Is there a solution to the problem of moral luck?
What is moral luck? Moral luck is understood as the unsettling notion that people can be judged morally for actions or outcomes shaped by factors beyond their control (Latus, n.d.). In other words, it is the virtue that a moral agent takes responsibility for the consequences of their actions, and accepts moral praise or blame, even if they are not entirely responsible (Nelkin, 2019). The problem of moral luck arises from a tension between two key moral intuitions (Andre, 1983, p. 202): the control principle and moral responsibility. It is often believed that people should only be held morally responsible for actions or outcomes that are within their control (Sand, 2021, p. 765), although in reality, people are often held morally responsible for consequences that are significantly influenced by factors outside of their control (Talbert, 2024).  The purpose of this essay is to explore the philosophical problem of moral luck and how it presents a profound challenge to our understanding of moral responsibility (Nelkin, 2019). While we intuitively believe that individuals should only be held accountable for actions they can consciously control, real-life moral evaluations often incorporate elements of luck, leading to judgments based on outcomes rather than intentions (Nelkin, 2019). 
Two prominent philosophers of the 20th century highlighting this particular dilemma and concerned with the nature of moral responsibility, are Bernard Williams and Thomas Nagel. A significant area of knowledge providing focus to their beliefs lies within the masterpiece article, titled ‘Moral Luck’ (Williams & Nagel, 1976). Therefore, it is first necessary to understand their theoretical underpinnings, followed by a comprehensive evaluation of a proposed solution, the denial of moral luck presented by Immanuel Kant (1998). However, despite attempts to reconcile the predicament regarding moral luck, there appears to be no definitive solution. The pervasive role of luck in shaping human actions and outcomes makes it difficult, if not impossible, to fully separate moral responsibility from the uncontrollable factors that influence it (Nelkin, 2019). Therefore, this essay will also study Margaret Urban Walker’s paper ‘Moral Luck and the Virtue of Impure Agency’ (1991), to demonstrate how moral luck is an inescapable aspect of ethical evaluation. Consequently, any attempt to resolve it fails to eliminate the inherent tension between luck and moral responsibility (Nelkin, 2019). 
Firstly, in order to fully understand the problem of moral luck, it is important to begin by outlining some of the key arguments presented by Bernard Williams and Thomas Nagel in ‘Moral Luck’ (1976). Bernard Williams begins his discussion by stating “for what is not in the domain of the self is not in its control, and so is subject to luck” (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 115). For Williams, in order to live a happy life, one only needs to be concerned with the things in their control. However, in order to live a successful and good life, one must be aware of what they can control (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 115), that being the “talent which all rational beings necessarily possess” (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 116). This is because there are many situations in life whereby factors beyond an individual’s control can significantly affect how they are morally judged and perceived within society. For example, two individuals make the decision to drive home after drinking at a party. Both individuals, Driver A and Driver B, are equally intoxicated and drive recklessly above the speed limit down a similar kind of road (Hartman, 2020, p. 105). Driver A makes it home without any incident occurring, while Driver B, unfortunately, kills an individual who suddenly steps onto the road (Hartman, 2020, p. 105). This scenario illustrates that both drivers made the same reckless decision with neither intending to cause harm. However, given the circumstances and the outcome that followed, they would be morally judged differently, even though the death of the individual was largely due to bad luck (Hartman, 2020, p. 105). Driver A would be susceptible to significant criticism, while Driver B would face much harsher moral condemnation, as well as manslaughter charges for causing death by dangerous driving and being under the influence of alcohol. Consequently, this creates tension between our intuitions that people can only be held morally responsible for actions or outcomes that are within their control (the ‘control principle’), with the realisation that outcomes beyond an individual's control can significantly influence how they are morally judged (Hartman, 2020, p. 105). Therefore, “the problem of moral luck is that we intuitively believe that both drivers are and are not equally blame-worthy” (Hartman, 2020, p. 105). Thomas Nagel develops Williams' ideas on moral luck by furthering the philosophical problem and highlighting this as the inherent ‘paradox’ (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 139). Consequently, creating a moral contradiction between theory and practice, where on the one hand, the aim is to maintain a moral framework that only judges people based on their intentions and choices, with the harsh reality that our moral judgments often reflect the influence of luck (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 138).
Both Williams and Nagel share a fundamental aim of discrediting Kantian ethics (Latus, n.d.), insisting that its conception of moral luck fails to account for the pervasive role of luck in moral life. Williams regards this viewpoint as “radically incoherent” (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 116) with Nagel declaring it “intuitively unacceptable” (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 145) because “morality itself cannot be rendered immune to luck” (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 116). In order to demonstrate this claim, Williams utilises a thought experiment about a creative artist, Gauguin, whose career aspiration is to become a great painter (Williams & Nagel, 1976, pp. 117-118). However, in doing so, Gauguin feels he must abandon his family to live in a more suitable environment that will allow him to succeed (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 117). Nevertheless, Williams asserts that even with Gauguin’s thorough reasoning, his chances of success as a painter are essentially impossible to predict, meaning he could not be entirely certain whether leaving his family to develop his talent was the correct decision (Latus, n.d.). Hence, Williams claims that “the only thing that will justify his choice will be success itself” (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 118) and success partly depends on luck and whether he possesses the ability to be a great artist, something he will only know once he has tried. Williams focuses on Gauguin’s ability to be a great artist through his conception of intrinsic luck, which is largely significant to the rational justification of success or failure (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 121). This is because intrinsic luck refers to elements that are under consideration. Therefore, if Gauguin is able to fulfil his talent as an artist and live in an environment that allows his talent to flourish, then his ambition of being a great painter will succeed and be justified (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 122). 
Nagel identifies four types of moral luck that can be applied to every situation. These are known as resultant, circumstantial, constitutive and causal luck (Speaks, 2009). For Nagel, resultant luck involves being judged based on the outcomes of one’s actions (Speaks, 2009, p. 2), while circumstantial luck arises when people are morally assessed for actions taken in situations they have no control over (Speaks, 2009, p. 3). Constitutive luck concerns the traits and dispositions individuals possess, which are shaped by factors such as genetics or upbringing (Speaks, 2009, p. 2). Lastly, causal luck refers to the chain of events leading up to an action, where uncontrollable influences from the past affect a person’s decisions (Speaks, 2009, p. 3). These different types of moral luck can assist in explaining how Gauguin’s moral standing is evaluated. At the outset, resultant luck is central to Gauguin because his decision to abandon his family is judged based on the success of his artistic career. As he succeeded as an artist, his choice to leave his family would not be condemned. Likewise, Gauguin’s circumstances (circumstantial luck) allowed him to pursue a career as an artist because his character, desires and ambitions motivated him to prioritise his art over his family (constitutive luck). Finally, Gauguin’s prior experiences in the artistic world have influenced his decision to leave his family and follow his dreams (causal luck). Therefore, it is through the lens of moral luck that Gauguin’s actions can be morally evaluated. 
Nevertheless, Williams’ primary purpose in employing this example is to highlight the role of resultant luck in moral evaluations (Sartorio, 2012, p. 63). To summarise, Gauguin’s decision to abandon his family to pursue his career aspiration of becoming a great painter is highly dependent on the success or failure that follows his actions. However, because of his success, his choice appears justifiable, demonstrating that the moral value of his decision is dependent on the outcome. For Nagel, the evaluation of Gauguin’s actions can lead to a complex moral evaluation of his character and decisions (Williams & Nagel, 1976, p. 141). Thus, challenging the idea that moral judgments can be made solely based on the agent’s intentions or control, without considering the role of external factors (Moore, 1990, p. 303).
Although Williams and Nagel both believe that moral luck presents a profound challenge to traditional notions of moral responsibility, neither has offered a definitive solution to the problem. However, one philosopher whose moral philosophy has formed a foundation for a solution to the problem of moral luck is Immanuel Kant. Kant’s moral philosophy is grounded in the belief of the control principle, that moral responsibility and moral worth are based solely on an individual's rational will and the intentions behind their actions, rather than on external circumstances or outcomes (Rohlf, 2024). For Kant, “there can be no such thing as moral luck” (Moore, 1990, p. 302). His rejection of moral luck begins with his conception of good will in the ‘Groundwork to the Metaphysics of Morals’ (1785). According to Kant, good will is the only thing that is unconditionally good (Kahn, 2021, p. 373), because of its intrinsic nature rather than the outcomes or results. Therefore, moral value is only concerned with one’s intentions and the capacity to act from duty and follow the moral law, as opposed to the action that produces a favourable or unfavourable outcome (Johnson & Cureton, 2022). Kant’s rejection of moral luck can be illustrated using the example of accidental harm to a child. In this scenario, a person is driving carefully along a country road while abiding by all the traffic laws. Suddenly, a child runs into the street, and despite the driver’s best efforts to stop and avoid the child, the child is struck by the car. According to Kant, the moral evaluation of the driver should only be based on their intent and care in driving, not the tragic outcome that has followed. Therefore, he would argue that even though an unforeseeable event occurred, it would not make the driver morally blameworthy because they acted in accordance with their duty to drive responsibly. This rejects the idea of moral luck, where one might be blamed for an unfortunate accident. As a result, Kant would deny the existence of moral luck because the moral agent cannot control the outcome, emphasising its lack of influence on moral evaluation. 
Alternatively, central to Kant’s philosophy is the belief in human freedom. For Kant, morality is grounded in autonomy, rationality and free will; therefore, moral judgements can only be based solely on what a moral agent can control. Freedom is a crucial element of Kant’s philosophy because it emphasises that human beings are free in a way that they can choose how to act (Rohlf, 2024). In order to demonstrate this claim, Kant discusses the notion of an individual who decides to steal from a shop (Rohlf, 2024). Kant would argue that this individual’s action would be perceived as morally wrong only if they had the control and power to choose otherwise (Rohlf, 2024). Nevertheless, if they were being held at gunpoint, meaning the decision to steal was not within their control, it would be incorrect to assume his action was morally wrong. Kant would conclude that the concept of moral rightness and moral wrongness can only apply to free moral agents who have complete control and power over their actions (Rohlf, 2024). 
However, Kant’s traditional position involving the belief that one’s moral worth and moral judgement should be based solely on an individual's intentions has been heavily criticised by American philosopher, Margaret Urban Walker. In her paper ‘Moral Luck and the Virtue of Impure Agency’ (1991), Walker explores the complexities of moral responsibility and argues “for the reality and deep importance of moral luck in human life” (Walker, 1991, p. 15). One of Walker’s’ main critiques of Kant’s philosophy is that morality must be based on universal principles derived from reason (Walker, 1991, p. 17). For Walker, this approach is too abstract and disconnected from the realities of people’s lives. On the contrary, she argues that ethical decision-making cannot be reduced to universal principles because individuals are embedded in complex social relationships and structures of power (Walker, 1991, p. 17). Moral reasoning must consider how people’s actions and choices are shaped through various “perceptions, judgements, expectations, responses and attitudes” (Walker, 1991, p. 17). Therefore, ignoring the existence of moral luck would be unreasonable. Walker introduced the concept of ‘impure agency’ to develop this argument, insisting that human agency and moral virtue are ‘impure’, shaped by a reliable capacity of external influences to navigate chaotic and imperfect situations (Walker, 1991, p. 20). Similarly to Kant’s discussion previously, Walker would argue that accidental harm can be applied as an example of an imperfect situation, where moral responsibility is extended beyond one’s control. For example, a person is driving carefully along a country road while abiding by all the traffic laws. Suddenly, a child runs into the street and at the same moment, the person drives through an unexpected ice patch. Regardless of the person’s best efforts to stop and avoid the child, the consequences were fatal, and the child passed away. Walker would argue that despite the person’s lack of intention to cause harm and their adherence to traffic laws, they may still face legal consequences, such as being charged with manslaughter because society often extends moral and legal responsibility to them. After all, the consequences of their actions were harmful. This reflects a form of moral luck and demonstrates how, in practice, responsibility is sometimes extended beyond an individual’s intentions or control, especially when the outcome of an action causes significant harm to others. Consequently, Walker’s approach to accepting the existence of moral luck is more contextual because it demonstrates moral agents’ ability to maintain virtue and integrity in situations that often limit their control (Walker, 1991, p. 20). 
In conclusion, the problem of moral luck presents a profound challenge to our understanding of moral responsibility, revealing inherent tensions between our intuitions and moral evaluation. Despite insights from philosophers like Bernard Williams and Thomas Nagel, who highlight various types of moral luck - resultant, circumstantial, constitutive, and causal—there remains no definitive solution to this dilemma. While Immanuel Kant’s rejection of moral luck emphasizes intention and rational choice, it fails to account for the complex factors that shape outcomes. Margaret Urban Walker’s critique underscores the limitations of Kantian ethics by emphasizing the influence of external contexts on moral decision-making. Ultimately, the pervasive role of luck in moral assessments suggests that completely disentangling moral responsibility from chance is impossible. Instead of seeking a definitive resolution, it is more productive to acknowledge the inescapability of moral luck and reflect on how it shapes our judgments in a world where outcomes often lie beyond our control.
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