
The Sense and Nonsense of Tracing 

Jill is at a party with her colleagues to celebrate a deal her company struck with an important 

client. Although she is not an alcoholic, Jill has drunk an entire bottle of whisky by the time 

the party ends. After becoming heavily inebriated Jill decides to drive home in her car. As she 

swerves home, she hits and kills a pedestrian on the sidewalk. Typically – barring special 

circumstances – Jill and agents like her are held morally responsible not only by relatives of 

the deceased, but also by strangers, and even by Jill herself. Many philosophers grant that this 

kind of case presents a problem for a theory of moral responsibility. Even if we believe Jill to 

be morally responsible for the decision to drive and for causing the accident, Jill does not 

appear to be in control over her actions at the time of those actions, while many believe that 

control is necessary for moral responsibility.  

In order to reconcile Jill’s lack of control and her moral responsibility, many 

philosophers have endorsed ‘tracing.’ According to these philosophers we can trace back 

moral responsibility for some actions outside of an agent’s control to suitably related actions 

over which the agent does have control. In Jill’s case we can trace back Jill’s moral 

responsibility for deciding to drive and for causing the accident to Jill’s control over her 

drinking behavior. Many defenders of control-based theories of moral responsibility have 

accepted tracing. For example, John Martin Fischer and Neal Tognazinni (2009) claim that 

“tracing just seems both highly plausible and theoretically indispensable” (p. 553). 

In the recent decade a debate about the plausibility and theoretical indispensability of 

tracing emerged. My aim is to contribute to this debate. I argue that in order to establish 

whether tracing is plausible and theoretically indispensable, we must first distinguish two 

readings of tracing. On one reading, we trace back the responsibility for some consequences 

to suitably related actions over which the agent exercises control. The plausibility of tracing 



on this reading is dependent on the plausibility of extant moral luck. I will show that even if 

tracing on this reading is plausible, it is theoretically indispensable only in a limited sense. On 

the second reading, we account for the responsibility for some actions over which an agent 

has no control by tracing these actions back to earlier actions. On this reading, tracing allows 

us to treat these actions over which the agent has no control as if they were regular actions 

over which the agent does have control. I argue that on this reading tracing is implausible and 

theoretically dispensable.  
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