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war politics as an alternative to the now-dominant responsibility-as-accountability.
Nevertheless, one may wonder whether there is not a sleight of hand here, playing
on ambiguity in the word ‘responsibility’. To his credit, Mounk acknowledges that
the shift to responsibility-as-duty “may seem like a change of topic,” but it is far
from clear that “[a] real response to the pitfalls of the age of responsibility . . .
requires us to think anew what the term should entail” (146). If responsibility-as-
accountability has really acquired the dominant status Mounk claims, entrenched
across academia as well as politics, is it not simply a form of “persuasive definition,”
as C. L. Stevenson called it, to redefine responsibility as a matter of duty rather
than accountability? If duty is more important than accountability, why not try to
show that directly by arguing about duty and accountability?

This is an ambitious book that largely succeeds in what it sets out to do. The
comments above have focused on the one respect in which it is curiously unam-
bitious—its refusal to overtly enter the debate about luck egalitarianism and re-
lational egalitarianism, despite the position in that debate that it implicitly takes.
But this is not to downplay the book’s significant value as a study of the intellec-
tual history of the age of responsibility. It also provides a thorough critical review
of recent attempts to make the welfare state track individual responsibility. Even
in strictly conceptual terms, significant moves are made. The taxonomy of views
within the age of responsibility, and especially the distinction between denial of
responsibility and denial of the relevance of responsibility, is likely to have great
value when considering application of theories of distributive justice. Readers
across the social sciences and philosophy with an interest in individual responsi-
bility will find that the book repays close reading.

Carl Knight
University of Glasgow

Oberdiek, John. Imposing Risk: A Normative Framework.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017. Pp. 235. $70.00 (cloth).

What, if anything, makes the imposition of a risk on another person morally sig-
nificant? What, if anything, would determine the permissibility of such an impo-
sition? Do we have individual rights not to have risks imposed upon us? These
questions have been at the forefront of the ethics of risk literature for some time.
They also lie at the heart of this book. Oberdiek addresses these moral aspects of
risk impositions from a perspective drawing on legal philosophy, tort law theory,
rights theory, Razian ideas on autonomy and reasons, Scanlonian contractualism,
and morality framed in terms of what we can reasonably justify to each other. This
adds a new flavor to the largely consequentialist, cost-benefit, and rights-based treat-
ments that have come to dominate much of the ethics of risk literature. Some of
the ideas in the book were introduced in earlier papers (see, e.g., John Oberdiek,
“Towards a Right against Risking,” Law and Philosophy 28 [2009]: 367–92; John
Oberdiek, “The Moral Significance of Risking,” Legal Theory 18 [2012]: 339–56).
However, one of the delights of the book is that it reads as a monograph. Overall,
it is a welcome contribution in a largely undertheorized but important subfield
of moral philosophy, adding an important and distinctive voice to this discussion.
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The book is relatively short, comprising five chapters, together with a help-
ful introduction that serves as a chapter in its own right. At the heart of the book
lies the “pure risk” puzzle: what, if anything, makes a risk imposition as such mor-
ally significant? It cannot be the possible harm outcome, since this would not
apply to the cases where the risk does not result in harm. Could it be the fact that
such risk impositions could cause fear, as suggested by Robert Nozick (Anarchy,
State, and Utopia [Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006])? But this would leave all cases
that do not cause fear without significance. Oberdiek asks, “What of risk impo-
sitions that neither result in the harm that they risk, induce fear in others, nor
disrupt anyone’s life? Do they bear moral significance?” (68). This is the core
question of the book. Oberdiek contrasts the significance of “risking” with that of
“harming”; whereas the moral significance of the latter is straightforward, “im-
posing the risk of harm on another, by contrast, seems to lack the requisite im-
pact on the life of whomever is risked. And as a consequence, it is hard to fathom
what could be morally relevant about imposing risk as such” (8). Interestingly,
Oberdiek rejects both dominant answers to this puzzle, the idea that it is the very
potentiality to cause harm that makes risk impositions morally significant and
the idea that risk impositions as such are a kind of harm (see, e.g., Clare Fin-
kelstein, “Is Risk a Harm?,” University of Pennsylvania Law Review 151 [2003]: 963–
1001).However, his own account comes relatively close to the latter view: risk im-
positions as such can constitute harm, not in terms of a setback to preferences, but
as a setback to autonomy understood as a core moral interest.

The first two chapters are dedicated to finding a theory of probability that
makes sense of the notion of risk in a moral context. The three chapters that fol-
low seek to answer what makes risk impositions morally significant, what would
make some of them permissible, and whether we can have rights against risk im-
positions, and if so, to what extent. Although the question of the morality of risk
impositions forms the central problem of the book, in the process Oberdiek en-
gages with a large set of problems identified in the literature, ranging from the
multiple reference group problem and probability theory to problems of aggre-
gation and the scope of moral rights. Taken together, the five chapters of the
book cover a lot of ground. In fact, it addresses many of the central topics in
the ethics of risk literature and deserves praise for addressing both the probabil-
ity aspect and the normative aspect of risk impositions in the same book.

Three ideas appear to serve as a backbone to the overall framework. The
first is the conceptual identification of “risk” with probability of harm, as laid out
in the introduction (3–5) and discussed in chapters 1 and 2. The second is the
framing of the moral problem as one of “pure risks” or risk impositions as
such—what is the moral significance of a risk that does not cause harm? This
roughly follows Judith J. Thomson’s distinction between harm, pure risks (which
may never cause any harm), and impure risks (which cause both harm and the
risk of additional harm) (“Imposing Risks,” in Rights, Restitution and Risk [Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986], 173–91). The third is the proposal
that the moral significance of risk impositions can be located in its detrimental
effects on autonomy and on the choice-worthy options available to the moral agent
(introduction, chap. 3 and onward). The first idea frames the concept of “risk”
for the book. The second defines the main problem to be investigated. The third
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proposes a core value that can form the basis for a solution to the problem: first
as a currency for moral significance, then as the basis for moral permissibility and
impermissibility, and later as a ground for duties of care and a right against risk
impositions. I will briefly say something about all three of these ideas.

Already in the introduction, the concept of “risk” is defined as probability
of harm (3). Consequently, the first two chapters contemplating the notion of
risk are dedicated to a search for an appropriate conception of probability,
one that would suit moral inquiry and be both sufficiently normative and suf-
ficiently practical. I find the move to define risk as probability of harm slightly
too quick. The assumption seems to be that “risk” must be defined either prob-
abilistically, as probability of harm or as the product of probability and potential
harm, or in a qualitative sense à la Slovic (15–18 and 16 n. 1). However, the dis-
cussion about probability theory from a moral perspective is interesting in its
own right, independent of one’s favored definition of “risk.”Oberdiek finds both
subjective and objective theories of probability wanting, but for contrary rea-
sons. Subjective probability can ascribe distinct probabilities to all cases of risk
impositions but fails to be sufficiently normatively useful, in that it reflects only
the agent’s own beliefs. The objective probabilitymakes normative sense but can-
not ascribeprobabilities to single instances of risks and faces themultiple reference
class problem. Instead, Oberdiek proposes a middle category based on subjec-
tive probabilities, but adjusted against objective evidence and in combination
with a “reasonable person” perspective, in order to pin down the most reasonable
probability of harm for a particular risk imposition. In essence, what Oberdiek
is after is a probability ascription that allows us to hold one another accountable,
and he lands in a conceptualization of risk that he names “evidence-relative rea-
sonable person concept of risk” (49).

What property is it that makes the mere risk of harm morally problematic
and, presumably, in some cases impermissible? According to Oberdiek, it cannot
be the fact that it “portends to harm.”Nor can it be that a risk imposed is a harm,
at least not in any direct material sense. Central to this framing of the problem is
that “if imposing pure risks is morally significant it means that the imposition of
risk as such is a proper object of moral assessment, calling for justification, such
that any risk imposition is a candidate wrong and potentially impermissible” (68–
69). At first, the idea that it is not the potential harm that a risk could bring about
that makes it morally significant may seem counterintuitive. However, according
to Oberdiek, the concern is that significance based on harm outcome can ascribe
only a “secondary kind of moral significance” to the risks (72). If we want to claim
that risk impositions are morally problematic, it cannot be because of the harm
they lead to when they do; this is already taken care of in moral theory without
any appeal to the concept of “risk.” Actions that lead to harm already call for jus-
tification. “Subjecting another person to risk that ripens into the risked harm, for
example, calls for justification just as any harmful conduct does,” he writes (67).
This cannot explain the moral significance of risk impositions as such. The posi-
tion he defends is that risk impositions are morally significant in their own right,
even when harm does not result, and that they are so because of their negative
impact on the lives of those they affect. Risk impositions are significant owing to
the real, but immaterial, harm they can cause. In particular, they can diminish
autonomy as a core interest.
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Hence, the third idea is that the moral significance of risk impositions can
be located in its detrimental effects on autonomy and on the choice-worthy op-
tions available to a person subjected to risk. In this way, one can argue that a risk
imposition has moral significance and can be impermissible, even in cases where
harm does not result and without assuming that a risk is a harm (in a material
sense). This can explain how imposing a pure risk is morally significant (which is
not yet saying morally impermissible): pure risks can cause real negative impact
on the person subjected to harm without causing harm or being itself a kind of
material harm. One of the arguments for this idea comes by way of an analogy:
to impose risks is comparable to laying out traps for another. A person may never
fall into the traps laid down but would be restricted by the fact that they were there.
As Oberdiek states, “I have argued that the distinctive and primary moral signifi-
cance of imposing risk on others lies in the effect that risk has on the autonomy
of those subject to it. Autonomy requires a variety of worthwhile options, but when
one is subject to risk, certain of those options are foreclosed. Just as a trap can
diminish the autonomy of the one threatened by it, even if it never snares the
would-be victim, risks that do not end up causing material harm to anyone never-
theless can curtail the autonomy of those in the orbit of the risk” (131). This idea,
then, seems to avoid the criticisms of the “risk is harm” position, as well as the
“risk is problematic because it can lead to harm” position, and still explain how
risking is morally problematic. Oberdiek’s suggestion is that risk impositions di-
minish autonomy and the options constitutive of autonomy. The notion of “safe
options” or “choice-worthy options” is key. Oberdiek exemplifies the basic idea
with a speeding driver on a highway:

Imagine . . . a speeding driver weaving in and out of traffic around you as
you drive on a highway. The speeding driver subjects you, and others nearby,
to risk. The question now is whether any interest of yours has been im-
pinged, and specifically, whether your autonomy has in any way been dimin-
ished. Under at least one possible scenario, the answer seems to be clearly
“yes.” If the speeding driver whizzes just past your car, then, while you are
lucky not to have been hit, it remains the case that your freedom of (safe)
movement was significantly restricted—one move to the left would have re-
sulted in a devastating wreck—and surely that constitutes a diminution of
your autonomy. (97)

Risk impositions can, in this way, cause nonmaterial harm. Furthermore, auton-
omy is an important enough moral value to ground rights, although rights in
his framework carry less weight than in traditional rights-based ethics and are
more akin either to “intermediate” conclusions or to final conclusions in speci-
fied circumstances, bearing on all reasons relevant to the case.

Is “autonomy” the right place to look for the moral significance of risk im-
positions? There are at least three worries that come to mind. First, not all mor-
ally problematic risks imposed seem to affect autonomy negatively. Consider some-
one connecting two remote regions by building a rickety rope bridge across a deep
gorge. It is hard to see that the bridge would foreclose any options, choice-worthy
or otherwise. My unease with this is that many cases of risk impositions are of this
type: they add more, but risky, options—and sometimes only in competition with
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other unsafe or directly harmful alternatives. Risk impositions cannot be morally
significant only when they consist in a worsening of a situation against a back-
ground of preexisting safety. Take unsafe migrant boat rides offered to migrants
as escape routes by human smugglers. It would seem that what makes such risks
morally significant is precisely that they portend to harm, even when they do not
lead to death, rather than that they foreclose some hypothetical safer option that
is not on offer. Second, not all morally problematic risk impositions seem to af-
fect autonomy or autonomous agents. If risk impositions were problematic only
in those cases where autonomy is affected, this would considerably narrow the
class of potentially morally significant risks. The moral significance related to cli-
mate change risks, risks imposed on children, or risks imposed on someone in
a coma, to borrow Placani’s example, would all require a different explanation
(Adriana Placani, “When the Risk of Harm Harms,” Law and Philosophy 36 [2017]:
77–100). Third, if autonomy singles out what is morally significant about acts
of risk imposition, then this would also presumably point to a defining difference
between acts that impose a risk of harm, on the one hand, and acts that mitigate
or counteract harm, on the other. However, many acts to contain, mitigate, or pre-
vent risks affect autonomy negatively and sometimes to a greater degree than the
risk imposition itself. For example, issuing a curfew when there are high levels of
air pollution obviously forecloses options to those affected by the curfew, in partic-
ular whether they are allowed to decide freely whether to go outside. This seems to
hold generally: most cases of regulation and mitigation of risk diminish auton-
omy in obvious ways, whereas the risk itself does so to a much lesser degree. This
would make acts that seek to counteract risks (and thereby diminish autonomy)
and acts that impose risks (and thereby diminish autonomy)more or less morally
on a par. My general worry, therefore, is that the contractualist framing may un-
necessarily narrow the moral perspective on risk impositions. Oberdiek’s frame-
work seems to work best for the specific risk problems that arise in the space
of interpersonal encounters between autonomous equals imposing risk of death
on one another, against a default of safety. Still, the autonomy idea does put the
finger on something important about risk, namely, that risk is problematic even
if the potential outcome is removed from the equation. When you choose to im-
pose a risk on me, you do something to me that is harmful in somemore abstract
sense and seems related to what I can and cannot do as a result.

To conclude, Oberdiek has written an eloquent and fine piece of work that
engages with some of the most central questions and arguments in the risk liter-
ature. Many of the ideas explored in the book, such as finding a probability the-
ory suitable for the moral aspects of risk and the idea of rights as intermediate
or specified conclusions in a broader context of reasons, are very interesting quite
independently of the main argument—more than I have been able to convey here.
One can only hope that this will inspire many more books in the field.

Madeleine Hayenhjelm
Umeå University
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