
Counterfactuals, Acts, and Moral Worth

 The character view of responsibility is nothing new.  In the last few decades, however, it 

has received some additional attention as a solution to the problem of moral luck.  Here is a 

famous motivating example from Judith Thomson:

Bribery: Judge Actual and Judge Counterfactual would both accept a bribe if 

offered, but only Judge Actual is offered (and accepts) (1989, 214).

Thomson takes it as obvious that the two agents are morally on a par in virtue of the events 

described, since the luck involved should make no difference to their moral worth.  Her preferred 

way of explaining this is to make moral worth a function of character, which would both ground 

the counterfactual (for one agent) and cause the action (for the other agent) in the case described.

 It is no surprise that Thomson, a proponent of the character view, should find herself 

drawn so quickly into a discussion of counterfactuals when addressing moral luck.  

Counterfactuals saturate the examples of moral luck in the literature, and these counterfactuals 

seem to have the intuitive force that prompt us to treating agents--who in certain salient ways are 

quite different--as being somehow equal in moral worth regardless.  (In fact, Thomson expects us 

to draw our conclusion of moral parity before she says anything about character to explain it.)  

For that reason, other scholars appear to be more inclined to focus on the facts named by the 

counterfactuals themselves as the locus of moral worth.  Zimmerman (2002)--to some extent 

taking a cue from Greco (1995)--has claimed that we are more or less to blame in virtue of what 

we would or would not have done in other circumstances, in addition to what we actually do.
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 In fact, the distinction between these two approaches is not always clear.1  Both are 

united in appealing to unenacted features of our agency, and both extend our moral focus beyond 

the narrow history of our actual behavior.  In what follows, I will treat them together under the 

broad label “the counterfactual view,” simply noting that the character view is one particular 

version of it.2  Construed in this way, the primary foil to the counterfactual view is the acts 

view--the claim that our moral worth is a function of what we in fact do, not of what we would 

have done.

 Here, I am devoted to establishing three claims.  First, the choice between an acts view 

and a counterfactual view will involve a choice of emphasis between two different elements of 

control that we normally treat together--but which come apart when we take on the problem of 

moral luck.  Second, the acts view has the resources to do most (but not all) of the luck-

neutralizing that mitigated forms of the counterfactual view do.  Third, if the goal is to neutralize 

luck (i.e., preserve the agent’s control over her moral worth), then only an extreme version of the 

counterfactual view is capable of being motivated as an alternative to the acts view.  As a result, 

more modest versions (such as the character view) do not enjoy the additional anti-luck appeal 

that some scholars (e.g., Thomson) ascribe to it.

Objections to the Counterfactual View

The counterfactual view has many different flavors.  One core feature that allows us to 

differentiate between them concerns the scope of our counterfactual behavior that counts toward 
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1 Greco himself appears to think of them as much the same thing.  When elucidating his counterfactual acts view, he 
states:  “Another way to put this last point is to say that we have made moral worth a matter of character rather than 
of actual choices and actions” (92).

2 Lumping them together this way may seem crude, but it serves the present purposes.  Contra Greco, I do think that 
there are differences between the two approaches (a directly counterfactual approach and a character approach), 
which I explore elsewhere.  



our moral worth.  On an extreme version of the counterfactual view, what matters is what we 

would have done in just any set of circumstances that it is metaphysically possible for us to 

inherit.  So, what I would have done had I been held hostage in an extraterrestrial zoo (assuming 

there is a true counterfactual here) counts every bit as much as what I in fact did last night.  This 

version departs rather far from our commonsense judgments, but it is also the most pristine 

position from an anti-luck perspective.  That is because any restriction of the relevant range of 

counterfactual behavior comes at the cost of moral luck.  For example, a competing version of 

the counterfactual view will state that what matters is only what I would do in circumstances 

where I have the character traits I in fact have.  (We needn’t consider what I would do if I were a 

psychopath.)  But there is luck in the fact that I have my actual character traits.  (I would have 

been a psychopath if I were systematically abused as a young child.)  So, this version of the view 

saddles us with constitutive moral luck.  In general, the narrower the range of counterfactual 

behavior that is considered to be morally relevant, the more moral luck.  The wider the range, the 

less moral luck.

 Or so it seems.  But the problem of moral luck, as it is usually characterized, has to do 

with control,3 and the counterfactual view, on most any version, leaves us with control over our  

moral worth only in a very heterodox sense.  To illustrate this, consider an example:

Fine-tuning: From the cradle to the grave, Jimmy behaves as a saint--but God has fine-

tuned Jimmy’s circumstances narrowly to evoke saintly behavior.  Had 

Jimmy inherited any other circumstances, he would have behaved 

deplorably.  From the cradle to the grave, Johnny behaves as a villain--but 
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3 It certainly appears to be what is motivating Thomson, Zimmerman, and Greco.



God has fine-tuned Johnny’s circumstances narrowly to evoke villainous 

behavior.  Had Johnny inherited any other circumstances, he would have 

behaved laudably.

The example is implausible, but it also seems coherent.  On virtually any version of the 

counterfactual view, Jimmy’s moral worth turns out to be worse than Johnny’s (perhaps even 

much worse), despite the fact that Jimmy does everything right from cradle to grave.  But then, 

how can Jimmy be said to control his moral worth, when nothing he does can make him better 

off than Johnny, who invests his energies entirely in villainy?

 The surprising verdict that the counterfactual view renders in cases like Fine-tuning is not 

ignored by advocates like Zimmerman or Greco.  In fact, they embrace it and use it in an 

admonition against judging others morally on the basis of their actual history (Greco 1995, 94; 

Zimmerman 2002, 571).  But this still leaves us with the question of how they are offering an 

anti-luck (or pro-control) stance.  To answer this, it is worth taking a look at how Greco’s control 

principle works:

If there is no difference between persons S1 and S2 with respect to an event X, except for 

factors which are outside of both persons’ control, then S1 and S2 are equal with respect 

to moral worth in virtue of X’s occurring.  (90, my emphasis)4

Here, the notion of control is mentioned, but only in a negative sense.  The goal presented here is 

to eliminate the moral influence of factors external to one’s agency.  What we are left with is a 

robust set of facts about the person’s agency--not just how it has or will be exercised, but how it 

would be exercised.
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4 Zimmerman’s principle is more technical, but similar in content (note 33).



 So, Jimmy controls his moral worth in the sense that nothing (or little, or less things--

depending on the version of the counterfactual view) independent of his agency influences it.  

(God’s fine-tuning of the circumstances does not influence it, for instance.)  He does not control 

his moral worth in the sense that he can do much to change it.5  This latter consequence--what I 

will call “the control problem”--will be onerous to many scholars who wish to claim that we are 

masters of our moral destiny.  To my mind, it is the most damaging problem the counterfactual 

view faces.

 There are others, of course.  A corollary to the control problem is a motivational problem.  

(If I can’t do much to change my moral worth, why do what is right?)  There is an epistemic 

problem, one that gets more acute as the scope of morally relevant counterfactual behavior gets 

wider.  (Can we know what anyone would do in unusual circumstances?  Can we know anyone’s 

moral worth at all?)  There is a problem of sheer incredibility for more extreme versions.  (Can it 

really matter what I would have done in that alien zoo?)  But if the issue of luck is what we have 

in view, then the control problem carries the most weight in prompting us to look for alternatives.

The Acts View and Counterfactuals

The most natural alternative is the acts view.  We might protest against the acts view on the 

grounds that it requires us to condemn Judge Actual more harshly than Judge Counterfactual--a 

verdict which Thomson would call “rank injustice.”  Similarly, we might complain that it gets the 

wrong result in more commonplace cases, such as the following:
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5 One might think that there are ways in which we can change what counterfactuals are true of us by, say, inculcating 
new character traits.  Aristotle, for one, seems to think that we could be responsible in virtue of our character traits 
precisely because those traits are (to a significant degree) the products of our actions (e.g., Nicomachean Ethics III.
5).  There is much to be said here, but for now, it is worth noting that, from the perspective of luck-minimizing, this 
sort of response seems to push the spotlight back on the character forming acts themselves--not on the traits that 
result from them.



Tardiness: Sally--a widowed mother who burns the candle on both ends--is 

chronically late for class, while Sarah--a traditional student fresh out of 

high school with few external commitments--always shows up five minutes 

early.

It is worse to be tardy than to be on time.  Since the acts view pertains to acts, then doesn’t it 

require that we judge Sally worse than Sarah?  And doesn’t that seem a harsh verdict?

 Indeed, it does seem harsh.  But it is not all obvious that the acts view must make it.  

While an acts view will not be directly sensitive to what the agent would have done in other 

circumstances, it may still consider the actual circumstances.  An acts view needn’t focus only 

on the fact that S did A, but that S did A in C.  To what degree does it count against Sally that she 

was late given her commitments?  Perhaps not much.  To what degree does it count in Sarah’s 

favor that she was on time when she had an open schedule?  Perhaps not much.  In fact, we 

might go further.  Given the burdens she was under, perhaps we should praise Sally for getting to 

class at all, in such a way that her moral status ends up better than Sarah’s.  What does the agent 

actually do with what she is actually given in the circumstances she actually inherits?  This kind 

of handicapping is perfectly consistent with the acts view and does not demand a reference to 

counterfactuals.

 Nevertheless, we are still inclined to make counterfactual musings like, “Don’t judge 

Sally so hard.  She would have shown up on time if she didn’t have all those commitments.”  

These musings may be commandeered by the acts view.  After all, counterfactuals of this sort 

may serve as useful guides to weighting the influence of the circumstances that the agent actually  

inherits.  Just how tough is Sally’s actual situation?  Answer:  it’s tough enough that it’s the only 

6



thing holding her back from being on time--for if she didn’t have that situation, she would be on 

time regularly.  Used in this way, the counterfactual becomes a guide us in evaluating her actual 

behavior.

 Does it follow that a circumstance-sensitive acts view will be extensionally equivalent to 

at least some versions of the counterfactual view?  When evaluating Sally’s actual behavior in 

her tough circumstances (weighing what she actually does with what she is given), we are 

inclined to mute the moral influence of the luck in her situation (having many commitments), but 

focus on features of her agency (how she chooses to react in the face of them).  On at least some 

versions of the counterfactual view (Thomson’s comes to mind), we would look at what Sally 

would do in alternative situations (such as situations where she does not have so many 

commitments), but not look at situations where features of her agency (her character) are 

significantly different than they actually are.  While there is a significant intensional difference 

here, one might wonder whether they will consistently render the same verdicts, since they are 

both attempting to mute the very same lucky factors.

 Indeed, I do not think there will be a particularly sharp difference in the verdicts of a 

circumstance-sensitive acts view and a significantly mitigated counterfactual view.  But they will 

almost certainly not be extensionally equivalent.  As the Fine-tuning example above suggests, it 

is possible for an agent to be in circumstances where her action is luckily morally good or bad 

even according to a circumstance-sensitive evaluation.  Perhaps Sally, burdened as she is by 

commitments, heroically strives to meet her obligations and consistently arrives five minutes 

late.  A circumstance-sensitive acts view gives her high marks.  But as it turns out, had she not 

been burdened by commitments, she would have become lethargic and smoked pot all day at 
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home without showing up at all.  The counterfactual view gives her low marks.  On the 

circumstance-sensitive acts view, Sally is morally lucky--happily for her, she inherited just those 

circumstances that prompted her to heroism.  On the counterfactual view, she may still be 

morally lucky or unlucky (depending on the scope of the counterfactual behavior that counts 

toward her moral profile), but she is less so.  Her actual heroism will not outweigh her 

counterfactual indolence.6

 Whether the Bribery case is another instance of extensional difference between the two 

approaches will depend on what Judge Counterfactual is doing when he is not taking the bribe--

something Thomson never tells us.  If he is the corrupt jerk that Thomson invites us to imagine, 

then the odds are that he is engaging in some other form of wickedness, and perhaps the 

circumstance-sensitive act view will put him on a par with Judge Actual after all.  Or perhaps 

Judge Counterfactual is behaving more nobly, having inherited more auspicious circumstances.7  

If so, then he is morally lucky on the acts view--but then, he will have brought about this 

improvement in his moral profile through his behavior, which receives a circumstance-sensitive 

grade.

 I have now argued for two of the three core claims of this paper.  The acts view can 

accommodate most (but not all) of the anti-luck aims of mitigated forms of the counterfactual 

view (e.g., the character view), by muting the same luck-induced factors.  And there are 

differences in the way each view asks us to employ the notion of control in assessments of moral 
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6 Naturally, the case for extensional equivalence is stronger when we have in mind a circumstance-sensitive acts 
view which weights the significance of circumstances only by looking at counterfactual behavior.  (Such a view, 
apparently, would not view Sally’s heroism as heroism at all, if she would have smoked pot otherwise.)  But that 
would be a peculiar version of the acts view.

7 It may be worth noting that if Judge Counterfactual’s behavior may shift from corrupt to noble so easily, then the 
character view might not have one of the anti-luck benefits that its proponents (e.g., Richards 1986, 200) ascribe to 
it:  relative stability over time.



worth.  When we think of controlling X, we think of at least two things:  (a) X’s obtaining being 

up to us, and (b) X being the sort of thing that we can bring about.  These two criteria come apart 

in the case of moral luck.  The counterfactual view focuses on the first of these criteria--our 

moral worth is subject to fewer things external to us.  But then, we do little to bring it about (as 

cases like Fine-tuning show).  The acts view focuses on the second--we bring about our moral 

worth through our actual behavior.  But then, it is subject to more factors external to us, such as 

the circumstances we inherit.

Keeping Score

But it is not as though choosing between the two approaches is simply a matter of choosing 

which aspect of control is the most attractive in moral contexts--for only the most extreme 

version of the counterfactual view can be motivated from an anti-luck perspective.

 To see this, recall the objections that the counterfactual view faces.  The motivational 

problem is a corollary to the control problem, so it goes wherever the control problem goes.  The 

epistemic problem and the incredibility problem can be muted by truncating the range of 

counterfactual behavior deemed relevant to our moral worth.  (We will be better off predicting 

what people would do in non-weird circumstances, and we will provoke less eye-rolling if we 

say that moral worth is a function of character than if we say it hinges on what we would have 

done in the Paleolithic age.)  This much might make the mitigated versions of the counterfactual 

view to appear to be more plausible.

 But from the perspective of luck, what advantages does a mitigated version of the 

counterfactual view enjoy over a circumstance-sensitive acts view?  We have already seen that, 

extensionally, there is not likely to be much of a difference between them.  But where there is an 
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extensional difference between them, that difference will make the control problem that much 

more acute.  Suppose Sally would have smoked pot under more leisurely circumstances.  Then, 

by the counterfactual view, she gets low marks, despite the fact that she actually does everything 

in her power to behave heroically.  The control problem bares its teeth.

 So, a significantly mitigated version of the counterfactual view appears to have no anti-

luck advantages over the circumstance-sensitive acts view.  It may weed out some cases of moral 

luck that the acts view fails to catch, but only at the expense of the control problem, which 

remains as full-blooded as ever.  That’s a bad deal--a small benefit at a serious cost.  A trade-off 

of this sort will make sense only when the counterfactual view in question can weed out many 

more cases of moral luck than the alternative.  But by the time we widen the scope of morally 

relevant counterfactual behavior enough to do so, we will almost certainly be firmly in the grip 

of the epistemic and incredibility problems.  (After all, any true counterfactual about our 

behavior that we are likely to know will be the sort of claim that can be commandeered by the 

circumstance-sensitive acts view.)  At that point, there is no reason not to go whole hog, and to 

make our moral worth dependent on the unrestricted range of our counterfactual behavior.  Only 

the extreme version has a prospect of being motivated from an anti-luck perspective.

 And who on earth would want to embrace the extreme counterfactual position?  In fact, I 

believe some might.  Those who take luck as seriously as Zimmerman does might like this 

position.  Perhaps theists who are concerned with the problem of soteriological luck (complete 

with concerns about God being able to tinker with the rosters of the saved and the damned) 
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would be attracted to it.  Maybe those who are interested in a “true moral responsibility” as 

Galen Strawson conceives of it would like it.8

 But this is a rather small circle of scholars, and it certainly does not include those virtue 

theorists who want to make moral worth a function of character.  There may yet be excellent 

reasons to embrace the character view, but luck-minimizing does not appear to be one of them.

11

8 Strawson writes:  “As I understand it, true moral responsibility is responsibility of such a kind that, if we have it, 
then it makes sense, at least, to suppose that it could be just to punish some of us with (eternal) torment in hell and 
reward others with (eternal) bliss in heaven” (1994, 9, his emphasis).
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