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hether an act is morally permissible or impermissible depends up-
on the alternative acts available to an agent. But what exactly are 
the relevant alternative acts available to an agent? The answer is far 

from obvious once we consider facts about how an agent would freely act in 
various situations. To get a grip on this abstract issue, consider the following 
concrete case:  

 
The Gig :  Brandi has been invited by her friend, Chad, to attend his musical gig at a 
local bar. Brandi can easily decide to attend the gig, and then decide at the gig to be 
supportive of Chad, which would be the best outcome. Unfortunately, Brandi de-
tests Chad’s music. Consequently, Brandi would not in fact decide to be supportive 
of Chad if she decided to attend his gig due to being irritated with Chad’s perfor-
mance – even though she could decide at the gig to be supportive. Since Chad 
would be deeply hurt, this would be the worst outcome. Brandi could alternatively 
decide not to attend Chad’s gig, which would be better than the worst outcome, yet 
worse than the best outcome. 

 
To be sure, Brandi can decide to attend the gig, and once there decide to be 
supportive of Chad. However, suppose that that is just not what Brandi would 
do if she were to attend. Here is the tricky philosophical question: is Brandi 
morally obligated to accept or decline the invitation to Chad’s gig? 

According to actualism, Brandi is obligated to decline the invitation be-
cause what would actually happen if Brandi declines is better than what 
would actually happen if she accepts (Goldman 1976; Sobel 1976; Jackson 
and Pargetter 1986). According to possibilism, Brandi is obligated to accept 
the invitation because accepting the invitation is part of the best act-set 
Brandi can perform over the course of her life (Greenspan 1978; Feldman 
1986; Zimmerman (1996: § 6)). So the actualist affirms (and the possibilist 
denies) that facts about what agents would freely do in certain circumstances 
at least partly determine that agent’s moral obligations.2 

Various detailed accounts of both actualism and possibilism are on offer. 
Which particular definition one prefers makes no difference to our argument 
against actualism. We settle with the following formulations of each view:3 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 This paper is the product of full and equal collaboration between its authors. 
2 This does not commit the actualist to the position that the truth of some counterfactual c 
concerning what an agent would freely do co-varies with some obligation o obtaining. Ra-
ther, the actualist is committed to the position that the mere truth of c can (but does not 
always) make a difference to o’s obtaining. By contrast, the possibilist holds that the mere 
truth of c cannot make a difference to whether o obtains. 
3 Since the actualism/possibilism debate concerns obligations, the actions being considered 
are restricted to non-supererogatory ones.  

W 
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Actual i sm:  At t an agent S morally ought to φ at t' iff, at t, S can φ at t', and what 
would happen if S were to φ at t' is better than what would happen if S were to ~φ 
at t'. 
 
Poss ib i l i sm:  At t an agent S morally ought to φ at t' iff, at t, φ-ing at t' is part of the 
best maximally specific act-set4 that S can perform.5 

 
As is standard in the literature, throughout this paper we remain neutral with 
respect to the proper analysis of “can,” assuming that there is such an analy-
sis. This is unproblematic since the actualism/possibilism debate cuts across 
issues concerning the proper analysis of “can.” Actualists and possibilists are 
concerned with the relationship between an agent’s free actions and their 
moral obligations. They are not concerned with what is required for an agent 
to have the ability to perform an action. Hence, as the reader will see, our 
argument against actualism will go through, irrespective of the account of 
“can” that the actualist might adopt.  

Now, there are two prominent arguments against actualism. First, actual-
ism permits agents to avoid incurring moral obligations, which they could (at 
the present moment) easily ensure that they will fulfill, simply in virtue of 
having rotten moral dispositions (Jackson and Pargetter (1986: 240); Zim-
merman (2006b: 156); Portmore (2011: 207); Baker (2012: 642-43); Timmer-
man (2015: 1512); Timmerman and Cohen (2016: 674)). Second, actualism 
prescribes bad behavior, even when the agent can (at the present moment) 
easily ensure that they refrain from such behavior (Wedgwood (2009); Ross 
(2012: 74-75); Timmerman (2015: 1513); Timmerman and Cohen (2016: 
674); Cariani (forthcoming: 13-14)). 

We propose a new argument against actualism. Actualism makes a mor-
ally irrelevant distinction between counterfactuals that do and do not at least 
partly determine an agent’s moral obligations, given that an agent sometimes 
has the same kind of control over the truth-value of both kinds of counter-
factuals. We then offer a revised version of actualism that avoids this morally 
irrelevant distinction and that also has further advantages. 

 
1. The Case 
 
In order to set up our argument against actualism, it will be helpful to con-
sider the following case:  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 At t, a maximally specific act-set that an agent can perform is one that extends from t to the 
last moment of time at which the agent can perform an act. 
5 In any actual case, there will be equally good maximally specific act-sets that an agent can 
perform. Accordingly, possibilism says that an agent is morally obligated to fulfill one of the 
equally best maximally specific act-sets that she can perform. So, according to a more precise 
definition of possibilism, an act is obligatory iff that act is a member of every equally best 
maximally specific act-set that the agent can perform. An act is permissible iff that act is a 
part of at least one of the equally best maximally specific act-sets that the agent can perform. 



JOURNAL OF ETHICS & SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY | VOL. 10, NO. 3 
ACTUALISM HAS CONTROL ISSUES 

Yishai Cohen and Travis Timmerman 

	  
	  

3 

Sadis t i c  Suzy is a sadistic doctor who is responsible for the well-being of Sick Sid. 
At t0, Suzy can do the following: 
 

• Completely cure Sid by giving him two shots of the complete cure (one at 
t1 and one at t2). 

• Partially cure Sid by giving him two shots of the partial cure (one at t1 and 
one at t2). 

• Let Sid die by giving him only one shot, giving him mixed shots or giving 
him no shots.  

 
If Sid is completely cured, he will live a long and happy life for n years. If Sid is par-
tially cured, he will live for 1/2n years. Under any other act-set that Suzy can per-
form, Sid dies immediately thereafter at t3. Now, take whatever account of control 
over an action that is required for an agent to have an obligation to perform that 
action, and suppose that, at t0, Suzy has that kind of control over each of the above 
act-sets. Next, let us suppose that the following counterfactuals are true: 
 

(i) If Suzy were to deliberate at t0 about what to do about Sid, Suzy would 
give Sid no shot at t1. 

(ii) If Suzy were to give Sid no shot at t1, Suzy would give Sid no shot at t2 
(and Sid would immediately die).  

(iii) If Suzy were to give Sid a shot of the partial cure at t1, Suzy would give Sid 
a shot of the partial cure at t2 (and Sid would be partially cured). 

(iv) If Suzy were to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1, Suzy would give 
Sid no shot at t2 (and Sid would immediately die). 

 
At t0, Suzy is in fact deliberating about what to do about Sid. This fact and the truth 
of (i) entail that Suzy gives Sid no shot at t1. Suzy’s giving Sid no shot at t1 and the 
truth of (ii) entail that Suzy gives Sid no shot at t2. Hence, Sid dies immediately 
thereafter at t3. 

 
The actualist holds that the truth of (ii)-(iv) at least partly determines what 
obligations Suzy has at t0. For according to actualism, at t0, Suzy is obligated 
to give Sid a shot of the partial cure at t1 because what would happen if Suzy 
were to do that (Sid would be partially cured) is better than what would hap-
pen if Suzy were not to give Sid a shot of the partial cure (Sid would immedi-
ately die). By contrast, the possibilist holds that, at t0, Suzy is obligated to give 
Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1 since doing so is, ex hypothesi, part of the 
best act-set that Suzy can perform, viz., giving Sid both shots of the complete 
cure. Now, since Suzy in fact does not give Sid a shot at t1, both the actualist 
and the possibilist agree that, at t1, Suzy fails to fulfill a moral obligation, albe-
it different moral obligations for different reasons. 

 
2. The Problem 
 
Before introducing our proposed problem for actualism, we first need to gain 
a deeper understanding of the disagreement between actualists and possibil-
ists. More specifically, we need to turn our attention to the relationship be-
tween the truth-value of certain counterfactuals and an agent’s abilities. If an 
agent S has the ability to do otherwise, it follows that S has a kind of control 
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over the truth-value of certain counterfactuals, as we will now illustrate by 
looking at the Sadistic Suzy case. 

Recall that the truth of (i) and the fact that, at t0, Suzy is deliberating 
about what to do about Sid jointly entail the following: Suzy does not give Sid 
a shot at t1. Nevertheless, at t0, Suzy can give Sid a shot at t1. Moreover, if Su-
zy were to give Sid a shot at t1, then (i) would be false and the following 
counterfactual that is in fact false would be true: 

 
(v) If Suzy were to deliberate at t0 about what to do about Sid, she would give Sid 

a shot at t1. 
 

So, since Suzy can give Sid a shot at t1, and “Suzy gives Sid a shot at t1” en-
tails (v), and (v) is false, it follows that Suzy has a kind of counterfactual 
power over the truth-value of both (i) and (v). Simply put, Suzy can do some-
thing, such that if she were to do it, then (i) would be false and (v) would be 
true. 

Now, here is where actualists and possibilists disagree. Although the 
truth of (i) and the antecedent of (i) entail that Suzy does not give Sid a shot 
at t1, the possibilist maintains that, at t0, Suzy is obligated to do other than 
what she will in fact do, i.e., give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1. So the 
truth-value of (i) does not even partly determine what, at t0, Suzy is obligated 
to do at t1. Likewise, possibilists also think that although the truth of (i), (ii) 
and the antecedent of (i) jointly entail that Suzy does not give Sid a shot at t2, 
Suzy is nevertheless obligated (at t0) to do otherwise at t2. So the truth-value 
of (ii) similarly does not even partly determine what, at t0, Suzy is obligated to 
do at t1. The same goes for (iii) and (iv). The takeaway point is that possibil-
ists hold that only facts about what Suzy can freely do, rather than facts about 
what Suzy would freely do, at least partly determine Suzy’s obligations. 

The actualist agrees with the possibilist that, although the truth of (i) and 
the antecedent of (i) entail that Suzy does not give Sid a shot at t1, Suzy is still 
obligated (at t0) to do other than what she in fact will do. More specifically, at 
t0 Suzy is obligated to give Sid a shot of the partial cure at t1, even though this 
is not what she will in fact do. This is precisely because, at t0, Suzy can do 
otherwise at t1. However, unlike the possibilist, the actualist holds that, in or-
der to determine what, at t0, Suzy ought to do at t1, it does not matter what 
Suzy can (at t0) do at t2. Rather, what matters is what Suzy would do at t2 were 
she to do something or other at t1. So the actualist maintains that it does not 
matter that, at t0, Suzy can do something that would render (ii) false, even 
though it does matter that, at t0, Suzy can do something that would render (i) 
false. We find this distinction that actualism makes to be morally irrelevant.  

To emphasize, it is stipulated in Sadistic Suzy that the kind of control Su-
zy has, at t0, over all act-sets she can perform from t1 to t2 is the same. So why 
does the fact that Suzy would not give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t2 
allow her to avoid incurring an obligation at t0 to give Sid a shot of the com-
plete cure at t1? After all, the fact that Suzy would not give Sid a shot of the 
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complete cure at t1 does not similarly allow her to avoid incurring an obliga-
tion at t0 to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1. Thus, this distinction 
that actualism makes between different kinds of counterfactuals appears to 
be morally irrelevant. Indeed, generalizing from Sadistic Suzy, we can see that 
actualism entails an implausible thesis. In colloquial terms, actualism entails 
that some (future) acts under an agent’s control do partly determine an 
agent’s present obligations, while other (future) acts under an agent’s control 
in the exact same sense do not even partly determine an agent’s present obli-
gations. In order to state this implausible thesis more precisely and formally, 
we must first give names to the following two types of counterfactuals: 

 
An early counterfactual concerns what S would do at t1 given the circumstances 
that S is in at t0. 
 
A late counterfactual concerns what S would do at t2 given the circumstances that 
S is in at t1. 
 

With these two types of counterfactuals in place, we have shown that actual-
ism entails the following implausible thesis: 

 
Actual i sm’s  Consequence :  For any obligation o agent S has at t0 to φ at t1, and for 
any early counterfactual, and for any late counterfactual, o is not even partly deter-
mined by the early counterfactual(s), but is at least partly determined by the late 
counterfactual(s). 

 
Actualism’s Consequence demarcates between counterfactuals that do and do 
not determine S’s obligations, even in cases in which, at t0, S has the same 
kind of control over what S does both at t1 and t2 (and thus has the same 
kind of control over the truth-value of both kinds of counterfactuals men-
tioned in Actualism’s Consequence). In other words, Actualism’s Consequence is 
committed to what we think is a morally irrelevant distinction between two 
different kinds of counterfactuals. At least, it is a morally irrelevant distinc-
tion with respect to what determines an agent’s obligations. So, since actual-
ism entails Actualism’s Consequence, and Actualism’s Consequence is implausible, 
actualism is itself implausible.  

We wish to emphasize that our critique of actualism is neutral with re-
spect to the proper analysis of “can.” We take this to be a virtue, not a bug, 
of our criticism precisely because whatever account of “can” the actualist 
wishes to adopt, she will nevertheless be committed to Actualism’s Consequence, 
which remains implausible under any viable account of “can.” In the next 
section, we offer a way for the actualist to avoid Actualism’s Consequence that 
likewise remains neutral with respect to the proper analysis of “can.” 
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3. The Solution 
 

The way out for the actualist is to accept a revised version of actualism (or a 
view that retains the spirit of actualism) that does not entail Actualism’s Conse-
quence. We suggest that the way to do this is by demarcating counterfactuals 
on the basis of a kind of control an agent can have over their truth-value. We 
will illustrate how such a version of actualism can avoid Actualism’s Conse-
quence in two steps. First, we employ the following notion of intentional con-
trol: 

 
φ-ing at t' is under an agent S’s in t en t iona l  contro l  at t iff, at t, S can6 form a cer-
tain set of intentions, such that if S were to form such intentions, then S would φ at 
t'.7 

 
We will show that appealing to a notion of control, such as the one above, 
will render one’s view immune from the aforementioned problem. But be-
fore we show this, there is a second step in our revised version of actualism. 
Instead of putting forward a view that only considers whether an agent will φ 
or ~φ, we need a view that explicitly considers all of the actions that are in-
compatible with φ-ing. In order to see why, consider the following case that 
is adapted from Wedgwood (2009) and Ross (2012: 75): 

 
Deadly  Dexter  enjoys killing people for fun, but typically resorts to only killing 
criminals. Dexter is presently in a room with three innocent individuals: Maria, 
Vince and Joey. Dexter can kill any set of these individuals, or refrain from killing 
anyone. Moreover, Dexter has the morally relevant kind of control over all of these 
actions. However, since he is presently in a killing mood, Dexter would kill both 
Joey and Maria if he were to refrain from killing Vince. 

 
Actualism renders the absurd verdict that Dexter ought to only kill Vince, 
even though he can refrain from killing all three of them. So it is for this rea-
son that we should not say that an agent S is morally obligated to φ just in 
case what would happen if S were to φ is better than what would happen if S 
were to ~φ. Instead, one should say that, of all of the actions S can perform 
at a time t, S ought to perform the action at t that would result in the best 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 To repeat, we remain neutral with respect to the proper analysis of “can.” Consequently, 
we neither affirm nor deny the position that, at t, S can φ at t' iff φ-ing at t' is under S’s in-
tentional control at t. Irrespective of what the actualist maintains in regard to this matter, 
actualism will still be committed to Actualism’s Consequence. 
7 As is standard in the literature, we are first and foremost concerned with objective obliga-
tions rather than subjective ones (c.f. Zimmerman 2006a). Roughly, objective obligations are 
those determined by all of the normatively relevant facts, including the normatively relevant 
facts of which the agent is unaware. ICA entails that agents can be objectively obligated to 
perform acts they do not know are under their intentional control. Blameworthiness, howev-
er, tracks subjective obligations, those that an agent ought to perform relative to the evidence in 
her epistemic ken. Readers who deny the existence of objective obligations can amend ICA, 
such that it concerns subjective obligations. 
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outcome (c.f. Cariani (forthcoming: 13-14)). The same holds, mutatis mutandis, 
for a view that employs the notion of intentional control.  

Now that these two revisions to actualism have been laid out, we are in a 
position to present the view that is superior to actualism, and, more specifi-
cally, is able to avoid Actualism’s Consequence: 

 
Intent iona l  Contro l  Actua l i sm (ICA): At t an agent S morally ought8 to φ at t' iff 
φ-ing at t' is an act-set under S’s intentional control at t, and what would happen if 
S were to φ at t' is better than what would happen if S were to perform any other 
incompatible act-set under S’s intentional control at t.9 

 
ICA does not entail Actualism’s Consequence. In fact, ICA is inconsistent with 
Actualism’s Consequence. To illustrate, suppose we further stipulate in Sadistic 
Suzy that giving Sid either shot or giving Sid no shot at t1 is under Suzy’s in-
tentional control at t0. However, it is not under Suzy’s intentional control at t0 
to give Sid both shots of the complete cure. In that case, both ICA and actu-
alism entail that, at t0, Suzy ought to give Sid a shot of the partial cure at t1. 
So, in this case, the truth of (iv) does at least partly determine Suzy’s obliga-
tion at t0 since the consequent of (iv) concerns an act-set that is not under 
Suzy’s intentional control at t0. However, if we instead stipulate in Sadistic Su-
zy that any combination of giving or refraining from giving Sid shots is under 
Suzy’s intentional control at t0, then ICA disagrees with actualism that, at t0, 
Suzy ought to give Sid a shot of the partial cure at t1. Instead, ICA holds that, 
at t0, Suzy is obligated to give Sid both shots of the complete cure (one at t1, 
another at t2) since what would happen if Suzy were to perform this act-set is 
better than what would happen were she to perform any other act-set under 
her intentional control at t0. Consequently, according to ICA, counterfactuals 
(ii)-(iv) do not even partly determine any of Suzy’s obligations at t0.  

The lesson to be drawn from these cases is that, according to ICA, a 
necessary condition for a counterfactual to even partly determine an agent’s 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 As the reader will see in section 4, we distinguish between two kinds of moral obligations 
(dependent and nondependent) in light of considerations about the proper parts of an oblig-
atory act-set. Moreover, ICA only concerns nondependent obligations. 
9 ICA is similar in certain respects to the view proposed by Holly Smith (1978: 202) as well 
as the revised views of Carlson (1995: 121-23) and Bykvist (2002: 61-64) in light of their 
criticisms of Smith’s view. Both Carlson and Bykvist reject Smith’s view since it employs a 
conditional analysis of abilities, and they both reject such an analysis. Since, as noted in n. 6, 
ICA is explicitly silent about the proper account of abilities, ICA is immune from this criti-
cism.  

The views of Carlson and Bykvist share (at least) one particularly noticeable difference 
with ICA. Carlson (1995: 81-82) and Bykvist (2002: 50-51) formulate their respective theo-
ries with the assumption that φ-ing is presently performable by an agent only if the agent 
can presently form an intention to φ. By contrast, ICA grants that an agent can have an 
objective obligation to φ that the agent can perform only by forming an intention to do 
something other than φ (assuming that the agent can form this intention). We welcome this 
consequence since the actualism/possibilism debate concerns objective obligations rather 
than subjective obligations. Only the latter type of obligation tracks moral responsibility. 
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present obligation is that the consequent of that counterfactual refer to an 
act-set (including singleton act-sets) that is not under an agent’s present in-
tentional control. This is precisely why ICA is inconsistent with Actualism’s 
Consequence. Instead, ICA entails the following thesis: 

 
ICA’s Consequence :  For any obligation o agent S has at t0 to φ at t1, and for any 
early counterfactual, and for any late counterfactual, o is not even partly determined 
by the early counterfactual(s), but is at least partly determined by the late counter-
factual(s) only if the consequent of the late counterfactual refers to an act-set that is not under S’s 
intentional control at t0. 

 
ICA’s Consequence is not implausible precisely because it demarcates those 
counterfactuals that at least partly determine an agent’s obligations and those 
that do not on the basis of the kind of control the agent has. By contrast, Ac-
tualism’s Consequence does no such thing. According to Actualism’s Consequence, 
there need not be any difference with respect to the kind of control an agent 
has over certain act-sets in order for one counterfactual to at least partly de-
termine an agent’s obligation, and for another counterfactual to not even 
partly determine an agent’s obligation.10 

To be clear, we are not arguing for the truth of ICA. Nor are we arguing 
for the truth of any revised version of actualism that avoids Actualism’s Conse-
quence. Rather, we are only arguing that the best versions of actualism avoid 
Actualism’s Consequence. Additionally, in order to avoid Actualism’s Consequence, 
the actualist should accept a version of actualism that incorporates a kind of 
control that demarcates counterfactuals on this basis. 

Besides ICA, there are alternative views that escape Actualism’s Conse-
quence in virtue of incorporating a kind of control that demarcates the rele-
vant kinds of counterfactuals from one another. For instance, the securitist 
views of Doug Portmore and Jacob Ross, respectively, offer notions of con-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 As shown in the previous section, possibilism is immune from this problem by treating 
counterfactuals (ii)-(iv) in a more consistent manner, viz., by holding that none of the coun-
terfactuals (ii)-(iv) even partly determines what obligations Suzy has at t0. However, we think 
that possibilism is problematic insofar as it also does not demarcate between counterfactuals 
that determine an agent’s moral obligations and those that do not on the basis of the kind of 
control an agent has. This gives rise to the main objection to possibilism in the literature, 
viz., that possibilism says that in certain circumstances an agent S ought to φ even if S would 
perform a subsequent act that is deeply morally wrong, and worse than what S would subse-
quently perform if S were to ~φ. For discussion of this objection in the literature, see 
Goldman (1976: 469-70), Almeida (1992: 461-62), Woodard (2009: 219-20) and Portmore 
(2011: 211). 

This consequence is counterintuitive at least in cases in which the act-set that S is obli-
gated to perform is not under S’s intentional control (or some other kind of control suffi-
ciently similar to intentional control). For instance, suppose once more that, in Sadistic Suzy, 
giving Sid either shot or giving Sid no shot at t1 is under Suzy’s intentional control at t0. But 
it is not under Suzy’s intentional control at t0 to give Sid both shots of the complete cure. 
Accordingly, possibilists hold that, at t0, Suzy is obligated to give Sid a shot of the complete 
cure at t1, despite the fact that, no matter what Suzy does (or intends to do) at t0, she will not 
give Sid a shot of the complete cure. 
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trol that the actualist could adopt in order to avoid Actualism’s Consequence. 
Nevertheless, we think that intentional control is the morally relevant sense 
of control in this debate.11 Hence, before moving on to the next section, we 
will defend this claim. 

Here is the notion of control to which Portmore appeals: 
 

[S]omething is scrupulously securable by an agent if and only if there is both some set 
of intentions and some set of permissible background attitudes such that if she were 
to have both those intentions and those permissible background attitudes, that 
something would be brought about (Portmore 2011: 165). 

 
While Portmore’s (2011: 167-69) official version of scrupulous securability is 
more complicated, the above account suffices for our purposes. So, roughly 
speaking, Portmore holds that an agent S ought to φ iff performing the best 
act-set that is scrupulously securable by S requires φ-ing. Accordingly, it is 
possible for an agent S to be morally obligated to φ when φ-ing requires hav-
ing a different set of background attitudes than the ones that S in fact has. 
These attitudes include such mental states as desires and beliefs (Portmore 
2011: 167).  

While we lack the space to fully describe Ross’ position, the important 
thing to note for our purposes is that, according to Ross’ notion of a directly 
securable option, it is likewise possible for an agent S to be morally obligated 
to φ when φ-ing requires having a different set of background attitudes than 
the ones that S in fact has (see Ross (2012: 82, 91, 94-95)). 

With this understanding of these two notions of control, we offer two 
objections to each notion of control being the morally relevant one. First, an 
agent S cannot be morally obligated to φ if φ-ing requires S to presently have 
different desires or beliefs from the ones that S presently has. For our desires 
and beliefs are arguably not directly up to us in the same way that basic men-
tal actions (such as decisions) are up to us. To be clear, we can change our 
desires and beliefs over time by performing various actions, such as reevalu-
ating our evidence, reconsidering the intrinsic value of our desires and so on 
(Alston 1989). But we arguably cannot directly alter our beliefs or desires 
without first performing an action of some kind. Hence, the morally relevant 
type of control that is to be incorporated into the view that solves the actual-
ism/possibilism debate is one that does not require an agent to have a differ-
ent set of background attitudes than the ones the agent in fact has. The no-
tion of intentional control satisfies this desideratum.12 

Second, as a consequence of Portmore’s and Ross’ views not holding 
fixed the agent’s actual background attitudes, their versions of securitism 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 We employ the notion of intentional control in Timmerman and Cohen (2016). 
12 This desideratum is consistent with the so-called tracing condition for responsibility, accord-
ing to which one can be derivatively blameworthy for one’s present desires or beliefs in vir-
tue of previously performing an action (or set of actions) for which one is non-derivatively 
blameworthy.  
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succumb to a problem to which possibilism succumbs: it generates action-
guiding obligations to perform acts that, if performed, will result in the worst 
possible outcome. To see the problem, it will be helpful to consider a varia-
tion of one of Ross’ (2012: 83) own cases. 

 
Genera l  Ripper  2 :  General Jack D. Ripper is in the following situation. It is now 
noon. At 12:01, he will face the choice of pressing or not pressing a button. At 
12:02, he will face that same choice. If he presses the button at both times, then 
nothing happens. If he refrains from pressing the button at both times, then Inno-
cent Idris will receive a momentary electric shock at 12:03. If he presses the button 
at one of the times, but not the other, then Innocent Idris will receive a momentary 
painful electric shock at 12:03 and the world will be destroyed at 12:04.  

  
Ripper happens to dislike Innocent Idris (for no good reason) and wants him 
to be shocked to such an extent that he prefers any outcome in which Idris is 
shocked over any outcome in which he is not. As Ross and Portmore would 
grant, this is an impermissible background attitude. Now, suppose that, at 
noon, no matter what Ripper intends to do at 12:02, he will not push the but-
ton at 12:02. After all, Ripper wants to ensure that Idris is shocked, even if 
this results in the destruction of the world, though he prefers to shock Idris 
without destroying the world. Now, the following counterfactuals are true. 

 
(vi) If Ripper were not to push the button at 12:01, he would not push the button 

at 12:02 (and Idris would receive an electric shock, but the world would re-
main intact).  

(vii) If Ripper were to push the button at 12:01, he would not push the button at 
12:02 (and Idris would receive an electric shock and the world would be de-
stroyed). 

 
Let us also suppose that if Ripper had permissible background attitudes at 
noon, then his pushing the button at 12:01 would entail that he also pushes 
the button at 12:02, thereby saving the world and preventing Innocent Idris 
from being shocked. Now here is the problem. According to Portmore’s and 
Ross’ securitist views, Ripper ought to push the button at 12:01, despite the 
fact that no matter what Ripper intends at noon to do, he will not push the 
button at 12:02. So securitism entails the implausible thesis that agents can 
have an action-guiding obligation to act in ways that, no matter what inten-
tions they presently form, will result in the worst possible outcome. Else-
where we have argued that this a problem to which possibilism succumbs 
(Timmerman and Cohen 2016). ICA, however, avoids this implausible con-
sequence. According to ICA, Ripper ought to refrain from pushing the but-
ton at 12:01. To see why, note that, at noon, the only options under Ripper’s 
intentional control are the following:  

 
(a) Refrain from pushing the button at 12:01 and refrain from pushing the but-

ton at 12:02. 
(b)  Push the button at 12:01 and refrain from pushing the button at 12:02.  
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Since (a) would result in a much better outcome than (b), Ripper is required 
to (a), which requires refraining from pushing the button at 12:01. ICA thus 
seems to render the intuitively correct verdict. At the very least, we think 
ICA better captures actualist intuitions than securitism.  

Before moving on to the next section, we wish to emphasize that, alt-
hough we think that intentional control is the morally relevant sense of con-
trol for the purposes of this debate, we are not arguing for the truth of ICA 
or any other revised version of actualism. Rather, we are arguing that Actual-
ism’s Consequence is implausible, and that, in order to avoid Actualism’s Conse-
quence, the actualist must adopt a position like ICA that demarcates counter-
factuals on the basis of a type of control an agent possesses. Moreover, the 
actualist could adopt a version of ICA that instead employs Portmore’s or 
Ross’ type of control in order to avoid Actualism’s Consequence. However, for 
reasons just given, we think that the actualist should prefer our version of 
ICA. In the next section, we will note one further advantage that ICA enjoys 
over actualism. Then, in section 5, we will consider how the actualist might 
reply to our main argument. 

 
4. A Further Advantage 
 
Unlike ICA, actualism is not action-guiding in the following sense: for any 
act-set S can perform, actualism says whether S ought to perform that act-
set. But many of these act-sets S ought to perform are incompatible with one 
another, and actualism does not say which obligation takes priority (Zim-
merman (1996: 191-93); Carlson (1999: 261); Vessel (2009: 187-91)).13 To see 
this, recall the definition of actualism offered at the outset: 

 
Actual i sm:  At t an agent S morally ought at t to φ at t' iff, at t, S can φ at t', and 
what would happen if S were to φ at t' is better than what would happen if S were 
to ~φ at t'. 

 
Notice that, on this definition of actualism, like any other, there are no re-
strictions on which act-sets can stand in for “φ” or what times can stand in 
for “t'.” So far we have seen that, in Sadistic Suzy where “φ” refers to giving 
Sid a shot of the partial cure at t1, actualism holds that, at t0, Suzy ought to φ 
because what would happen if Suzy were to give Sid a shot of the partial cure 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Jennie Louise (2009: 330) considers this objection, but argues that it rests on a misunder-
standing of actualism since, on actualism, it is always possible for an agent to act in such a 
way that she fulfills all of her obligations. Given Louise’s implicit assumption that “can” is 
not coextensive with “intentional control,” the following is true: while an agent can always 
act in such a way so as to fulfill all of her obligations, there are possible circumstances in 
which fulfilling all of her obligations is not under her present intentional control. So, in such cir-
cumstances, it still appears to be an open question as to what the agent should do in the ac-
tion-guiding sense. 
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at t1 (Sid would be partially cured) is better than what would happen if she 
were not to do this (Sid would immediately die).  

But now suppose instead that “φ” refers to giving Sid both shots of the 
complete cure, and that “t'” corresponds to t1-t2.14 When considering this act-
set, actualism holds that, at t0, Suzy ought to give Sid both shots of the com-
plete cure from t1 to t2 because what would happen if Suzy were to perform 
this act-set (Sid would live for n years) is better than what would happen if 
Suzy were not to perform this act-set (Sid would either live for 1/2n years or 
immediately die). In other words, although actualism holds that, at t0, Suzy is 
obligated to give Sid a shot of the partial cure at t1, Suzy is also obligated (at 
t0) to do something that is incompatible with that, viz., to both give Sid a 
shot of the complete cure at t1 and give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t2. 
So actualism is not action-guiding insofar as actualism (quite often) generates 
incompatible moral obligations, and furthermore is silent about which obliga-
tion takes priority.  

By contrast, ICA is action-guiding; ICA does not entail that one can 
have conflicting obligations since there are restrictions on which act-sets can 
stand in for “φ” and which times correspond to “t'.” The only act-set that 
can stand in for “φ” is the one under an agent’s intentional control that, if 
performed, would bring about a better outcome than any of the other act-
sets under the agent’s intentional control (“t'” will thus correspond to the 
time required for performing that act-set). So, unlike actualism, ICA does not 
fail to be action-guiding insofar as ICA does not generate incompatible moral 
obligations.15 

Perhaps this seems too quick. Since ICA does not restrict an agent’s ob-
ligations to the maximal sequence of acts under an agent’s intentional con-
trol, ICA might seem to generate incompatible obligations of the following 
sort: suppose once more that, at t0, any combination of giving or refraining 
from giving Sid shots is under Suzy’s intentional control. According to ICA, 
Suzy has an obligation to perform the act-set of giving Sid both shots of the 
complete cure (one at t1 and one at t2). This is because, of all the act-sets un-
der Suzy’s intentional control at t0, performing this act-set would result in the 
best outcome. Now, one might wonder whether, according to ICA, Suzy is 
(at t0) obligated to perform the singleton act-set of giving Sid a shot of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Given that “φ” can refer to act-sets whose completion extends over a duration of time, 
“t'” may similarly refer to a duration of time (such as the duration from t1-t2), rather than 
only refer to a single moment of time. 
15 By solving actualism’s action-guiding problem, ICA fails to render the verdict that Suzy 
has an obligation to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1 and at t2 (supposing it is not 
under Suzy’s intentional control to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1 and at t2). De-
pending on what account of “can” one thinks is relevant to moral obligations, this may seem 
to be a cost to ICA (cf. Vessel 2016). But this is, at best, a minor cost in comparison to all of 
the costs that plague actualism. Ultimately, we reject actualism in favor of a hybrid account 
in Timmerman and Cohen (2016). However, our goal in this paper is to explore how actual-
ists can best develop their view in response to the central argument being raised in this pa-
per. 
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complete cure at t1. It is natural to suppose that she is not because Sid would 
die if Suzy were to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1 (barring, of 
course, an intention to give Sid both shots of the complete cure). Conse-
quently, it seems impermissible for Suzy to intend to perform this singleton 
act-set.  

So why is this not a case in which ICA prescribes incompatible obliga-
tions? The answer relies on the distinction between dependent and nondependent 
moral obligations, which we define in the following way.  

 
A moral obligation m is dependent iff an agent has m in virtue of some other mor-
al obligation. 
 
A moral obligation m is nondependent iff it is not a dependent moral obligation.  

 
The nondependent moral obligation is whichever act-set “φ” picks out, ac-
cording to ICA. In the case being considered, Suzy’s nondependent moral 
obligation (at t0) is to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1

 and at t2. Now, 
fulfilling this nondependent moral obligation requires that Suzy give Sid a 
shot of the complete cure at t1. Accordingly, Suzy has (at t0) a dependent 
moral obligation to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1. It also requires 
her to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t2. So Suzy likewise has (at t0) a 
dependent moral obligation to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t2. 
However, Suzy does not have a nondependent obligation to give Sid a shot 
of the complete cure at t1 since intending to perform that singleton act-set 
would not result in the best outcome available to Suzy.16 

Drawing this distinction keeps ICA consistent with the “ought distrib-
utes over conjunction” principle and prevents ICA from prescribing incom-
patible obligations.17 It also makes ICA uniquely action-guiding: an agent al-
ways ought to form an intention that will result in her fulfilling her nonde-
pendent moral obligation because, in doing so, she will always succeed in ful-
filling all of her dependent and nondependent moral obligations. We will 
now consider and rebut an objection to our main argument. 

 
5. An Objection 
 
One might suspect that our challenge to actualism is merely a pseudo-
problem, suggesting that the core commitment of actualism itself reveals the 
relevant difference between early and late counterfactuals. Here is a more 
detailed description of the sort of objection we have in mind. Recall the fol-
lowing two counterfactuals in Sadistic Suzy: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 For simplicity’s sake, we are assuming in Sadistic Suzy that, for any act-set x under Suzy’s 
intentional control, Suzy can only succeed in x-ing by intending to x rather than by intending 
to perform some action distinct from x. 
17 For further discussion of this vexing and underexplored issue, see e.g., Bergstrom (1971), 
Castañeda (1973), Mendola (2006) and Portmore (2013). 
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(i) If Suzy were to deliberate at t0 about what to do about Sid, Suzy would give 

Sid no shot at t1. 
(iv) If Suzy were to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1, Suzy would give Sid 

no shot at t2 (and Sid would immediately die). 
 

Actualism’s Consequence entails that the truth of (i) does not even partly deter-
mine Suzy’s t1-obligations (at t0), but the truth of (iv) does at least partly de-
termine Suzy’s t1-obligations (at t0). The actualist might argue that they have a 
perfectly good explanation for this: Suzy avoids incurring an obligation (at t0) 
to give Sid a shot of the complete cure at t1 because (iv) entails that what 
would happen if Suzy were to give a shot of the complete cure at t1 is worse 
than what would happen if Suzy were not to do this. The truth of (i), on the 
other hand, does not entail that what would happen if Suzy were to give a 
shot of the complete cure at t1 is worse than what would happen if Suzy were 
not to do this. In other words, (iv) is relevant to Suzy’s t1-obligations (at t0) 
since it entails facts about the relative values of the outcomes of her available 
t1-actions. By contrast, (i) is irrelevant to Suzy’s t1-obligations (at t0) since it 
does not entail such facts. Actualists might then attempt to rebut our argu-
ment by highlighting this difference and then digging in their heels.  

While we think this objection fails, let us first be clear about the issues 
on which we agree. We agree that the consequences of an action can make a 
difference to what an agent is obligated to do. This position can be accepted 
by everyone in the actualist/possibilist debate. To illustrate, suppose that 
Ryuchi can either press button A, which will save 10 lives, or press button B, 
which will save only one of the 10 lives. Suppose, moreover, that nothing 
Ryuchi could do subsequent to pressing one of the buttons affects the num-
ber of lives that are saved. In that case, everyone in the actualist/possibilist 
debate can agree that Ryuchi ought to press button A precisely because of 
the consequences of pressing this button. What we disagree with is that the 
consequence c of some action a at least partly determines an agent’s present 
obligations when c is identical to an action a* by the agent, and that agent has 
the exact same type of control over a that she has over a*. Now that this po-
tential ambiguity is cleared up, we will explain why the aforementioned objec-
tion to our argument fails, in two parts.  

First, while standard versions of actualism do provide a principled or 
non-ad-hoc method for determining which counterfactuals at least partly de-
termine an agent’s obligations, it does not follow that this method is morally 
relevant. To illustrate with an analogy, consider a speciesist who holds that 
only members of her species have a certain moral status, solely in virtue of 
being Homo sapiens. While such a speciesist employs a principled or non-ad 
hoc distinction between beings that do and do not have a certain moral sta-
tus, this person is employing a morally irrelevant distinction. So the mere fact 
that actualism employs a non-ad-hoc method for demarcating between cer-
tain counterfactuals in no way entails that such a method marks a morally 
relevant distinction.  



JOURNAL OF ETHICS & SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY | VOL. 10, NO. 3 
ACTUALISM HAS CONTROL ISSUES 

Yishai Cohen and Travis Timmerman 

	  
	  

15 

Second, we can see that this method is morally irrelevant by revisiting a 
problem for actualism that was highlighted in the Deadly Dexter case. Recall 
that actualism renders the intuitively incorrect verdict that Dexter ought to 
kill Vince. Actualism’s verdict in this case is certainly governed by a non-ad-
hoc principle: Dexter ought to kill Vince because, if he were to refrain from 
doing so, then he would kill both Joey and Maria. However, this principle is 
morally irrelevant precisely because Dexter possesses the same kind of con-
trol over refraining from killing all three individuals as he does over killing 
any set of them. Similarly, actualism’s demarcation between counterfactuals 
(i) and (iv) is morally irrelevant given that actualism’s distinction cuts across 
the kind of control an agent has over the actions she can perform. It is cer-
tainly true that (iv) entails facts about the relative values of the outcomes of 
her available t1-actions (at t0), and that (i) does not entail such facts. But this 
does not get at the heart of our challenge to actualism, which concerns the 
kind of control an agent has over the actions she can perform. 

We want to know why, at t0, Suzy’s rotten moral disposition described in 
counterfactual (iv) allows her to avoid incurring moral obligations that her 
rotten moral disposition described in counterfactual (i) does not, given that, 
at t0, Suzy has (ex hypothesi) the exact same control over the truth-value of 
each counterfactual. After all, the actualist agrees that Suzy can be obligated 
to do other than what she will in fact do at t1 given the truth of (i) (and her 
present circumstances). So why is Suzy’s obligation to do something at t1 de-
pendent upon what Suzy would do thereafter since Suzy can still do other 
than what she would do thereafter? 

Once it is stipulated that the type of control Suzy has, at t0, over the 
truth-value of counterfactuals (i) and (iv) is identical, there is compelling rea-
son to hold that either both (i) and (iv) at least partly determine Suzy’s t1-
obligations (at t0) or neither do. Unless the actualist provides a compelling 
reason to think that this line of reasoning is mistaken, the aforementioned 
objection fails. We thus conclude that the actualist should abandon her posi-
tion in favor of ICA or a similarly structured view that is not committed to 
Actualism’s Consequence and that retains ICA’s aforementioned advantages.18 
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18 For helpful feedback on earlier drafts of this paper, we are grateful to Ben Bradley, Sean 
Clancy, Jamie Dreier, Nicole Dular, Kirsten Egerstrom, Karl Ekendahl, Andrew Forcehimes, 
Peter A. Graham, Matthew Koehler, Amy Massoud, Teresa Bruno Nino, Howard Nye, Hille 
Paakkunainen, Doug Portmore, Nate Sharadin, Luke Semrau, David Sobel, Aaron Wolf, 
Michael Zimmerman and our audience at the 2014 Pacific APA. We are also greatly indebted 
to the anonymous referees who read this paper and whose detailed and insightful comments 
significantly improved the final product. 
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