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Is Agent-Regret Rational?
David Sussman

Bernard Williams claims that we should feel “agent-regret” for bad events we
cause but for which we are not blameworthy. Such agent-regret involves no pre-
supposition of fault, yet it also involves a need to personally make amends. This
combination suggests that agent-regret, even if virtuous, is inherently irrational.
In this paper, I defend agent-regret from attempts to explain it away as a confu-
sion of other attitudes. I argue that the rationality of agent-regret is found in how
it makes sense as a response to conflicts that might arise between people through
nothing more than bad luck.

We often feel a need to apologize even when we do not think ourselves
blameworthy for what we have done. The crowded subway takes a sudden

lurch, and I’mthrown against another rider—I immediately ask to be par-

doned, even though I could neither foresee the subway’s movements nor
do anything about themhad I been able to. Similarly, a car crashmay shut
down the expressway, making it impossible for me to keep my promise of
meeting your plane. When I call you, my first words will typically be some-
thing along the lines of “I’m really sorry, but I won’t be able to make it
on time,” and this seems appropriate even if I believe I have done every-
thing a reasonable person could have asked of me to keep my promise. I
may tell you that I’m sorry I beat you out for a job or a parking space, even
though I do not pretend that, were a similar situation to appear, I would
do anything differently.

Of course, not every instance of “I’m sorry” is offered as part of a real
apology. In some cases, this phrase may be just an expression of dismay,
meant as an expression of solidarity or sympathy, as when we hear of the
death of a person close to someone. When I say that I’m sorry that I
couldn’t pick you up at the airport, I may be starting to offer not so much
an apology but rather an explanation and perhaps an excuse. In this case,
I am not really asking you to forgive me, but instead to understand why
my actions with respect to you are not really blameworthy, signaling some-
thing for which neither resentment nor forgiveness is appropriate. My
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“pardonme” on the subwaymay be purely pro forma, offered to show that
my act was not intentional and so to cancel the suspicion that I am the sort
of person who likes pushing strangers around. Sometimes we say we are
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sorry merely to mollify someone who wrongly believes we have done him
wrong, or to ease interpersonal tensions by assuming amore subordinate
conversational posture.

Yet despite these cases, there do seem to be instances where we say
something such as “I’m sorry” as a real plea for forgiveness even when we
do not think we have done anything culpable. Doctors who lose patients
typically feel an acute need to apologize to the families of these patients,
to the great frustration of hospital lawyers who see any such gestures as
admissions of fault. Survivor’s guilt is a well-known phenomenon, which
afflicts those who survive a catastrophe merely through what is obviously
just chance. In “Moral Luck,” Bernard Williams famously considers the
case of a truck driver who accidentally runs over a child who has suddenly
darted out into the road. Williams contends that we would expect this
truck driver to experience an emotion he calls “agent-regret” even if his
conduct were manifestly without fault (i.e., even if he were sober, driv-
ing attentively, going at a safe speed in a vehicle that had been kept in
good repair, etc.). Williams argues that even though the conscientious
truck driver is not objectively blameworthy in any way, he should still feel
a need to personally offer compensation or perform other acts “which
he hopes will constitute or at least symbolise some kind of recompense
or restitution.”1

Admittedly, Williams does not claim that the driver feels a need to
apologize, but only to offer compensation personally, in a way that could
not be performed by, say, an insurance company. However, it is hard to
imagine such an exercise except as part of broader conciliatory gestures
that would be continuous with asking forgiveness—what I have loosely
been calling an attempt to “make amends.”Absent such framing, an offer

1. Bernard Williams, “Moral Luck,” in Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), 20–39, 28; my emphasis. The desire to personally make amends often drops

out of discussions of agent-regret; see, e.g., Amélie O. Rorty, “Agent Regret,” in Explaining
Emotions, ed. Amélie O. Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 489–506;
Marcia Baron, “Remorse and Agent-Regret,” in Midwest Studies in Philosophy XIII, ed. Peter A.
French, Theodore E. Uehling Jr., and Howard K. Wettstein (South Bend, IN: Notre Dame
University Press, 1988), 259–81; Carla Bagnoli, “Value in the Guise of Regret,” Philosophical
Explorations 3 (2000): 169–87; Julie Tannenbaum, “Emotional Expressions of Moral Value,”
Philosophical Studies 132 (2007): 43–57; and Joseph Raz, “Agency and Luck,” in Luck, Value,
and Commitment: Themes from the Ethics of Bernard Williams, ed. Ulrike Heuer and Gerard Lang
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 133–63. Susan Wolf and R. Jay Wallace recognize
this feature of Williams’s account but argue that it was a mistake for Williams to include it.
See Susan Wolf, “The Moral of Moral Luck,” in Setting the Moral Compass: Essays by Women Phi-
losophers, ed. Cheshire Calhoun (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 113–28; and R. Jay
Wallace, The View from Here (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
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of compensation would seem to be merely a “payoff,” which the parents
might well find profoundly offensive. As Williams observes, someone in
the driver’s position “might still feel that he should do something, not
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necessarily because he could actually compensatewhere insurancemoney
could not, but because (if he is lucky) his actions might have some repar-
ative significance other than compensation.”2 Such “reparative signifi-
cance” seems to be something closer to what might be borne by an apol-
ogy or making amends more broadly than just the payment of a liability.

Williams’s discussion of agent-regret, and of moral luckmore gener-
ally, is an earlymove in what will becomehis broader Nietzschean critique
of “themorality system.” ForWilliams, this system involves an understand-
ing ofmoralitymodeledon juridical relations, inwhich the central ethical
concerns take the form of general prohibitions, obligations, and rights.3

With this system, the main response to moral failures is blame and such
related reactive attitudes as guilt, resentment, and indignation.4 Accord-
ing to Williams, this picture serves as the backdrop for a variety of moral
theories that otherwise may have little in common. He considers utilitar-
ianism to be only amarginal member of this class, which supposedly finds
its most seductive and ultimately nihilistic form in Kantian morality.

For Williams, part of what is wrong with the morality system is that it
operates with a model of agency, reason, and emotion that must dismiss
agent-regret as an inherently confused or irrational attitude. Supposedly,
this system permits us to respond to the bad effects of our own acts only
with either full-blooded remorse or what I’ll call “spectator regret.” At
first blush, agent-regret may appear to be little more than a confusion of
remorse and simply feeling sorry that something bad has happened. Like
remorse, agent-regret is not rationally available tomere bystanders, but is
only properly experienced by the person who commits (or identifies with
those who have committed) the bad act. The agent may or may not act in
knowledge of the act’s badness; shemay act in ignorance or inadvertently,
although in other cases she may be forced to do what she sees as bad by
the lack of any superior options. Yet like simple sorrow over amisfortune,
agent-regret involves no presupposition of wrongdoing by those who ex-
perience it (including such faults as recklessness or simple negligence).5

2. Williams, “Moral Luck,” 29.
3. In “Moral Luck,”Williams has yet to clearly draw the distinction between the quasi-
juridical “morality” and “ethics” more broadly. My thanks to an anonymous reviewer for
calling this to my attention.

4. Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1985), 174–96.

5. Of course, in real cases such agents may well wonder whether they are somehow
really at fault, but then those people are really not sure if it is agent-regret they should
be feeling, or rather full-blown remorse. Agent-regret, unlike remorse, will be impervious
to arguments meant to show that the agent was not at fault.
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We expect the truck driver to be strongly inclined to blame himself, even
though it would be wrong for the rest of us to feel anything like resent-
mentor indignation towardhim.Nevertheless, it still seems that thedriver
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should be moved to seek forgiveness, even though we would respond to
his apologies by telling him that, since he is guilty of no wrong, there re-
ally is nothing for which he could be forgiven. Even though the careful
driver is not blameworthy in any way, we would find something pro-
foundly amiss with him if he correctly anticipated our judgment, realizing
that he does not need to be forgiven even before we tell him so. Although
the driver should ultimately be “let off the hook,” he nevertheless should
not so release himself, but instead put up real resistance to our attempts
to exonerate him.

On this expanded understanding of agent-regret, there turns out to
be something morally defective in the driver just because he has a clear-
eyed appreciation of the moral facts of his situation, an appreciation that
is fully expressed in his feelings and subsequent actions as a guiltless per-
son. Paradoxically, in such cases the most virtuous response turns out to
be one that is inherently irrational, insofar as that response requires the
agent to fail to respond to the moral relevance of some of the features of
her acts that is manifest to her. For Williams, this conclusion shows that
something has gone seriously wrong in our understanding of the relation
between agency, morality, and practical reason: “It would be a kind of in-
sanity never to experience sentiments of this kind towards anyone, and it
would be an insane concept of rationality which insisted that a rational
person never would. To insist on such a conception of rationality, more-
over, would, apart fromother kinds of absurdity, suggest a large falsehood:
that we might, if we conducted ourselves clear-headedly enough, entirely
detach ourselves from the unintentional aspects of our actions . . . and yet
still retain our identity and character as agents.”6 Williams’s point is not
just that the experience of agent-regret in such unfortunate situations is
psychologically normal, such that we would predict that any half-decent
personwould continue to feel guilty despite coming toknowon some level
that she is not really culpable. In addition to this unremarkable claim,
Williams contends that agent-regret is morally and rationally appropriate,
being the proper way of acknowledging that we act in a world that wemust
share with other people, where our deeds can have important effects on
them in ways we never intend or even suspect.

The problem with Williams’s explanation is not that it is false, but
that it fails to be very illuminating. Williams frequently asserts but does
not really explainwhy the proper emotional acknowledgment of our com-
mon world of action should resemble remorse so closely, even absent re-

6. Williams, “Moral Luck,” 29.
This content downloaded from 
������������140.182.176.13 on Wed, 24 Jun 2026 19:06:14 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



morse’s essential presupposition of fault.7 In this article, I try to supply a
fuller account of why a proper appreciation of our shared practical world
should take the quasi-moralized form that Williams insists that it does.
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Agent-regret need not be explained away as merely an understandable
and perhaps unavoidable confusion of remorse and sorrow felt over some
misfortune (although that may indeed sometimes be all that there is to
this response). Our experience of agent-regret registers something more
than just the very general fact that what we have done may be very differ-
ent from what we thought or hoped we were doing. Instead, I argue that
the distinct rationality of agent-regret reflects another feature of the prac-
tical world we share with other agents: our vulnerability to falling into
deep forms of conflict with one another through nothing but bad luck,
and the problems of dealing with one another that follow in the wake of
such conflicts. Agent-regret makes sense when we realize that sometimes,
in order to defend our own rights, we must violate the rights of others,
who may in turn stand in just the same kind of predicament with respect
to us. I argue that in response to such blameless wrongdoing, we need to
do something that counts as making amends even in the absence of fault,
and tomake such amends we have recruited our rituals of offering, receiv-
ing, and refusing apologies.

I

At first glance, agent-regret may seem to be little more than an unstable
confusion of remorse and mere “spectator” regret. Remorse differs from
all forms of regret in that it involves the presumption, on the part of the
person who feels it, that she is in some way to blame for the misfortune,
through either her acts or her omissions. We normally think of remorse
as involving specifically moral self-recrimination, but we can extend it to
the self-reproach that a person might feel when she realizes that she’s
done something stupid or imprudent, as in the case of “buyer’s remorse.”

Regardless of whether it has any moral content, remorse is not ra-
tionally available to bystanders or spectators, even if they strongly sympa-
thize or identify with the agent who has acted badly. At most, such iden-
tification may properly evoke sentiments of shame, embarrassment, or
mortification, feelings that admittedly may often be difficult to distin-
guish from true remorse. Despite many similarities, moral remorse also
seems to be somewhat distinct from simply feeling guilty. Although both
guilt and remorse involve a pained awareness of one’s own wrongdoing,

7. See Rüdiger Bittner, “Is It Reasonable to Regret Things One Did?,” Journal of Philos-
ophy 89 (1992): 262–73. Bittner argues that Williams gives no non-question-begging reason
to think that identity or character is at stake in our susceptibility to regret of any kind. In-

stead, Williams’s insistence on this point is supposedly just an attempt “to frighten the chil-
dren” (266).
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guilt seems to be centered on the wrongdoer’s own sense of himself as
bad, tainted, hateful, and deserving of anger or punishment. Remorse, in
contrast, is more focused on those we have wronged, with an eye to mak-
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ing amends through apology and other reparations. With guilt there is al-
ways the danger of the malefactor thinking of her transgression as being
primarily about herself and so replacing the attempt tomake amends with
various sorts of self-flagellation. We “wallow” in guilt but not remorse, and
it is remorse rather than a feeling of guilt that priests and parole boards
want to see in those who come before them.

One alternative to being remorseful for the misfortunes we cause is
merely to feel sorry about what has happened, without thinking of our-
selves as having any special causal or moral relationship to that misfor-
tune. Once the truck driver recognizes that he is not really at fault, he
can still appreciate what a terrible thing has just happened and so wish
that it could have been avoided or now be undone. Unlike remorse, such
feelings of spectator regret abstract away from the driver’s special role in
the calamity. The regret he experiences might just as properly be felt by
bystanders or distant strangers hearing about this accident on the news.

Regret often brings with it some kind of self-reproach; we regret our
stupid or imprudent decisions, where regret comes with a commitment
to deliberate and act differently henceforth. What we regret we often as-
similate to a “learning experience.” Williams understands regret more
broadly, so as not to involve any sort of self-recrimination. For him, to re-
gret something is just to be sorry that it happened. Such regret only in-
volves the thought “how much better had things been otherwise,” with
the consequent wish that things had gone or at least could have been oth-
erwise. On this view, we can regret some situation without having to pre-
suppose that we stand in any particular causal relation to it, or in any re-
lationship to the parties involved. We can rationally feel regret for events
that are completely and obviously beyond our influence, such as those in
the distant past. On this view, there can be as many kinds of regrets as
theremight be ways of beingmoved by the perceived goodness or badness
of some action or event; we can have morally motivated regrets, purely
prudential ones, aesthetic ones, and so on. No thought of agency need
be involved here. For Williams, I might regret that the summer has been
so hot, that human life is so short, or that God doesn’t exist.

Moreover, we can feel regret even for aspects of events that we know
to be metaphysically or even logically necessary, or necessary conditions
of something we greatly value. I might regret the fact that the circle can-
not be squared or that my students cannot all be above the class average.
I might similarly regret that my children cannot become independent
adults and still forever remain my sweet little babies. I might even ratio-
nally regret that I was conceived through rape or that pogroms drove my
ancestors out of Europe even though these events were necessary for me
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and my loved ones to exist (without feeling any ambivalence about the
fact that we do in fact exist).8 In these cases, my regret does not involve
a desire that these events never happened or could be undone. Instead,
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my regret only involves the wish that the bad aspects of these events could
be divorced from the good ones, even when this isn’t metaphysically or
even logically possible.9 Spectator regret is fundamentally a matter of our
wishes, and so the rational constraints on this attitude turn out to be very
weak. This may be because wishing, like hoping or supposing, involves
very little by way of commitment with respect to either future thought
or action.Wishing and supposing have very little bearing on how I should
proceed and so afford little purchase for rational criticism.

Unfortunately, Williams does not draw a distinction between the
spectator’s regret of feeling sorry that something bad occurred and my
essentially first personal wish that I hadn’t been responsible for or been
involved with this misfortune. What I’ll call “reflexive agent-regret” (or
just “reflexive regret”) is distinguished by the fact that we cannot capture
the content of the attitude without the use of first personal pronouns
such as “I,” “me,” or “myself.” For me to wish that I hadn’t run over the
child is not the same as for me to wish that DS (David Sussman) hadn’t
run over the child, and I might still worry that I had done so even if, con-
fused or suffering amnesia, I felt sure that DS hadn’t run over anyone. Af-
ter I come to my senses, I might well wish that I wasn’t DS, a desire that
would make no sense if ‘I’ just functioned as my personal way of refer-
ring to DS, the person I know I am. Amélie Rorty notes that although re-
flexive regret is usually accompanied by spectator regret, it need not al-
ways do so. Feeling especially generous, I might regret taking the last
piece of pie even though I do not in any way feel sorry (or think it in any

8. Here I depart from Wallace, who treats regret as involving not a kind of wish, but
something more like a defeated intention (defeated, that is, by the manifest impossibility

of changing the past). Wallace contends that to unconditionally affirm what gives meaning
to one’s life, a person must also unconditionally affirm, and so not regret, whatever was
a necessary condition of what she cares about. I agree that such affirmation may be desir-
able, but such unconditional affirmation seems to go beyond what is needed for us to have
wholehearted, meaningful attachments in our lives.

9. Following Bernard Williams’s “Ethical Consistency” (in Problems of the Self [Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973], 166–86), many authors consider regret to be a
proper way of acknowledging the significance of reasons in favor of options we did not
choose, or of reasons against what we ultimately decided to do. The rationality of such regret
frequently becomes an argument against cognitivism, generalism, or monism about value.
See Bagnoli, “Value in the Guise of Regret”; Jonathan Dancy, Moral Reasons (Oxford: Black-
well, 1993); Monika Betzler, “Sources of Practical Conflicts and Reasons for Regret,” in Prac-
tical Conflicts: New Philosophical Essays, ed. Peter Baumann and Monika Betzler (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 197–222; and Thomas Hurka, “Monism, Pluralism, and
Rational Regret,” Ethics 106 (1996): 555–75. My discussion in this article largely sidesteps
these metaethical issues.

This content downloaded from 
������������140.182.176.13 on Wed, 24 Jun 2026 19:06:14 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



way bad) that the last piece of pie was taken or even that it was taken by
someone like me.10

Many commentators construe agent-regret, at least insofar as it is ra-
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tionally defensible, as nothingmore than some variety of reflexive regret,
divesting the emotion of any sense of self-recrimination or blame.11 They
argue that agent-regret is rational insofar as it involves an agent’s pained
awareness that her actions fail to live up to or express her own values or
personal ideals.12 Sounderstood, agent-regret thenbecomesmerely a kind
of disappointment with oneself, where any focus on the special claims of
those affected by one’s actions seems to have dropped out. This approach
relieves agent-regret of much of its paradoxical character, since the prob-
lems that remain seemtobeonly those of essentially first personal thought
in general. However, once agent-regret is separated from any need to
make amends personally, such regret is no longer limited to the exercise
of agency.13 If the agent were at fault, then she might express guilt or re-
morse for her actions, but in (blameless) agent-regret cases this will not
be available either. Agent-regret would thenno longer be focused onwhat
I bring about through my actions, but it would be equally evoked by any
bad event for which I might have a special connection or concern. Of
course, we would expect the truck driver to deeply regret not just that
the child was run over but also that he himself was the one driving. Yet
on this reading the child (should she survive) might similarly experience
“patient-regret” that she herself was the one who was struck (even if she
hadn’t contributed to the accident by her actions), just as her parents
might be especially anguished that this calamity befell them and their
child (“Why did this have to happen tome?”). Even a bystander might be-
moan that he was among those who had to see this accident, in addition
to whatever impersonal distress he feels that this tragedy had to be wit-
nessed by someone.

II

Williams insists that in agent-regret we find ourselves moved to make
amends, to offer restitution or compensation, despite our lack of fault.
We might hope to make sense of these responses by analogy to the legal
category of strict tort liability, where people can incur duties of recom-

10. Rorty, “Agent Regret,” 494–95.
11. See, e.g., Wolf, “Moral of Moral Luck”; and Wallace, View from Here. Tannenbaum
(“Emotional Expressions”) and Raz (“Agency and Luck”) reach similar conclusions. For an
important exception, see Jordan MacKenzie, “Agent-Regret and the Social Practice of Moral
Luck,” Res Philosophica 94 (2017): 95–177.

12. See, e.g., Bagnoli, “Value in the Guise of Regret”; and Betzler, “Sources of Practical
Conflicts.”

13. Wallace, View from Here, 41–42.
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pense for faultless behavior, as with themanufacture and sale of products
that bring risks to the community that would otherwise be difficult to con-
trol. Although auto insurance itself is not a matter of strict liability, we
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can see how such thinking might be extended in such cases for moral
purposes. Although the careful driver did not choose badly (and so there
is no reason for him to resolve to act differently in the future), he never-
theless knowingly engaged in activity that posed some (albeit small) risk
of harm to others. The driver is at liberty to decide whether or not to take
his truck out on the road, and he is the one who will enjoy whatever re-
wards come from doing so. Given that he knowingly chooses to do what
imposes some risk on others for his own benefit, it seems reasonable that
he should bear the lion’s share of the cost should things go badly. This
way of assigning liability is essentially a matter of fairness in the distribu-
tion of risk and control, without any sort of blame or recrimination. Such
an approach will also have desirable consequences: in particular, these
standards will motivate people who engage in risky but permissible be-
havior to be especially careful, even in cases where they are confident that
they would be able to profit from irresponsible behavior while escaping
any accusation of fault.

However, for Williams agent-regret has an ineluctably personal as-
pect that a moral version of strict tort liability cannot account for. Sup-
posedly, the careful driver should feel that he himself needs to provide
compensation, make amends, or offer an apology in a way that would not
be served by some payments or announcements from a common insur-
ance scheme or professional organization. In contrast, the demands of
strict tort liability seem to bemerely part of the cost of doing business that
can be fully and properlymet by insurance or other indirectmechanisms.
Perhaps the driver’s premiums should go up as a result, but nomore per-
sonal a response seems to be called for. Of course, expressions of simple
and reflexive regret would still be appropriate (if only to avoid giving the
impression of welcoming or being indifferent to the child’s death), but
these additional responses fall short of anything that looks or feels like
a true act of contrition. Even if agent-regret is not just a confusion of re-
morse and spectator regret, it now appears to be little more than the ac-
cidental convergence of reflexive regret with the duties of compensation
that comewith a kind of strictmoral liability. Although Imight still feel an
inescapably personal anguish about what I have done, that anguish would
not be essentially addressed to those affected by my deed, even though I
may well owe them compensation for other reasons.

III
Wemight try to expand the strict liability approach by adding reasons not

merely to provide compensation but also to “take the blame” in a more
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personal way for the harms we innocently cause. David Enoch argues that
this aspect of agent-regret can be understood by analogy to how parents
can take responsibility for the transgressions of their children, or how a
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citizen might take the blame for the crimes of her country.14 Enoch is
an individualist about responsibility; in the first instance, a person can
be directly responsible only for that which ensues through her agency.
However, Enoch thinks we can extend what we are truly responsible for
through the exercise of a normative power not unlike promising. A par-
ent becomes responsible for the transgressions of her teenage son by
voluntarily taking responsibility for him, where such a taking may be per-
formed through such acts as offering apology, explanation, or recom-
pense. Enoch argues that we may sometimes have a duty to extend our
responsibility in this way that is part of what it is to fully inhabit such roles
as that of a parent or citizen. Similarly, he contends, we may have reasons
to take responsibility for aspects of our actions that go beyond what is un-
der our control—reasons that make themselves felt through the experi-
ence of agent-regret.

Enoch’s suggestion is promising, but it seems to conflate importantly
different kinds of cases. When I take responsibility for the acts of my chil-
dren or my country, I seem to be serving in a special representative func-
tion. That is, in these cases there is indeed fault that should be met with
remorse by the appropriate party. My nation should officially acknowl-
edge its crimes;my son should take theblame forhis wrongdoings. Should
they fail to do so, I bear some obligation for trying to make amends in
their stead (and trying to get them to properlymake amends themselves).
Theremay bemany reasons why I am both entitled and required to do so.
Although I did not directly participate in American slavery, the United
States (as a people organized under certain institutions) certainly did,
and I have personally benefitted from it. Even though I need not feel re-
morse as a private individual, I may well still feel remorse as a US citizen,
and so as part of a complex artificial agent defined by these institutions
that exists over a duration including but greater than my own lifetime.
By being a part of and identifying with the United States (say, by taking
pride in its accomplishments), I become someone who can properly
speak in its voice when its principal representatives fail and so express
some of the anguish that properly belongs to the whole community.

Similarly, parents are generally thought to be able to exercise the
moral powers of their young children to some degree: for example, par-
ents can forgive wrongs against their children or release other people
from debts or promises owed to them. Parents may similarly be entitled
to offer the apologies and other reparative gestures that children owe

14. David Enoch, “Being Responsible, Taking Responsibility, and Penumbral Agency,”
in Luck, Value, and Commitment: Themes from the Ethics of Bernard Williams, ed. Ulrike Heurer

and Gerard Lang (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 95–133.
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those they have wronged, even when these children are excused from
these duties because of their immaturity. If so, then Enoch may have mis-
interpreted what the parents are doing in these cases. Instead of making
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themselves responsible for someone else’s actions, the parents are acting
as moral proxies for their children, allowing the child to in effect apol-
ogize for his wrongdoing, despite his inability or refusal to do so directly.
What was supposedly something like agent-regret turns out to be remorse
that, although most properly felt by the child, is here being experienced
and expressed by his parents in his stead.

The way ourmoral duties and our related emotions can be shared or
delegated in personal relationships is a rich but neglected topic in con-
temporary moral psychology. However, Enoch’s approach would seem to
hold little promise inmaking sense of the agent-regret of the truck driver,
who clearly acts outside of the context of any broader interpersonal rela-
tionship. If something bad has been done, it must have been the doing
of thedriverandthedriveralone—there isnomoredirectlyculpableagent
on whose behalf he might be speaking. Of course, there may be some
sense in which other agents are to blame for the accident: perhaps the
streets were badly designed or the town’s zoning poorly configured. Even
so, nothing like this need be the case for the driver to intelligibly feel
agent-regret. Agent-regret does not require anyone to be at fault, and so
such regret cannot depend on any taking over of what was initially some-
one else’s responsibility.15

Of course, even if Enoch is wrong about our responsibility for the
acts of our children or country, he might still be right that we have a nor-
mative power of taking responsibility for aspects of our acts that goes be-
yond what we are initially responsible for. The question then is why it
would be so important for us to exercise this power in the sorts of cases
agent-regret involves. Agent-regret is not merely something a person may
or may not happen to feel; such regret is something we typically expect
of morally decent adults. What morally compelling reason do we have to
extend our responsibility to include consequences that we faultlessly
cause, if we do not already bear responsibility for them simply in virtue
of our agency?

Enoch’s answer is that an agent must make herself responsible for
the bad (but blamelessly caused) consequences of her acts if she wants to
be able to take credit for the good consequences she causes in a similar
way:

We do take pride in and claim credit for the consequences of our
actions and projects when they turn out well, as we intended them,

and sometimes even when they turn out surprisingly well, in ways we

1

did not intend or foresee that they would. If in the political case it is

5. My thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing this objection.
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plausible to think of Proud’s taking pride in his country’s achieve-
ments as implicitly incorporating its actions into his agency and tak-
ing responsibility for them, a similar point can be made about the
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relation between each and every one of us and the consequences
of his or her actions.16

h is certainly right that if I want to take credit for the good I acci-
ally do, Imust be ready to take the blame for the bad I similarly cause.

ever, what remains unclear is just what reason we have to take such
credit in the first place—Enoch seems to underestimate how strange the
attitude he has in mind really is. Suppose that while I’m walking down
the sidewalk, a child darts out in front of me. I accidentally knock him
down, and in doing so I manage to keep him from continuing into the
path of an oncoming truck. Of course, I should be glad that the child
was kept from harm; I might also feel a special kind of satisfaction that
I played a part in saving him (a feeling analogous to what I’ve called re-
flexive regret). But is there any good reason forme to feel proud for what
I’ve done, or to expect or demand the gratitude, praise, or admiration of
others? Such attitudes seem to be not merely morally optional but also
strangely self-important. In this case, I simply got lucky, and it doesn’t
take much humility to see that I am not entitled to any of the special re-
gard or treatment that would properly be attached if I had intentionally
saved the child. But if there is no compelling moral reason for me to take
credit for saving the child in such a case, why should there be any reason
for me to take the extra responsibility for accidentally hurting him? If
“agent-pride” is a vice, how can a susceptibility to agent-regret be a virtue?17

IV

There is a simpler explanation of our sense that the careful driver should
feel compelled to make amends personally. This sentiment may only re-
flect our appreciation of how hard it can be for an agent in such circum-
stances to be very confident that he really isn’t at fault. I will ultimately
argue that such considerations do not account for the basic phenome-
non of agent-regret; they would seem to be something that would affect
the responses of any decent person in these kinds of situations. For ex-

16. Enoch, “Being Responsible,” 127.

7. Enoch does also suggest that taking responsibility for the accidental features of our
called for from an understanding of ourselves as finite, embodied creatures whose
s can have effects beyond what we know or intend. Unfortunately, Enoch gives no
explanation of why the acknowledgment of such facts is only properly expressed by
xtending our responsibility this way. In the case where I accidentally save the child,
seems to be nothing in my unwillingness to take any credit for this stroke of good luck
ggests that I am somehow denyingmy embodiment ormy finitude. Rather, my refusal
to be a way of registering the fact that I am subject to luck, both good and bad.
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ample, even if the driver thinks that he was driving attentively and at a
proper rate of speed, can he really trust his own judgment here, given how
much depends on it? On some level, most people realize that they have

800 Ethics July 2018
a substantial bias in their own favor, and so they should be highly reluctant
to serve as judges in their own case. We might implicitly think that a mor-
ally conscientious driver would take seriously the possibility that he was at
fault (even though he cannot begin to see how) and operate under that
assumption until cleared of any suspicion by someone in a better position
to make that call.

The careful driver may also have strong nonepistemic reasons to
adopt a posture of contrition even though he sincerely believes himself
guilty of no wrong, reasons that stem from what is morally at stake in his
situation. If nothing else, he should realize that it would be much worse
to actually be at fault and fail to acknowledge it, apologize, or make some
reparative gesture than to make these gestures when they turned out not
to be needed. To deny people what they are owed is an injustice; to give
them more than they deserve is usually an unobjectionable kindness.
Even though the careful driver may think it highly likely that he is com-
pletely without fault, good sense will call on him to err on the side of
moral caution and offer apology or restitution, even though he believes
that these offers should ultimately be rejected.

This intuition is strengthened by the fact that, even if the driver is
not really blameworthy, it would not be completely inappropriate for the
parents to blame him, at least not in the immediate aftermath of the acci-
dent. Even though such blame is not objectively warranted, we could not
expect the parents to be able to appreciate or respond to this fact, and it
would be cruel to criticize or correct them for failing to do so. Although
the parents’ blame is unjustified, they are not themselves blameworthy
for feeling or expressing it, just because it would be unreasonable to ask
anyone in such a situation to be able to think so clearly. Although there
is objectively good reason for the driver to dismiss or reject their blame,
he would be objectively blameworthy for acting on those reasons. After
all, there is no urgent need for the parent’s views to be corrected, and
doing so might only serve to rob them of a small source of consolation
or distraction in a terrible time. By offering himself up to the parents as
someone to blame, the careful driver eases the awful impotence of grief,
which, unlike other emotions, does not direct us to deal with the world in
some way, but must instead be passively endured.18

18. MacKenzie argues that our “social practice of moral luck” assigns the agent in
such cases the role of “bad guy” so as to allow injured parties a suitable target upon which
to vent their anger and contempt. Unfortunately, MacKenzie’s interpretation would seem

to make this social practice dependent on a misunderstanding of its own workings by those
involved in it. It is hard to see how we could coherently feel anger and contempt toward
someone in the role of bad guy if we did not think they were actually blameworthy.
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If this is right, then someone in the driver’s position, although real-
izing that he is not really blameworthy (and so not properly remorseful),
nevertheless has good moral reason to take the blame, to expose himself
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to the reproach of others without protest in a way that largely mimics the
position of the truly contrite person. It might feel particularly appropri-
ate to offer an apology in such a context. After all, the immediate after-
math of the accident is just not the time to offer excuses, plead for one-
self, or turn attention away from the primary calamity (the death of a
child) and onto the much less important question of what this properly
means for the driver. In this case, the merely causal connection between
the driver’s behavior and the death does make a difference, but only be-
cause of its psychological, not moral, consequences. For understandable
reasons, the parents will tend to suspect or believe that the driver was at
fault, and so the driver will be in a uniquely good position to take the
blame until they can think more dispassionately about the accident, if
this ever becomes possible.

This account has the virtue of explaining why we demand agent-
regret of the driver in the immediate aftermath of the accident but still
think that it would be appropriate for his friends to console him by show-
ing him how it couldn’t have been his fault. Williams observes that what
we expect of the driver is not permanent agent-regret, but only that the
driver start out from such a feeling as something that he has to “work
through” over time.19 Just after the accident, the driver cannot really trust
his belief that he is faultless, especially given the intensity of his emotions
and self-serving biases. After a while, however, we would expect the driver
to be able to more carefully and dispassionately reflect on his actions,
gain more evidence, and entertain the counsel of others who are in a bet-
ter position to assess what really happened.

These considerations show that, even if agent-regret is ultimately ir-
rational, susceptibility to such regret might still seem to be a virtue. After
all, the truck driver’s agent-regret shows a fairly robust appreciation of the
interpersonal dimensions of his situation, as well as of the limits of his
capacity for moral self-knowledge. An absence of such regret normally
would be evidence less of a morally perfected sensibility than of themuch
more common vices of superficiality, complacency, and callousness. Agent-
regret would then turn out to be not so much a virtue in its own right as
a response that reliably shows that other virtues are in play, albeit imper-
fectly. If someone is immune to agent-regret, it is normally more reason-

19. “Doubtless, and rightly, people will try, in comforting him, to move the driver from
this state of feeling, move him indeed from where he is to something more like the place of a

spectator, but it is important that this is seen as something that should need to be done, and
indeed some doubt would be felt about a driver who too blandly or readily moved to that po-
sition” (Williams, “Moral Luck,” 28).
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able for the rest of us to suspect that they must be suffering from some
ethical defect than to conclude that they have completely overcome the
normal limits of human nature.

802 Ethics July 2018
V

Unfortunately, this analysis manages to explain agent-regret only by re-
ducing it to an understandable and perhaps beneficial confusion ofmore
basic moral concerns and emotions. On such a view, an ideally rational
agent would never experience such a response, even if it remains the
case that we need not lament our rational shortcomings here very much.
To appreciate how even a fully rational agent might still be susceptible to
agent-regret, we must find a way to explain such regret without explain-
ing it away. To do so, we need to see that even when there is no culpability,
there can still be inescapable forms of personal antagonism that, al-
though innocent, can nevertheless involve many of the features of inter-
personal wrongdoing. To clarify this suggestion, I want to alter Williams’s
example slightly to avoid any concerns that depend on the special moral
status of children. In place of the child, consider instead an adult pedes-
trian blown into the path of a truck by a freak gust of wind and badly in-
jured (rather than killed) by that truck. I assume that, like the truck driver,
the pedestrian is without fault; she’s sober, watching where she’s walking,
wearing sensible shoes, and so on. What’s important to see here is that as
he careens toward this unlucky person, the truck driver comes to stand to-
ward her as a kind of innocent threat. Although he is blameless, the truck
driver nevertheless is engaging in action that would, if not stopped, pro-
foundly infringe upon the pedestrian’s rights against bodily injury.

Although there is some controversy about such cases, most philoso-
phers accept the commonsense intuition that a person is entitled to use
what would otherwise be a wrongful degree of force in order to stop such
an innocent threat to their lives. I need not allow myself to be killed, for
instance, if Bob attacksme in the false belief that I am trying to kill him, or
if he is under the influence of some drug or mental illness that he is in
no way responsible for bringing upon himself. In such cases, self-defense
can be invoked because someone is engaging in action that does in fact
threaten to violate or at least infringe on a right I have, even if, by dint
of blameless ignorance or pathology, he would be in no way blameworthy
for doing so. If the pedestrian who is blown into the street happened to
be carrying a good disintegrator gun, she would be entitled to use it on
the truck if this were the only way to save her own life, even though by de-
stroying the truck she would also kill the driver, who is not guilty of any
wrongdoing.

Of course, this is not to say that the culpability of an attacker is ir-
relevant to what a person might properly do to defend herself. Degrees
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of culpability bear importantly on the proportionality constraints that ap-
ply to self-defense in general. Morally speaking, it seems that I may inflict
greater harms on someone who threatens me maliciously than on some-
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one who merely does so through recklessness or negligence, and I may
do more to those who pose reckless or negligent threats than to those
who are completely without fault, all other things being equal.20 However
things stand in these cases,my argument only assumes that in self-defense
I may do more to a blameless attacker than I may to the completely inno-
cent bystander, even though the best way to save myself may be to use the
bystander as a shield or deflect a threat onto him.

More controversial is the claim that the justification of self-defense
against innocent attackers can be symmetrical, even if it involves lethal
force. Yet it seems that there can be cases where A is not only blameless
but objectively justified in trying to kill B, who innocently threatens him,
and where B is likewise justified in killing A since he now comes to be in-
nocently threatening her. For example, consider two assassins, Jack and
Diane. The Godfather wants them both dead, and so he manufactures
compelling evidence that quite properly convinces each that the other
is gunning for him or her. In this scenario, Jack and Diane are both sub-
jectively and objectively justified in trying to kill the other in self-defense:
each reasonably and correctly believes that the other is out to get him or
her. Or consider an example from the literature on “Double Effect” that
Jeff McMahan discusses.21 As part of waging a just war, a pilot may be en-
titled to bomb a key munitions plant, even though doing so will have the
unintended effect of killing everyone in the nearby school. Arguably,
even though bombing the plant is permissible, so too would be teachers’
attempts to save themselves by shooting the bomber down, as in turn
would be the bomber’s more direct attempts to defend himself by shoot-
ing back at the teachers. Just as the pedestrian may defend herself from
this innocent threat posed by the truck driver, so too may that driver de-
fend himself against these acts of justified self-defense directed against
him. As the pedestrian raises her disintegrator to vaporize the approach-
ing truck, so too may the truck driver draw his own disintegrator in an ef-
fort to preempt her attempts at what he knows to be completely justified
self-defense.

Here itmight be objected that the feature of the situation thatmakes
the driver properly liable to being killed in self-defense also entails that
the driver cannot claim a right of self-defense against the pedestrian. Al-
though the truck driver has done nothing wrong, he has nevertheless de-
cided to drive a truck through town in the knowledge that by doing so he

20. I offer this only as an intuitively plausible claim about morality. As an anonymous
reviewer has pointed out, no parallel claims hold in the case of law.
21. Jeff McMahan, Killing in War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 173–82.
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creates some small risk to others. As the objection goes, it is this fact that
really distinguishes the truck driver from amere bystander, not only mak-
ing him liable for defensive harm but also depriving him of his normal
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right to defend himself against others.22

This position has the strange consequence that we cannot defend
ourselves against people who threaten us through no choice of their own,
such as the person who is shaken off a rooftop by an earthquake and will
land on us if we don’t disintegrate them first, or the fetus whose growth
will kill his mother if not aborted (assuming fetal personhood). In any
event, cases of symmetrical self-defense can arise even if we assume that,
to become liable to self-defensive harm, an agent must have voluntarily
done or omitted something in a way that exposed others to some risk. In
the case at hand, it’s important that the truck driver has knowingly raised
such a risk simply by deciding to take a drive. However, it is equally true
that the pedestrian has created a similar risk to herself by choosing to take
a stroll on a sidewalk despite the possibility of sudden winds and the like.
If the pedestrian’s decision to do so had been irresponsible (say, if the
sidewalks were very icy and she was very clumsy or drunk), then shemight
indeed lose her normal right of self-defense against the driver. Yet if the
truck driver’s actions need not be irresponsible for him to become prop-
erly subject to self-defense in these cases, why should this not hold equally
for the pedestrian? If so, then the driver and the pedestrian may still be
symmetrically placed with respect to one another, so that if she can de-
fend herself against him, he must be similarly entitled to defend himself
against her.

VI

Bad luck has thrust both the truck driver and the pedestrian into what is
essentially a moral state of nature, where the only way for each to defend
their basic rights is to violate the rights of the other. Luck has made the
driver and the pedestrian enemies; each is entitled to kill the other, in
part because the other is so entitled. Given the exigencies of the situation,
the only way out of this predicament seems to be through force, not rea-
son. The question then arises how, having fallen into something like a
moral state of nature, these unfortunate people should respond to this
fact. Admittedly, ordinary moral norms come back into force as soon as
the crisis is over and thedamagedone.Once the threatening activity ends,
the participants return to normal moral space. Yet this change, I believe,
requires a special kind of recognition, which goes beyond recognition
that a wrong was done. After all, one might recognize that such a wrong
was done while remaining ready to repeat it, if we found ourselves in a

22. Ibid., 166.
This content downloaded from 
������������140.182.176.13 on Wed, 24 Jun 2026 19:06:14 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



protracted state of war, morally. Not only do we need to recognize that
we have done (blameless) wrongs, but we must also find a way to disown
those wrongs, while nevertheless recognizing them as blameless. After
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such a crisis, these people cannot just go on as they had before; rather,
they need to acknowledge that despite having so recently been in existen-
tial opposition, they have now come back to our shared moral life in
which such actions, although faultless, have no place.

This need to ratify the resumption of normal moral relations is not
just amatter ofmaking sure that all sides really do realize that the conflict
is over, so that it becomes safe for each to let down their guard. In many
cases, it will be clear to everyone that they are no longer in any deep op-
position. The pedestrian has been run over, the truck has stopped, its
driver has gotten out of his cab, and the police and an ambulance have
arrived. If it really is obvious that the driver is not at fault, then there is
no reason to anticipate further danger from him given that he acted with
neither recklessness nor negligence, let alone malice. But although the
truck driver and the pedestrian realize that they no longer stand in real
conflict with one another, and they know that the other knows this as
well, there may still be a need for some shared recognition of that fact,
by means of a joint affirmation by which their return to a way of living to-
gether is acknowledged and ratified.

Unfortunately, we have no ready protocols for making just such a
joint affirmation. In the absence of any more familiar kinds of gestures
that might do this work, our best alternative lies in recruiting familiar rit-
uals of apology and reconciliation into service that go beyond their pri-
mary function of repairing relationships damaged by wrongdoing. The
driver, like someone who is truly in the wrong, asks for forgiveness and
tries to make amends as a way of acknowledging that the pedestrian was
indeed entitled to treat him as an enemy (that is, much as if he were in
fact a wrongdoer). In the aftermath of the accident, the driver needs to
register that the pedestrian’s refusal to see him as a possible future friend
or intimate is not the slight or insult that it otherwise would be.23

At this point, an apology is an invitation to return to something like
the space of social possibilities that existed before the conflict, and like
an apology, such an invitation may be refused. If so, then such parties re-
turn to the normal moral space in a kind of estrangement; they respect
each other’s moral rights, but none of the standard openness to one an-

23. One reader observes that since both parties were in a moral state of nature with
respect to each other, it would make sense for both to end up apologizing to the other. This
might indeed make sense in cases where both parties were harmed in roughly equal de-

grees. In Williams’s example, however, all the injuries are borne by one party, a significant
fact that we can register by giving the role of the apologizer to the person who had more
power (and less luck) in the situation. At least it is incumbent upon the driver to make the
first move here, even if the pedestrian should reciprocate the gesture.
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other remains. Even though the driver is blameless, the pedestrian is per-
mitted (but not required) to treat him in many of the ways that it is ap-
propriate to treat someone who has wronged her. Seeing this, the driver
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should affirm that he is not entitled to the sorts of protest or reply that
would normally be open to a blameless person who was so treated. In
these respects the truck driver stands toward the pedestrian in much the
way that a penitent stands toward those whom he has wronged, despite
his lack of culpability. If so, then it should not be surprising that the rituals
of seeking and granting forgiveness turn out to be the most apt ways for
acknowledging these facts, at least in the absence of other forms ofmoral
transaction with more precisely calibrated public meanings. By offering
such a “quasi-apology,” the truck driver acknowledges that even though
he is not a proper target of their resentment, the pedestrian andher loved
ones might still reasonably decline to associate with him with the sort of
openness and goodwill that we normally expect of one another.24

This quasi-apology differs from an apology proper in that the quasi-
apology need not express any sort of change of heart, any resolution to
act differently in future. If the driver has indeed acted faultlessly, there is
no need for any such change. Of course, the driver might reasonably de-
cide henceforth to hold himself to an even higher standard of care than
can be properly required of him. He might, for example, commit him-
self to a level of diligence in maintaining his brakes that would normally
be taken to be supererogatory, or take up a new line of work that doesn’t
involve any sort of driving at all. Yet unlike true repentance, such resolu-
tions remain morally and rationally optional, and the driver may have
good reason to continue on just as he did before the accident. Unlike a
normal apology, the driver’s quasi-apology does not need to express any
sort of general, forward-looking resolution, but only one that is inherently
singular and retrospective, something along the lines of “would that I
could undo this particular thing I have done.”

A distinctive feature of the quasi-apology is that although the driver
should ask for forgiveness in this way, the parents should respond by tell-
ing him that none is needed. In contrast, in normal cases forgiveness is
essentially elective, something for the person wronged to grant or with-
hold as she sees fit. This is to deny not that there may be reasons both for
and against forgiving, but only that a person can be morally obligated to
forgive someone. A sincerely contrite person may plead for forgiveness,
but he should not presume that it is something to which he may have a

24. Such quasi-apologies need to be distinguished from the pseudo-apologies that
have proliferated through our political discourse. A quasi-apology is meant to be a way
of registering important moral facts about our situation, not avoiding or distorting them.

The pseudo-apologizer takes on less responsibility for the situation than she really de-
serves, and shemanages this by confusing others about just what is going on between them.
With a quasi-apology, the nature of the transaction should be clear to both parties.
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right. In contrast, the truck driver should be asking for forgiveness with
the expectation that he will be so absolved, even if he must repeatedly in-
sist on his guilt before he can begin to see himself as free from blame.

Sussman Is Agent-Regret Rational? 807
That the driver asks for forgiveness with the expectation that he will
and should be forgiven does not make his plea insincere, nor does it
make the interaction betweenhim and the pedestrian amere pantomime
of true reconciliation. After all, it is often the case that it is morally im-
portant to make an offer even when we know that it will and really should
be refused. When I eat at an expensive restaurant with my father, I always
offer to pay for both of us. We usually have a short tug-of-war over the
check, which my father invariably wins. Given our relative wealth, this may
indeed be the right outcome, and I offer to pay in the knowledge that my
father should and will end up paying. However, my offer is not merely an
empty gesture. Ifmy father doesn’t insist on picking up the check for some
reason, I will be surprised but will pay without protest. Our little ritual
makes sense as a way that allows both of us to do something we both need
to do in this context—to together enjoy and pay for a fancy meal in a way
that is fair but avoids embarrassingme.

Similarly, the ritual in which the truck driver asks for forgiveness with
the normative expectation of being exonerated by the pedestrian is not
just playacting, but a type of transaction that allows both of them to do
something together that they otherwise would not be able to do: jointly
affirm their return to normalmoral relations. The driver assumes the pos-
ture of the penitent as a way of recognizing how the pedestrian had been
entitled to see him and his actions. In turn, the pedestrian “forgives” the
driver as a way of acknowledging that she is no longer so entitled to see
him this way. Yet if for some reason the pedestrian refuses to quasi-forgive
the driver in this way, he cannot then voice a protest on his own behalf,
even though the rest of us might do so. The reason the driver cannot so
object is not because the protest would be unjustified (as it would be with
respect to a withholding of full forgiveness), but only because his making
of such protest would be inconsistent with the submissive posture that he
must assume as a repudiation of the antagonism that they had all been
forced into. Because third parties never entered into the conflict, they do
not need to assume any such deferential stance. As a result, third parties
remain in a position to call for the driver to be let off the hook (and they
may evenbe entitled to blameor resent thepedestrian if she still refuses to
do so). In a case of normal apologies, neither the supplicant nor third par-
ties can properly insist on the granting of forgiveness, howevermuch they
may offer good reasons for it.

Quasi-forgiveness also differs from normal forgiveness in that, should
the pedestrian refuse to release the truck driver from blame, it may even-
tually become appropriate for the driver to so release himself. If the pe-
destrian does not exonerate the driver despite the passage of time and the
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cooling of her passions, then at some point the driver should give up the
hopeof their coming to jointly acknowledge their return toordinarymoral
relations. The driver’s agent-regret ceases to be appropriate once it be-
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comes clear that it will not eventually be answered with the right sort of re-
sponse. At that point, there no longer is anything wrong with the driver be-
ing willing to let himself off the hook morally, so that his agent-regret may
deliquesce into other, less puzzling forms of sorrow.
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