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1. Introduction 

 

   In some culture, notoriously, a woman or girl is killed by her family member(s) because of her 

having had extramarital or premarital sex. This is sometimes called ‘honor killing’1. Remarkably, 

this type of ‘murder’ may be practiced as punishment. But, any practice of punishment presupposes 

some justification, because otherwise we could not differentiate it from a mere violence. In a way of 

speaking, any punishment is just, so far as it is a punishment. Then, how can one justify the practice 

of honor killing? 

   E.g., in many pages of Önal (2008), an impressive report on honor killing, we find the following 

type of first-person justifications by men who committed honor killing: “Defending the honor of 

one’s family is the most important duty. (How could one live without honor?) If a woman of our 

family has extramarital or premarital sex, she disgraces our family name. Therefore, she ought to be 

punished, even if she has had been raped.” 

   There are many issues concerning this way of thinking. Tamler Sommers (2012) confers to the 

real practice of honor killing as an evidence for cultural diversity of the condition of moral 

responsibility and desert2. I.e., according to him, the phenomenon of honor killing, e.g., in some 

Middle-East cultures is a manifestation of the covered fact that people in those cultures adopt a 

condition of moral responsibility and desert which differs to the Westerners’. The above-mentioned 

way of thinking would manifest that a woman failing to defend the honor of her family is morally 

responsible for it and deserves punishing even though she was raped. Sommers infers from this 

datum of the diversity, through articulated arguments, that there is no objectively, cross-culturally 

correct unique set of conditions for moral responsibility and desert. He calls this thesis 

‘Metaskepticism’. 

   The ultimate aim of this paper is to consider in what respect the Metaskeptical thesis is 

significant. Of course, this thesis is in itself a novel suggestion giving a twist to the free will debate. 

However, I’d like to ask a question of another level. In what way is the Metaskeptical thesis relevant 

to our lives? Does it have some philosophical implication directly concerning our own lives? Does it 

add something positive to our self-understanding of our lives? My suggestion is that thinking about 

Metaskepticism would renew our self-conception and deepen our self-interpretation of how we live. 

And, it is in this respect that Sommers’s view is significant for us. 

   There are several routes to reach my conclusion. The way I’d like to proceed in this paper is to 
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consider a problem concerning honor killing. As we will see, there remains a conceptual problem in 

Sommers’s way of treating the cases of honor killing. I will call it ‘the problem of honor killing as 

punishment’. Through tackling this problem, I’d like to propose a way to understand in what point 

Metaskepticism is significant for us. 

   In what follows, first, I present the problem of honor killing as punishment through introducing 

Sommers’s theory (§.2). Next, in order to open a perspective for solving this problem, I introduce a 

story about a man who killed his sister, found in Önal 2008 (§.3). Then, I explain at what a 

superficial level honor killing is justifiable (§.4) and develop a way to understand the significance of 

Metaskepticism (§.5). 

   There is a remark about the ‘style’ of this paper. An attempt to explicate a/the significance of 

something is found rarely in the literature of analytic philosophy. Perhaps, the reason is ‘stylistic’, 

i.e., that, if one aims at it, one’s manner of proceeding toward the goal gets more or less slippery. 

Anyway, I’d like to stress that my purpose is not to build any argument which doesn’t leave any 

logical gaps but to offer a perspective from which we could see another, hopefully novel view. 

 

2. The Problem of Honor Killing as Punishment 

 

   In this section, I reconstruct Sommers’s view by considering his argument for Metaskepticism 

and two objections to this. In the end, I point out that there remains a serious problem concerning 

honor killing, which posits Sommers’s view in tension. 

   Metaskepticism is the thesis that there is no objectively, cross-culturally correct unique set of 

conditions for moral responsibility and desert. The argument for this view starts from an ‘empirical 

datum’ that people in different cultures adopt different conditions of moral responsibility and desert. 

As a dramatic contrast, e.g., people in the individualist cultures tend to emphasize the control 

condition for moral responsibility, while people in the honor cultures tend to de-emphasize it or even 

to ignore it (cf. Sommers 2012: 47-48). From this ‘datum’, the argument proceeds to the conclusion 

that there is no objectively correct condition for moral responsibility and desert. However, this type 

of argument can be challenged in two ways. 

   First, one may object that the practice in the honor cultures is not any practice of moral 

responsibility and desert. According to the objector, the concepts of moral responsibility and desert 

don’t function in the practice of, e.g., honor killing. Rather, just the concept of honor (of the family 

or its male members) matters in honor killing. We might call this objection ‘no-responsibility 

objection’. This attacks the premise, i.e., the ‘empirical datum’ itself, of the argument. 

   Second, another may object that the punitive practice in the honor cultures is just an irrational 

practice. According to this objector, the concepts of moral responsibility and desert in the honor 

cultures are of the irrational kinds. Therefore, there remains a Universalist possibility that there is 

just one rational set of conditions for moral responsibility and desert. We might call this objection 

‘irrational-responsibility objection’. This attacks the inferential bridge from the empirical datum of 
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the diversity to Metaskepticism. 

   Sommers himself responds to the both objections.  

   To the no-responsibility objection, he replies that the concepts of moral responsibility and desert 

should work in, e.g., honor killing, because it is executed as a kind of punishment. In fact, there is a 

case in which a judge sentences honor killing (Sommers 2012: 52, Sommers 2014: 14). Therefore, if 

punishment is conceptually connected to moral responsibility and desert, these elements must be 

involved in the practice of honor killing. I will come back to this issue later. For a time being, 

suppose that honor killing carries with it a moral responsibility attribution. 

   The second objection claims that such practice is irrational. Sommers admits that there should be 

something right about this claim. He distinguishes two statements in order to grasp that right point 

(Sommers 2012: 107). 

 

(S1) The practice of honor killing involves something morally abhorrent.  

(S2) The practice of honor killing involves some irrational moral responsibility attribution. 

 

Sommers doesn’t deny but rather accepts (S1). So, he embraces what the objection says so far as it 

means that honor killing contains something morally bad. However, he rejects (S2). True, most of 

Westerners think it irrational that a raped girl be morally responsible for disgracing her family name, 

because they consider a certain aspect of the fact seriously, i.e., that the girl had no control over 

whether being raped or not. But, as Sommers stresses in many places, such control condition is 

sometimes de-emphasized or ignored in the honor cultures. In brief, people in these cultures adopt 

different conditions of moral responsibility and desert. Therefore, it’s not obvious how we could 

judge their moral responsibility attribution as irrational. 

   Now, the essential issue of the irrational-responsibility objection has been crystallized. In order 

to decide whether the moral responsibility attribution in the honor cultures is rational or irrational, 

we should answer the following questions. Is there any ground for arguing that the moral 

responsibility attribution without the control condition must be irrational? Or, conversely, is there 

any positive ground for arguing that moral responsibility without control can be rational? These two 

questions are interrelated. Sommers directly refers to the latter and develops a framework which 

rationalizes a strange punitive practice. 

   Sommers’s suggestion (2012: ch.4) is that: which condition of moral responsibility and desert is 

selected in a culture depends on how the physical and social environment of that culture is. More 

specifically, the selected condition of moral responsibility and desert is a product of people’s 

adaptation to their environment. I.e., it is a/the optimal solution to the problems which are presented 

by the physical and social situation, e.g., competition for resources, discouragement of free-riding 

behaviors, prevention of future offences, etc…. This theory tells us that even an apparently irrational 

attribution of moral responsibility has some reason or rationality in its environment. 

   This theory, e.g., enables us to make a hypothesis which would explain why people in the honor 
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cultures sometimes de-emphasize or ignore the control condition. One of the possible hypotheses is 

that, in environments of the honor cultures, “it is important to project the image of the hair-trigger 

retaliator” and that “[t]he normative focus is therefore on offended parties” (Sommers 2014: 100). In 

consequence, the load of moral responsibility is burdened on an offended person, independently of 

whether or not s/he had control over whether that offense happened. 

   Certainly, this hypothesis might be non-true. However, the key point here is that we (i.e., people 

in the institutionalized or individualistic cultures) have a way to rationalize the punitive behaviors of 

people in the honor cultures. According to Sommers’s theory, the moral responsibility attribution by 

people in the honor cultures is rational in the sense that it’s selected according to the needs imposed 

by their environments. In brief, their de-emphasizing or ignoring the control condition has a certain 

reason. Therefore, we need not, and should not, accuse them of being irrational for doing so. 

   How about honor killing? If we follow Sommers’s theory, we need not accept the statement (S2) 

that the practice of honor killing involves some irrational moral responsibility attribution. True, the 

control condition is completely ignored in some of those practices. However, the theory tells us that 

some moral responsibility attribution without the control condition can be rational under a certain 

environment. Therefore, the concept of moral responsibility without control need not be of the 

irrational kind. 

But, there remains something more to say about honor killing. If Sommers’s consideration ended 

here, he would pass over an important issue, i.e., what a stance we should take on the custom of 

honor killing. In brief, should we criticize it or not? With saying nothing about this, one would give 

an impression that that custom may be tolerable or even supportable. Indeed, Sommers said a further 

thing, which relieves. As already touched, he says, “We condemn honor killings because the practice 

of killing women for having extramarital sex […] is morally abhorrent” (Sommers 2014: 107 the 

italic is mine). 

However, here arises a conceptual problem. If honor killing is morally abhorrent, how can it be 

performed as punishment? Any punishment carries with it some justification. So, the concept of 

honor killing as punishment seems to be paradoxical, because there be something both just and 

morally abhorrent. Therefore, any theory which refers to honor killing as punishment should explain 

how such morally abhorrent ‘murder’ can be wove into a punitive fabric. Without this explanation, 

there would remain a doubt whether honor killing, e.g., in the Middle-East cultures is really a 

punishment even if it is sentenced by a judge3. 

   Summing up, there remains a tension in Sommers’s description of honor killing. He accepts both 

of the following two statements: 

 

(HK1) Honor killing is a punishment in some honor culture. 

(HK2) Honor killing is morally abhorrent. 

 

So far as punishment differs to mere violence, it presupposes justice. But, how can a morally 
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abhorrent thing be just? Could one avoid the conceptual crush just by proposing to relativize the 

concept of “morally abhorrent” to each culture? But, easy relativization would bring one a harder 

predicament, i.e., one would lose any ground for criticizing the practice of honor killing. So, one 

should look for a more considered way. Probably, there are several ways of solving this problem. In 

what follows, I will go in a way which I think is significant for us in the sense that it leads us to 

re-examination of our own self-image.  

 

3. Considering a Case: How Did Irias Justify His Murder? 

 

   Can honor killing be punishment? How can such morally abhorrent act be justified?  

   To begin with, we should admit that there are moral benefits in denying that honor killing can be 

punishment. The discourse “honor killing is mere violence” would play an important role in our 

blaming the custom of honor killing. And, we should admit that the statement that honor killing is 

not justifiable is true at least in some important sense. But, in what sense is it so? How does the 

sense relate to the fact that, e.g., some men in honor cultures ‘justify’ the custom of honor killing? In 

order to grasp at what a deep level honor killing would be not justifiable, we must understand what 

‘they’ (e.g., some men in honor cultures) do when they ‘justify’ honor killing. As we will see later, 

the perspective from which we can understand how honor killing is justified would give us an insight 

into the nature of our own practice of justification. 

   Sincerely speaking, the matter on honor killing is so complicated that what I will suggest in the 

following would cover just a small, microscopic part of the things we ought to say about it. For 

studies from other perspectives, confer to the literatures introduced in the note4. 

   The aim of this and the next chapters is to understand in what sense honor killing is justifiable. 

For this purpose, I think, we should do a certain self-modification, because probably all of us still 

find it hard to say that such morally abhorrent act be justifiable. What we should do is to self-modify 

into persons who can say that what ‘they’ in honor cultures do is what we might do under certain 

conditions. One of the best ways for such self-modification is to listen to narratives of persons 

involved in real cases. So, let’s read Önal (2008), a non-fictional literature containing many 

confessions by ‘executioners’ of honor killing. 

   Reportedly, honor killing is conducted in 26 countries5. How many cases are there per year? 

Experts suggest between 5,000 and 20,0006. Önal’s book consists of ten reports on cases in Turkey. 

Each report is made from interviews, especially, with men who committed honor killing. Many of 

them are now in jail (needless to say, murder is a crime in Turkey like in other countries). Each guy 

has his story7. 

 

   Irias, a Turkish guy with blonde hairs, lived with his mother, elder sister, younger brother and his 

wife and son. He has another elder sister who already had married and left his home. His misfortune 

began when this sister was killed for an ‘absurd’ reason. The murderer was a young, adolescent girl 
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who had been familiar with the victim. The girl wanted to obtain five bracelets which were presented 

to Irias’s sister at her wedding ceremony. The childish killer stabbed 7 times with an edge tool. And, 

in order conceal the murder, she sprinkled much gasoline and lit it up. Since the imprudent murderer 

pawned those bracelets and the host of the pawnshop accidentally knew that it was of Irias’s sister, 

the case turned out and the police arrested the criminal. 

   This incident deeply depressed Irias. He felt it incredible that a human being kills another human 

being in that way. Rather, he couldn’t understand how any homicide is possible. Being so 

discouraged, he unprecedentedly visited a coffee shop. Then, the youngster there talked to him with 

laughing and scorning. They insulted Irias by saying that his sister who lived with him, Aisel, was a 

prostitute. This was the first moment when Irias recognized that people rumored about Aisel and his 

family. 

   The reason why they rumored that his sister was a prostitute was, Irias thought, that his family 

belonged to a minority group in his region. The majority group took pride in their norm of fidelity. 

Therefore, in order to protect their own honor, they looked down on people of another small group 

by criticizing or rather disrespecting liberal aspects found in the way of life of these minorities. 

   Irias didn’t believe the gossip. In fact, there was no evidence that his sister is a prostitute. He 

decided to disregard the groundless opinion. But, since he seemed not to fight against those rumors 

dishonoring his family name, the neighbors felt that he is coward. 

   ‘If he is a chicken, we are entitled to treat him as a chicken’ – this was the way of thinking of 

many people. Irias’s neighbors made a fool of him, stopped greeting to him, neglecting him, cut him 

off from communication, and stopped respecting him as a person. The situation for his other family 

members was the same. 

   At the same time as Irias and his family were isolated from the community, physical assaults 

began. Every windows of his house were broken by those youngsters who claimed that every woman 

has duty to defend her chastity. Some neighbors spat on Irias’s face. 

   The cursed night came, when the rumored sister looked after, and played with, his son with being 

drunk. Since this was the first time that he saw some family member drunk, Irias was embarrassed. 

His feeling of shamefulness turned into anger. He asked, “Why do you drink? Doesn’t it make a 

stain on your name?” The drunken woman replied, “Why should I ask you whether I could drink?” 

“Keep away from me!” Irias swore, “Go to heaven!” 

   Irias went to the kitchen and considered what he should do. His mind was divided into two parts. 

A part said, “You need not, Irias, listen to any groundless rumors. Even if you cannot shut others’ 

mouths, you and your family members can move to a better place when you will have earned well.” 

However, the other part provoked him. “Don’t you wanna be a man? You were dishonored. Can you 

look to the neighbors’ faces without clearing your name?” His minds conflicted with each other, but 

the ‘evil’ one won. He came back, rode on the sleeping drunker and squeezed her neck. 

   After cramps of the victim’s body stopped, Irias opened her bag and found a lighter and 

cigarettes in it. These seemed to him to be evidences for the fact that his sister was corrupted. He 
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thought the neighbors were right. And, he felt that the ‘slut’ had deserved to kill. 

   The next morning, Irias went to a neighbor and asked him to tell the police that the murder had 

happened and the criminal gave himself up. Soon, police officers come to the house of the crime, 

with many neighbors following them. Irias was surprised that these people came to know very early 

that the incident had happened. 

   After taking pictures of the dead body, the police handcuffed Irias. The neighbors coming 

together, then, abused at the suspect. They expressed, as it seemed to Irias, sadness for the miserably 

killed woman and manifested their desire to kill the merciless murderer by strangling. Irias felt that 

the neighbors, who had have scorned his sister, had turned into different persons who loved her. 

   The trial began. During it, he thought about the misfortune again and again and suffered from a 

guilty conscience. He hoped that everything be a dream. But, it was the actuality from which he 

could not escape. The most shocking thing happened when he came to know what the autopsy report 

said. His sister, Aisel, was a virgin. It meant that his murder had been completely nonsense. He had 

killed an ‘innocent’ woman as ‘dirty’. Nevertheless, the neighbors kept chattering about the scandal, 

as the younger brother told in his visiting. Everybody said that Irias’s family should have offered a 

bride to the doctor to let him make a fabricated report. Irias came to know that his ‘honor killing’ had 

not resulted in achieving its aim, i.e., retrieving his family honor. 

   The judge sentenced him 20-year forced labor. He is still in jail. He is now regretting what he did. 

Bitterly, he thinks that his family should have moved to some place where no one knows them. But, 

on the other hand, he feels that the neighbors gave him no time for doing better. 

 

   One of the reasons why I selected this case from Önal’s book is that we would find in its story 

two conflicting types of self-image, which would deepen our own self-understanding. Irias’s 

experience would teach us, on one hand, how difficult it is for us to get away from the given or 

‘succeeded’ framework for justificatory thinking. But, on the other hand, the story would also help 

us to hope that we can transcend the given. Those two types of self-conception, complementing each 

other, would enable us to develop in what point Metaskepticism is significant for us. I will explain 

these points in the next chapter. 

 

4. Two Kinds of Self-image: Bound and Transcending 

 

   As we saw, just after strangling his sister, Irias justified the honor killing he had committed. But, 

how did he justify it? He thought that his sister’s having been a prostitute would justify his killing 

her. But, how could this way of justification be possible for him? Was he outrageously prejudiced 

against prostitution? Or, was he especially evil and vicious? Or, was he psychologically ill? Or, was 

he unhelpfully imprudent? I suggest that, if our aim is to extract from Irias’s story some insight into 

our own lives, we should bring out a ‘universal’ aspect it has which would be found not only in a 

man of honor culture but also in ourselves. And, I suggest that Irias’s experience above introduced 
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can be carved into a general idea that one’s justificatory thinking carries with it two natures which 

deeply conflict with each other. 

   The first point we should grasp is that, in justifying something, one would be bound by many 

un-reflected constraints for justificatory thinking which are inherited from the ‘external’ factors 

beyond one’s control. E.g., it’s easy to imagine that, in some honor culture, boys and girls grow up 

with hearing that defending virginality is a female duty and, when they will get adult, such a ‘voice’ 

will get deeply internalized and will work as an irresistible constraint to their justificatory thinking. 

In the end, it seems to them very easy to justify why a female having extramarital sex should be 

killed: “Because she disgraced her family name.” Note that it’s not the case that they have chosen 

this form of justification on their own. Rather, more appropriately, others have forced it on them.  

As to Irias’s case, the environmental factors in a broad sense (containing people near to him) 

seemed to me to play an important role in his justifying the murder. Especially, without the existence 

of those gossip-loving unkind neighbors who were happy to disrespect a ‘dirty’ family, and without 

those youngsters who dared to assault any ‘evil’ people in the name of justice, Irias might not have 

took it as any fatal corruption that a female member of his family would fail to defend her chastity. 

As I expect – possibly optimistically – if some happy event forced Irias’s family to move to a 

non-honor-cultural region (even just shortly before the incident), he might not justify any honor 

killing even in the case that his sister actually were a prostitute. But, in unfortunate reality, Irias’s 

family lived in a harsh region where people make use of gossips to dishonor others in order to take 

advantages over others and to assure the security of their own lives. The environmental pressure in 

that region was sufficiently high to make Irias’s evaluating judgment to lean in a ‘sad’ direction. 

These considerations bring us into the context in which we should say that Irias’s form of 

justification, together with his value system which this form presupposes, is handed over from his 

environment (at least to a considerable amount). In brief, Irias is not ‘free’ in his justifying honor 

killing. We can find here the image of bound self, as anticipated above, according which, when one 

justifies something, one’s justificatory thinking only moves inside the given form of justification 

which is inherited from many external factors beyond one’s control. Following this image, it would 

be appropriate to say that Irias is forced to justify honor killing. 

   But, there is another, the second thing we should keep in mind when we consider the case. We 

have another self-image, i.e., ‘transcending self’ as it were. According to this, we are free-selves who 

can reflect the given form of justification, re-evaluate it, and revise it if necessary. I’d like to remark 

that this image contains something miraculous as libertarian free will does, because it seems to imply 

that thinking changes the form of thinking on its own. However, I think, this image would bring us to 

a bright perspective to interpret what happened when Irias reflected in jail what he had done. E.g., 

one may say that, keeping distant from his given form of justification and his given value system, 

Irias was struggling to create a new frame of thinking in his mind which can accommodate what his 

own experience had told. In other words, on basis of his experience, Irias was making an effort to 

turn into a new character who would understand what is deeply wrong with honor killing. Surely, 
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there is no guarantee that, by reconsidering his given form of justification, Irias will come to regard 

honor killing as non-justifiable. But, the point here is that he can go beyond the given. 

   So, one’s justificatory thinking shows two conflicting features. When one justifies something, on 

one hand, one seems to be forced to follow the given form of justification, but, on the other hand, one 

seems to be able to get away from and re-examine such given form. I’d like to suggest that our 

practice of justification involves this tension. And, I suggest that the recognition of those two images 

of the justifying self would make it easier to deal with the problem of honor killing as punishment. 

   Some men (and some women) in honor cultures justify honor killing. What should we say about 

it? One might feel like saying that they are morally uncultivated, too conservative, collectively 

hallucinated, etc…. I’d like suggest that, with our two images of self, we could proceed to a deeper 

dimension. When they justify honor killing, they follow the given value system and form of 

justification. And, it’s immensely difficult to keep away from such given norm, as the story about 

Irias told us. E.g., in some harsh circumstances, one would be forced to acknowledge the necessity 

of honor killing. But, as we should say, their success in justifying honor killing resides only at a 

superficial level. In other words, they would succeed in justifying it at cost of being unfree, or bound 

by the given. This, I’d like to suggest, is what happens when people in honor cultures justify honor 

killing. 

   It’s important to realize that we can find, in Irias’s story, many mirror-images of us. E.g., Irias 

were wavering when he considered killing his sister. Killing is killing for him as well as for us. In 

addition, for a couple in our culture also, generally speaking, a partner’s fidelity is important for the 

other partner (in cases, the female side’s fidelity or even virginality has a special value which the 

male side lacks – this is a bitter inequality). However, men in our culture rarely kill women having 

had extramarital sex. What’s different? The above consideration would answers, “It’s the 

environments that are different between them and us.” Their ‘harsh’ environment causes their ‘harsh’ 

evaluative judgment around murder, fidelity and honor. 

   But, this is no excuse for honor killing. As the second image tells us, a human self can ‘climb up’ 

itself into something new. Therefore, it’s not absurd for us to ask people in honor cultures to 

reconsider their value system, in order to make them accept that honor killing is not justifiable. For 

this purpose, as the above consideration suggests, changing the environment around them would be a 

big step for improving on the situation concerning honor killing and female status (for suggestions 

on concrete proposals from another perspective, I refer to a product by a social-activity organization 

against violence to women, SURGIR8). 

   Summing up, the image of bound self makes it easier to understand how morally abhorrent acts 

as honor killing can be justified as punishment. There is ‘bound’ justificatory thinking, which is 

governed by a given, ‘succeeded’ framework for thinking. This insight would shed light on our own 

practice. We should have received many traditional forms of justificatory thinking and be governed 

by them. Even our judgment that honor killing is not justifiable might be handed over (although, 

importantly, by reconsidering this judgment, we will find no necessity to recast it). At the same time, 
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we think that we are ‘reflecting souls’, who are not any slaves of preceding justificatory constraints. 

Our own practice of thinking involves such conflicting features. And, a tension of the same kind can 

be found in the Metaskeptical approach to moral responsibility. 

 

5. The Significance of Metaskepticism 

 

   Metaskepticism stresses that one’s thinking about the condition for moral responsibility is deeply 

constrained by one’s physical-social environmental factors. According to it, we are forced to adopt a 

certain condition for moral responsibility which was chosen by ‘external’ factors beyond our control. 

This would imply that our condition for moral responsibility is not produced by our free acts of 

thinking but imposed on us through uncontrollable processes outside our own minds. This view 

looks somehow pessimistic, and I think it’s natural for us to feel so. Sommers’s Metaskeptical theory 

would show us a depressing side of the concept of moral responsibility, i.e., that, when we are 

involved in moral responsibility practice, we should follow, or be governed by, the constraints which 

something beyond us has imposed on us. 

   Here is the image of bound self again. Generally speaking, this type of self-image has been 

repeatedly used by moral responsibility skeptics in history of the free will debate. They have stressed 

human bondages, i.e., they have contended that we are constrained, unfree, in more respects and to 

more degree than we would ordinarily expect. In this context, the Metaskeptical theory can be 

interpreted as applying this skeptical idea to a very peculiar ‘field’ as it were, i.e., the field of moral 

responsibility practice, in which we attribute moral responsibility to each other and consider its 

condition. Metaskepticism says that, because of environmental constraints, we are unfree in 

attributing moral responsibility and in thinking about it. 

   How is this gloomy suggestion significant for us? Probably, I’d like to suggest, that suggestion is 

worth considering so far as it tells us that we are imperfect or ‘incomplete’ beings. One of the 

important things the skeptics want to say is that our present situation around freedom and moral 

responsibility is less perfect than the ideal. We still have something to improve on in our practice 

about freedom and moral responsibility – this is what the skeptics want to say. In the same manner, 

we can interpret the Metaskeptical findings as proving that our conception of moral responsibility is 

still governed by ‘external’ factors which are beyond our controls. If this is true, that conception has 

not yet been our own appropriated one. According to this interpretation, the Metaskeptical position 

would suggest that there remains something to do for obtaining our own conception of moral 

responsibility. 

   But, what should we do? I’d like to say that there are many things we can do, including changing 

our environment. However, as I will stress it in the final two paragraphs of this paper, Sommers 

doesn’t give us any suggestion about changing the environment. But, he offers another kind of 

proposal for improving on our situation around freedom and moral responsibility, though modest I 

think it is. 
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The consideration developed in the part 2 of Sommers’s book seems to me to tackle the problem 

for regaining our own moral responsibility. After establishing his Metaskeptical thesis in the final 

chapter of the part 1, Sommers starts to deliberate the advantages and disadvantages of each standard 

(and non-standard) theory of moral responsibility in order to reach “a viable all-things-considered 

conclusion” (Sommers 2012: 152). I’d like to deem what he does there, whether or not he would 

prefer it, as endeavor to come over the ‘inherited’ form of thinking. He would, according to my 

interpretation, keep a distance from his given framework for thinking on moral responsibility (i.e., 

“the starting intuition” as he calls), reconsidering each component of his moral responsibility 

conception from a broader perspective, re-evaluating it and recasting its whole conception into a 

viable shape.  

   Here works the image of transcending self. Sommers’s labor to reach a new plateau looking out 

over our practice and conception of moral responsibility would show that he doesn’t think that 

thinking selves are ‘complete’ slaves bound to the bone by their given form of thinking. Rather, we 

can change ourselves. Thus, as far as he attempts to get away from the given, he is a non-skeptic 

about free will as all philosophers of free will are. 

   In what respect, finally, is Metaskepticism significant for us? It is in the respect, I’d like to 

suggest, that we can find, in the Metaskeptical considerations, each of the two kinds of self-image in 

a philosophically articulated manner. Generally speaking, we philosophers are concerned about our 

intellectual limitation. On one hand, we want to find what binds us, if any. Metaskepticism would 

tell us that our philosophical thinking be bound by environmental factors. On the other hand, one of 

our interests is in approaching the limit. Sommers’s “attempt to reach the most reasonable 

all-things-considered judgment for people in individualistic societies who share [his] starting 

intuitions” (Sommers 2012: 6) would be an example of the possible labors for transcending selves 

who get away from the given and come over it into a new space of reasons (i.e., the 

all-things-considered conclusion). According to this understanding, it can be said that the 

Metaskeptical approach embodies the two important kinds of self-image in a particular manner. 

   However, I’m not completely satisfied with the balance of the two images realized in Sommers’s 

position. I should remark that the center of gravity of his Metaskeptical approach be placed unfairly 

on the bound feature of thinking selves. I have not found in his book any suggestion about changing 

environments. Therefore, it might carry risk of ‘quietist’ reading that we are slaves of the 

environment. But, in fact, we can change our environment9. In addition, I’d like to suggest, in 

Sommers’s framework, only if we count a possibility for changing our environment, we will get in 

position to regain our own conception of moral responsibility at the deepest level. In fact, if the 

environmental factors essentially determine our condition of moral responsibility attribution, then, 

by controlling those factors as parameters, we can choose more or less freely any condition found in 

the ‘value range’. Thus, in Sommers’s framework, the exploration for our own best conception of 

moral responsibility should involve those possibilities to change our environment. 

   But, here arises a problem. Note again that, in Sommers’s theory, the physical-social factors in a 



12 

 

given environment function as objective determinants or ‘pegs’ as it were which fix the conception 

of moral responsibility for people in that environment. Then, if we could and should choose our own 

conception of moral responsibility through changing our environment, then those physical-social 

factors could no longer work as objective clues to decide which condition for moral responsibility is 

best for us. This means that we would lose any objective ground in our determining our own 

condition for moral responsibility attribution. What should we say about this? I’d like to end the 

paper with leaving this question open to our discussion. 
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1 A somehow detailed description of what honor killing is will be given in the section 3. 
2 This paper’s usage of the terms ‘moral responsibility’ and ‘desert’ follows Sommers’s terminology. E.g., 

Our attributing moral responsibility for something bad to someone entails our regarding him/her as 

deserving blame or punishment in the non-consequentialist sense (cf. Sommers 2012: 10). 
3 Thus, our issue comes back to the no-responsibility objection (at a deeper level). 
4 For the claim that we should regard primarily honor killing not as cultural phenomenon but as gender 

problem, see Rupa Reddy, 2008, “Gender, Culture and the Law: Approaches to ‘Honour Crimes’ in the 

UK,” Feminist Legal Studies, 16: 305-321. For a more inclusive feminist approach to the matter, see 

Aisha K. Gill, 2013, “Feminist Reflections on Researching So-called ‘Honour’ Killings,” Feminist Legal 

Studies, 21: 241-261. The following internet article is easy to read but helpful, “Honor Killings: Can 

Murder of Women and Girls Be Stopped?” CQ Global Researcher, April, 19, 2011, 

www.globalresercher.com.  
5 Alphabetically, Bangladesh, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Denmark, Ecuador, Egypt, Germany, India, Iran, 

Iraq, Italy, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco, Netherlands, Pakistan, Russia, Sweden, Syria, Turkey, 

Uganda, United Kingdom, United States, Yemen (cf. “Honor Killings: Can Murder of Women and Girls 

Be Stopped?”). 
6 As often stressed, there is no reliable statistics on honor-killing cases, because, first, there must be many 

‘unreported’ honor killings (e.g., forced suicide, disguised incident, etc.) and, second, investigating the 

number of honor killing is politically sensitive. 
7 The following is my reconstruction of Chapter 5 of Önal 2008. There are two important remarks. First, I 

note that, since I could not have obtained the original English text of Önal 2008, I just only read its 

Japanese translation. Therefore, the story about Irias presented in English here is composed by me with 

translating again the Japanese one. Second, for avoiding unnecessary complexities, I would change some 

of the slight details in the original story presented by Önal herself. But, I try to preserve the main line of 

the story and the important details. 
8 SURGIR foundation 2011-2012,“Combating Honour Crimes in Europe.” You can download the pdf file 

at http://www.surgir.ch/userfiles/file/surgir-brochure-honor-crimes-en.. 
9 More exactly, we can change the present environment, which still has effects on the form of our 

thinking on moral responsibility (though, needless to say, we cannot change the past environment which 

our ancestors in the evolutionary history faced). 
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