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ABSTRACT: Whether seen after a vehement denunciation of one’s former values or a
subtle change of heart, it is often thought that significant change to one’s evaluative
character could undermine responsibility for past wrongdoing. In this article, I explore
this intuition by analyzing Angela Smith’s concept of “responsibility as answerability.”
Lintroduce an alteration/replacement distinction to define the limits of answerability over
time. These limits are then further qualified by drawing on Delia Graff’s work on Sorites
type cases to argue that persons are answerable for past wrongdoing if they remain
“saliently similar” in some relevant respects

RESUME : On pense souvent qu’un changement significatif de notre caractére évaluatif
pourrait saper notre responsabilité par rapport a nos méfaits passés. Dans cet article,

Jexplore cette intuition en analysant les concepts de responsabilité et de 1’obligation

de rendre des comptes, tels que présentés par Angela Smith. J introduis une distinction

entre « modification » et « remplacement » pour définir les limites de la responsabilité au
fil du temps. Ces limites sont ensuite précisées en s inspirant des travaux de Delia Graff
sur les arguments Sorites pour soutenir qu’une personne est responsable d’actes
répréhensibles passés si elle demeure « manifestement similaire » a certains égards.
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360 Dialogue

1. Introduction

On 1 December 2005, one of the founding members of the notorious street gang,
“the Crips,” Stanley “Tookie” Williams, was put to death. Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger rejected an executive appeal for clemency to commute his
death penalty sentence to life in prison. There was no new evidence to back
any suggestion that anyone other than Williams had committed the violent
murders. The governor detailed Williams’ crimes and included a “strong and
compelling” list of evidence that left “no reason to second guess the jury’s deci-
sion of guilt or raise significant doubts or serious reservations ...”
(Schwarzenegger, 2005, p. 3). However, when Williams’ supporters yelled,
“The state of California just killed an innocent man!” in the witness media
room after execution, they did not refer to a mistake within the judicial process
itself (Warren & Dolan, 2005, para. 5). Williams’ lawyers and supporters alike
suggested that Williams was worthy of clemency due to the changes in his eval-
uative character while he was in prison. The outrage that followed his death
sprang from the notion that the man facing the sentence was recognizably dif-
ferent from the one who committed murder in 1979 in ways that seemed to mit-
igate continued responsibility attribution. While on death row, Williams
renounced his former gang affiliations and actively spoke against them. His
work against gang violence through ongoing community projects and authoring
children’s literary works eventually led to a Nobel Peace Prize nomination.

Williams’ execution was undeniably controversial. Schwarzenegger aimed to
answer whether Williams’ redemption was “complete and sincere” or “just a
hollow promise” (Schwarzenegger, 2005, p. 5). However, my question in this
article is not about the details of this case or how to determine the veracity of
Williams’ testimony. Instead, I want to explore the claim of innocence made
by Williams’ supporters and ask whether shifts in one’s evaluative character
could ever warrant mitigation of continued responsibility attribution. These
individuals seem to no longer be able to inhabit the lives they once lived,
psychologically speaking. Their attitudes and judgements have fundamentally
changed. I will explore this claim by exploring Angela Smith’s (2005, 2008,
2012, 2015a, and 2015b) concept of “responsibility as answerability” and
I will analyze the conditions of answerability over time (Smith, 2015b, p. 99).
I will argue that, if sufficiently qualified, there is some truth to the claim
made by Williams’ supporters. The conditions for continued answerability
diminish when there are significant changes to one’s evaluative character.
Moreover, I also suggest that factors such as profound repudiation or a lack of
evaluative coherence — usually cited in such cases — do not excuse but merely
provide evidence of the kind of relevant similarity needed for temporal compar-
ison of the person’s evaluative beliefs. When this similarity holds, so do the con-
ditions for answerability.

I will unpack this claim as follows: in Section One, I outline what it means to
be answerable as a foundation for my analysis. Section Two will see examples of
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various kinds of change drawn from the novel and movie, 4 clockwork orange,
by Anthony Burgess (1962/1995) and Stanley Kubrick (1971). I suggest that,
despite what might amount to a loss of responsibility, each scenario introduced
provides a clear example of continued answerability. In Section Three, I explain
each example by introducing an alteration/replacement distinction to determine
the parameters for when answerability no longer holds. Section Four will then
qualify this claim by drawing on arguments from Sorites-type cases and the
work of Delia Graff. Changes to one’s moral character only mitigate responsi-
bility when specific aspects of one’s moral constitution have been replaced.
Thus, answerability holds over time if persons remain “saliently similar” in
some crucial respects (Graff, 2000, 68). Section Five explores some implica-
tions within the context of the earlier examples. Section Six further refines the
account by distinguishing it from attribution theories that focus on identification
and integration. Finally, I apply the full analysis of answerability over time to
Williams’ case. I argue that, although he may indeed remain answerable, this
fact does not necessarily justify his punishment.

2. Responsibility as answerability

With a few qualifications, Smith’s rational relations view might support the
claim made by Williams’ supporters due to its deep connection between respon-
sibility attribution and an assessment of character. Like other attributionist the-
ories of responsibility, Smith’s view not only attends to the exercise of the will in
the agent’s actions or choices themselves. Instead, attributions of moral respon-
sibility must reflect one’s moral character. She argues, “moral praise and blame,
unlike assessments of beauty or native intelligence, seem to go beyond mere
unwelcome description, and involve something that might be called a reactive
entitlement” (Smith, 2008, p. 380). (Smith, 2008, p. 380). That is, her account
does not merely provide a means to assess persons according to some proposed
standard as we might with traits such as beauty, intelligence, or even height.
Persons can be described as more or less beautiful or intelligent, but this assess-
ment would not warrant reactive attitudes because these attributes do not “reflect
[their] own judgment or assessment of reasons” (Smith, 2008, p. 380). If an act
or state reflects one’s reason when it is “rationally connected” to actions, atti-
tudes, or attributes, then it “makes sense to ask [them] to defend or justify it”
(Smith, 2012, p. 579). Otherwise, persons may be excused. For instance, if
asked why a person is tall, beyond citing biological facts, no other justificatory
answer could be provided because being tall “bears no relation to [one’s] own
judgmental activity” (Smith, 2008, p. 380). “Rational sensitivity” might then
be understood as a conditional of the form: “... if one sincerely holds a particular
evaluative judgment, then the mental state in question should (or should not)
occur” (Smith, 2005, p. 257, 253). Thus, to hold answerable is a direct challenge
to agents qua moral agents because it targets only those actions, attitudes, or
attributes contingent on their evaluative beliefs.
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Responsibility as answerability allows persons to be responsible for whims,
emotional reactions, and even telling omissions. For instance, if I forgot my
partner’s birthday, responses, such as ‘I did not choose to forget’ and ‘forgetting
was out of my control” would not alleviate criticism because my partner is not
asking about the mechanics of forgetting. My partner is asking why I give the
birthday a low valuation. Forgetting is counterfactually expressed by the idea
that I would have remembered the birthday if I had cared enough. Indeed, the
close relationship we share and the care I have for them should have sufficiently
raised the chances I would be reminded about the upcoming birthday. Even if it
turns out that the forgetfulness was not revealing my valuations and a legitimate
excuse can be provided, it remains intelligible to initiate a call to answer as long
as the act is rationally connected to evaluative beliefs and attitudes. Persons are
answerable if it is at least in principle legitimate to request a response, whereas
“rational sensitivity” marks the class of actions open to this demand (Smith,
2005, p. 257).

Note that despite Smith’s use of the words “judgment” and “rationally” when
speaking of attributability in terms of what is “rationally sensitive to our evalu-
ative judgments,” this usage should be taken more as a catch-all and much less
rationalistic than it initially appears (Smith, 2005, p. 257). She states, “I want to
make clear that the judgments I am concerned with are not necessarily con-
sciously held propositional beliefs, but rather tendencies to regard certain things
as having evaluative significance” (Smith, 2005, p. 251). These judgements may
involve a wide array of mental activity, including cares and emotional reactions.
She uses the word “judgment” despite the potential confusion to denote the
stability of the kinds of dispositions that concern her. They are “standing com-
mitments” and not “merely one time assessments” (Smith, 2005, p. 251, n. 27).
For the sake of clarity, I would like to rename Smith’s judgement sensitivity as
‘evaluative sensitivity.’

If certain cares, judgements, whims, or any variety of mental activity depend
on one’s specific evaluative constitution, persons may be considered answerable
for those states and actions or attitudes connected to them. I will call a person’s
evaluative constitution or collection of evaluative judgements as a whole their
‘evaluative profile,” with the beliefs, cares, and judgements constituting that
whole, the ‘evaluative aspects.” If we ever find ourselves unsure if an aspect
is evaluatively sensitive, we can ask: ‘If the agent’s evaluative activity about
the issue at hand changed, would the behaviour, action, or state continue?’
Through such a counterfactual question, I propose that we determine whether
evaluative sensitivity holds by seeing whether the action or activity would
occur regardless of the agent’s evaluative profile. If so, it would make as
much sense to request a response for such aspects as it would ask why a person
is tall. Regardless of one’s evaluative profile, the evaluative aspect would occur.
If not, it seems to say something about who the person is, which that makes
answerability demands appropriate.
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Although there are sure to be several objections to thinking of responsibility
in terms of answerability, I see Smith’s view as an appropriate foundation for its
close connection between responsibility attribution and one’s moral character.
In what follows, rather than exploring these criticisms, I will concentrate on
the less-explored answerability conditions over time. In the following section,
I will consider several scenarios of character change and what each implies
about answerability.

3. The changing “raskazz”"

As the question of guilt surrounding Williams’ case is controversial, [ would like
to pull an example from literature and film to provide a clear-cut example of guilt
that also involves differing depictions of transformation. I will draw from
A clockwork orange (Burgess, 1962/1995), and I will focus on the violent pro-
tagonist, Alex. A teenager engaged in a criminal life, Alex and his comrades
make a habit of committing and revelling in violence. After the murder of an
older woman, Alex is sent to prison. While incarcerated, the prison officials
offer an experimental procedure, “Ludovico’s technique,” as a way of minimiz-
ing his sentence (Burgess, 1962/1995, p. 30). The technique is a form of asso-
ciative learning said to rehabilitate Alex in a matter of weeks. As part of the
procedure, Alex receives a drug that causes debilitating nausea and is subjected
to movies depicting excessive violence. Afterward, an intense sickness follows
his murderous impulses and the once aggressive criminal is now subdued. The
retention of his evaluative aspects is apparent when Alex is humiliated by being
forced to grovel at an attendant’s feet:

Now I knew that I’d have to ... get my cut-throat brivita out before this horrible sickness
whooshed up .... But, O’brothers, as my rooker reached for the brivita in my inside car-
man I got this like picture in my mind’s glazzy of this insulting chelloveck howling for
mercy with red red krovy all streaming out of his rot ... and I viddied that I’d have to
change the way I thought about this rotten veck. (Burgess, 1962/1995, p. 228)

While Ludovico’s technique is operative, at most, we see a criminal with his
hands metaphorically tied, whereas who he is and whom he conceives himself
to be remain the same. Kubrick’s film adaptation vividly depicts this lack of
change. Following a reversal of the technique, the closing scene depicts Alex
resuming his former fantasies and menacingly telling the audience, “I was cured
alright” (Kubrick, 1971). Let us refer to this version of Alex as ‘Movie Alex.’

At the end of the novel, in the original United Kingdom edition, Alex seems
to experience a second, internally motivated change following a reversal of the

' This term can be found in the fictional language, “Nadsat,” used by Alex and his fel-

low gang members. The word “raskazz” may be translated to mean “story” (Burgess,
1962/1995, p. 351).
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procedure. Alex notices that not only is there a change in his aesthetic tastes, but
he also finds himself yearning for domestic life. He is bored with his violent,
criminal life and finds himself rather envying an old friend who has made a
new life with a wife and child. Alex no longer appreciates the booming concer-
tos that were once a soundtrack to his violent acts, develops a taste for ordinary
beer over “moloko,” and finds himself strangely annoyed at the lack of senti-
mentality of his former companions (Burgess, 1962/1995, p. 101). He thinks
to himself, “Perhaps I was getting too old for the sort of jeezny I had been
leading, brothers. ... I felt this bolshy big hollow inside my plott, feeling very
surprised too at myself. I knew what was happening, O my brothers I was
like growing up” (Burgess, 1962/1995, p. 340). Drawing on his internal dia-
logue, “‘who he is’ seems to be changing. If we imagine this initial portrait’s con-
clusion, perhaps we might even see an eventual reversal in Alex’s desires. I will
call this Alex, at the end of the novel, Novel Alex.’

Given the changes Alex undergoes, would he still be answerable? I suggest
that, despite the differences between Movie and Novel Alex, both remain
answerable. At least, if we think he is answerable for crimes committed in
one scenario, arguably, we should also think him answerable in the other. To
see this, consider what would happen if Ludovico’s technique remained opera-
tive for Movie Alex. Let us call this version of Alex ‘Cured Alex’ to avoid con-
fusion. As a successful application of Ludovico’s technique, the process may
externally limit his sadistic desires and restrict him from acting on the basis
of his evaluative profile. However, debilitating nausea might encourage him
to form something like an adaptive preference for domesticity. Eventually,
Cured Alex’s change might resemble the kind of change Novel Alex undergoes.
He may alter his preferences so that he would no longer gravitate toward vio-
lence once it is no longer a possibility.

Adapting one’s preferences to the situation does not require anything as
extreme as Ludovico’s technique. The same could be said of a maturing party-
goer declining a drink. They may decide to forgo a night out not only due to
maturing tastes, but those tastes may be partially formed due to an inability to
recover from a hangover like they once did. This physical and evaluatively
insensitive aspect of themselves can change their preference to drink, but not
in a way such that we would consider them no longer responsibility-apt for
that decision. Indeed, the reality of our situation and the world around us may
impress on agency not unlike Ludovico’s technique if we are given time for it
to work. If one is open to a responsibility attribution, then we should think
the other is too. Thus, despite invoking different intuitions, the difference
between Alex’s three versions may only be of degree and not kind. All would
remain answerable.

If continued answerability is compatible with a wide variety of changes a per-
son can undergo, when might it no longer hold? It might be illustrative to imag-
ine a fourth way Alex could change. Rather than being subject to forced
associative learning, this Alex has his preferences, desires, and evaluative
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judgements wiped clean. His evaluative profile is then replaced with a new set
through extensive brainwashing. It is not hypnosis that would act on him like
some alien force disconnected from his will. It represents the implantation of
an entirely new evaluative profile — a comprehensive attitudinal overhaul.
Let us call this Alex ‘Brainwashed Alex,’ to separate him from his counterparts.
I argue that Brainwashed Alex would no longer be answerable for actions before
the brainwashing because his case constitutes a replacement of one’s evaluative
profile rather than just an alteration of it. I call this the alteration/replacement
distinction, to be explored in the next section.

3. The alteration/replacement distinction

Alterations to one’s evaluative profile, as I understand it, might be likened to a
change in one’s subjective values, as seen in J. S. Mill’s work. Mill argued that
after having experienced higher and lower pleasure, agents would strongly pre-
fer the former due to an expansion of subjective values (Mill, 1871/2016,
pp. 32-34). It is not a loss of one’s evaluative aspects but an addition that
may cause some rearrangement on what the agent considers most worthwhile.
Perhaps, like Alex, after listening to Beethoven, Mill’s sophisticated hedonists
prefer his “Symphony No. 9” as a soundtrack to their exploits. They now prefer
Beethoven, but this does not entirely rid them of their love for burgers and other
lower pleasures. They have added to their evaluative profiles without experienc-
ing a loss within them.

Likewise, Movie, Novel, and Cured Alex all remain open to a responsibility
attribution because at no point does it remain unintelligible to consider them
answerable. I would also argue that part of the intelligibility of requesting a
response necessitates an answer to be personal because it involves reasons
that the agent currently holds. Past actions may remain connected to the agent
in the present due to being part of their history. However, the answerability
test requires more than an explanation of events that occurred if it speaks to
‘who’ the agent is and not only ‘who’ they used to be. For instance, if respon-
sibility attribution relied on choice somewhere in the lineage of the action or atti-
tude, the assessment would be detached from what is being assessed. As Smith
argues, this sort of strategy “forces us to view our own attitudes as the mere prod-
ucts of our own actions” (Smith, 2015a, p. 127). One does not usually praise
another’s act of goodwill because, 20 years ago, that individual adopted a man-
tra of repeatedly ‘paying it forward’ that only now has become second nature.
There is a tenuous connection between the act and the individual’s current
state that “fails to capture the special fact about attitudes, which is that they
are judgment-sensitive responses to the world around us” (Smith, 2015a,
p. 127). The response would be far removed from the agent’s evaluative charac-
ter in the present, and it would serve as a mere explanation of why these events
occurred. Thus, when answerability includes a personal connection, it tells a
more connective story for responsibility attribution by joining wrongdoing
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with how agents interact within the world, as they currently stand, not who they
once were.

The alteration/replacement distinction might be compared to a recipe.> When
there is additive change, we are still working with the same ingredients as
before, even if the amounts are altered, and new ingredients are added. Just as
tomato soup with more basil and onion is still a tomato soup, an altered consti-
tution still shares many original ingredients. Consider Movie Alex, who looks
fondly at past violent crimes with a sense of yearning and anger at his inability
to continue his criminal life. He remains the same because his criminal desires
are outweighed but not necessarily replaced. A change in circumstance —
including the reversal of the Ludovico technique — could reignite an appetite
for violence because his circumstances, rather than his constitution, stop him.
The reason he desisted has no connection to his evaluative constitution. The rec-
ipe remained the same.

Similarly, Novel Alex would also be open to responsibility attribution
because the subtle alteration he undergoes can be likened to normal maturation
as the gradual ebb and flow of altering and rearranging one’s values. He would
also remain answerable as the changes are additive to the original recipe, at least
at this point. This slowly maturing Alex may still remember the excitement he
once “viddied” when engaging in violence, and he may even feel a certain
sense of nostalgia when passing the “Korova Milkbar” (Burgess 1962/1995,
p- 11). Novel Alex may not be entirely sympathetic to his past but, at this
point, I doubt that Alex has undergone a loss of evaluative aspects even if
such loss may be pending.

Like making soup from scratch, varying the proportions amounts to additive
change, but it is the same type of soup, generally speaking. If we start replacing
the ingredients, we might begin to question whether it is the same type of soup.
Contrast these instances of alteration with Brainwashed Alex. He is different
from the previous three, not merely because he was brainwashed, but because
of what brainwashing does to his evaluative profile. He may have been answer-
able at the time, and the action itself was motivated by evaluatively sensitive
influences and judgements. However, just as it would be inapt to call a bland
soup spicy, once those former evaluative aspects are lost and no longer influence
who he is, any demand for an answer will be met with an explanation without
reference to the evaluative aspects he currently holds. Any response given by
Brainwashed Alex is far removed from his current constitution and provides
only an explanation of how he came to be this way.

2 This analogy is derived from Marya Schechtman’s work. She compares the compo-

sition of one’s perspective or self to a “stew or soup” as “each ingredient contributes
to the flavor of the whole and is itself altered by being simmered together with others”
(Schechtman, 1996, p. 149).
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A couple of questions remain that reveals a weakness of this distinction: What
if the brainwashing was not complete? What if it only changed some aspects of
his evaluative profile? Would he still be responsible if evaluative aspects similar
to those he had at the time of the crime were added? These questions show that,
while the alteration/replacement distinction provides an essential foundation, it
remains too general to inform more ambiguous cases. In the following section,
I'will address this problem and, in the process, define the threshold necessary to
maintain answerability over time.

4. Potential problems

Suppose that a soup recipe is continually altered over time. If I gradually used
less basil or swapped it out for another herb, would we still have the same tomato
soup? Does it count if there is only a pinch of basil left? What about a smidgen?
If not, when exactly did the soup change? The problem is that I have not made it
clear whether answerability could fail to persist even in the absence of wholesale
loss or replacement of evaluative aspects. The alteration/replacement distinction
neglects the much more common gradual day-to-day change typically experi-
enced in a lifetime.

How then might we understand subtle, responsibility-undermining change
over time? Perhaps we could take a page from Derek Parfit’s book and argue
that responsibility overtime should be understood by degree. He states:

When some convict is now less closely connected to himself at the time of his crime,
he deserves less punishment. If the connections are very weak, he may deserve none.
This claim seems plausible. It may give one reason why we have Statutes of
Limitations, fixing periods of time after which we cannot be punished for our crimes.
(Suppose that a man aged ninety, one of the few rightful holders of the Nobel Peace
Prize, confesses that it was he who, at the age of twenty, injured a policeman in a
drunken brawl. Though this was a serious crime, this man may not now deserve to
be punished.) (Parfit, 1986, p. 326)

Parfit’s convict closely resembles the example that began my inquiry. Further,
his solution seems right, at least to an extent. Responsibility seems to admit
of degrees. However, while the notion of survival could very well be best served
by something like Parfit’s account of psychological continuity and connected-
ness (I remain agnostic about this), his concerns are much broader than mine.
Parfit is primarily concerned with the different questions of re-identification,
identity, and survival. As a result, the quantitative solution he suggests is insuf-
ficiently fine-grained to capture the persistence of answerability/responsibility
taken in isolation. Thus, to draw on some of Parfit’s insights and shift the
focus to the persistence of one’s evaluative aspects, the emphasis needs to be
placed on whether the evaluative aspects can be retained by degree. The quan-
titative solution translated to a question of responsibility would ask whether
one’s evaluative constitution could be understood as having a quantitative
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threshold beneath which the convict would no longer be open to responsibility
attributions.

Compare the shared experience of gradual but steady change to a Sorites par-
adox concerning predicates. Words like ‘bald’ are thought to be vague predi-
cates that carry no clear and universal conditions for satisfaction. When a
single hair is lost every day until a person is bald, it is not clear when the tran-
sition occurred. Like evaluating the number of individual strands required to
apply the predicate ‘bald,” it is likewise challenging to define a threshold
point in which responsibility attribution no longer holds. If Alex lost an evalu-
ative aspect here and there until his evaluative profile was entirely replaced,
when did he become no longer answerable? The complications here involve
two related problems: First, the problem of triviality asks whether the retention
of certain evaluative aspects rather than others is more important in determining
responsibility. Second, the problem of degree asks about possible limitations of
continued responsibility attributions over time due to the loss of several evalu-
ative aspects. I suggest that we employ an analogous strategy to Graff’s pro-
posed solution to the Sorites paradox to resolve both issues.

4.1 Problem of triviality

Andrew Koury and Benjamin Matheson argue that what matters for blame is not
the extent of change, but what changes. Although persons readily change
throughout life, when one’s “distinctive psychological features,” as those fea-
tures essential to performing a specific act, are replaced, the grounds for blame-
worthiness are undermined (Koury & Matheson, 2018, p. 214). All other
changes may be trivial. For instance, concerns about predictability may inform
criminal treatment because knowing whether one’s previous evaluative profile
has undergone a replacement provides a reasonable, pragmatic ground to deter-
mine the likelihood of recidivism. If a crime involved a release of animals for
medical testing, then the belief in animal rights would be relevant in ways it
would not be if the agent had embezzled funds. The evaluative aspects in ques-
tion must be relevant to the line of inquiry.

The focus on relevance might also inform continued answerability. If there is
“no lasting trace of the ‘springs of action’ that gave rise to” the act in question,
then any answer given would be impersonal and detached from who the person
is now (Koury & Matheson, 2018, p. 214). To no longer be answerable, Alex
may not need to go through any radical or complete change. A loss of answer-
ability is not responsive to all kinds of character change, but only those changes
that relate to the reasons for interrogating the agent.

4.2. The problem of degree

Focusing on relevance helps to answer the problem of degree by setting the
parameters for when a threshold of evaluative aspects is met. My argument
will be like Graff’s in that continued answerability “rests on the idea that two
things that are qualitatively different in some respect, even when they are
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known to be different, can nonetheless be the same for present purposes” (Graff,
2000, p. 67). The reasons for defining a boundary determine whether an individ-
ual is the same for present purposes. When an agent is similar enough for a par-
ticular purpose or “saliently similar,” this marks the parameters needed to
satisfy a claim to answerability based on the constitution of one’s evaluative pro-
file (Graff, 2000, p. 68). Thus, if we asked whether agent A was answerable for
action B, we would ask of the significant evaluative aspects X, Y, and Z and
whether they remain to an agreed-upon threshold (where it might be enough
toretain X and Z ifnot Y, or X and Y and not Z). If so, A displays enough salient
similarity for present purposes, and in being similar enough, A remains
answerable.

As similar to the head of a balding man, there is indeterminacy between two
clear-cut cases. At the one end, we have Alex as a violent teenager, while at the
other, a potentially reformed man with a whole set of new beliefs and attitudes.
In between, we have someone who is neither entirely the same nor entirely dif-
ferent. Alex would only remain answerable if his current outlook is similar
enough to his criminal self for our purposes, but similar enough need not be
incredibly precise. Importantly, no exact amount of evaluative aspects deter-
mines whether answerability holds; it just needs to be reasonable to think the
agent will approach the world in the same manner as before. Here, I find
Graff’s analogy to coffee making instructive. She argues that we are uncon-
cerned with the exact proportion of grains within two scoops because
“my coffee-making purpose permits me to behave as if the two amounts were
the same since the purpose is in no way thwarted by my behaving as if they
were the same ... ” (Graff, 2000, p. 67). Coffee making allows for a fair amount
of variation without being “boundaryless” (Graff, 2000, p. 48). It is tolerant of a
few spilled grains here and there before becoming too weak, strong, satisfying,
or unsatisfying. As far as coffee making is concerned, the scoop with the few
grains spilled and the one without is both what she calls “live options” to achieve
my purposes (Graff, 2000, p. 68). Likewise, there may be some interest-relative
threshold to be met when determining answerability, but one that is generally
tolerant of variations in satisfaction conditions. Thus, continued answerability
does not require the exact recreation of evaluative aspects, but a general cluster
of them relevant enough to the act in question that it would satisfy a claim of
salient similarity.

Determining which aspects should be under consideration and determining
the threshold to be met complicates responsibility attribution. How is it even
possible to know which evaluative aspects motivate an agent? Would A be
saliently similar if evaluative beliefs X and Y were replaced, but not Z? Does
X or Y even influence the agent in ways that should concern us? These episte-
mological concerns are representative of some larger methodological questions
that I can acknowledge but not fully address here. Part of the problem is that
these questions might never have clear answers because whether one is answer-
able is primarily informed by the circumstances and the nature of the offender’s
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wrongdoing. There may be no threshold point or degree of similarity that would
hold for all cases, but this is not necessarily disadvantageous. Rather, it frames
such attributions as a much more nuanced pursuit than traditionally and histor-
ically thought. For instance, if the crime is serious, greater care may be taken to
determine what is meant by ‘similar enough’ than if one were answerable for a
forgotten birthday. Vague or general resemblance might matter in one instance,
where it might be dismissed in another. Persons may be more or less responsible
in a way that requires careful consideration to better represent the complexities
involved in cases of radical character change, while also drawing our attention to
the role that interpretation plays in responsibility attribution.

5. Implications

The focus on salient similarity thus produces some interesting results. Just as
much as having a slightly bigger or smaller scoop of coffee will not undermine
one’s particular interest in making coffee, it is not the exact recreation of Alex’s
current beliefs that determines responsibility attribution. Instead, responsibility
requires a general cluster of similar evaluative aspects concerning the relevant
criminal preferences that would satisfy a salient similarity claim. Alex might
be answerable despite radical change. It is also possible that answerability
might similarly diminish due to smaller-scale changes.

Indeed, responsibility attribution does not require an extensive change to
one’s evaluative character. One may be generally unrecognizable and have
otherwise undergone a radical change but may still be considered responsible
if salient similarity holds. For instance, I doubt that the prison administration
would be too pleased if Movie Alex were radically changed in several respects
but still maintained sadistic impulses. His love of violence is significant in a way
that other aspects are not, and if that persists, he will remain open to continued
responsibility attribution.

A similar result holds in the other direction as well. The loss of continued respon-
sibility attribution might occur without profound change. If the hints at reform
prove lasting, Novel Alex may continue to mature into domestic life and away
from the violent desires that once characterized his outlook. He may nevertheless
retain many of his old preferences and preserve his character more generally.

We might also describe Cured Alex as no longer answerable. After forming
adaptive preferences that push him away from his violent desires and guide a
reluctant reformation, we could potentially call the procedure a success even
though he underwent little change. We might be hesitant to describe him in
such terms, but I do not think this is because responsibility attribution still
holds. Instead, intuitive doubt might be caused by the precariousness of the
change. Unlike Novel Alex, there was no effort to change on his part and the
more similar he is to his old self, the less reason we have to think this change
is lasting. He may not revert to his former violent self as quickly as his
Movie counterpart if the physical restraints were removed, but the possibility
is there in a way it would not be if he had changed due to his own volition.
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By contrast, Novel Alex inspires confidence because, as he changes, so do
whole swaths of his evaluative character that could support this change. This
confidence might even be heightened if were to engage in activities that speak
to a possible redemption. While he remains responsible, these acts signal poten-
tial change. We might even be confident enough to justify more lenient treat-
ment even when he remains similar enough to remain answerable to some
extent. Equally, this confidence would be undermined if Novel Alex’s former
evaluative profile simply atrophied and further change was only the result of
mere happenstance, rather than any effort to change. Any changes he undergoes
would be described as precarious at best.

Brainwashed Alex’s situation is more complicated than the others. If having
received a complete mental wipe of his evaluative aspects, he would not be
saliently similar. However, if he was implanted with the same evaluative beliefs
or those closely resembling his former beliefs, we might consider him open to
responsibility attribution despite their usual formation. It may not be his fault
that he is the way he is, and the brainwashing may mitigate applying punishment
if that punishment were simply a means of deterrence. However, the fact that
brainwashing occurred does not necessarily undermine salient similarity as
I have framed it. There would still be good reasons to treat this newly implanted
person as the same, given that he would exhibit the same criminal tendencies
requiring the same sort of rehabilitation as if this mental tampering never
occurred. He remains answerable, despite the lack of choice in the formation
of those evaluative aspects. After all, it is the same soup with the same recipe
but made in a different pot. This response may raise further questions concern-
ing personal identity, but insofar as attributability is concerned with warranted
requests for a response, my inclination would be that answerability holds unless
we can give a good reason to think that bodily continuity is a necessary condi-
tion for this attribution. If so, then the usual means of formation might act as an
excusing condition. Likewise, if Alex should accidentally suffer a loss in his
evaluative profile, let us say to head trauma or a similar accident, it is possible
that he would no longer be answerable. We may doubt the permanence of the
change due to a lack of evaluative scaffolding that might otherwise be present
in a gradual change. Even so, it may be the same pot, but with a different recipe
altogether.’

6. Complexity of persons

Notice in the above examples that determining salient similarity involves a
direct comparison and does not require repudiation or alienation to say whether
answerability has been retained or lost. Indeed, I see it as support for this account
that it recognizes the complexity and capriciousness of one’s evaluative

3 1 would like to thank one of the anonymous referces for pointing out the issues

I address in this section.
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constitution. Before reviewing Williams’ case, I will now briefly explore these
implications to argue that persons may repudiate the past and be deeply con-
flicted psychologically speaking without undermining an attribution of respon-
sibility. As I suggested when considering the reasons for change, continued
answerability provides the base for an interpretation, whereas factors such as
integration, and repudiation are more prognostic.

Marya Schechtman, who once argued for a loss of self by employing affective
discontinuity, has more recently argued (Schechtman, 2016) that states of deep
shame and repudiation cannot represent a loss because they require conflict. She
argues that experiences such as religious conversion do not constitute a loss of
sinful impulses but a “rejection of them” (Schechtman, 1996, p. 26). The sinner
does not feel the “need to give weight to former impulses” and is estranged from
those experiences’ past affects (Schechtman, 1996, p. 26). Despite affective dis-
sociation, the desire for sin creates the internal conflict that could arguably form
the basis for the feeling of shame. To feel these extremes of shame and repudi-
ation, I would even go as far as to argue that it requires the person who “inhabits
the point of view of the convert still has the point of view of the sinner in her
experiential repertoire” (Schechtman, 1996, p. 26). It is possible that Novel
Alex’s desire for violence still occupies a space in his evaluative profile, even
if it is unlikely that he would act on such preferences due to potential feelings
of shame. If it occupies space, then we can say that he has undergone an alter-
ation, not a replacement. The difference between one who matures and one who
grows to repudiate the past is relatively thin. Both are additive changes, with the
primary difference being with the sort of attitude expressed afterwards. Be it
pride, nostalgia, or shame, simply because one causes negative affect does
not make the past any less attributable. There is no loss as the “... convert
does not claim to no longer be a sinner, but only to repudiate his sin”
(Schechtman, 1996, p. 26). As shown with Brainwashed Alex, it might only
make a difference in the level of confidence one has with those changes.

Responsibility attribution might also hold when the agent is acting on appar-
ently lesser evaluative aspects. For instance, there may be evaluative aspects that
form part of one’s profile as a whole but are not readily attributable to the agent.
I may inadvertently laugh at an off-colour joke for which, as Smith argues,
“it seems not only morally objectionable to express amusement; it seems mor-
ally objectionable, and blameworthy, to be amused” (Smith, 2015a, p. 118).
I may argue that it is generally not like me to laugh at such jokes, and I usually
do not. The inadvertent laugh does not cohere with my more settled and inte-
grated disposition, and, admittedly, I would not want to be identified with a
lesser part of myself.

As Neil Levy and others have argued, the problem is that, for an action to
express one’s evaluative profile, it must express their “global perspective on
what matters morally, and not a single attitude or a set of attitudes that falls
short of constituting the agent’s evaluative stance” (Levy, 2011, p. 256).
Levy argues that a single controversial attitude, evaluatively sensitive whim,
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or accidental lapse inadvertently manifesting itself in one’s actions does not
express the agent’s evaluative profile “in the right way” because these do not
constitute attitudes adequately filtered through the agent’s broader moral beliefs
(Levy, 2011, p. 251). The attitude is “foo alien to the self to ground moral
responsibility” (Levy, 2017, p. 14). If he were right, then this would mean
that evaluative sensitivity alone (as I have suggested) does not determine
answerability because the attitude may be “crucially at odds with the states
with which we can most securely identify the agent” (Levy, 2017, p. 14).

Likewise, Nomy Arpaly and Timothy Schroder defend what they call the
“Whole Self” view of attributability. Their view amounts to the claim that
“[O]ther things being equal, agents are praiseworthy (or blameworthy) for the
good (or ill) they do to the extent that the morally relevant beliefs and desires
which led them to act were well-integrated (assuming that the act
met some very minimal standard of integration).” (Arpaly and Schroder, 1999,
p.- 175).

If Levy and Arpaly and Schroder are correct, then evaluative sensitivity and
alteration may be too thin for answerability. However, as profoundly connected
to character, answerability is concerned with ‘who the person is,” not who that
person mostly is, and internal conflict is quite common. A begrudging misan-
thrope, not unlike the one seen in Kant’s Groundwork for the metaphysics of
morals (1785/2005), may even deserve acclaim for acting on a morally praise-
worthy whim despite not having clear motivations to do so. More importantly, it
still seems intelligible to request a response as to why he did what he did. As
David Shoemaker writes, “integration, which is just about the relationship
between psychic elements, has no obvious connection to mattering”
(Shoemaker, 2005, p. 136). Again, as with brainwashing and repudiation, I sus-
pect a lack of integration is often considered to mitigate responsibility due to this
predictive function. For example, being a product of deeply integrated identifi-
cation may make it the case that the belief or attitude is featured more often in
decision-making. A more isolated attitude may even be more likely to fade
into indifference and strain attribution, but not so much as to rend apart the con-
nective thread to the current evaluative profile. It matters, but not in the way it is
usually framed.

Furthermore, I also find that the importance of integration is overstated: we
tend to think of ourselves as more unified — not just in our aims, but also in
our psychological constitution — than we actually are. Whole-self views and
an emphasis on integration assume that normal functioning corresponds to an
ideally rational, coherent, smoothly functioning agent. However, the reality is
far messier, and internal conflict is quite rampant. The focus on relevance
shows that we need not consider the entire evaluative profile because the lesser
aspects could potentially be what is most relevant in the circumstances. Some
evaluative aspects may represent a less integrated aspect of our character, but
being a lesser aspect would not necessarily undermine salient similarity, even
if it gives reason to think such similarity is likely to fade in the future.
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7. A claim of innocence

If continued responsibility attribution is not undermined by repudiation and
internal conflict, does this deny the claims made by Williams’ supporters?
Did answerability, and thereby responsibility attribution, hold? To this question
I would answer, quite unsatisfyingly (at least initially), ‘it depends.’
Responsibility and continued responsibility attribution are complicated and
they depend on several facts concerning the kind of change that Williams under-
went, and the facts of this case are not entirely clear. Due to his sentence’s final-
ity, like the ending of 4 clockwork orange, we will not see what could have
eventually happened to Williams. All we have is Williams and his supporter’s
claims of transformation and the state’s apparent denial of it.

On the one hand, there is an argument that Williams was quite similar to the
criminal who first entered the prison. Law enforcement officials and victims’
rights activists argued that Williams’ changes were overstated. After all, he
had numerous violations in San Quentin and this behaviour seemingly impli-
cated him as the same violent criminal he once was. One persistent reason
that was given to deny him clemency was that his behaviour in prison was
riddled with citations and aggression, but also that, until the end, he refused
to inform on his former gang associates. Schwarzenegger questioned his change
as “hollow” because Williams had remained “loyal to the gang member street
code of ethics” and refused to be debriefed by the prison authorities and provide
information on how the gang operated (Schwarzenegger, 2005, p. 3). In a
“60 Minutes” interview, Williams stated, “I have to say that the word ‘debrief-
ing’ is a euphemistic term for snitching. And my convictions won’t allow that”
(Leung, para. 33, 2004). Williams’ actions and responses to investigators seem-
ingly show him to be the same self, constituted by the same sort of motivations
and values.

On the other hand, it is not entirely clear that Williams is saliently similar
enough to render him answerable. Despite remaining loyal to some of the values
from his life before prison, Williams also underwent much personal change. His
work with similarly situated youth and how he considered himself to be trans-
formed raised questions of his continued guilt. However, as Koury and
Matheson argue, while redemptive acts can serve as evidence for profound
psychological change, “what matters is a relevant change to the psychology
itself” (Koury & Matheson, 2018, p. 219). To this extent, Williams seemed con-
flicted about his past values and exhibited optimistic narratives to reframe his
future. Despite retaining some loyalty to his former criminal life, Williams
also considered himself to be “a student of sociology and psychology” and
memorized words in the dictionary to improve his vocabulary (Williams,
2004, p. 224). He would draw portraits and sketch family and famous figures
in a process that he claimed to have a “halcyon affect” as a means of “calming
the beast within” (Williams, 2004, p. 224). This process and a newfound inner
calmness moved him to write books that targeted at-risk youth. Those arguing
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on Williams’ behalf might also point to his repudiation of former gang associ-
ations as evidence for a change in the relevant evaluative aspects. Williams
wrote, “In a cold sweat I shook myself out of this awful reverie, consumed by
sadness — not for Crippen, but for the lives of all the Crips who had died,
for the innocent black lives hurt in the crossfire, for the decades of young
lives ruined for a causeless cause” (Williams, 2004, p. 279). The change seen
here may represent an alteration that occurred with “day-to-day improvement”
(Williams, 2004, p. 295). Many of his evaluative beliefs shifted priority or
started to wither away. Nevertheless, an analysis of continued responsibility
would not reduce to a single continued trait or evaluative aspect, but a determi-
nation including whether the myriad of evaluative aspects he retained is suffi-
cient for determining similarity.

Williams felt shame about his criminal life and experienced inner conflict; he
was loyal to his former gang associates but repudiated this loyalty at the same
time. Consequently, the changes Williams underwent should be described as
alteration rather than replacement. It may be the case that his newfound passion
for writing, art, and the spoken word is telling of the potential and eventual loss
of answerability, but until that happens, it seems arguable that there is sufficient
salient similarity to his former self.

Thus, Williams may be genuinely conflicted and experience a deep affective
break with his past, but remain open to responsibility attribution for his past
crimes. Neither change of perspective, internal conflict, nor even fierce repudi-
ation guarantees a loss of answerability. I argued that these factors confuse the
question of responsibility attribution with potential recidivism and are based on
an ideal of human psychology. Williams was nevertheless changed, and even if
he may be said to be answerable, remaining answerable would not necessarily
justify his punishment. If his acts of service, repudiation of the past, and internal
conflict are indeed heuristics that help to predict future absolution, then there is
good reason to think that a loss of salient similarity is foreseeable if not likely.
The change he underwent could have, quite possibly, continued until there was a
complete replacement if his appeal for clemency had been granted.

8. Conclusion

As I have argued, salient similarity is concerned with whether one has retained
relevant aspects of character as to remain answerable and open to continued
responsibility attributions. Determining the extent of such similarity will
never be exact and will always be open to error. Its virtue, however, is the clarity
it brings to an often-fraught subject of inquiry. It serves as a reminder of what is
most important about character change, and it allows us to shift the significance
of other aspects of responsibility attribution without losing sight of them alto-
gether. Repositioning the importance of repudiation and integration as predic-
tive alters their importance, but it does not render these factors unimportant
or morally inert. They are indications of what could be. Perhaps Williams was
not rehabilitated — at least, not yet. The execution pre-empted the possibility
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of the rehabilitation that could have likely occurred, given the kinds of changes
he already had undergone. California may not have executed an innocent man
who was no longer answerable to his past crimes, but they likely executed some-
one we have good reason to think would eventually be dissimilar enough as to
no longer be answerable.
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