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Abstract As a neurodevelopmental condition that af-
fects cognitive functioning, autism has been used as a
test case for theories of moral responsibility. Most of the
relevant literature focuses on autism’s impact on theory
of mind and empathy. Here I examine aspects of autism
related to executive function. I apply an account of how
we might fail to be reasons responsive to argue that
autism can increase the frequency of excuses for trans-
gressive behavior, but will rarely make anyone
completely exempt frommoral responsibility in general.
On this account, although excuses may apply more often
to autists than to others, the excuses that apply to autists
are just the same excuses that can apply to anyone.

Keywords Autism . Responsibility . Executive
function . Reasons responsiveness

Autism is characterized by differences in social
interaction, differences in communication, and
Brestricted and repetitive interests and activities.^
[1] This triad manifests in such a multitude of
ways that generalization is difficult, leading to
the oft-repeated saying: BWhen you’ve met one

person with autism, you’ve met one person with
autism.^1 A variety of models have been promoted
for explaining autism and shaping empirical re-
search to further our understanding of autism spec-
trum condition. The most prominent of these
models, though not the one we will emphasize
here, portrays the key feature of autism as atypi-
cally low theory of mind (ToM) skills. ToM is
what allows us to intuit the mental states of
others, to understand that other thinkers have be-
liefs and expectations different from our own, etc.

Given the central role of the reactive attitudes
in prominent accounts of responsibility [2], it is
not surprising that autism should arise as a test
case for accounts of who may and who may not
rightly be held accountable. After all, autism af-
fects the ability to understand and react to the
expectations of others, and can lead to atypical
reactions to what other people do. [3, 4] ToM
abilities fit neatly into this exploration. Shoemaker
[5] and Barnbaum [6], for example, focus their
discussions of autism and responsibility on the
way ToM challenges impact the ability of autistic
agents (autists) to empathize with others. Kennett
[7], and Krahn and Fenton [8] start with empathy
more directly.

David Shoemaker argues that autism makes a
person unable to engage in the moral enterprise:
B…we might doubt that the relevant commitment
of those with high-functioning autism is a moral
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1 This aphorism is attributed to Stephen Shore.
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concern. … [because] their ends may be less about
doing the right thing or taking others’ interests as
reason-giving and more about ‘their need to abide
by whatever rules they have been taught…’^ [5]
Shoemaker ties this in with the claim that holding
someone accountable involves demanding
Backnowledgment and a certain emotional experi-
ence and transformation^ that, on his description,
is not possible for autists. [5] The result, on Shoe-
maker’s view, is that autists should not be held
morally responsible for their actions. Shoemaker’s
argument indicates a global exemption from re-
sponsibility, not just mitigated responsibility or
excuses from responsibility for particular actions.2

Shoemaker’s account seems to depend on a specific
and limited account of autism as ToM impairment. Here,
I look at autism understood as an executive function
disorder. To apply a reasons responsiveness theory of
responsibility to the case of autism understood as an
executive function disorder, I describe several ways in
which someone could fail to be reasons responsive. I
argue that autism can increase the frequency of excuses
for transgressive behavior, but will rarely make anyone
completely exempt frommoral responsibility in general.
Furthermore, although excuses may apply more often to
autists than to others, the excuses that apply to autists are
just the same excuses that can apply to anyone.

In developing this position, I attempt to consider
autism apart from other features or conditions that often
accompany autism. We know that some autists are un-
able to engage socially or use language. General intel-
lectual disability (low IQ) [9] and specific cognitive
challenges such as working memory [10] can both con-
tribute to this. When people are profoundly affected by
these challenges, responsibility is not in question. There
will, of course, be liminal cases, but the discussion that
follows will apply to those who are able to engage
socially, who appear generally to be among those it
seems natural to blame or praise. These include, for
example, the many people who come to organizations
such as the National Autistic Society [11] in the UK and
the Asperger/Autism Network (AANE) [12] in New
England for social opportunities, support, and political
action.

Autism and Executive Function

Autism involves several areas of neuropsychological
function. Researchers have emphasized various of these
as one or the key driver of the differences seen in autists.
Researchers have emphasized theory of mind [13], central
coherence [14], executive function [15], empathy disorder
[16, 17], extreme male brain [18], and other factors. [19,
20] Here we will focus on executive function.3

Executive function (EF) processes are Btop-down^
control mechanisms. They are B…mental processes
needed when you have to concentrate and pay attention,
when going on automatic or relying on instinct or intui-
tion would be ill-advised, insufficient, or impossible…^
[22] The core domains of EF are understood to be inhib-
itory control, working memory, and cognitive flexibility.
[22] Inhibitory control involves behavioral inhibition,
selective attention, and cognitive inhibition. Working
memory includes Bkeeping active incoming information
for further processing… the number of elements that can
be held online simultaneously… [and] updating the con-
tent of working memory…^ [23] Cognitive flexibility
involves the ability to shift attention, and to adapt to
changing environments or rules. [22] Higher order EFs
such as Breasoning, problem solving, and planning^ are
Bbuilt^ from the core domains. [22].

According to Robinson, et al., the theory that autism
is, at its core, an EF disorder can account for the follow-
ing typically atypical autistic tendencies: Ba need for
sameness, a strong liking for repetitive behaviours, lack
of impulse control, difficulty initiating new non-routine
actions and difficulty switching between tasks.^ [15]
Robinson, et al. claim that these challenges Bare not
successfully accounted for by the theory of mind deficit
hypothesis… weak central coherence accounts… or the
extreme male brain theory.^ [15] Other groups have also
put EF at the center of their explanations of challenges
faced by autists. Ibrahim, et al. write that BCognitive
flexibility, planning, organization, and set shifting may
represent vital processes that are necessary in expanding

2 Shoemaker seems to assume that autism entails a profound absence
of certain abilities. Although there are people with such complete
impairments, the data (some of which is discussed below) indicate that
this is not how autism generally manifests.

3 In BReasons-Responsiveness and Moral Responsibility: The Case of
Autism,^ Nathan Stout [21] discusses executive function challenges
associated with autism to critique Fischer and Ravizza’s widely-
discussed reasons responsiveness theory. Stout begins with the asser-
tion that autism impairs accountability, and argues that, in at least some
types of cases, Fischer and Ravizza’s account gets this wrong. Here I
start with a more neutral stance, and attempt to fill out the reasons
responsiveness approach in a way that is useful for assessing the impact
of autism understood as essentially a condition that affects executive
functions.
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the repertoire of restricted, repetitive behaviours and
meaningful social interactions.^ [24] Similarly, from
Leung, et al.: BDeficits in inhibition, information recall,
flexibility, and the ability to monitor, update, and select
socially appropriate responses—all aspects of executive
functioning—may contribute to the social impairments
that characterize autism…^ [3] Thus the executive func-
tion account is a reasonable way to understand autism.
Furthermore, the fact that a number of researchers accept
and employ this account shows the importance of explor-
ing the implications for moral responsibility.

Neuropsychologists have a variety of instru-
ments for assessing distinct and overlapping do-
mains of executive function. [25] One instrument,
the Wisconsin Card Sorting Test (WCST), asks
subjects to sort cards into categories. The subject
is expected to infer the active sorting rule (sort by
shape type, shape color, or number of shapes)
based on indication from the tester of whether
the last sorting action was correct. The tester
changes the rule at several points, requiring a
new inference and a shift from following the old
rule to following the new one. [26] The WCST
engages a variety of EFs: B…success on the
WCST requires that an individual be able to stop
a current behavior, remember and keep active the
rules and objectives of the task, and change strat-
egies in order to sort by new, incompatible rules.^
[23].

In the Stroop Test, subjects are shown color words
printed in an incongruous color. For instance, the word
‘green’ might appear in red ink. Subjects are asked to
name the color of the ink. This is understood to test the
subject’s ability to inhibit the responses triggered by the
meaning of the word in the prompt. [27].

Isolating which domains are affected by autism
is tricky. [23] This becomes apparent in the liter-
ature on moral judgement. Data show that, com-
pared to controls, autists tend to take less account
of an agent’s intentions when assigning blame to
actions that cause harm. [28] Buon, et al. recog-
nize two explanations for this. [28] One explana-
tion cites ToM difficulties that impair autists’ abil-
ity to take into account what the agent is thinking
and the interpersonal norms being violated by the
agent. The other explanation is that autists are less
likely to inhibit the automatic, emotion-based re-
sponse to the unintended harmful consequences of
an action in favor of a judgement that reflects

consideration of the agent’s neutral intentions. This
inhibition is expected under the Bdual process
model^ of moral judgement. [29] Isolating the
involvement of various EFs is further complicated
by data suggesting that inhibition ability and ToM
skills are actually correlated. [30].

Russo, et al., however, argue that BAmong per-
sons with autism, inhibition abilities appear to be
intact…^ [23] They draw this conclusion in part
based on comparison between performance on the
WCST, which shows higher errors in autistic sub-
jects compared to appropriately matched controls,
and performance on the Stroop Test which, though
testing primarily inhibition, shows no difference
attributable to autism for those above age six.
Russo, et al. conclude that autists’ lower perfor-
mance on the WCST is due to lower function in
updating short-term memory and in Bset shifting/
cognitive flexibility,^ and is not attributable to
lower inhibitory control. [23].

Data show subtle differences attributed to autism
in the EF called verbal fluency (generativity), which
falls in the category of cognitive flexibility. Verbal
fluency requires subjects to generate words in a
certain category (beginning with a certain letter, or
naming members of a class such as animals). Contra
Russo, et al., autists’ comparatively high repetition
of previously given answers seems to point toward
inhibition difficulties. [15] In a study by Carmo,
et al., [31] autists produced fewer words at the start
of verbal fluency tasks compared to neurotypical
controls, with production converging as the tests
progressed. Carmo, et al. found that this difference
was not present when an Binitial word cue^ was
given, supporting their Bimpairment of initiation
hypothesis^ [31] about autism.

What can we make of this complicated scene? The
familiar features of autism, such as focus on narrow
interests, challenges with social interactions, insistence
on sameness, and difficulty initiating new activities can
be explained in terms of a few of the EFs described
above. These are: shifting/cognitive flexibility, initia-
tion, generativity and working memory. These EFs are
important for considering counterfactual situations,
identifying alternative paths, and adjusting to new infor-
mation about people and circumstances.

In the next section, I describe the reasons responsive-
ness approach to moral responsibility. I will show that
multiple aspects of reasons responsiveness are relevant
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to assessing the impact of executive function differences
on moral responsibility in autists.

Responsibility and Reasons Responsiveness

I am interested here in moral responsibility as
accountability. Theories of accountability tell us
when it is appropriate to hold a person to ac-
count—to blame someone, e.g.—for an action. Al-
though some philosophers are skeptical about at-
tributing moral responsibility at all, [32, 33] I take
it as given that typical adults do things for which
they are morally accountable, and also do things
for which they are not morally accountable. I
might deserve blame for carelessly causing a forest
fire; I might be blameless for stepping on an
endangered snail that I did not see on the
sidewalk.

As with autism, moral responsibility has been subject
to multiple theoretical accounts. [34] Here I will focus on
a family of theories that dominates current philosophical
treatments of the topic: reasons responsiveness theories.
Roughly, reasons responsiveness accounts tell us that an
agent is responsible for an action if she has the capacity to
alter her behavior in the face of relevant reasons to do so.
As with the executive function theory of autism, the
reasons responsiveness approach to responsibility is
widely discussed and defended [5, 21, 32, 35], seems
reasonable, and helps to explain the relevant phenomona.
These are reasons to take seriously the implications of the
reasons responsiveness approach for autism.

Fischer and Ravizza give a canonical reasons respon-
siveness account. According to Fischer and Ravizza,
moral responsibility requires reasons receptivity and
reasons reactivity. These are explained in terms of
Bmechanisms^ in an agent:

In the case of receptivity to reasons, the agent
(holding fixed the relevant mechanism) must ex-
hibit an understandable pattern of reasons-recogni-
tion, in order to render it plausible that his mecha-
nism has the Bcognitive power^ to recognize the
actual incentive to do otherwise. In the case of
reactivity to reasons, the agent (when acting from
the relevant mechanism) must simply display some
reactivity, in order to render it plausible that his
mechanism has the Bexecutive power^ to react to
the actual incentive to do otherwise. [35]

Being a responsible agent, on this theory, requires that
one have access to the reasons that are relevant to
choices about how to act, and the ability to adjust action
in response to those reasons. We cannot set as the
standard for being a responsible agent that a person
always responds to relevant reasons, as that would mean
that anyone who acts wrongly in any instance would fail
to be a responsible agent, eliminating the possibility of
culpable wrongdoing. This is why Brink and Nelkin
note that B…responsibility must be predicated on the
possession, rather than the use, of such capacities. We
do excuse for lack of competence. We do not excuse for
failures to exercise these capacities properly.^ [36].

For Fischer and Ravizza, moral responsibility is in-
separable from experience of appropriate moral senti-
ments or, in the case of a detached consideration, the
recognition that such sentiments would be appropriate
in the circumstance. [35] When we feel moral senti-
ments, we are feeling the moral character of reasons
for acting (or at least for making moral judgments).
The moral sentiments include reactive emotions that
give us a sense of the moral significance of a fact.
Importantly, this encompasses what Strawson and fol-
lowers call the reactive attitudes. [2, 37] The reactive
attitudes (resentment or gratitude, e.g.) are, on many
views, integral or even constitutive of holding someone
responsible. [2].

We could have a reasons responsiveness theory that
did not involve moral feelings at all. For some, however,
such a theory would not be a theory of moral responsi-
bility. [2, 5] On these theories, responses to reasons are
moral (rather than merely prudential) only if they in-
volve moral feelings.

Fischer and Ravizza are not, of course, the only
philosophers to have developed a reasons responsive-
ness account that presents feelings as central to the
character of moral engagement. Shoemaker leans heavi-
ly (as he puts it) on anger and gratitude as the Bfitting^
sentiments for holding a person accountable. [5] Wal-
lace describes responsibility in terms of Ba distinctive
kind of normative competence: the general capacity to
grasp moral reasons, and to guide one’s conduct by the
light of such moral understanding^ [38], where this
moral understanding is Bdistinctively connected to the
reactive emotions.^ [38] McKenna admits that reactive
emotions Bmight well only be contingently related to
our moral responsibility practices,^ yet treats them as
Bbedrock ingredients in an accurate and informative
characterization of what moral responsibility is.^ [39].
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The role of moral feelings in reasons responsiveness
accounts is, as already suggested, to mark the moral
valence of an action. The idea captured in these accounts
is that a person who does not generate reactive emotions
when contemplating relevant reasons does not have
access (is not receptive) to moral facts, and therefore
cannot be held morally responsible.

These accounts cannot allow that just any response
will capture the moral scene accurately. Reactive emo-
tions must be: Bfitting^ [40], justified and Baimed at a
sensible target^ [41]; natural and universal [42]; Bnatural
or reasonable or appropriate...^ [2] Fittingness is how
these theories distinguish between correct and incorrect
judgments. Atypical responses will not count as fitting.
Stout’s suggested revision of Fischer and Ravizza’s
reasons responsiveness requirement calls for systems
that are Bfunctionally typical^ [21], which indicates the
connection between these ideas and concepts of health.4

Brink and Nelkin’s account of Bthe architecture of
responsibility^ describes reasons responsiveness in
terms of what they call Bnormative competence.^ Nor-
mative competence B…requires responsible agents to be
able to recognize and respond to reasons for action.^
[36] ‘Recognize’ refers to what Fischer and Ravizza call
receptivity to reasons, and is the basis of Bthe cognitive
dimension of normative competence.^ [36] ‘Respond’
refers to what Fischer and Ravizza call reasons reactiv-
ity, and is the basis of Bthe volitional dimension of
normative competence.^ [36].

Someone without normative competence is not
morally responsible for her actions. But how might
we fail to have normative competence? On the
cognitive side, Brink and Nelkin start with the
ability to Brecognize wrongdoing.^ [36] On Shoe-
maker’s theory of accountability, the key is the
capacity to have regard for others, where my re-
gard for you involves considering your projects to
be meaningful and valuable because you find them
so. [5].

However, failure of normative competence in its
cognitive component (failure to recognize wrongdoing,
failure of regard, failure of reasons receptivity) seems to
be possible in multiple ways. So, too, does failure of
normative competence in its volitional component (fail-
ure of reasons reactivity). What we know about autism

can help tease these out in a way that may, perhaps, be
useful for understanding both reasons responsiveness
and the ways in which autism can impact normative
competence. In the next section, I describe several ways
in which a person could fail to be reasons responsive. I
understand these to be compatible with a wide variety of
reasons responsiveness theories.

Reasons Responsiveness in Detail

Agent A could fail to respond to reasons in a
particular case in several ways. It is possible to
fail in some of these ways and be blameworthy for
this failure. For instance, A could fail to perceive
a relevant, available fact F5 because she was not
paying attention when she should have been.6 Al-
ternatively, A could have been unable to receive or
attend to F due to a non-culpable failure of her
reasons responsiveness mechanisms. This failure
could be global and permanent. Alternatively, it
could be limited in time and/or scope. Non-
culpable failure to be reasons responsive that is
merely situational or partial would be an excuse
for relevant actions or omissions. Non-culpable
failure to be reasons responsive that is pervasive
and regular would make for global exemption from
responsibility.

Consider the following five types of failure:

1. A does not perceive relevant, available fact F.
2. A perceives F, but does not perceive F as a moral

reason.
3. A perceives F as a moral reason but does not find

this motivating (can’t be bothered).
4. A is motivated in a general sense but fails to con-

form her will to respond.
5. A can conform her will generally, but is unable to

select an appropriate response.

My primary concern here is to consider when A
would be not accountable. Therefore, in what follows I
will focus on non-culpable failures to be reasons
responsive.

4 Health is certainly relevant when thinking about neurodevelopmental
conditions, but we must be wary not to revert to old ideas connecting
illness or being atypical with vice.

5 Here I will use ‘perceive’ in the very general sense of having some
content before the mind.
6 In Björnsson and Brülde’s terms, this would be a failure to satisfy a
duty to care. [43]
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Failures of types 1, 2, and 5 are failures of cognitive
competence.7 Leaving aside cases where a reason is not
in any sense available to agents (for instance, because
the only evidence is behind a locked door), type 1
failures might include not noticing that a friend is sad
or not recognizing a serious threat to a child’s safety.
Where a typical observer or participant in the scene
would have picked up on these facts, someone else
might in a sense be blocked from them. Here A would
fail to be reasons receptive because she experiences a
sort of reasons blockage.

But perceiving a fact is not the same as recog-
nizing it as a moral reason to act. In one kind of
type 2 failure, A might perceive F but not as a
reason to act at all. In a second case, A might
perceive F as a reason to act, but not as a moral
reason for action. For instance, A might perceive a
safety hazard, know that it would be inconvenient
if her son were injured, and act for that reason
rather than on the moral ground that she has an
obligation to protect her child. These are the fail-
ures of reasons responsiveness attributed to the
hypothetical psychopath.8 The psychopath may be
clever and observant. She might recognize the
relevant facts and know how to manipulate the
world, [5] but she lacks a moral sense that reacts
to some facts as moral reasons. [5, 44, 46] This
kind of type 2 failure is lack of reasons receptiv-
ity. The psychopath is reasons blocked because of
failure to apprehend the moral relevance of F.

In a third sub-type of failure 2, A might per-
ceive F as morally relevant, but fail to perceive F
as a moral reason for action due to failure to
recognize the availability of possible responses.
The fact that someone is suffering is not a reason
to act if I am actually powerless to do anything
about it. If I mistakenly believe I am powerless to
address suffering because of an inability to identi-
fy responses that are in fact available, that would
also be a type 2 case of failing to be reasons
receptive. In this type of failure, A perceives F,
and perceives the moral salience of F, but this
does not trigger action because A is blocked to

possible responses. This is different from the psy-
chopath’s type 2 failure in that (assuming a non-
psychopath A) A would have perceived F as moral
reason for acting had she been able to identify the
alternative actions that were available.9

It may also be possible to recognize and react to
relevant reasons, but choose poorly because of prioritiz-
ing wrongly among relevant reasons. This would be a
fourth subtype of type 2 failures. For instance, A might
have time to run quickly into a burning house just once
before it becomes too unsafe to do so. Suppose A uses
this opportunity to save her comic book collection (the
subject of her special, intense interest) rather than to
check that all of her family members are safely out of
the house. Suppose also that Awas aware that checking
for other people was a possible and morally relevant
alternative action, that prioritizing the comic book col-
lection over checking for family members was the
wrong choice, and that this is not an instance of akrasia.
On a reasons responsiveness account, assessment of
culpability for this action depends on whether A’s rea-
sons receptiveness mechanisms were working properly.
If so, A could be blameworthy for her choice. On the
other hand, the intense, Brestricted and repetitive inter-
ests and activities^ [1] associated with autism, and the
associated challenges with inhibition may interfere with
A’s ability to Bexhibit an understandable pattern of rea-
sons-recognition^ [35], so that she would not be blame-
worthy. In this case, Awould be blocked from seeing the
primacy of the morally right choice.

Type 5 failures are different from type 2 in that, in
type 5, A has recognized F as a morally relevant reason
to act and A’s motivation is aligned, but action is not
forthcoming due to difficulty choosing an appropriate
response. This would be a limitation in A’s practical
reason—phronesis. She has a goal (to act in response

7 5 could be understood to overlap with volitional competence under
Brink and Nelkin’s description. [36]
8 I will use the term ‘psychopath’ here to refer to the character referred
to in this way in the philosophical literature. [7, 44–46] I will not be
concerned for whether this represents any clinically accurate account of
any actual person.

9 Kalis and Meynen identify three stages of decision-making: option
generation, option selection, and action initiation. They argue that B…
assessing option-generation dysfunctions is highly relevant for judg-
ments of moral and criminal responsibility.^ [47] BVarious mental
disorders decrease a patient’s capability to see those options for action
that most people can easily see, or they lead one to see options for
action that most people would not see as options.^ [47] They use
psychosis, schizophrenia, depression, compulsive disorders such as
pyromania, and ADHD as examples.
Kalis and Meynen argue that option generation is most relevant

because we have the least control over it, and because option genera-
tion frames the possibilities for option selection and action initiation.
As a result, they claim, those whose option generation is impaired
should not be held responsible for poor option selection or action
initiation.
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to a moral reason) and the will to pursue that goal. She is
able to martial the volitional forces, but has, as Grisso
and Appelbaum put it, Bdifficulty in the processing of
information to make a decision.^ [48] This would not be
reasons blockage, or Awould not have perceived F as a
moral reason for action. However, challenged cognitive
flexibility might interfere with A’s ability to compare the
consequences of competing potential actions. Initiation
(getting going, as described by Carmo, et al. [31]) could
also be a factor.

3 and 4 would be failures of volitional competence. It
is not clear, however, whether failure 3 is possible. On
one reading, recognizing F as a moral reason involves
feeling a moral reactive emotion, and moral reactive
emotions are inherently motivating. On this view, it is
not possible for A to perceive F as a moral reason and
fail to be motivated by this to act in some way, because
being motivated just is what it means to perceive a fact
as a moral reason. I do not think a lot rides on whether 3
is possible. 4 is a more familiar sort of failure, involving
an experience of being motivated to act but doing some-
thing else instead, something that is not endorsed by a
second-order desire. That would be akrasia.

Autism, Executive Function, and Failure of Reasons
Responsiveness

We can see how EF challenges in the area of
generativity could contribute to non-culpable failures
of type 2. Someone might fail to be reasons responsive
because she is blocked from the fact that she has options
available for responding to a relevant fact. This could
cause her not to perceive the fact as a moral reason to act
(a type 2 failure). Cognitive flexibility challenges could
lead to non-culpable failures of type 5.

Type 1 failures could possibly connect to EF in cases
where A fails to notice F due to slowness in updating
working memory. For instance, A might not adjust her
behavior to a new facial expression indicating that her
friend has become sad or frightened. However, we know
that autism is also characterized by a general tendency to
miss social cues that trigger reactive emotions in
neurotypicals. These might better be explained by
ToM challenges, and by relatively low orientation to
social circumstances.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the type 2 failures
expected of the psychopath are rare for autists. An autist
who perceives relevant facts (her friend is crying) may

have less access to the emotion her friend is feeling, may
feel that emotion through emotional contagion without
realizing that it originates with the friend [49], or may
not identify the possible responses that are available, but
this is not the same as the psychopath’s indifference to
the friend’s sadness.10

So it looks like the executive function challenges
characteristic of autism can affect a person’s reasons
responsive mechanisms. Reasons receptivity/cognitive
competence and reasons reactivity/volitional compe-
tence were not specific enough categories to allow us
to assess the impact of autism-related EFs on reasons
responsiveness. Breaking down reasons responsiveness
failures into types 1–5, with further distinctions within
type 2, gives us more information about reasons respon-
siveness, and provides a framework for improved un-
derstanding of autism.

Autism can cause reduced reasons responsiveness,
typically involving some form of reasons blockage.
Reasons blockage affects reasons receptivity (cognitive
competence). Although there will be some autists whose
impairments are profound, it is likely that few autists
who are otherwise able to engage socially will be glob-
ally exempt from moral responsibility due to lack of
reasons responsiveness. Reduced reasons responsive-
ness is more likely to ground excuses in particular
situations. Again, reduced reasons responsiveness
should not be confused with culpable failure to engage
one’s reasons responsive capacities.

The particular excuses identified here as caused by
autism will be the same types of excuse that sometimes
apply to neurotypicals. Neurotypicals can simply not
register facts or fail to perceive options even when they
are paying appropriate attention. These phenomena can
sometimes be excuses even for those who are quite
reliably reasons responsive. Indeed, we know that exec-
utive functions are impacted in any person who is tired,
stressed, or even lonely. [22] This means that autists are
not different in kind from neurotypical people, just
subject to more of the common sorts of moral frailties.
Autists may also be less able to avoid these frailties
through ordinary means (such as getting sufficient
sleep).

Knowing that a person is autistic would be a reason
to look for particular types of excuses, and to accept
these excuses more often than we would for those who

10 Note that the friend’s facial expression and behavior are just indica-
tors of the morally relevant fact, which is that the friend is sad.
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are not autistic. Diversity among the neurodiverse
makes it especially challenging to identify whether and
how often a particular individual should be excused.
Variation in degree of difference on various measures,
the particulars of actual circumstances, and co-existing
conditions such as alexithymia and intellectual disability
are all relevant factors.

Some adults on the autism spectrum have suggested
approaching this on the model used in education.11 All
students can benefit from individualized instruction, but
state-funded schools are expected to provide individu-
alized educational plans (IEPs) to students who have
atypical neuropsychology profiles. IEPs are generated
on the basis of extensive assessment, and in consultation
with teachers, parents, clinicians, and, where appropri-
ate, the student. It might also make sense to construct an
Bindividualized responsibility plan^ (IRP). Because of
the resources needed, an IRP would most likely be
written in response to a specific incident or legal charge.
However, it would be generalizable, and could be used
as a guide to help an autistic adult avoid potentially
problematic situations in the future, such as might arise
in school or the workplace.

It is also worth considering that differences charac-
teristic of autism might enhance the ability to be respon-
sible in some circumstances. This could be parallel to
how monotropism (narrow focus of interest [50]) is
understood as an advantage in certain careers, such as
computer programming or database management. [51].

Respect and the Responsibility to Engage
in the Moral Community

Participating in the moral community is not just another
activity. I might be poor at playing darts or folding
origami, and may be frustrated by this. However, these
activities are not good in themselves. I can find other
meaningful activities without missing out on anything
profound. However, there is a duty of moral engage-
ment, to live life as a moral agent when possible. Failing
to step up in this way, or otherwise opting out of moral
engagement means failing to treat people (perhaps in-
cluding oneself) as ends in themselves.

Fulfilling the duty to realize one’s potential for moral
engagement will be harder for autists given the

challenges identified above. Although this is a reason
to excuse autists for falling short, there still appears to be
a duty to try even though trying will generally take more
effort for autists than for neurotypicals. This may seem
troubling. Human diversity may contribute to different
levels of success on a variety of measures, but autism
should not make it harder for someone to be a good
person.

Three responses to this worry are available.Wemight
see this as a reason to re-visit the concept of moral
responsibility and look for an account of responsibility
under which autists can be fully responsible without
needing to work too much harder than others. Kennett
takes an approach like this. [7] We might bite the bullet,
though it may seem unjust, and say that autists are
obligated to work harder than neurotypicals at moral
engagement because it is a duty to do so. Alternatively,
we might hold that autism simply reduces the obligation
for moral engagement in some way. The first response is
outside the scope of this paper, which is intended to
draw out the implications of combining reasons respon-
siveness as an approach to moral responsibility with an
understanding of autism as driven primarily by EF chal-
lenges. The second and third responses capture the
horns of a significant dilemma, or at least two opposing
forces that need to be balanced.

Although excusing someone for a transgression can
be a kind, empathetic response that recognizes the indi-
vidual’s vulnerability, it can also have a flavor of infan-
tilizing parentalism.12 Holding someone accountable is
part of treating that person as an adult, as a full member
of the moral community. There is every reason to be-
lieve that autistic adults want to be held accountable,
and also want to be excused when autism has made
them reason blocked.13 This suggests, quite reasonably,
that the default approach should be to treat adult autists
as accountable, with adjustments for particular circum-
stances. Of course, this will not apply to those with
profound impairments that keep them from engaging
in social interactions generally.

Nelkin has argued that Bdifficulty is a factor in deter-
m i n i n g d eg r e e s o f b l amewo r t h i n e s s a nd
praiseworthiness.^ [53] If we accept this, we can say
that autism can be a factor that reduces the scope and

11 Here I am indebted to contributions from Holly Judge, Elizabeth
Wady, and Paul Wady.

12 This is in broad import the same tension as the rescue/blame conun-
drum discussed by Hanna Pickard in her discussions of responsibility
without blame. [52]
13 Here again I draw on my understanding of contributions fromHolly
Judge, Elizabeth Wady, and Paul Wady.
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degree of moral responsibility in some individuals.
When autism causes non-culpable failure of reasons
responsiveness as outlined above, this will put an action
outside the scope of moral responsibility for the affected
person. Where autism does not cause failure of reasons
responsiveness, but does make it atypically difficult to
employ an individual’s reasons responsive mechanisms,
this can reduce the degree of blameworthiness should
this person fail to respond to reasons in the particular
circumstance.

When we are responsible for an action, we have an
obligation to take responsibility for it. On a practical
level, there might also be situations in which it makes
sense for someone to take responsibility even when she
was not strictly speaking responsible. (Cf Enoch [54])
This could be important to help an offended party make
sense of the circumstance. It might be an opportunity to
practice behaviors and reinforce habits of attention to
promote an agent’s ability to be responsible when sim-
ilar circumstances arise in the future. (Cf Pickard [52])
We might also want to take responsibility in order to
maintain trust (within ourselves or others) in our agency.

Conclusion

Determinations of whether and how autism might be a
reason to excuse or even exempt someone from being
morally accountable for behavior appear to hinge on
how we choose among models of autism and among
approaches to responsibility. The current paper looked
at this question using an executive function model of
autism and a reasons responsiveness approach to moral
responsibility. We saw that executive function chal-
lenges may cause partial reasons blockage. Reasons
blockage is not a failure of reactive attitudes or moral
sensibilities. Like visual or hearing impairments, rea-
sons blockage can keep some relevant facts from being
available to some agent A. Reacting to those facts
cannot therefore be Bproperly morally demanded of^
A. [55].

Unlike Shoemaker, who argues in Responsibility
from the Margins that autists are exempt from account-
ability [5], I concluded that autism will in most cases
just increase the frequency of the types of excuses that
sometimes apply to neurotypicals. This is because au-
tism challenges executive function, but does not elimi-
nate executive function. This understanding of how
autism impacts moral responsibility provides a context

for addressing the challenge of balancing respectful
blame and compassionate exculpation.
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