seem to be in question, nor does her ability 
to recognize moral reasons.

Notice that reasons responsiveness cannot require that one in fact 
weighs reasons properly, or else the businesswoman would not be 
blameworthy. But it does seem to require that one be able to weigh 
reasons properly. And it seems to be because the child is nonculpably 
deficient in this capacity (relative to a typical adult moral agent) that 
we might be inclined to assign her less blame. But how can a reasons-
responsiveness theory capture or explain this ability to properly eval-
uate reasons? If this is the ability that is required, what does it mean 
to say that an agent possesses it? Typically, the reasons-responsiveness 
theorist wants to capture whatever ability is required in terms of sen-
sitivity to reasons by appealing to counterfactuals. My being able to 
respond to reasons means that if I were to have sufficient reason to do 
otherwise, I would do so (in a suitable number of worlds with the right 
conditions, and so on). But how do we measure the ability to weigh 
reasons properly? We might say that if the agent weighs them properly 
in at least one other world (holding fixed the appropriate background 
conditions) then she was able to do so. But the problem is that it seems 
plausible to think weighing is significantly more difficult for a child, 
even if she might get it right in a close enough world. And we cannot 
necessarily solve the problem by claiming that the degree of blame is 
based on the number of worlds in which the agent is able to do the 
right thing. We cannot do this because we want to be able to say that 
sometimes even a very weak-willed or morally corrupt agent is fully 
blameworthy. Such agents might weigh reasons improperly in many 
worlds. We might even think that it is therefore in some sense harder 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S026505251900030X  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S026505251900030X


MEGHAN GRIFFITH110

for such agents to do the right thing. But then perhaps it is not clear 
that all kinds of difficulty mitigate blame.62

C. Explaining these phenomena in terms of narrative capacity

Can narrative help explain what’s going on in the cases above? Can 
it help explain the freedom-undermining alienation from one’s own 
motives? Can it explain our potential for self-correction in the sense dis-
cussed by McKenna and Van Schoelandt? I think it can, in both cases. The 
first worry was that the reasons-responsive view does not illuminate what 
has gone wrong when freedom is undermined by an unharmonious mesh. 
Narrative is able to illuminate this phenomenon by providing the internal 
structure that was thought to be missing from a reasons-responsive view. 
If my freedom is undermined because I am alienated from one of my 
motives, that means my desire is a reason for acting, but it is not a reason 
that I want to be effective. The unwanted desire is playing a role in my 
story that I do not want it to play.63 As Frankfurt famously argues, it is 
because we can reason and care about our will that freedom of this sort 
can be a problem for us.64 Having a narrative capacity means caring about 
how one’s story goes. It also means having a perspective from which to 
evaluate and a contextual background against which our motivations can 
be evaluated. It is also this that allows for an explanation of our ability 
to self-correct when we are reflecting about our motives during difficult 
choices. The businesswoman, for example, cannot consider who she wants 
to be when deliberating, if she does not have robust narrative skills.65

What about the other concern regarding degrees of blame? Here again 
I think narrative capacity can fill in a reasons-responsive account. Think 
again of the child who recognizes the right kinds of reasons but has trouble 
assigning them the morally appropriate strengths. My claim is that it is 
in light of the less-than-fully developed nature of the child’s narra-
tive capacity that she is less capable of assigning the proper weights. This 
makes it harder for her to do the right thing. As a “meaning-affecting” 

62 We might need to be careful here in terms of thinking about general capacities and 
one’s ability to exercise them. See Dana Nelkin, Making Sense of Responsibility (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), 20. But the main point here is that when adults have trouble 
weighing reasons, it is not always the result of some capacity that is not yet fully developed, 
whereas in many cases with children, it will be.

63 One question is whether the narrative account does not capture the phenomenon of 
alienation because it depends too heavily on the subjective attitudes of the agent (thanks to 
an anonymous referee for this objection). I am not sure, and I think more work needs to be 
done on this question. But there may be ways for the narrative theorist to allow for wants or 
evaluations that exist below the level of conscious assessment but that nonetheless require a 
context for such assessment. In any case, I am not sure this is an entirely unique problem for 
the narrative account as compared to some mesh views.

64 Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” The Journal of Phi-
losophy 68, no. 1 (1971): 5  –  20.

65 Thanks to Michael McKenna for this suggestion.
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relation, narrative involves recognizing important contextual relation-
ships. The same reason can appear more or less powerful based on how 
we interpret its relationship to other things. Children may have more dif-
ficulty doing the right thing sometimes even when they are able to pick 
out the relevant reasons, because they may be less able to appreciate their 
force. In some instances, it could be that an adult can appreciate this force 
because he is able to reflect upon why it is an important reason.66 And this 
better accounting stems from narrative capacity. For example, the child 
might think: “I should not exclude her because it will make her sad and 
it’s not nice to make her sad.” But an adult can give more weight to this 
by thinking: “I don’t want to be the kind of person who makes others sad” 
or “I care about my relationship with her and do not want to undermine 
it just for the sake of my current enjoyment.”67 This might seem like we 
can simply appeal, once again, to the range of reasons (discussed above). 
But more often, I think, an adult moral agent’s assessment of strength will 
be due to his narrative capacity without relying on inferences like these. 
He may be able to feel the strength of a reason based on how it resonates 
emotionally within the context of the story.68 Or he will just know how 
to assess it without actively considering why it is stronger. We learn how 
to interpret behavior and to recognize the strength of reasons in context 
without necessarily knowing why we assess them as we do. So an adult 
agent typically need not rely on propositions about why he gives these 
reasons the weights that he gives them.

VI. Taking Stock

In the foregoing, I have tried to show why narrative capacity is impor-
tant to reasons sensitivity and responsible agency. One way of summing 
up my attempt is to say that sometimes what we want to know in order to 

66 Thanks to David Shoemaker for a helpful comment (on a different paper) on this 
distinction.

67 We need to be a bit careful here, though. The right reasons for my action should be 
other-regarding, not self-regarding (thanks to Dana Nelkin for this point). But I think we can 
still say that the weights of such other-regarding reasons can be legitimately influenced by 
considerations about the kind of agent I want to be.

68 Perhaps supportive of this point is Antonio Damasio’s Somatic Marker Hypothesis, 
which Dana Nelkin discusses within the context of her “rational abilities” view of responsi-
bility. Nelkin says that “according to this theory . . . the absence of emotional markers makes 
it harder to assign value and disvalue to various alternatives, and decision making suffers 
dramatically as a result” (see Nelkin, Making Sense of Responsibility, 23). Agnieszka Jaworska 
also discusses Damasio’s work and the connection between secondary emotions and the 
ability to govern behavior (see Agnieszka Jaworska, “Caring and Internality,” Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research 74, no. 3 [2007]: 529  –  68). Nelkin argues that her “rational 
abilities” view is able to accommodate the role of emotional capacities. She suggests that 
the rational abilities required for responsibility may “require a range of perceptual, cogni-
tive and emotional capacities, at least for human beings” (Nelkin, Making Sense of Respon-
sibility, 27). This is consistent, I think, with my claim that narrative capacities are required 
for reasons-responsiveness.
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understand responsibility is what the capacities look like that allow us to 
become responsible agents. In other words, it is not always enough to say 
what we are doing when we act morally responsibly. We might also want 
to say something about how we are doing it.69 On my view, narrative skills 
give us the ability to recognize a broad scope of reasons and provide them 
with their proper weights. I have aimed to show that agents without these 
skills are at a disadvantage and thus are not (yet) full-fledged responsible 
agents.

VII. Problematic Narratives

In closing, I would like to consider a potential worry for my view. One 
might wonder whether narrative actually undermines our moral agency 
and our ability to do what we ought to do. When we become competent 
storytellers, we might undermine our moral agency in ways not open to 
those without such capacities. We might construct narratives that actually 
constrain our behavior or block us from recognizing important reasons 
for acting.70

For an extreme example we might look to someone like Dostoevsky’s 
Underground Man. In an important scene toward the end of the novel, 
after befriending and connecting emotionally with Liza, a prostitute, 
the Underground Man suddenly degrades her by giving her money. He 
describes his motivations for this behavior:

The thought of doing it occurred to me while I was running up and 
down my room and she was sitting behind the screen. But this much I 
can say with certainty: although I did this cruelty on purpose, it came 
not from my heart, but from my stupid head. This cruelty was so 
affected, so much from the head, so purposely contrived, so bookish, 
that I myself could not bear it even for a minute . . . .71

He acts badly in this moment as the result of this “bookish” and “pur-
posely contrived” scenario. He develops a narrative based on various 
literary tropes and ideals. It appears that thinking in terms of con-
structing a narrative and being hyper-aware of such construction has 

69 This is not to imply that reasons-type views of responsibility do not already do this. 
Dana Nelkin provides a “rational abilities” view, similar in some ways to the Fischer-Ravizza 
view, but also importantly distinct. She claims that the rational abilities we need for moral 
responsibility “may in turn require a range of perceptual, cognitive and emotional capacities, 
at least for human beings” (see Nelkin, Making Sense of Responsibility, 27) and spends some 
time discussing kinds of abilities.

70 Thanks to Sean McKeever for a discussion about narrative as undermining  
self-governance.

71 Fyodor Dostoevsky, Notes from Underground, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa  
Volokhonsky (New York: Vintage Classics, 1993), 126  –  27.
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led him astray. But what is fascinating about this case is that the Under-
ground Man is also highly aware of what he ought to have done. And we 
certainly hold him responsible for his behavior. His failure is not in using 
narrative reasoning, but in using it poorly and incorrectly. He constructs 
a narrative that actually serves to suppress the natural narrative skill  
(or “insider expertise”) that would (and sometimes does) allow him to 
connect with others and to do what he ought to do. The narrative he 
superimposes on his life is full of caricatures, not real people. It is devoid 
of genuine emotion (though he is not).

There are also more mundane cases, and cases in which we do not 
suppress the natural and interpersonal narrative skills in question, but 
in which we still lead ourselves astray. We might, for instance, insist on 
seeing ourselves in a particular way such that we are not able to notice 
reasons that count against this self-conception. Or we might convince 
ourselves about our lack of reactivity (“I can’t help myself”) and there-
fore undermine our own motivations to resist. Another dimension of this 
worry is that those with the best narrative skills might also be the most 
liable to use these skills in an agency-undermining way. The better one is 
at constructing narratives, the better one might be at self-deception, ratio-
nalization, and so on.

I readily admit that it is not far-fetched to think that we really can and 
do get carried away with telling the story we want to tell, and this can 
hinder us from acting well. But problematic narratives need not under-
mine the position defended here. Problematic narratives just go to show 
that it is part of the irony of our moral lives that the things that make us 
capable of moral agency can sometimes be the very things that make it 
harder for us to do what we ought to do. Although emotionally empa-
thizing with others may be required for moral agency, it can also lead us 
to revenge and cruelty.72 Being highly intelligent creatures allows us to 
reflect and act on how best to preserve and serve the interests of others, 
but it also, as Dostoevsky frequently implies, sometimes interferes with 
compassion and love of individuals. So although these capacities can lead 
us astray, without them, moral agency will not be possible.

Philosophy, Davidson College

72 Paul Bloom argues that empathy can have significant problematic effects on behavior. 
See, for example, Against Empathy: The Case for Rational Compassion (New York: Ecco, 2016).
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