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CITIZEN RESPONSIBILITY AND THE REACTIVE ATTITUDES

“[I]f today I heard that some American had committed suicide rather than live in
disgrace, I would fully understand….”
-- J.M. Coetzee, Diary of a Bad Year1

I. INTRODUCTION
It is now horrifyingly apparent that American prosecution of the war in Iraq, and
its attendant detention policies, have been rife with abuses. American soldiers have killed
Iraqi civilians by throwing them into the Tigris,2 or shooting them in “massacres” at
Haditha and Mahmoudiya,3 or running them over in supply-carrying convoys intent on
moving through traffic.4 During raids, it was “very common” to shoot the family dog in
front of the family who owned it, and routine to “destroy” the family’s property with no
subsequent compensation.5 Detainees died after having been exposed to extreme
temperatures,6 or subjected to stress positions;7 in one case, an Iraqi prisoner suffered a
lethal heart attack after he was forced to do long sessions of jumping jacks with a
sandbag over his head.8
Cries of ignorance, perhaps once possible, are now unavailable and unavailing.
The pictorial evidence has been too graphic, the pleas for judicial relief too numerous,
and the revelations by journalists and veterans too widespread and wrenching, for
Americans to invoke the Bush Administration’s penchant for secrets and deceit (and
sometimes that of the Obama Administration as well) as sources of immunity.9 The
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question of responsibility therefore presses upon us: What responsibility do Americans
bear for these war crimes?10
From the perspective of criminal law, the answer is “none.” On the conception of
responsibility underpinning both domestic and international criminal law, individual
causal responsibility is seen to be the sine qua non of culpability.11 Yet, as a handful of
scholars have recently argued, the collective nature of crimes of war escapes the bounds
of the individualist paradigm of Western criminal law.12 Thus Mark Drumbl forcefully
argues in this collection that “[t]he collective nature of [atrocity] sits uncomfortably with
international criminal law’s predicate of individual agency, action, and authorship.”13
Similarly, George Fletcher contends that “the liberal bias toward individual criminal
responsibility obscures basic truths about the crimes that now constitute the core of
international criminal law. The[se] crimes … are deeds that by their very nature are
committed by groups and typically against individuals as members of groups.”14
One might have thought that dissatisfaction with the conception of responsibility
underpinning the response to atrocity would have occasioned support for the notion of
collective guilt. But the alternatives proposed by critics like Fletcher and Drumbl are far
more modest. Fletcher’s interest in collective guilt is intended not to implicate those who
acquiesced in atrocity but instead to mitigate the responsibility of those who committed
it.15 Drumbl is prepared to countenance group-based responsibility, but only if individual
group members are permitted “the subsequent opportunity … to affirmatively
demonstrate why they should be excluded from the liable group.”16 Accordingly, group
members who resisted or spoke out against mass atrocity would be exempt from having
to contribute to a collective sanction levied against other members of the group, on
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Drumbl’s account.17 Similarly, others who have entertained the notion of collective
sanctions in this context contemplate internal rights of contribution, which would allow
the group to apportion group-based sanctions according to members’ relative amounts of
wrongdoing.18 In short, those who call for a more encompassing understanding of
responsibility for atrocity have nonetheless remained faithful to the principle of
individual culpability embodied in international criminal law.
By contrast, this paper takes seriously the notion that individuals may bear
responsibility for the transgressions of their group even where they do not bear the
hallmarks of individual culpability. More specifically, I shall contend that citizenship
itself can ground responsibility for the crimes of one’s nation-state. To be clear, my
interest here lies not in uncovering when and why it is appropriate to hold groups
responsible (whether conceived as nations or states), questions addressed by the papers
by Toni Erskine and Tony Lang in this volume; nor am I interested in determining the
circumstances when, and grounds upon which, it is appropriate to transmit sanctions
imposed upon the group to its members, which is the question Richard Vernon and Avia
Pasternak confront in their contributions. I am interested instead in locating and
interrogating the grounds upon which we may, in the first instance, hold group members
responsible for a transgression of their group. The focus here is then on responsibility
assigned directly to members, and not derivative of the responsibility of the group.
Moreover, the kind of responsibility I have in mind is not simply the forwardlooking variety, which is what many forms of civil liability and reparations programs
contemplate; nor is it simply outcome responsibility, which arises where an individual
deserves to incur the material consequences of her acts, but not moral sanction.19 Instead,

3

Sepinwall

Draft. Please do not cite without permission.

I shall argue that U.S. citizens are legitimate targets of blame for abuses committed in the
course of the war in Iraq.20
The account of citizen responsibility that I advance differs from the individualist
account insofar as it severs moral and causal responsibility: Again, I shall argue that the
citizen may bear moral responsibility even though she did not participate in, facilitate, or
even tolerate the abuses committed in her midst. The account also severs the notions of
guilt and blameworthiness: I shall argue that the citizen may be an appropriate object of
blame (and hence appropriately subject to resentment and indignation) even though she
need not conceive of herself as guilty. And I shall suggest that this fracturing of the
traditional troika of guilt, resentment, and indignation has implications for the way we
think about moral responsibility more generally.
I begin by articulating an account of the relationship between the citizen and her
nation-state that grounds the citizen’s responsibility for a transgression of her nation-state
independent of the extent of her participation in that transgression. I do not anticipate,
however, that that account will induce guilt in every American who encounters it. The
resistance to guilt is itself interesting and, in the second section of the paper, I seek to
investigate its source. To that end, I undertake an exploration of the moral psychology of
guilt and resentment, especially as these emotions pertain to understandings of
responsibility for war crimes among members of the perpetrator and victim populations. I
end by gesturing to the ways in which the account challenges accepted truths about moral
responsibility and its relationship to the reactive attitudes.
Some words about terminology first: By “morally responsible,” I shall mean
“appropriately subject to blame,” which I take to mean the same thing as “blameworthy.”
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Further, I conceive of the experience of guilt as being constituted, at least in part, by the
judgment that one has breached an expectation whose authority one recognizes.21
Whether that experience is also constituted by guilt feelings is a question I shall have
occasion to consider in what follows. For now, it is sufficient to note that by “guilt
feelings” I shall mean the phenomenological correlates of the judgment involved in
experiencing guilt – typically, pain, sadness, etc.22 Finally, I refer to the entity whose acts
occasion responsibility as the “nation-state.”23

II. CITIZEN RESPONSIBILITY
The notion that one may be held morally responsible for a group wrong not in
virtue of one’s participation in it but instead in virtue of group membership alone has
been termed “tribal,”24 and even “barbaric.”25 Indeed, attempts to ground Americans’
responsibility for abuses committed in the war in Iraq have been accused of succumbing
to the same kind of spurious logic that allowed the 9/11 terrorists to kill American
civilians in retaliation for (purported) grievances against the American government.26 But
what these critics fail to see (and what the 9/11 terrorists, tragically, failed to see) is that
assignments of responsibility need not be one-size-fits-all. Instead, we may hold different
people responsible to different degrees for the same event or state of affairs, which may
lead to our imposing upon them different kinds or amounts of sanction. It is worth
beginning our inquiry into citizens’ responsibility by considering two factors that govern
the magnitude of a responsibility assignment.
First, and most obviously, responsibility turns on the nature of the injury in
question, which we may call the object of responsibility. Thus, the murderer is more
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blameworthy, ceteris paribus, than is the assailant whose victim sustains only non-lethal
injuries. Second, the magnitude of a responsibility assignment varies according to the
nature of the individual’s relationship to the injury for which we seek to assign
responsibility. Thus, for example, Kitty Genovese’s assailant bears more responsibility
for her death than do the residents of Kew Gardens; the former intends her death, while
the latter recklessly refuse her rescue, and thereby contribute to her death.27 We may refer
to this second factor as the ground of responsibility.28
Now, the claim to be defended in this section is that all Americans of majority age
bear responsibility for American transgressions – that is, the object of responsibility is the
same for all. But it is worth noting up front that the ground of responsibility will differ in
accordance with the nature of their relationship to the transgression in question. In
particular, perpetrators, bystanders and opponents of the transgression each bear a
different relationship to it, and these differences entail differences in the magnitude of
responsibility to be assigned to members of each camp.
To take one example: The complacent bystander (but not the dissident) has done
nothing to diminish the perpetrator’s motivation to commit the atrocity in question. The
complacent bystander thereby signals to the perpetrator (as well, as his victim, perhaps)
that the victim’s treatment does not merit opposition. In this way, he helps to normalize
this treatment. So the ground of the complacent bystander’s responsibility, but not that of
the dissident, includes the support through silence that complacency confers. The
complacent bystander will thus come to bear more responsibility than will the dissident.29
More generally, it cannot be denied that the perpetrators and facilitators of
atrocity are related to the atrocity in ways that the dissident, and other non-participants,
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are not. But there is one way in which all adult citizens are related to the atrocity, and it is
this relationship upon which I focus here.
Each citizen bears a commitment to the nation-state, and this commitment, as I
argue at greater length elsewhere,30 provides a ground for holding each citizen
responsible for the nation-state’s acts, no matter the extent of her participation or
opposition. More specifically, the citizen’s commitment to the nation-state contains a
normative dimension that requires the citizen to accept responsibility for her nationstate’s transgressions.
To get a better handle on the normative dimension of commitment, it will be
useful first to contemplate other, more intimate contexts of commitment. Consider the
marital union, for example. Individuals in a marriage must act with a certain regard for
their union.31 While exit is a real option, each nonetheless bears an obligation to the other
to put the possibility of exit out of his or her mind, at least while less disruptive options
exist. And, each is obligated to the other to present a united front to the world, for
maligning one’s spouse to others would degrade the union and violate marital trust.
Similarly, individuals in a joint business partnership must each also operate with a
certain regard for the joint venture, and commit themselves to working out the kinks of
the operation before contemplating dissolution. And, where one partner is empowered to,
say, manage the partnership’s business, the other partner may not publicly disparage the
result, and disavow responsibility for it. To do so would be to make a fool of the
producing partner, and to exhibit a reproachable lack of loyalty.
Now, we should note that the strength of the obligations each member of the joint
venture bears to the other(s) will depend on the strength of the commitment the joint
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venture expects of its members. Thus spouses typically have greater obligations of
fidelity to each other than do business partners since a marriage typically demands more
of the individuals comprising it than does a business venture. Nonetheless, some amount
of fidelity follows from membership in the partnership just as it does in the marital union.
More to the point, some amount of fidelity follows from membership in the nation-state,
as well. Thus, with appropriate adjustments for strength of commitment to the nationstate, we may transpose the foregoing observations to the context of the citizen’s
responsibility for American atrocities committed in the course of the war in Iraq.
The citizen harbors a commitment to the nation-state and that commitment
obligates him in special ways to his fellow citizens. Most relevant here, his commitment
entails that he may not step outside the nation-state to point a finger in righteous
indignation at his state’s transgressions; instead, he must stand in judgment with his
fellow citizens, in recognition that the nation-state is his as well as theirs. To do
otherwise is to denigrate the shared venture; it is to demonstrate a solipsism incompatible
with citizenship.
Three points of clarification are necessary here: First, given that commitment to
the nation-state licenses our holding citizens responsible, it is expected only of those
individuals who qualify as moral agents. The agency requirement follows from the
conditions under which it would be permissible to hold an individual responsible for her
own acts. Citizens who do not satisfy the criteria for individual responsibility ought not to
bear responsibility derived exclusively from their group affiliations. Henceforth, I shall
use the term "citizen" as a shorthand for all mentally competent, adult citizens.
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Second, the commitment that grounds the citizen’s responsibility is, again, a
normative component of citizenship. This commitment may well have attendant
psychological effects – in particular, it may be accompanied by a feeling of loyalty
toward one’s fellow citizens and the nation-state itself, a feeling of pride at their or the
nation-state’s successes, or a feeling of shame in the face of their or its misdeeds. Indeed,
the commitment entails a normative expectation that the citizen will experience just these
feelings in the appropriate contexts. But the psychological concomitants of the citizen’s
commitment are not themselves the ground of his responsibility.32 If they were, a citizen
could deny responsibility simply by disclaiming any psychological attachment to the
nation-state. Instead, the disaffected citizen bears an amount of responsibility for the
nation-state’s transgressions that corresponds to the strength of the commitment
citizenship entails, regardless of whether the citizen has fulfilled her commitment by
harboring the feelings of loyalty that the commitment demands.
Third, that citizenship has the normative cast invoked here is a contingent, and not
a conceptual, matter; citizenship need not function in this way everywhere and at all
times. For example, loose political associations in which citizenship is a shorthand for
eligibility for a set of legal entitlements and obligations, with no attendant sense that
citizens are joined in a shared project, would not sustain the normative component of
citizenship that grounds responsibility here. Citizenship in some of the states of the
United States might well be of this kind. Similarly, individuals who have been granted
formal citizenship but are denied inclusion in the joint project of the nation-state would
not be subject to the normative pressures that ground responsibility. Think here of Blacks
in the Jim Crow south, or Jews in the early years of the Nazi regime, who still enjoyed
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formal citizenship but nonetheless experienced significant political disempowerment. The
account advanced here would not extend to these excluded citizens either.
Nonetheless, there is good reason to think that American citizenship is more than
sufficiently robust to comprehend the normative elements that, I have argued, ground the
American’s responsibility. It is certainly true that the life of the American citizen is
largely lived in private, and so she is afforded much latitude for self-regarding acts.
Nonetheless, there are moments in her life – moments of “extraordinary politics,” as
Bruce Ackerman refers to them – when she, and her fellow citizens, are called upon to
transcend the pursuit of self-interest in deference to the needs of the country or their
compatriots.33 The practice of dissent, far from being taken to rend the fabric of national
unity, is cast as a paradigmatically American form of enacting one’s citizenship, and
construed as part of the project of national stewardship.34
More generally, the obligation to act with an eye toward the national interest is, in
America, a national trope, figuring in presidential addresses (“Ask not what your country
can do for you, but what you can do for your country”) and patriotic slogans (“I only
regret that I have but one life to give my country”). Nor is the prospect of self-sacrifice
merely symbolic; it is instead, as Paul Kahn argues, foundational in the American
political culture, both in the sense that the United States was born in revolution, and that
the United States is sustained by the government’s continued authority to demand that
Americans kill or be killed on its behalf. To make his point, Kahn invites us to consider
the naturalization oath of allegiance, which, in requiring the individual seeking American
citizenship to pledge that she will “bear arms on behalf of the United States when
required by law to do so,” conveys, Kahn notes, the “sovereign demand on citizenship as
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an open-ended willingness to sacrifice.”35 The prerogative of the sovereign to demand its
citizens’ deaths makes sense only within a nation-state that claims a commitment of its
citizens of the kind at issue here.36 And, even if one resists the idea that ultimate sacrifice
lies at the heart of what it means to be an American, one should still acknowledge that the
expectations of loyalty and lesser sacrifices, imposed on behalf of the United States or
one’s fellow Americans, condition the American identity, and bespeak the kind of
commitment that entails citizen responsibility. 37
The foregoing provides insight into not only the generic American’s responsibility
for abuses in Iraq but that of the opponent of the war as well, for the dissident also
harbors a commitment to the nation-state. Indeed, it is in virtue of this commitment that
the dissident enacts her opposition: She believes that the pursuit and conduct of the war
in Iraq grossly betray values she takes to be fundamental and sacred to her beloved
country, and her opposition is intended to restore America to its rightful path (or her
conception of it, anyway). Were she not so committed to the United States, she might
well have sought to leave it. Having stayed, however, she must accept that its acts
redound to her. Just as the non-producing business partner may not disown the products
of his partnership so the dissident may not disown the acts of the United States.38
In short, a citizen’s commitment to her nation-state grounds her responsibility for
its acts, and the expected strength of that commitment determines the magnitude of
responsibility she bears through citizenship alone. In light of my earlier statements about
the magnitude of responsibility, we may say that the magnitude of the generic citizen’s
responsibility corresponds to the strength of commitment expected of her. Three
assumptions round out this part of the account. First, I here assume that it is possible to
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measure the extent of expected or actual commitment, but I do not offer a methodology
for doing so here, leaving that task instead to sociologists and psychologists. I assume
further that, in the United States, the expected strength of commitment is the same for all
citizens who have reached the age of majority. Thus, the generic American and the U.S.
perpetrator of war crimes in Iraq will both bear equal responsibility for these war crimes
in light of their citizenship. The perpetrator will, in addition to the responsibility she bears
qua citizen, bear responsibility qua perpetrator. We should then expect the perpetrator’s
responsibility to be significantly greater than that of the generic American. But there is
nonetheless some (non-zero) amount of responsibility appropriately assigned to the
generic American citizen. Finally, I do not venture to spell out the nature of the sanctions
appropriate to generic Americans simply in virtue of their citizenship except to say that I
assume that the magnitude of their responsibility would be too little to warrant individual
punishment. Instead, responsibility of the kind and magnitude entailed by citizenship is
much better cashed out in the form of emotional sanctions like resentment and
indignation, as we shall see in the next Part. (Indeed, it is for this reason that the
American who opposes the war in Iraq is likely to choose dissidence over emigration -the costs of uprooting oneself and renouncing one’s attachment to one’s beloved nationstate are far greater than the emotional sanctions to which citizenship on its own gives
rise.)
Because citizenship grounds the American’s responsibility for U.S.
transgressions, and because one either is or is not a citizen, Mark Drumbl refers to the
account just advanced as “crude,”39 and he rejects it in favor of what he terms the “crudecareful” way, which delineates the responsible group crudely, but allows individual
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members to escape liability where they can demonstrate, for example, that they sought to
prevent the atrocity in question, or were themselves victims of their state’s crime. But this
way of putting the difference between our accounts is misleading, for citizenship is not,
on my account, some rough proxy for individual culpability, as it may be on Drumbl’s
crude-careful account. Citizenship is instead a real basis of individual culpability, though
the culpability it yields may be overwhelmed by countervailing sources of moral credit,
which include acts undertaken to oppose the atrocity. Indeed, we shall see in the next Part
that the citizen’s dissidence can sometimes, though not always, undercut the warrant for
others’ resentment or indignation. In short, then, it is not clear that my account is any less
careful than Drumbl’s; it is just that I attach moral weight to citizenship and Drumbl does
not, so that dissident citizens more readily (though not necessarily more deservedly)
escape liability on his account than on my own.
On a related note, Drumbl is correct that my account, focused as it is on American
wrongdoing in the war in Iraq, does not contemplate situations in which some citizens
were themselves victimized by the state transgression for which we seek to assign
responsibility. Here too though it is not clear that relying on citizenship, as my account
does, produces outcomes that are less just than those of Drumbl’s account. As I have
argued in a different context,40 requiring formerly oppressed citizens to contribute to
programs aimed at rectifying past abuses against them affirms their co-equal membership
in the nation-state. And, the compensation amount can be inflated beyond what is owed
for the abuses themselves in order to reimburse the formerly oppressed citizens for their
contributions. In this way, victimized citizens’ contributions come to have a purely
symbolic function: They reinforce the equality that was denied by the oppression by
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including the victims in the national program of repair, and they do not, in the end, cost
the victims anything.
That theorists like Drumbl who appreciate the collective character of atrocity
nonetheless deny that blameworthiness can arise independent of individual fault should
give us pause. For it turns out that there are deep psychological currents that make an
individualist stance difficult to overcome, as we shall now see.

III. CITIZEN RESPONSIBILITY AND THE REACTIVE ATTITUDES
I noted at the outset that an American who did not support the war in Iraq might
resist the idea that she bears responsibility for abuses committed in its course. Even were
she to encounter the arguments of the last Part, she might nonetheless maintain – with full
honesty – that she feels no guilt over American war crimes committed in Iraq. More
specifically, the citizen in question might lack the unpleasant sensation of guilt, and she
might also resist the belief that she has acted wrongly. Her response provides an occasion
to assess the relationship between bearing guilt, experiencing guilt, and feeling guilt – or,
put more generally, the relationship between responsibility, the reactive attitudes, and
their accompanying sensations.
I seek to argue here that although our paradigmatic experience of responsibility
involves the blamed individual’s felt guilt and acknowledgement of wrongdoing, an
assignment of responsibility may well be warranted even where one or both of these
pieces are absent. This is not an uncontroversial claim. On some conceptions of
responsibility, a judgment of responsibility is believed to be constituted by one or more
reactive attitudes;41 and, on some conceptions of the reactive attitudes, emotions are
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themselves believed to be constituted by feeling-sensations.42 How, then, can we arrive at
a justified assignment of responsibility where the citizen – when presented with the
grounds of her responsibility -- neither responds to herself with guilt nor has any kind of
guilt sensation? Put differently, how can it at once be appropriate for the Iraqi to resent
the American, and the American to forswear remorse?
To answer these questions, I begin with the case of the dissident. The dissident
need not deny that citizenship is a ground of responsibility, as the last Part argues. She
may nonetheless maintain that her dissidence functions as a defense. More specifically,
the dissident may believe that her acts of resistance more than offset her commitment to
the United States, and so exempt her from responsibility. As such, she does not perceive
herself as having acted wrongly and, accordingly, feels no guilt. In the first section of this
Part, I attempt to make sense of her experience of her relationship to U.S. transgressions
in light of resentment that victims of these transgressions might direct toward her.
The generic citizen is situated differently from the dissident. He cannot call upon
a set of activities that purportedly tempers or eliminates his responsibility in order to
explain his self-asserted innocence. Instead, he invokes the absence of guilt feelings as a
defense in itself: “Were I morally responsible,” this imagined citizen might argue, “surely
I would feel guilt. But I do not feel guilt, so I cannot be morally responsible.”43 In the
second section of this Part, I inquire into his response.
Finally, in the last section of this Part, I draw out some of the implications of the
insights of the first two sections for philosophical thinking about moral responsibility.

A. Dissidence and Divergent Viewpoints
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In the literature on the reactive attitudes, resentment turns on a particular
conception of the kind of treatment persons deserve. Peter Strawson, for example, argues
that resentment is predicated upon “an expectation of, and demand for, the manifestation
of a certain degree of goodwill or regard on the part of other human beings towards
[others]; or at least on the expectation of, and demand for, an absence of the
manifestation of active ill will or indifferent disregard.”44 In a similar vein, Jean Hampton
locates the source of resentment in treatment that is “objectively demeaning, that is,
disrespectful of [the victim’s] worth.” In short, then, resentment on these accounts
responds to wrongs that consist of a failure adequately to evidence a proper respect for
persons. In this way, resentment bears a distinctively Kantian imprint.
Now, some of this may be a matter of contingency. Much of the work on the
reactive attitudes arises in discussions around resentment and retributive desire, and
indifference toward others may well be paradigmatic of the kind of wrongdoing that
elicits the impulse for retribution.45 But even those who examine resentment outside of
discussions of retribution seem to have within their purview only wrongs of the Kantian
kind.46
One way to gain clarity on the dissident’s insistence that she is not an appropriate
object of blame may then be to question whether resentment can be warranted for wrongs
that cannot conclusively be construed as instances of “indifferent disregard,” or
“objectively demeaning” treatment. The family context provides a starting point:
Consider that resentment often arises in families though the party harboring resentment
will, if prompted, acknowledge that the resented party has not in fact proceeded with
indifference to the resentful party; even still, this acknowledgment does not dispel the
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resentment. Thus, a parent may resent what she takes to be deficiencies in her child’s
talents or character. Sometimes these purported deficiencies result from a reproachable
lack of effort on the child’s behalf but, even when they do, it would likely be
inappropriate – at least sometimes – to construe the inadequate effort as a slight against
the child’s parents. And, the purported deficiencies might arouse resentment even where
the child is striving admirably. This last instance of resentment might well be irrational,
but I think an alternative explanation exists, which I shall proffer in a moment.
First, though, consider that resentment may have a similar structure where
directed from child to parent. A child might resent his parents for their failure to “get”
him. Thus, he might recognize that his parents have acted with utmost care and devotion
toward him and yet still begrudge particular choices they made on his behalf as
inauthentic to who he is (or to the person he believes himself to be). His parents’
purported mistakes might well be attributable to a genuine failure on their part to see their
child clearly and a corresponding tendency to choose for him in light of a conception of
him as the person they would like him to be. But these purported mistakes need not have
this, or any other, reproachable source. Instead, the child’s parents may well have
appreciated him in all his particularity; it may just be that their particularized image of
him, while largely consonant with the child’s image of himself, differs in a few
significant ways. This child might well credit his parents’ efforts to understand him and
yet still feel resentment in light of this divergence. Again, the resentment might be
irrational, but it needn’t be.
In each of these cases, there exists an unbridgeable gap between parent and child:
The parent who resents her child’s purported deficiencies confronts a gap between the
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child she has and the one for whom she had hoped; the child who resents his parents’
choices for him confronts a gap between his self-understanding and their understanding
of him. In each case, the parent harbors a conception of the child that the child doesn’t
share, and so the possibility for complete understanding and acceptance is foreclosed.
What about this gap prompts resentment, though? I believe the answer lies in a
kind of cognitive dissonance: The prospect of being separated from a loved one is
intensely painful; the thought that the separation is irremediable even more so. Imagining,
then, that the separation results from some wrongdoing of the resented party – a failure to
actualize one’s capacities, or a failure to undertake to understand one’s child – renders
the separation less harrowing, insofar as it leaves open the prospect for rapprochement:
Greater effort on the alleged wrongdoer’s part will suffice to undo the separation and
bring the parent and child closer together. For this reason, the parent in the first scenario
and the child in the second are each motivated to construe the separation as a kind of
betrayal.47
Now, on the account just articulated, resentment flows from an (imagined) injury:
the purported betrayal arises because there exists an expectation that separations of the
kind just described have no place in the parent-child relationship, and one party blames
the other for frustrating this expectation. No such expectation exists between the
American opponent of the war in Iraq and the Iraqi. Still, the dynamic of resentment
between the dissident and Iraqi is beset by a separation similar to that between parent and
child.
The dissident believes that her resistance cancels out whatever responsibility she
should come to bear in virtue of her commitment to the United States as a whole. She has
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arrived at this self-judgment because she has synthesized the dimension of her identity
that flows from her citizenship and the dimension of her identity that flows from her
dissidence and arrived at a coherent conception of herself in which her dissidence is
much more definitive of who she is. But though each of us is empowered to perform this
synthesis and arrive at a self-understanding that makes sense of the disparate and
sometimes conflicting strands of our identity, none of us is entitled to have others
conceive of us as we conceive of ourselves. In particular, the dissident cannot
legitimately expect that her self-understanding will govern the Iraqi’s conception of her;
he is entitled to believe that citizenship looms larger as a constituent element of an
American’s (or anyone’s) identity than do acts opposing the policies or practices of one’s
government. And, so long as he does hold this belief, he will harbor resentment toward
the American citizen, no matter how valiant her efforts at resistance.
The divergence just described arose from differing conceptions of the relative
weights to place upon commitment to one’s nation-state, on the one hand, and resistance
to its acts, on the other, in constructing the dissident’s individual identity. But there is a
second possible source of separation between the dissident and the Iraqi that arises from a
divergence between the conception of America that each harbors. As we have seen, the
dissident may undertake opposition to the war in Iraq because she conceives of an
America in which the prosecution of the war in Iraq has been distinctly un-American.
Indeed, it might be precisely because she harbors a vision of America as different from,
and better than, has been in recent time that she is motivated to resist, and thereby restore
her beloved nation-state to her imagined conception of it. But just as she must recognize
that her self-conception holds no authority for others, so too she must recognize that her
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conception of America must also yield, at least sometimes, to that of outsiders. Thus an
Iraqi might detect a cultural imperialism in the quest to “liberate” his country, and an
exceptionalism in the potential impunity with which high-ranking U.S. officials have
violated the laws of war, that strike him as unmistakably American. Rooted in his
perspective on America, the Iraqi might find the dissident’s commitment to America all
the more reproachable.
Importantly, in each of the sources of resentment just described – the first rooted
in divergence over the dissident’s identity, and the second rooted in divergence over the
identity of America – there may be no principled way of adjudicating between the
competing conceptions. This is not to say that there cannot be cases in which one or the
other party may be mistaken: the dissident could harbor a kind of false consciousness,48
or the Iraqi might operate with an unduly prejudiced mindset. In each of these cases,
evidence could be invoked to bring the mistaken party to see things differently. But I see
no reason to believe that every case is of this kind. Individuals and nations are complex,
multi-faceted entities, admitting of multiple constructions and narratives, and there may
well be several of these that each synthesize the constituent elements equally plausibly. In
short, there may be an unbridgeable gap between the dissident and the Iraqi, just as there
was in the parent-child scenarios discussed above, and it is in the face of this gap that
resentment may rightfully take hold.
Where there is an insuperable divergence regarding the dissident’s
blameworthiness, we might well want each party to recognize it, and proceed with
humility. Thus, we might ask that the dissident resist disclaiming responsibility, and the
Iraqi withhold contempt, despite the fact that each holds fast to his or her respective
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beliefs about the dissident’s relationship to the United States. But we might also allow
that there are situations in which forbearance is too much to demand. Thus, the Iraqi who
lost a family member in the Haditha massacre might, given his loss and also his not
completely baseless belief in American prejudice against Muslims of middle-eastern
descent,49 be permitted his resentment.
Here too, as in the parent-child scenarios discussed above, a kind of cognitive
dissonance arises. To inhabit the dissident’s perspective on America and herself, the Iraqi
must abandon a stance of righteous anger through which he might seek to vindicate the
worth of his lost loved one, or the Iraqi people as a whole. He must instead contend with
the notion that he cannot find an outlet in blame for his loss and injury that corresponds
sufficiently to their (perceived) magnitude. He would then incur not just the pain of his
tragedy but the profound burden of self-restraint in stifling his own sense of the injury
and deferring to that of one of his (apparent) injurers. Should we really reproach him for
spurning this path? Given the additional pain of forbearance, is he not entitled to presume
the legitimacy of his own perspective, and proceed with resentment?50
Ideally, individuals should be given some latitude in making sense of tragedies
that befall them. That latitude ought not to be so great that it permits blaming innocents.
But where one possible interpretation is more comforting than another and the two are
equally plausible, the more comforting interpretation should prevail. Here, then, the Iraqi
should be permitted his resentment.51 This does not, of course, entail that the dissident is
compelled to feel guilt -- feelings, after all, cannot be compelled. But, though she may
inwardly maintain her innocence, she must nonetheless accept that she is an appropriate
object of blame. Just as the dissident bears an obligation of loyalty to her fellow members
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to refrain from disavowing the group act, so too she bears an obligation of decency to the
victims of her group’s transgression to do the same.52
The foregoing is intended to suggest that the warrant for resentment need not rest
exclusively on an undeniable wrongdoing. It can instead arise where an individual
conceives of his harm as a wrongful injury, and where his understanding of the harm is
no less reasonable than is the understanding of the resented party. It follows, then, that
resentment can be justified even when the target of resentment cannot recognize her
wrongdoing, and this not because she is constitutionally impaired in some way (as the
psychopath is) but because she rejects the victim’s interpretation of her relationship to the
wrong. Correspondingly, indignation can be justified even where its target denies
wrongdoing, for third-parties too might harbor a conception of the injury that implicates
someone who does not conceive of herself as culpable, and here too the two conceptions
may be equally plausible.
In short, resentment and indignation are meaning-creating emotions, and the
circumstances in which they are appropriate are not always clear. Where there is genuine
uncertainty about their warrant, it may well be the case that we ought to defer to the
interpretation of the injury that confers meaning on the party most in need of making
sense of his situation.53

B. Citizen Responsibility and the Emotions
The generic citizen – the one who neither supported nor opposed the war – may
insist that he too is an inappropriate object of resentment, notwithstanding his
commitment to the United States. His defense would proceed not by marshaling

22

Sepinwall

Draft. Please do not cite without permission.

considerations intended to rebut or outweigh that commitment, as the dissident’s defense
does; instead, he may just maintain, without any false consciousness, that the notion that
he must accept blame fails to connect emotionally. Underlying his position is the thought
that our emotions are presumptive guides to moral truth: Contemplating his commitment
to the United States, he nonetheless feels no guilt over American war crimes in Iraq; he
thus concludes that he bears no responsibility. What might explain his response?
One possibility, which others have raised, is that the generic citizen’s
responsibility is not strictly moral responsibility – i.e., responsibility understood as
appropriate liability to blame; it is instead a highly personal response to a tragedy in
which one chooses to see one’s agency, though one in fact bears no guilt for the wrong.
Given that the experience of responsibility is optional on this possibility, the generic
citizen who disclaims responsibility is then one who has simply opted not to conceive of
his agency in this way.
Karl Jaspers is among the exponents of this possibility. Thus he argues that the
citizen who neither participated nor acquiesced in the Nazi regime bears not moral guilt
but metaphysical guilt – a kind of guilt arising though its bearer could not have done
otherwise. He writes of Germans who survived the war: “We did not go into the streets
when our Jewish friends were led away; we did not scream until we too were destroyed.
We preferred to stay alive, on the feeble, if logical, ground that our death could not have
helped anyone. We are guilty of being alive.”54 Similarly, Larry May, who offers a subtle
reconstruction of Jaspers’ account, agrees that, where a group member did not participate
in the group harm, and where she could not have prevented it, “moral responsibility, at
least understood on the model of individual moral guilt, would be inappropriate.”55
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Finally, Herbert Morris refers to the non-moral guilt the American who visits Hiroshima
shortly after World War II might experience – non-moral because its bearer is, by
hypothesis, without fault for the Hiroshima bombings.56
Importantly, for each of these theorists, whether the member who did not
participate in the group transgression conceives of herself as bearing responsibility for
that transgression is a matter over which she alone has authority. For Jaspers, the German
citizen’s metaphysical guilt is something no one else can “prescribe” or “anticipate”;57
whereas others may sit in judgment where political or legal guilt is concerned,
“[j]urisdiction for [metaphysical guilt] rests with God alone.”58 May also seems to
recognize the optional character of metaphysical guilt. Identification with the group is the
ground of moral taint for May, and he acknowledges that the degree, or even the
presence, of such identification may be up to the individual. Thus, he notes that, “for
members who are only on the fringe of the community… the group identification may be
so weak as to not generate feelings of metaphysical guilt.”59 For Morris, non-moral guilt
also rests upon identification with the wrongdoer; in particular, he argues that it arises
where the individual who is blameless nonetheless identifies with the one who is
blameworthy, whether a family member or even just a fellow human being.60 Reasonably
enough, then, he contends that “[w]e may not ask of ourselves or of others that guilt be
felt in these situations.”61
Underlying each of these accounts is the thought that an individual has full
discretion about whether she will harbor the identificatory ties upon which the experience
of responsibility is purportedly predicated. Since these ties may not be mandated from
without, on these theories, neither may the sense of responsibility that they yield.
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These theorists may well be right that identification is discretionary in some
cases; it is not, however, discretionary in the context of an institutional group like the
nation-state, as I sought to argue in the last section. Instead, as we saw, citizenship has a
normative dimension that compels the citizen to recognize the way in which her identity
is bound up with that of the nation-state, and to accept responsibility for its acts as a
result. To understand the generic citizen’s response to the claim that he is responsible,
then, we will have to look to something other than theories that entertain discretionary
guilt experiences.
An inquiry into the natural history of guilt provides useful insights. Guilt, as
Herbert Morris notes, “is a painful state.”62 One can trace the unpleasant sensation
accompanying guilt by way of an evolutionary account that looks to the practical effect of
our emotional life. On such an account, the unpleasantness of guilt is useful for its power
to regulate behavior. We come to associate certain courses of conduct with this pain and
refrain from pursuing them in order to avoid suffering this pain.63 From an evolutionary
standpoint, it makes sense that guilt should have naturally evolved in connection with
wrongs in which we played a causal role, given that the unpleasantness of guilt functions
to deter us from future wrongdoing. The natural history of guilt thereby privileges those
acts in which our agency is substantially implicated. Correspondingly, for acts in which
our causal role is remote or non-existent, guilt may not be activated.
Importantly, the thought here is not that our relationship to those wrongs of our
nation-state in which we did not participate causes us to experience some feeling that we
cannot name. Instead, the impoverishment resides in our emotional vocabulary: we are
bereft of the capacity to feel in the face of wrongs in which our agency is not salient. It is
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perhaps for this reason that Karl Jaspers refers to the German citizen’s failure to wage a
fruitless opposition against the Nazi regime as metaphysical guilt, a species of guilt
whose phenomenological component seems utterly mysterious.64 It is also perhaps for
this reason that others who have contemplated the possibility of a sense of responsibility
in the absence of wrongdoing have identified shame, rather than guilt, as its attendant
emotion.65
If guilt does have the natural history just described, then we should not expect
cases of wrongdoing that do not fit the paradigm – again, a paradigm in which we bear
significant causal responsibility for the wrongs for which we are held responsible – to
elicit the feeling of guilt. But their failure to do so need not entail that we do not bear a
reproachable connection to the wrongdoing. An understanding of guilt’s evolutionary
role opens up the possibility, then, that our emotions are not infallible guides to
responsibility. This possibility warrants further consideration.

C. Citizen Responsibility and Licensed Blame
I have argued that resentment may be appropriate even though guilt is not (the
case of the dissident), and that one can have the cognitive component of guilt – i.e.,
recognition of one’s blameworthiness – even though the feeling of guilt is absent (the
case of the generic citizen). As I have characterized them, then, these cases sit
uncomfortably alongside several core ideas within philosophical understandings of moral
responsibility. In particular, these cases challenge the idea that judgments of moral
responsibility are constituted by a particular triad of reactive attitudes, and the idea that
judgments of responsibility are constituted by reactive attitudes in general. Most
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fundamentally, these cases challenge the notion that blameworthiness presupposes guilt. I
elaborate on each of these implications in turn.
In the literature linking responsibility and the reactive attitudes, it is nearly a
gospel truth that guilt, resentment, and indignation co-travel.66 More specifically, on
these accounts – which we may call Strawsonian after Peter Strawson’s seminal paper -one and the same transgression is supposed to induce guilt in the person who carries it
out, resentment in its victim, and indignation in third-parties who learn of it.67 But I have
argued that, in the case of the dissident, the supposed triad of guilt, resentment and
indignation dissolves: The dissident may be an appropriate object of resentment and
indignation even if she need not conceive of herself as guilty. In other words, there may
be asymmetries between the self-reactive attitudes and other-directed reactive attitudes.
The Strawsonian theorist of responsibility, who holds that responsibility is constituted by
the reactive attitudes, is then left with a paradox, for the dissident, on his account, both
would and would not be responsible. More specifically, canvassing the dissident’s
emotional response to herself would compel the conclusion that she was innocent, while
canvassing the emotional response of the Iraqi or member of the international community
to the dissident would compel the conclusion that she was not.
The situation for the Strawsonian gets worse when we turn to the reflections on
the natural history of guilt marshaled above. For the Strawsonian, moral salience is
brought to light through the emotions. If I am right that our emotional vocabulary is
limited where our causal agency is absent, however, then there may be a whole swath of
acts or outcomes for which we bear responsibility and to which we are blind. The
blindness becomes troubling where it is not universal – in particular, where victims or
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third-parties assign responsibility to us and we are incapable of experiencing the
corresponding self-assessment. But it is also possible that our relationship to some wrong
will elicit no guilt, no resentment and no indignation. This possibility arises because
those who judge us may be no less primed to view responsibility through a causal lens
than we are, and so they too might overlook the fact that we – now cast as generic
members of institutional groups in whose transgressions we have not participated –
deserve blame. On this possibility, then, there would be blameworthiness that no emotion
could disclose. And yet it is not clear that the interests or status of the individuals affected
by the blameworthy act would thereby warrant any less vindication.
Finally, it is not just the Strawsonian understanding of responsibility that occludes
judgments of responsibility in which our causal agency is not implicated. It is a
commonplace across the literature on responsibility that it is a necessary condition of X’s
being morally responsible for Y that it be appropriate for X to experience guilt in relation
to Y.68 But the account of citizen responsibility I have advanced dispenses with the
supposedly necessary connection between moral responsibility and the appropriateness of
guilt. More specifically, on my account, one need not experience guilt in relation to some
wrong in order to bear moral responsibility for it; sometimes, the fact that others would
be licensed in blaming us is enough to ground our moral responsibility.
In short, we may be implicated in wrongs in ways that we do not feel and do not
see. Our moral reality may then transcend the scope of our emotional awareness. As such,
we ought to be open to the possibility that we bear more responsibility for the
transgressions of our nation-state than we think. And, where we are, we ought to
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acknowledge that we owe those who rightfully resent us all of the trappings that would
accompany a recognition of our liability to blame.
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