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Abstract

It is often thought that judgments about what we ought to do are limited by judgments about
what we can do, or that “ought implies can.” We conducted eight experiments to test the link
between a range of moral requirements and abilities in ordinary moral evaluations. Moral
obligations were repeatedly attributed in tandem with inability, regardless of the type (Exper-
iments 1-3), temporal duration (Experiment 5), or scope (Experiment 6) of inability. This pat-
tern was consistently observed using a variety of moral vocabulary to probe moral
judgments and was insensitive to different levels of seriousness for the consequences of
inaction (Experiment 4). Judgments about moral obligation were no different for individuals
who can or cannot perform physical actions, and these judgments differed from evaluations
of a non-moral obligation (Experiment 7). Together these results demonstrate that common-
sense morality rejects the “ought implies can” principle for moral requirements, and that
judgments about moral obligation are made independently of considerations about ability.
By contrast, judgments of blame were highly sensitive to considerations about ability
(Experiment 8), which suggests that commonsense morality might accept a “blame implies
can” principle.

Introduction

Morality is central to human social life [1-3]. Fulfilling moral obligations often requires us to
put other people’s interests before our own. Sometimes this is easy, but other times it is hard.
For example, it is plausible we are obligated to alleviate terrible suffering if we can do so at very
little cost to ourselves, as happens when we donate money to famine relief or vaccination pro-
grams. But how far does this obligation extend? Some argue that it extends to the point where
we would be making ourselves worse off than the people receiving charitable aid [4]. Many
have found this suggestion implausible, sometimes on the grounds that the requirements for
morality are limited by our psychology [5-7]. Given the way we are constituted, perhaps we are
simply incapable of donating that much. This raises an important question: how demanding is
morality and what are the limits of moral requirements?

According to a longstanding principle of moral philosophy, moral requirements are limited
by ability. This is often glossed by the slogan that “ought implies can” (hereafter “OIC” for
short). The principle says that one is obliged to perform an action only if one can perform the
action. Support for OIC can be traced back to at least Cicero [8]. A more explicit articulation

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0136589 August 21,2015

1/20


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0136589&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx
http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.aspx
https://www.ontario.ca/business-and-economy/early-researcher-awards
https://www.ontario.ca/business-and-economy/early-researcher-awards
http://banting.fellowships-bourses.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.html
http://banting.fellowships-bourses.gc.ca/home-accueil-eng.html

@’PLOS ‘ ONE

Inability and Obligation

Competing Interests: The authors have declared
that no competing interests exist.

comes from Immanuel Kant, who writes, “Duty commands nothing but what we can do,” and
that, “If the moral law commands that we ought to be better human beings now, it inescapably
follows that we must be capable of being better human beings” [9].

Contemporary philosophers widely endorse various versions of OIC concerning what one is
obliged, ought, or has duties to do when one is unable to do it [10-21]. The principle is also fre-
quently invoked in debates in moral philosophy over the relationship between moral obliga-
tions and alternative possibilities [10, 22-25], and the relationship between determinism and
free will [26-28]. OIC is also often invoked in discussions about the possibility of genuine
moral dilemmas, such as classic “trolley problem” thought experiments [20, 29-32]. Some have
even claimed that it is a principle of commonsense morality that laypeople accept [33]. Though
there are some notable exceptions [18, 33], there is widespread agreement about OIC and it
continues to remain an influential principle of moral philosophy.

Over the past decade, psychologists have made many important discoveries about moral
cognition. Many of these occurred because psychologists took seriously longstanding discus-
sions in moral philosophy about certain theories, principles, and thought experiments. For
example, examining intuitive reactions to trolley problems led to advancements in dual-process
models of moral cognition [34-36]. Studying intuitive reactions to the philosophical problem
of “moral luck™ has helped distinguish the causal and intentional properties contributing to
moral judgment [37, 38]. Similarly, other psychological discoveries have been informed by
philosophical contributions to the theory of intentionality [39, 40], objectivism [41], person-
hood [42], and ownership [43]. In the present paper, we follow a similar path. The main differ-
ence is that our starting point is OIC and our goal is to understand the relationship between
attributions of ability, moral requirements, and blame.

Prior research in psychology has demonstrated that judgments about what agents will do are
strongly influenced by perceptions of their ability to perform them [44-47]. It is currently
unknown whether perceptions of ability also influence judgments about what agents morally
ought to do, although two existing lines of evidence lend mild support for this claim. First,
researchers have found that inability diminishes people’s willingness to punish an agent. For
example, in resource allocation games, people punish greedy allocators significantly less when
the allocator is unable to select a generous allocation [48-52]. Perhaps this is because such alloca-
tors are less likely to be judged as morally obligated. That is, if they are not able to act generously,
then perhaps they are not obligated to act generously and, thus, not to be punished for acting
otherwise. Second, similar reactions are found in assessments of legal liability for uncontrollable
actions. For example, perpetrators of violent crimes are thought to deserve much less punish-
ment or criminal liability when their actions are due to cognitive dysfunctions or brain tumors
[53, 54]. This also suggests that people make allowances by lowering expectations for the moral
requirements of behaviors given that they are less likely to be perceived as able to control them.

While these observations might be suggestive, the relationship between judgments of ability
and morality has not been studied directly. This paper reports eight experiments that study it
directly. Our primary question is whether perceptions of ability limit judgments about whether
a broad range of moral requirements are present, or if moral requirements are attributed to
agents independently of the presence of an ability to fulfill them. The experiments focus on
straightforward cases featuring ordinary agents and moral decisions frequently encountered in
everyday life. They also focus on familiar ways that agents are unable to act, due to a variety of
common physical and psychological inabilities. We use a variety of different moral terminology
to evaluate support for the OIC principle, or something thereabout, in ordinary moral cogni-
tion, including “ought”, “obligation”, and “duty”.

The main findings are that, contrary to prevailing philosophical wisdom, commonsense
morality rejects the “ought implies can” principle. Moral requirements were attributed
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independently of ability, regardless of the type (Experiments 1-3), temporal duration (Experi-
ment 5), or scope (Experiment 6) of inability. This result was consistently observed using a
range of moral vocabulary to probe moral judgments and was insensitive to different levels of
seriousness for the consequences of inaction (Experiment 4). Judgments about moral obliga-
tion were no different for individuals who can or cannot perform physical actions (Experiment
7). By contrast, attributions of blame were highly sensitive to considerations about ability
(Experiment 8), which suggests that commonsense morality might accept a “blame implies
can” principle. We discuss the implications of these findings for moral psychology, moral phi-
losophy, and related questions in mental health research, criminal justice, and jurisprudence.

Experiment 1

We should honor our promises, but sometimes we make promises that we cannot keep. Philos-
ophers have wondered whether there can be genuine obligations to honor promises in such cir-
cumstances given the “ought implies can” principle [55, 56]. For instance, suppose that an
agent makes a promise to meet Brown but is physically or psychologically unable to keep the
appointment [56]. The first experiment uses this case from the ethics literature to test whether
such agents are considered obligated to meet Brown.

Method

Participants. Eighty participants were tested (aged 18-59 years, mean age = 32.35 years;
91% reporting English as a native language; 21 female). Participants were recruited and tested
using an online platform (Amazon Mechanical Turk [AMT] and Qualtrics) and compensated
$0.30 for approximately 2 minutes of their time. Written informed consent was given prior to
online participation. Ethics clearance to conduct this research with human participants was
granted by the University of Waterloo Office of Research Ethics. Participation was restricted to
United States residents. Participants were not allowed to re-take the study. Repeat participa-
tion, within and across experiments, was prevented by screening AMT Worker IDs. We
decided in advance to test 40 participants per condition, which dictated the sample size for this
and all subsequent experiments reported in the paper. These same basic recruitment and com-
pensation procedures were used in all other experiments reported below.

Materials and procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions
in a between-subjects design. Participants in each condition read a single story. The stories all
featured an agent, Walter, who promises to pick up Brown at the airport. In each story, Walter
lacks the ability to pick up Brown at the airport on the day of Brown’s flight [56]. The stories
differed in Walter’s type of inability. In the Physical condition, Walter is physically unable to
pick up Brown. In the Psychological condition, Walter is psychologically unable to do so.

Walter promised that he would pick up Brown from the airport. But on the day of Brown’s
flight, Walter is [in a serious car accident/suffering from clinical depression]. As a result,
Walter is not [physically/psychologically] able to pick up Brown at the airport.

After reading a story, participants were asked the same set of questions. The first question
was designed to test the “ought implies can” link. The OIC test question asked participants to
select whether Walter is obligated or not obligated to pick up Brown, on the one hand, and
whether Walter was physical or psychologically able to do so, on the other. This task was
designed to force participants to consider obligation and ability simultaneously, which is pref-
erable to individual evaluation due to potential biases that may occur when attributing them in
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isolation [57]. In the Physical condition, for instance, participants were asked, “Please choose
the option that best applies” from the responses below:

1. Walter is obligated to pick up Brown at the airport, and Walter is physically able to do so.
2. Walter is obligated to pick up Brown at the airport, but Walter is not physically able to do so.
3. Walter is not obligated to pick up Brown at the airport, but Walter is physically able to do so.

4. Walter is not obligated to pick up Brown at the airport, and Walter is not physically able
to do so.

The order of all response options was randomized. (Participants never saw the numerical
labels.) After answering the OIC test question, participants were taken to a new screen with
two additional questions. They were first presented with an inability probe, “Walter is literally
unable to pick up Brown at the airport”. The purpose of the inability probe was to check if par-
ticipants thought that the physical or psychological inability rendered the agent truly unable to
fulfill the obligation. Responses were collected on a yes/no dichotomous scale. They were then
asked to rate their agreement or disagreement with the blame item “Walter deserves to be
blamed for the fact that Brown was not picked up.” Responses for the blame item were col-
lected on a standard Likert scale, 1 (“Strongly disagree”)- 7 (“Strongly agree”). Participants
could not go back and change their answers. The story remained at the top of the screen
throughout. After testing, participants completed a brief demographic survey.

Results

Preliminary analysis revealed no effects of participant age, gender, or native language on the
dependent variables, so the analyses that follow collapse across those demographic variables.
The same is true in all the other experiments reported in this paper.

Assignment to condition did not affect responses to the OIC test question, X? (3, N=80) =
2.81, p = .422. Participants selected the “Obligated but Unable” response in both Physical and
Psychological conditions, 80%/88%, which each exceeded chance rates, binomial test, ps <
.000001, test proportion = .25.

Assignment to condition did affect the extent to which participants agreed that the protago-
nist was literally unable to pick up Brown, with 100% answering “yes” in the physical condi-
tion, and 32% answering “yes” in the psychological condition, X* (1, N = 80) = 40.98, p <
.000001. The magnitude of this difference was extremely large, Cramer’s V = .716. Also, mean
agreement with how much blame the protagonist deserves was significantly lower in the Physi-
cal condition (M = 1.95, S D = 1.08) than in the Psychological (M = 4.49, SD = 1.76) condition;
H78) =-7.73, p < .000001, nP2 = .434.

To further evaluate OIC, responses to the OIC test question were reanalyzed only including
participants in the Psychological condition agreeing in the inability item that the protagonist
was literally unable to pick up Brown (n = 13). Of these participants, 92% selected the “Obli-
gated but Unable” response, which exceeded chance rates, binomial test, p < .00001, test pro-
portion = .25.

Discussion

The overwhelming majority of participants judged that Walter is obligated to pick up Brown
despite the physical or psychological inability to do so. Participants were much more likely to
answer that suffering from a car accident made one “literally unable” to fulfill an obligation
than suffering from clinical depression did. Participants were also significantly more likely to
blame an agent for failing to fulfill an obligation when the reason for failure was described as
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psychological rather than physiological in nature. These asymmetries between physical and
psychological conditions may be a manifestation of mental health stigma reflected by common
misconceptions of mental illness (see General Discussion). For present purposes, however, we
note that those participants answering “yes” to the inability item in the Psychological condition
also overwhelmingly judged that Walter is obligated to pick up Brown. Experiment 1 serves as
a powerful counterexample to OIC. But one objection is that the results are due to the specific
wording of the vignettes or OIC test question. Given this, another experiment was conducted
to replicate and expand the findings of Experiment 1. To do this, a completely different cover
story was tested and probed for attributions of moral requirements using different moral
terminology.

Experiment 2

Experiment 2 was conducted to replicate and expand the results of Experiment 1 using a differ-
ent cover story and different terminology to probe for the presence of moral requirements,
including “duties” and “oughts”.

Method

Participants. One hundred and sixty participants were tested (aged 18-72 years, mean
age = 30.76 years; 93% reporting English as a native language; 62 female).

Materials and procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions
in a 2 (Inability Type: Physical/Psychological) x 2 (Phrasing: Duty/Ought) experimental design.
The stories all feature a playground safety worker named Michael, who sees some broken glass
in an area where kids sometimes play barefoot [58]. In each story, Michael lacks either the
physical or psychological ability to pick up the glass:

Michael is a playground safety worker. He sees some broken glass in an area where kids
sometimes play barefoot. But he is stricken by a sudden [paralysis in his legs/panic attack].
As a result, Michael is not [physically/psychologically] able to pick up the glass.

After reading one of these stories, participants were given an OIC test question similar to
the one used in Experiment 1 asking them select whether Michael is obligated and able to pick
up the glass. However the four response options differed in the way that the requirement was
phrased. Some participants was asked about what Michael “ought” to do (i.e. “Michael ought
to pick up the glass”), while others were asked about what Michael has a “duty” to do (i.e.
“Michael has a duty to pick up the glass”) despite having or lacking the physical or psychologi-
cal ability to do so.

After answering this question, participants were taken to a new page and presented with the
inability probe “Michael is literally unable to pick up the glass.” They were also again asked to
rate their agreement with the statement “Michael deserves to be blamed for the fact that the
glass was not picked up.” The scales and procedures of this experiment were identical to Exper-
iment 1.

Results

Multinomial logistic regression revealed that neither the Inability Type nor the Phrasing signif-
icantly affected answers in the OIC test question. In conditions adopting the “ought” phrasing,
participants selected the “Ought but Unable” response for both Physical and Psychological
conditions, 98%/89%, which each exceeded chance rates, binomial test, ps < .000001, test pro-
portion = .25. In conditions adopting the “duty” phrasing, participants selected the “Duty but
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Fig 1. Attributions of Duty and Ought with Inability. The number of participants choosing each OIC test option for “duty” phrasing (left panel) and “ought”
phrasing (right panel) across the Physical and Psychological conditions.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0136589.g001

Unable” response for both Physical and Psychological conditions, 88%/95%, which each
exceeded chance rates, binomial test, ps < .000001, test proportion = .25 (Fig 1).

Binary logistic regression analysis was conducted to predict response to the inability probe
(“Michael is literally unable to pick up the glass”) using Inability Type and Phrasing as predic-
tors. The model was statistically significant, X* (2, N = 160) = 38.19, p < .000001, and explained
between 21% and 34% of the variance in response to the inability probe. Responses to the
inability probe were significantly predicted by Inability Type (Wald = 18.25, p < .0001), with
95/100% answering “yes” in the Physical Duty/Ought conditions, and 71/51% answering “yes”
in the Psychological Duty/Ought conditions. By changing the type of inability from psycholog-
ical to physical, the odds of judging the agent “literally unable” increased 25.29 times, 95%

CI =5.75to 111.30. Phrasing was not a significant predictor.

A two-way analysis of variance yielded a large main effect of Inability Type on how much
blame participants thought the protagonist deserves, F(1, 156) = 43.06, p < .000001, n,* = .216.
Blame scores were again significantly lower in Physical conditions, Duty (M = 2.32, SD = 1.64),
Ought (M = 2.18, SD = 1.45) than in Psychological conditions, Duty (M = 4.10, SD = 1.90),
Ought (M = 4.11, SD = 2.12). There were no other significant main or interaction effects.

To further evaluate OIC, we again reanalyzed responses to the OIC test question only
including participants in Psychological Duty/Ought conditions answering “yes” to the inability
item (n = 49). These participants selected the “Duty/Ought but Unable” responses, 100%/84%,
which each exceeded chance rates, binomial test, ps < .000001, test proportion = .25.

Discussion

The results replicated each of the three effects found in Experiment 1. The overwhelming
majority of participants judged that Michael has a “duty” and “ought” to pick up the glass
despite the physical or psychological inability to do so. We also continued to find differences
between perceptions of physical and psychological inabilities. Participants were much more
likely to answer that suffering from paralysis made one “literally unable” to fulfill moral
requirements and less blameworthy for failing to fulfill them than suffering from panic attacks
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did. Participants were also significantly more likely to blame an agent for failing to act because
of psychological inability. Those participants answering “yes” to the inability item in Psycho-
logical conditions again overwhelmingly judged that Michael ought and has a duty to pick up
the glass.

Experiment 3

Experiments 1 and 2 demonstrate that people think obligations, duties, and oughts persist
despite an inability to fulfill them. But one objection to these studies is that they are limited to
stories framed in third-person points of view. Prior work has shown that framing a problem
from a certain perspective or point of view can influence cognitive evaluations [59, 60] and that
ascriptions of moral responsibility are also susceptible to this effect [61]. This suggests that dif-
ferent patterns of responses might emerge when people consider the scenario first-personally.
The present experiment tests this possibility.

Method

Participants. One hundred and sixty-four participants were tested (aged 18-69 years,
mean age = 34.27 years; 93% reporting English as a native language; 70 female).

Materials and procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions
in a 2 (Inability Type: Physical/Psychological) x 2 (Perspective: Actor/Observer) between-sub-
jects design.

Participants in each condition read a single story based on the airport vignettes adminis-
tered in Experiment 1. Participants in the Observer conditions saw Physical or Psychological
cases from Experiment 1 verbatim. Participants in the Actor conditions saw Physical or Psy-
chological cases adapted as follows:

You promised that you would pick up Brown from the airport. But on the day of Brown’s
flight, you are [in a serious car accident/suffering from clinical depression]. As a result, you
are not [physically/psychologically] able to pick up Brown at the airport.

After reading a story, participants in the Observer conditions were presented with the same
questions as participants in Experiment 1, adapted where appropriate for the actor tense (i.e.
“You are obligated to pick up Brown at the airport, but you are not physically/psychologically
able to do s0.”) Participants in these conditions were also presented with an adapted inability
item, “You are literally unable to pick up Brown at the airport” and blame item, “You deserve
to be blamed for the fact that Brown was not picked up” using the same scales and procedures
as Experiment 1.

Results

A preliminary multinomial logistic regression revealed that response to the OIC test question
was not significantly predicted by Inability Type, but it was predicted by Perspective. To explore
this effect further, results were collapsed across the Inability Type condition and a chi-squared
test was used to compare the rate at which participants selected the “Obligated but Unable”
response. Participants in Actor conditions were more likely to select this response than partici-
pants in Observer conditions, 89/76%, X* (1, N = 164) = 5.07, p < .05, Cramer’s V = .176.

Despite this effect, participants selected the “Obligated but Unable” response to the OIC test
question for all conditions of the experiment, Physical Observer, 78%; Physical Actor, 91%;
Psychological Observer, 73%; Psychological Actor, 88%, which each exceeded chance rates,
binomial test, ps < .000001, test proportion = .25 (Fig 2).
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Fig 2. Attributions of Obligation with Inability to Observers and Actors. The number of participants choosing each OIC test option as best applying for
Observer conditions (left panel) and Actor conditions (right panel) across Physical and Psychological conditions.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0136589.9002

Binary logistic regression analysis was conducted to predict response to the inability probe
(“Walter is/You are literally unable to pick up Brown at the airport”) using Inability Type and
Perspective as predictors. The model was statistically significant, X* (2, N = 164) = 68.91, p <
.000001, and explained between 34% and 50% of the variance in response to the inability
probe. Responses to the inability probe were significantly predicted by Inability Type
(Wald =19.51, p < .0001), with 100/98% answering “yes” in the Physical Observer/Actor con-
ditions, and 51/43% answering “yes” in the Psychological Observer/Actor conditions. By
changing the type of inability from psychological to physical, the odds of judging the agent
“literally unable” increased 95.52 times, 95% CI = 12.63 to 722.44. Perspective was not a sig-
nificant predictor.

A two-way analysis of variance yielded a large main effect for Inability Type on how much
blame participants thought the protagonist deserves, F(1, 160) = 65.92, p < .000001, n,* = .292.
Blame scores were again significantly lower in Physical conditions, Observer (M = 1.59,

SD =1.02), Actor (M = 2.43, SD = 1.56), than in Psychological conditions, Observer (M = 3.78,
SD = 1.78), Actor (M = 4.23, SD = 1.80). A two-way analysis of variance also yielded a small sig-
nificant main effect for Perspective on blame scores, F(1, 160) = 6.86, p = .01, n,” = .041. People
were more likely to blame themselves for failing to fulfill obligations than they were to blame
others. There were no interaction effects.

To further evaluate OIC, responses to the OIC test question were again reanalyzed only
including participants in Psychological conditions answering “yes” to the inability item
(n = 38). These participants selected the “Obligated but Unable” response in both Observer
and Actor conditions, 62%/77%, which each exceeded chance rates, binomial test, ps < .001,
test proportion = .25.

Discussion

People were again likely to judge that obligations persist despite inability when evaluated from
the third-person and first-person perspectives. Participants were also more likely to blame
themselves than they were to blame others.

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0136589 August 21,2015 8/20



@’PLOS ‘ ONE

Inability and Obligation

Experiment 4

Prior experiments demonstrate that participants attribute a series of moral requirements to
agents after they are rendered unable to act. However an important limitation of these studies
is that in each case, the agent had an ability to act that was then later removed in the story due
to a physical or psychological ailment. This increases the complexity of the judgments required
and could potentially contribute to confusion in responses. Subsequent experiments address
this concern by featuring cases that do not introduce inability in this way. Another limitation is
that the experiments thus far have involved breaking a promise or preventing non-lethal physi-
cal harm. Will the same patterns of responses persist in cases with more serious moral require-
ments? This experiment was conducted to test whether moral requirements persist in the
absence of ability in cases involving life-or-death circumstances. It also features a case where
the agent faces a specific situation in which they are unable to act due to uncontrollable features
of that situation, rather than through the introduction of a personal ailment rendering them
able or unable to act at different times in the story.

Method

Participants. Forty-one participants were tested (aged 18-70 years, mean age = 34.76
years; 93% reporting English as a native language; 26 female).
Materials and procedure. Participants were assigned to one condition:

Jessica is a lifeguard at a remote ocean beach. Two struggling swimmers are about to drown.
Jessica rushes in to save them. But because of the very far distance between the swimmers, it
is physically impossible for her to rescue both swimmers. Jessica rescues the one swimmer
but not the other.

Participants were presented with a similar OIC test question used in prior experiments.
This time participants were asked whether Jessica had or did not have a duty to rescue both
swimmers, on the one hand, along with whether she was physically or not physically able to do
so, on the other. Participants were also presented with an adapted inability item, “Jessica is lit-
erally unable to rescue both swimmers” and blame item, “Jessica deserves to be blamed for the
fact that a swimmer drowns” using the same scales and procedures as Experiments 1-3.

Results

Ninety-three percent of participants gave the “Duty but Unable” answer, which exceeded
chance rates binomial test, p < .000001, test proportion = .25. Ninety-five percent of partici-
pants answered that Jessica was literally unable to rescue both swimmers, which exceeded
chance rates, binomial test, p < .000001, test proportion = .5. Participants also strongly dis-
agreed that Jessica deserved to be blamed for the fact that a swimmer drowns (M = 1.83,

SD = 1.14). Blame scores were significantly below the neutral midpoint of 4, #(40) =-12.21, p <
.000001.

Discussion

The overwhelming majority of participants attribute moral requirements despite physical
inability when the consequences of failure were severe. These results also show that this pattern
persists for very different sorts of physical inability. The vignettes in Experiments 1-3 featured
physical inabilities involving factors “inside” the agent, due to disablement of an agent’s per-
sonal force, such as paralysis or the use of one’s legs. In the present experiment similar results
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were observed when an agent’s physical inability results from situational factors “outside” the
agent, such as opportunity and physical location. Participants ascribe duties to the agent even
though the reason why Jessica is unable to save both swimmers is because of uncontrollable
features of the situation, rather than through the introduction of an ailment rendering her able
to save both drowning swimmers at one time, and unable to do so at another time.

Though participants strongly attribute duties, it might be objected that they only do so in
this and prior experiments because the protagonists make a prior commitment or occupy a
prior role before an inability is introduced in the story. It also might still be objected that partic-
ipants in prior studies conceive of oughts as applying to agents only before the introduction of
an inability. The following experiment tests these possibilities.

Experiment 5

This experiment tests whether ought attributions persist despite inability in the absence of a
prior commitment or role, such as having made a promise or being a lifeguard. It also tests
whether these attributions continue when the duration of the inability is both recently intro-
duced or is the result of a lifelong inability.

Method

Participants. Eighty-one participants were tested (aged 19-59 years, mean age = 30.74
years; 96% reporting English as a native language; 27 female).

Materials and procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions
featuring an agent with an inability to act and who also occupies no explicit prior commitment
or moral role. The conditions differed in whether that inability was recent or lifelong:

Michael is relaxing in the park when he sees a small girl fall into a nearby pond. She is
drowning and definitely will die unless someone quickly pulls her out. This part of the park
is secluded and Michael is the only person around. But [Michael is stricken by a sudden
paralysis in his legs/Michael's legs have been paralyzed since birth]. As a result, Michael is
not physically able to save the girl.

Following past experiments, participants were then asked to “choose the option that best
applies” from the list below:
1. Michael ought to save the girl, and Michael is physically able to do so.
2. Michael ought to save the girl, but Michael is not physically able to do so.
3. Michael ought not save the girl, but Michael is physically able to do so.
4. Michael ought not save the girl, and Michael is not physically able to do so.

Participants were also presented with an adapted inability item, “Michael is literally unable
to save the girl” and blame item, “Michael deserves to be blamed for the fact that the girl
drowns” using the same scales and procedures as prior experiments.

Results

Assignment to condition did not affect responses to the OIC test question, X* (3, N = 81) = 4.38,
p = .224. Participants selected the “Ought but Unable” response for both Recent and (88%) Life-
long (95%) conditions at rates exceeding chance, binomial test, ps < .000001, test proportion =
.25. Assignment to condition did not affect whether participants thought Michael was “literally
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unable” to save the girl, 95/95%, X* (1, N = 81) = 0.001, p = .98. Participants in both conditions
strongly disagreed that Michael deserved to be blamed for the fact that the girl drowns

(Ms =2.05/1.38, SDs = 1.36/0.63), though they were more willing to blame the agent for failure
when the inability was recent than when it was lifelong, #(79) = 2.85, p < .01, np2 =.093.

Follow-up

It might be objected that the results from Experiment 5 were partly due to the oddness of hav-
ing options that say Michael “ought not” to save the girl. We believe that this issue is satisfacto-
rily addressed by the results of Experiment 2, where we observed no difference between probes
using “ought not” and “does not have a duty.” That is, in light of the earlier findings, it is
unlikely that the results in Experiment 5 were driven by any oddness associated with “ought
not” wording. However, out of an abundance of caution, we ran a follow-up that used the exact
same design and cover story as Experiment 5, but which used different response options for the
OIC test question:

1. Michael has a duty to save the girl, and he is physically able to do so.

2. Michael has a duty to save the girl, but he is not physically able to do so.

3. Michael does not have a duty to save the girl, but he is physically able to do so.

4. Michael does not have a duty to save the girl, and he is not physically able to do so.

Eighty new participants (aged 18-63, mean age = 31.55; 95% reporting English as a native
language; 31 female) were tested. Assignment to condition did not affect response to the OIC
test question, X* (2, N = 80) = 0.13, p = .939. Participants selected the “Has a Duty but Is Unable”
response for both Recent and (88%) Lifelong (85%) conditions at rates exceeding chance, bino-
mial test, ps < .000001, test proportion = .25. These results conclusively rule out the objection
that the findings in Experiment 5 are due to oddness associated with “ought not” wording.

Discussion

Participants again ascribed oughts in tandem with inability in conditions where no prior moral
commitments or roles are stated. Nearly all participants judged that agents in these conditions
ought to act despite the onset of recent or lifelong inability to do so. Moreover, it might have
been suggested that participants ascribe oughts in prior experiments only because they focused
on a time before an inability was introduced in the story. This experiment undermines that
interpretation because oughts were attributed to agents with lifelong inabilities who were at no
time able to act.

Experiment 6

Experiment 5 shows that participants are insensitive to the duration of an inability when they
make judgments about what an agent ought to do. Nonetheless, these cases still feature inabili-
ties that differentially affect the performance of a particular agent over others. Perhaps we
would observe a different pattern of results if the scope of the inability was not limited to one
particular agent, but rather, more generally prevented all agents from acting. This experiment
tests whether the scope of the inability affects ought ascriptions.

Method

Participants, materials and procedure. Eighty-one participants were tested (aged 18-66
years, mean age = 29.50 years; 93% reporting English as a native language; 31 female).
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Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions presented in Experiment 5.
The only difference in materials was that the cases were adapted such that the inability to act
was either specific to a particular agent or general to all humans:

Michael is relaxing in the park when he sees a small girl fall into a nearby pond. She is
drowning and definitely will die unless someone quickly pulls her out. This part of the park
is secluded and Michael is the only person around. But [Michael cannot/no human could]
swim fast enough to save the girl. As a result, Michael is not physically able to save the girl.

Participants answered the same questions using the same procedure as Experiment 5.

Results

Assignment to condition did not affect responses to the OIC test question, X* (3, N = 81) =
3.44, p = .328. Participants selected the “Ought but Unable” response for both Particular (90%)
and General (95%) conditions at rates exceeding chance, binomial test, ps < .000001, test pro-
portion = .25. Assignment to condition did not affect whether participants thought Michael
was “literally unable” to save the girl, 80/90%, X* (1, N = 81) = 1.68, p = .194, or how much
blame Michael deserves for the fact that the girl drowns (Ms = 2.20/1.78, SDs = 1.62/0.99), t
(79) = 1.41, p = .162.

Discussion

Participants were insensitive to ability when they made judgments about what an agent ought
to do, even in cases where no human beings ever have the ability to perform the relevant
action.

Experiment 7

Participants attribute requirements in tandem with physical inability in a wide variety of cir-
cumstances. But perhaps participants are ascribing obligations, duties and “oughts” in these sit-
uations indiscriminately, in ways that do not truly reflect their moral concepts. To test this
possibility, we collected obligation attributions in cases where ability is present or absent while
also distinguishing moral obligation from another familiar form of obligation: legal obligation.

Method

Participants. One hundred and sixty participants were tested (aged 18-73 years, mean
age = 33.20 years; 94% reporting English as a native language; 62 female).

Materials and procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions
in a 2 (Ability: Unable/Able) x 2 (Obligation Type: Legal/Moral) experimental design. The sto-
ries all featured the same basic text used in Experiment 6. The stories were adapted such that
Michael either has or lacks the ability to act as follows:

Michael is relaxing in the park when he sees a small girl fall into a nearby pond. She is
drowning and definitely will die unless someone quickly pulls her out. This part of the park
is secluded and Michael is the only person around. [But Michael is stricken with a sudden
paralysis in his legs and cannot swim to save the girl. As a result, Michael is not physically
able to save the girl./And Michael is a normal adult male and can swim fast enough to save
the girl. As a result, Michael is physically able to save the girl.]
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After reading one of these stories, participants were given an OIC test question similar to
the one used in prior experiments. However the response options featured different types of
obligation. One group of participants was asked about “legal” obligation (i.e. “Michael is
legally obligated. . .”), while another group were asked about what Michael has a “moral”
obligation to do. Participants answered the same subsequent questions using the same proce-
dure as Experiment 6.

Results

Preliminary multinomial logistic regression analysis revealed that responses to the OIC test
question were significantly predicted by Ability and Obligation Type. However, some response
options went unselected in some conditions, and logistic models are not recommended when
this happens [62]. Hence, to explore this effect, we conducted pairwise comparisons using chi-
squared tests.

Pairwise comparisons reveal that Ability affected responses to the OIC test question for
both Legal, X2 (3, N=80) = 76.23, p <.000001, Cramer’s V = .98, and Moral conditions, X2 (3,
N=280) =72.24, p < .000001, Cramer’s V = .95. Pairwise comparisons also reveal that Obliga-
tion Type affected responses to the OIC test question in both Unable conditions, X* (2, N = 79)
=24.01, p < .00001, Cramer’s V = .55, and Able conditions, X* (2, N = 81) = 18.53, p < .0001,
Cramer’s V = .48 (Fig 3).

In the Legal Able condition participants selected the options “obligated and able” (39%) and
“unobligated but able” (61%) at rates exceeding chance, binomial test, ps < .05, test proportion
=.25. In the Legal Unable condition 74% of participants selected the “unobligated and unable”
response, which exceeded chance rates, binomial test, p < .000001, test proportion = .25. In the
Moral Able condition 83% of participants selected the “obligated and able” response, which
exceeded chance rates, binomial test, p < .000001, test proportion = .25. In the Moral Unable
condition 78% of participants selected the “obligated but unable” which exceeded chance rates,
binomial test, p < .000001, test proportion = .25.

Binary logistic regression analysis was conducted to predict response to the inability probe
(“Michael is literally unable to save the girl”) using Ability and Obligation Type as predictors.
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Fig 3. The Role of Ability in Moral and Legal Obligations. The number of participants choosing each OIC test option as best applying for Legal conditions
(left panel) and Moral conditions (right panel) across Unable and Able conditions.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0136589.9003
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The model was statistically significant, X* (2, N = 160) = 171.37, p < .000001, and explained
between 66% and 88% of the variance in response to the inability probe. Responses to the
inability probe were significantly predicted by Ability (Wald = 56.26, p < .000001), with 0%
and 8% answering “yes” in the Legal and Moral Unable conditions, compared to 97% in both
the Legal and Moral Able conditions, odds ratio 740.5, 95% CI = 131.73 to 4162.50. Obligation
type was not a significant predictor.

A two-way analysis of variance yielded a large main effect of Ability on how much blame
participants thought the protagonist deserves, F(1,156) = 80.47, p < .000001, 1, = .34. Blame
scores were again significantly lower in Unable conditions, Legal (M = 1.85, SD = 1.14), Moral
(M =2.03, SD = 1.39), than in Able conditions, Legal (M = 4.59, SD = 1.91), Moral (M = 4.05,
SD = 2.09). There were no other significant main or interaction effects.

Discussion

Moral obligations are continually ascribed in tandem with inability, even though another
familiar form of obligation does not exist in the same exact scenario. This suggests that partici-
pants are applying their concepts of moral and legal obligation in these scenarios discrimi-
nately, even though they may have different ideas about the presence or absence of obligations
in these two domains.

Experiment 8

Results from the earlier experiments demonstrated that commonsense morality does not
endorse OIC. But the results also suggested a close connection between ability and blame judg-
ments. Thus, one might be led to wonder, even though ought does not imply can, perhaps
blame does. This experiment was designed as an initial test of this possibility. The research ques-
tion is whether ascriptions of ability and blame are consistent with a “blame implies can” princi-
ple, or if commonsense morality rejects this as readily as an “ought implies can” principle.

Method

Participants. Seventy-nine participants were tested (aged 18-56 years, mean age = 31.30
years; 98% reporting English as a native language; 31 females).

Materials and procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions
(Obligation and Blame) in a between-subjects design. Participants in both conditions read the
same story that was administered in the physical condition of Experiment 1, in which Walter is
physically unable to pick up Brown. After reading this story, one group of participants was
given the OIC test question from Experiment 1, while the other group was given a “blame
implies can” (hereafter BIC) test question. The BIC test question asked participants to select
the best option from the responses below:

1. Walter is blameworthy for not picking up Brown at the airport, and Walter is physically
able to pick him up.

2. Walter is blameworthy for not picking up Brown at the airport, but Walter is not physically
able to pick him up.

3. Walter is not blameworthy for not picking up Brown at the airport, but Walter is physically
able to pick him up.

4. Walter is not blameworthy for not picking up Brown at the airport, and Walter is not physi-
cally able to pick him up.
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Fig 4. The Role of Ability in Attributions of Obligation and Blame. The number of participants choosing each OIC test option (left panel) and each BIC
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Participants in both conditions answered the same two subsequent questions using the
same procedure as Experiment 1.

Results

Responses were significantly different between OIC and BIC test questions, X> (2, N = 79) =
60.64, p < .000001, Cramer’s V = .876. Eighty-five percent of participants selected the “Ought
but Unable” response to the OIC test question, which exceeds chance rates, binomial test, p <
.000001, test proportion = .25. By contrast, 97% percent of participants selected the “Not
blameworthy and Unable” response to the BIC test question, which exceeds chance rates, bino-
mial test, p < .000001, test proportion = .25 (Fig 4). Assignment to OIC or BIC condition did
not affect whether participants thought Walter was “literally unable” to pick up Brown (both
100%), or how much blame Walter deserves for not picking up Brown (Ms = 1.75/1.69,

SDs = 0.90/1.30), #(77) = 0.23, p = .819.

Discussion

The results provide initial support for the hypothesis that unlike obligations, blameworthiness
is not ascribed independently of perceptions of ability. This suggests that although ordinary
moral cognition does not endorse an “ought implies can” principle, it may support a closely
related principle, namely, “blame implies can.” In fact, we found that attributions of ability and
blame fit the exact pattern that “ought implies can” predicts regarding ability and obligation.
We emphasize that this experiment was intended only as an initial test. We do not firmly con-
clude that commonsense firmly endorses a “blame implies can” principle. Future research is
needed to evaluate the extent to which ability and blame are related in the context of moral
judgment beyond the patterns suggested here.
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Conclusions

Commonsense moral cognition rejects the principle that ought implies can. Experiment 1
showed that obligations persist despite the inability to fulfill them. Experiment 2 generalized
this finding to other narrative contexts and using different vocabulary to probe for obligation
attributions. Experiment 3 generalized the finding to third-person and first-person evaluations.
Experiment 4 generalized the finding to cases involving serious moral obligations in life-or-
death circumstances. Experiments 5-6 demonstrated that this pattern of judgments is not
diminished when alternating the duration or scope of inability. Experiment 7 shows that obli-
gations are not ascribed indiscriminately. Moral obligations persist with or without ability even
though other obligations, such as legal obligations are not attributed in the same circumstances.
Lastly, Experiment 8 suggests that, unlike attributions of obligation, attributions of blame are
informed by considerations of ability, which lends support to the related principle that blame
implies can.

We used a variety of different moral terminology to evaluate whether commonsense moral-
ity is inclined to accept an “ought implies can” principle, or something thereabout, including
“ought”, “obligation”, and “duty”. One could potentially draw many subtle philosophical dis-
tinctions among these concepts, and in principle they each might have related to ability differ-
ently in ordinary moral judgment. We found that each was attributed independently of ability.

In Experiments 1-3 we also saw important differences between the way physical and psy-
chological inabilities were perceived. Such differences between perceptions of psychological
and physical inability reveal a disquieting picture of the ordinary perception of psychological
disorders. These results cohere with prior research on mental health stigma, whereby mental
illness is viewed as the result of “personal weakness” or lack of “self-control” [63-65] and as the
result of “dualistic biases” among laypeople and mental health professionals that contribute to
a growing crisis in modern psychiatric treatment [66]. Our results indicate that although obli-
gations persist equally in both cases, psychologically incapable agents are more likely to be per-
ceived as able to fulfill their obligations, and more likely to be blamed for failing to fulfill those
obligations, than their counterparts with analogous physical inabilities.

These results highlight an important conceptual distinction between moral obligation and
blame. It has long been thought that to be morally obligated to do something is to be blame-
worthy or properly criticizable for failing to do it [67]. Our results strongly rule out this possi-
bility. Attributions of moral obligation were insensitive to whether the agent was considered
blameworthy for failing to achieve it. In Experiment 7, for instance, the overwhelming majority
of participants agreed that a bystander has a moral obligation to rescue a drowning child, but
they strongly disagreed that the bystander is blameworthy for the fact that the child drowns
when they are unable to prevent it. These results suggest that in ordinary moral cognition there
is an important difference between recognizing and attributing obligations, on the one hand,
and evaluating unfulfilled obligations, on the other.

The findings may also fundamentally inform responses to moral dilemmas. It is a typical
feature of many classic moral dilemmas—such as trolley problems [35, 68] or lifeguard cases
(Experiment 4)—that agents must choose to fulfill one moral obligation at the expense of
another. Our findings suggest that moral obligations persist despite the inability to fulfill them,
in precisely those life-or-death circumstances characteristic of moral dilemmas. In other
words, the rejection of “ought implies can” seems to speak to the very heart of why these situa-
tions strike us as so agonizing in the first place [32].

These findings also have broader implications for a series of questions at the intersection of
criminal justice and jurisprudence. The law regularly makes allowances for agents who lack
certain abilities, for instance the ability to control their actions or discern right from wrong. In
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some of these cases agents may be declared “not guilty by reason of insanity.” Insanity defenses
are not as common as one might think, and successful insanity defenses are often controversial
[69, 70]. The judgment that moral obligations persist even when legal obligations do not could
explain mixed reactions to insanity verdicts. In other words, nullifying legal obligations on the
basis of inability might seem counterintuitive because people recognize that inability does not
nullify corresponding moral obligations in the same circumstances.

Lastly, these results may also be relevant to the philosophical literature on the “ought
implies can” principle. Though commonsense morality rejects “ought implies can,” many phi-
losophers have defended it on the grounds that it is correct [8, 9, 12, 17]. Thus it would be satis-
fying to understand why the link between ability and obligation might have appeared intuitive
to some. A large body of prior research has shown that the motivation to blame someone often
leads people to distort causal facts and interpret them in a way that justifies their negative reac-
tions, a phenomenon known as blame validation [71, 72]. And new research has shown a fur-
ther dimension to this phenomenon, known as excuse validation [57, 73]. The motivation to
exculpate often leads people to distort causal facts and interpret them in a way that justifies
their emotional reaction. For example, when people recognize that someone has blamelessly
broken a rule, this can lead them to claim, paradoxically, that no rule was broken at all. One
hypothesis, then, is that the reported intuition that “ought implies can” is an instance of excuse
validation: the desire to excuse agents for blamelessly failing to fulfill obligations has led some
to deny that the obligations exist in the first place. Alternatively, but relatedly, perhaps some
have sensed that “blame implies can” is an intuitively powerful principle, but mistook this intu-
ition as evidence that “ought implies can.”
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