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Chapterr  1 

Thee programme 

Myy aim in this opening chapter is to formulate the programme of this 

thesis,, that is to say to declare my intentions. The programme wil l evolve 

fromm a critical review I shall give of "the moral dilemma debate". I have 

threee points of criticism in store, which are generally fair, although they do 

nott apply to everyone engaged in this debate, or at least not to the same 

extentt and in the same way. In spite of this criticism, the moral dilemma 

debate,, viewed as the joint effort of many profound thinkers, is one of the 

majorr achievements of modern moral philosophy. 

1.11 A historical note 

Beforee I pursue this matter further, I insert a historical note to show what I 

regardd as the moral dilemma debate. Quite recently, four monographs have 

comee out on moral dilemmas. I am referring to Sinnott-Armstrong's Moral 

DilemmasDilemmas (1988), Gowans' Innocence Lost (1994), Greenspan's Practical 

Guilt:Guilt:  Moral Dilemmas, Emotions, and Social Norms (1995) and, finally, 

Statman'ss Moral Dilemmas (1995). As one look at their bibliographies 

reveals,, these books draw on the dozens of articles and chapters of books 

thatt have been published on moral dilemmas since the mid-sixties. The 

mostt influential of this material is collected in a volume called Moral 

DilemmasDilemmas (1987), edited (and supplied with an excellent introduction) by 
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Gowans.. Finally, in 1996, Oxford University Press published a second 

collectionn of articles on moral dilemmas; this Moral Dilemmas and Moral 

Theory,Theory, which was edited by Mason, includes papers of Donagan, Marcus 

andd McConnell that are follow-ups to their articles reprinted in Gowans' 

volume.. In these writings a debate has taken shape in which moral 

dilemmass are discussed in relative independence of other issues of moral 

philosophy,, just as, say, moral responsibility or consequentialism is. 

Inn view of this immense moral dilemma literature that has come about 

inn the recent past, it is striking that before the mid-sixties there had never 

beenn such a debate on moral dilemmas. As we wil l see, Aristotle, Kant and 

Mil ll  -to name three philosophers from the more distant past whose moral 

theories,, I believe, possess at least initial plausibility- did not pay moral 

dilemmass much attention. And when they did, they did certainly not 

discusss them as a set of more or less isolated problems. Fair enough, we wil l 

seee that in The Right and the Good, which stems from 1930, it is in the face 

off  moral conflicts that Sir W. D. Ross develops his theory of prima facie 

dutiess -yet another moral theory which I think is at least initially plausible. 

Butt we have strong reason to doubt whether conflicts of prima facie duties 

aree the phenomena I intend to deal with in this thesis. The reason is that 

Rosss repeatedly suspects that almost any act wil l possess prima facie 

Tightnesss as well as prima facie wrongness.1 That means that according to 

Ross'' theory virtually every situation is a moral conflict. However, as wil l 

emerge,, moral conflicts are special. 

II  suggest that the fairly sudden popularity since the mid-sixties of moral 

dilemmass as an area of philosophical research is largely due to Williams' 

pioneeringg and inspiring work on the subject. Although moral dilemmas 

figuree throughout his oeuvre, I have particularly in mind his Ethical 

Consistency',, which came out in 1965 in a supplementary volume to the 

ProceedingsProceedings of the Aristotelian Society. Also his 'Consistency and Realism' 

(1966),, 'Moral Luck' (1976a) and 'Conflicts of Values' (1979) belong to the 

heartt of the moral dilemma literature, however. In these articles Williams 

arguess that moral dilemmas are possible. Moreover, he uses the possibility 

^Heree a quote which reveals why Ross takes this view: 'It is obvious that any of the acts that 
wee do has countless effects, directly or indirectly, on countless people, and the probability is 
thatt any act, however right it be, wil l have adverse effects (though these may be very 
trivial )) on some innocent people. Similarly, any wrong act wil l probably have some 
beneficiall  effects on some deserving people' (Ross (1965), p. 41). Those who are unfamiliar 
withh Ross concept of a prima facie duty are referred to chapter 4 in which I provide an in-
depthh discussion of his theory. 
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off  moral dilemmas as ammunition against ethical theories such as moral 

realism,, deontic logic, and, in 'A Critique of Utilitarianism' (1973a), 

utilitarianism;; the charge is that these theories do not allow for moral 

dilemmas.. Thus, the dilemma Williams challenges those concerned to 

overcomee is, put roughly, either to reject moral dilemmas or to abandon 

realism,, deontic logic and utilitarianism.2 

Ass a great deal of the moral dilemma debate revolves around this 

dilemma,, it seems to me Williams has set the agenda of the debate. The 

criticismm and programme that I wil l unfold here can be considered to be an 

attemptt to change this agenda (pace Williams). When we carry this 

programmee out, we can see that each of the problems Williams poses is in 

factt an instance of a more general problem. This is that, on the face of it, 

morall  experience and ethical theory contradict each other over the 

possibilityy of moral dilemmas. That is to say, the problem is that moral 

dilemmass are a common feature of our moral experience, whereas ethical 

theoryy shows that moral dilemmas are impossible. This is the main 

problemm this thesis tries to solve. As the full extent of this problem can 

becomee clear only as we engage in its solution, this introduction merely 

offerss an impression. In the final chapter of the thesis (chapter 12), I wil l 

summarisee this problem as well as my solution to it. 

1.22 Moral dilemmas 

Myy first point of criticism pertains to the way Williams' dilemma is dealt 

withh in the literature. Too many authors immediately grasp the horns of 

thiss dilemma; in particular, they argue for or against the possibility of moral 

dilemmas.. However, Williams' dilemma rests on a particular conception of 

morall  dilemmas, to wit as situations in which the agent's statement that she 

oughtt to perform an action A conflicts with another statement of her own 

thatt she ought to perform an action B, as she cannot do both A and B. We 

shouldd not assume that this conception is right. Besides, if the analysis of 

2Byy way of illustration, I give my interpretation of Williams' argument from the possibility 
off  moral dilemmas against realism in Consistency and Realism'. On a realist view moral 
judgmentss are assertions, and inconsistent assertions are unacceptable, so that to realists 
inconsistentt moral judgments wil l be unacceptable. However, the possibility of moral 
dilemmass shows inconsistent moral judgments, in principle, to be acceptable. This, then, is a 
reasonn for supposing that realism is false. I wil l expand on this in chapter 8. 
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morall  dilemmas in terms of conflicting oughts turns out to be wrong (as I 

wil ll  suggest), Williams' dilemma might collapse, and the debate on the 

possibilityy of conflicting oughts and its implications would prove to be 

misguided.. Leaving that risk aside, the nature of moral dilemmas is, in my 

view,, worth discussing in its own right. Hence, before we use moral 

dilemmass to argue against ethical theory, we should discover what they are. 

Thiss is the first item on my programme. 

Havingg come so far in the opening chapter of the thesis, it may be 

surprisingg that I have not yet given a definition of moral dilemmas. We 

shouldd indeed be able to expect that a discussion of a subject is preceded by a 

definitionn of it. But as for this thesis the definition of its subject happens to 

bee one of the central issues it addresses. Nevertheless, the uninformed 

readerr should not be left entirely in the dark about the phenomena at stake. 

Soo a provisional characterization of moral dilemmas needs to be given. 

However,, a preliminary remark is in order here. Up to now, we have 

mainlyy discussed moral dilemmas. But in the context of Ross' theory of 

primaprima facie duties we have considered moral conflicts. In the moral 

dilemmaa debate the two are not always distinguished. My own view, 

however,, is that these labels pertain to different types of practical problems. 

Moreover,, this thesis is not only concerned with moral dilemmas and 

conflicts.33 So the term moral dilemma emerges from this paragraph as a 

termm of art. In the phrases 'moral dilemma debate' or 'theory of moral 

dilemma',, it has to be understood as including moral conflicts and non-

morall  dilemmas and conflicts. My provisional characterization of dilemmas 

andd conflicts, then, runs like this. A conflict is a situation that it is (not 

necessarilyy morally) important that one performs an action A and 

importantt that one performs an action B, while one cannot do both A and B. 

Thiss situation is problematic because one inevitably fails to do something 

important.. A dilemma is a conflict in which there is not a most important 

thingg to do. Such a situation is especially problematic, since one cannot fully 

defendd that one does this rather than that, whatever one chooses to do. 

Havingg said this, I am able to expand on the first item on the programme. 

Ass dilemmas are a subclass of conflicts, I shall first give a conception of 

conflictt (chapter 2) and then of dilemma (chapter 7). In between, I wil l 

devotee chapter 6 (on incommensurability of values) to the issue as to what 

3I nn footnote 6 of this chapter, I sketch a situation which I have experienced myself as a 
dilemma.. I take this to be an example of a non-moral dilemma. 



5 5 

circumstancee would render conflicts dilemmas. With my theory of moral 

dilemmaa in place, I shall attack some ethical theories with moral dilemmas. 

Thiss wil l be done in chapters 8, 9 and 10 on all three levels of ethics: meta-

ethics,, normative ethics and applied ethics, respectively. In spite of the 

presentt point of criticism, we should remain keen on "doing something" 

withh moral dilemmas, for they can indeed be used to decide other 

philosophicall  disputes. 

1.33 Ethical theory 

Ass I said, in the moral dilemma debate moral dilemmas are discussed as a 

sett of isolable problems. My second point of criticism is that in discussing 

morall  dilemmas one cannot avoid buying into some theory of normative 

ethics,, and, to a lesser extent, meta-ethics. The ethical theory one has 

-perhapss unconsciously- adopted, wil l determine one's views, for example, 

onn the nature and possibility of moral dilemmas. The best evidence for this 

iss chapter 9 of this thesis.4 However, maybe the following argument 

sufficientlyy supports this claim. To discuss moral dilemmas, one obviously 

needss to choose a concept in terms of which one wil l think of them. As we 

havee seen, Williams analyses moral dilemmas in terms of oughts (as does 

Statman,, while Greenspan analyses them in terms of ought-nots). Moral 

dilemmass are also conceived of in terms of obligations, duties, reasons and 

principles.. But Sinnott-Armstrong defines moral dilemmas as consisting of 

non-overriddenn moral requirements, while according to Gowans they are 

constitutedd by moral responsibilities to persons. The argument is that the 

choicee of this concept itself is already theory-laden; for example, a utilitarian 

wil ll  not analyse moral dilemmas in terms of moral responsibilities to 

persons5.. On the other hand, the ethical theory we adopt not only informs 

andd constrains our theory of moral dilemma, but is also constrained and 

informedd by it. If, for example, we were to come to the conclusion that 

morall  dilemmas are possible, our ethical theory would in principle have to 

alloww for this, otherwise we succumb to Williams' dilemma. We can now 

4Lnn this chapter I conclude, for example, that Kantians and utilitarians wil l differ in opinion 
aboutt what situations count as moral dilemmas. It would lead me too far afield to convey here 
thee premises that are to yield this conclusion. 
^Gowanss points out that this is how his concept of moral responsibilities to persons is to be 
understoodd on pp. 155-8 of Gowans (1994). 
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formulatee the second item on the programme. This is that we should 

developp our theory of moral dilemma in interaction with an ethical theory. 

Thee ethical theory employed here is what one could call British moral 

realism.. This is the theory notably Dancy is developing. A great deal of this 

theoryy can be found in his Moral Reasons (1993). But also his 'Intuitionism' 

(1991a)) is required reading if one wishes to grasp this theory, and perhaps 

McNaughton'ss Moral Vision (1988) as well. My usage of the term 'British 

morall  realism' here is slightly misleading. It suggests that the theory is of a 

meta-ethicall  nature only, while I plan to work with its normative ethics as 

well.. This means that I not only take a realist perspective, but also use a 

certainn account of agent-neutral and agent-relative reasons. Furthermore, a 

conspicuouss feature of British moral realism is its particularism in the 

theoryy of reasons, which has both meta-ethical and normative ethical 

implications.. A more appropriate label for this theory might be new 

intuitionism.intuitionism. At the present stage of moral philosophy realism, agent-

relativityy and particularism are highly controversial (but what is not?). 

However,, British moral realism is the most satisfactory of the theories I 

becamee familiar with in graduate school. Furthermore, in Moral Reasons, 

Dancyy has produced the best theory of moral dilemma so far. As my theory 

off  moral dilemma turns out to be congenial to his, one could see my efforts 

heree as an attempt to elaborate and improve on Dancy's theory of moral 

dilemma.. On a theoretical level, my central aim in this work is thus to write 

aa plausible theory of moral dilemma using the resources British moral 

realismm offers. Chapters in which this theory wil l make its presence felt in 

particularr are chapters 2 (agent-relativity), 4 (metaphysics of moral 

properties),, 8 (realism), 9 (particularism) and 11 (relation between reasons 

andd values). 

However,, this commitment to British moral realism is not so strong as it 

mayy seem. First of all, we wil l see that the theory of moral dilemma the 

thesiss results in more supports British moral realism than that it is 

supportedd by it. Secondly, independent reasons wil l be given why the 

elementss of Dancy's theory used are useful, i.e. reasons that do not depend 

onn a particular view about moral dilemmas. Also, these elements, taken 

apart,, are not necessarily peculiar to this form of intuitionism alone; one 

doess not have to be a realist to believe in particularism or agent-relative 

reasons,, for example. Finally, I shall not only develop my own theory of 

morall  dilemma in interaction with an ethical theory. Throughout the book 
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II  wil l link theories of moral dilemma to ethical theories. So in chapters 3 

andd 4 I wil l introduce five distinct views on conflict in such a way that we 

meett representatives of the ethical theories that I believe, as I already slipped 

in,, are at least initiall y plausible. Thus, we shall discuss virtue ethics 

(McDowell),, Kantianism (Donagan), utilitarianism (Hare), theory of prima 

faciefacie duties (Jackson) and British moral realism (Dancy and myself) in the 

theoryy of moral dilemma. Furthermore, I could refer to chapters 8 and 9 

here.. Notice that we have now talked about all of the eleven remaining 

chapterss except chapter 5. The views on conflict I shall discuss in chapters 3 

andd 4 diverge on the possibility of genuine conflict. In chapter 5, I wil l 

attemptt to settle this dispute by a two-part argument for the possibility of 

conflict. . 

1.44 Practice 

Myy third, and final, point of criticism is twofold. Firstly, in the moral 

dilemmaa debate too often moral dilemmas are conceived of schematically, 

thatt is, they are thought of outside their contexts. This does not respect the 

detailss and nuances of the practical problems people actually have. I wil l 

suggestt that these details and nuances throw light on, for example, the 

solutionn of conflict, which in turn might change one's opinion on the 

possibilityy of conflict. This, then, would be an instance of practice informing 

theory.. My second point pertains to the opposite: the possibility of theory 

informingg practice. The point is that in the moral dilemma literature no 

exercisee in applied ethics can be found. However, a field of applied ethics as 

medicall  ethics is reported (by doctors, applied ethicists, patients, etc) to teem 

withh moral dilemmas. The standard examples of moral dilemmas are 

insteadd primarily confined to the Greek tragedies (for example, 

Agamemnon'ss predicament) and the Second World War (Sartre's case and 

Sophie'ss choice). I would be the last to argue that a philosophical book 

derivess its value from its practical relevance. Nonetheless, I am of the 

opinionn that it adds to the value of a work of ethics -ethics being a branch of 

practicalpractical philosophy- if the knowledge it professes to contain is also made 

practicallyy relevant. In view of both these points, the third item on my 

programmee is that we should relate our theory of moral dilemma with real 

practicall  problems, and vice versa. On a practical level, then, my chief goal 



inn this thesis is to contribute to society's understanding of moral dilemmas, 

includingg ways to deal with them in daily practice. To this end, I include in 

thiss thesis an exercise in medical ethics, in particular euthanasia (chapter 

10).. What I wil l immediately begin with in the next chapter, however, is a 

detailedd and nuanced description of an example of a moral dilemma, or at 

leastt -as precisely the possibility of such a situation is under debate here- of a 

majorr problem which anyone engaged in the moral dilemma debate would 

agreee that it falls under the category of the situations at issue. 

Too sum up, the programme of this thesis consists of three items: firstly, 

wee should develop a conception of moral dilemmas before we use features 

off  these situations in arguments against ethical theory; secondly, we should 

exploitt the resources of an ethical theory in drawing up our theory of moral 

dilemma;; and, thirdly, we should apply as well as test our theory of moral 

dilemmaa to actual practical problems.6 

Finally,, it is worth noting that there is a tension in our programme. On 

thee one hand, we have to look at real practical problems and to consider 

morall  dilemmas without being distracted by our ethical theories. On the 

otherr hand, we should get our ethical theories involved from the beginning 

andd bring our theory of moral dilemma into practice. This is not the tension 

off  contradiction or confusion. Instead, it is a healthy and fruitful tension. 

Thiss wil l be illustrated at a stage in the thesis where we can overlook its 

effects,, namely the preamble of chapter 8. 

^Carryingg out these intentions does not come naturally to me. It is easy to embark on a train of 
thoughtt about, say, deontic logic, without ever returning to a position that, potentially at 
least,, makes a difference to practice. Ironically, it has been an actual practical problem -a 
luxuryy problem, though- that first triggered my interest in moral dilemmas. Having studied 
laww as well as philosophy, I had to choose (the start of) a career. I could become a Ph.D. 
student,, but also a lawyer. Both these options struck me as very appealing. I tried to figure out 
whatt I had most reason to do or, rather, who I had most reason to be. But I could not. Instead, 
alreadyy under the influence of moral phi losophy, especially Raz' chapter on 
incommensurabilityy in The Morality of Freedom (1986), I came to believe that my dilemma 
wass unsolvable -see my Luxe problemen zijn ook problemen' (1996). 



Chapterr  2 

Onn the scene 

2.11 Bend Sinister 

Ass I indicated in the introduction, this chapter commences with an in-depth 

discussionn of a conflict: Adam Krug's dilemma, which is drawn from 

Nabokov'ss novel Bend Sinister (1947). The discussion is divided into three 

parts.. Firstly, the tension is exposed between Krug's personality and the 

ideologyy of the Party of the Average Man and its leader Paduk, which has 

justt assumed power in Krug's small Central European country, after a 

bloodyy revolution; this is the main theme of the novel. Secondly, the plot of 

BendBend Sinister is explained. Thirdly, Krug's behaviour is assessed in view of 

thee types of situation he successively is in; I argue that first Krug is in a 

conflictt and then in a dilemma. 

Consider,, then, the friction between Krug's character and the doctrine of 

Paduk'ss Party of the Average Man. Nabokov lets the story of Krug's lif e 

beginn in his school-days. The headmaster of his school has set up a 

programmee to develop 'the politico-social consciousness' of his pupils. In 

particular,, he encourages them to form party groups, and though himself a 

liberall  with leftist leanings, he wants his pupils to follow their social and 

economicc instincts, even if these would be capitalistic, and adhere to any 

groupp they are inclined to. What he does not tolerate, however, is 

individualisticc behaviour. 
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Inn reply, Adam only makes violent fun of those who take part in the 

headmaster'ss programme, such as Paduk, who is a schoolfellow of him. The 

headmaster,, saddled with the dreadful example of the brightest boy of the 

schooll  not dreaming of joining any group whatsoever, starts blackmailing 

Adam.. But Adam does not give in. Not when he starts to receive mediocre 

marks.. Not when the headmaster warns the teachers that Adam should not 

passs the final examinations with honours and the teachers take this 

warningg so seriously that it is a wonder that he finally passes at all. 

Justt as in his school-days, later in lif e Krug, who becomes a brilliant 

professorr of philosophy, behaves extremely individualistic. To him, 

individuall  consciousness matters more than anything else. He regards it as 

thee only real thing in the world. In his view, individual consciousness 

oughtt to be free to wander where it will . The mind should be able to 

questionn any assumption and any convention. And, as Nabokov depicts 

him,, professor Adam Krug is the personification of the value of human 

individuality. . 

Thiss moral philosophy of Krug, so to speak, is at odds with the ideology 

off  the Party of the Average Man because Paduk has instituted this party on 

Skotoma'ss alternative to socialism and religion, which is called Ekwilism. 

Accordingg to this theory, the root of all evil is that human consciousness is 

distributedd unevenly among the population of the world. Some have more 

brainss or guts than others. Skotoma introduces the idea of a balance of 

consciousnesss as a recipe for universal bliss. Human beings are considered 

too be heterogeneous bottles (some are wine bottles, others gold scent bottles, 

etc)) containing unequal portions of consciousness. However, a balance can 

bee reached, Skotoma suggests, either by making the distribution of 

consciousnesss even by grading the contents or by adopting a standard size 

vessel. . 

Considerr next the plot of Bend Sinister, with this contrast between Krug's 

vieww and Paduk's view on lif e and individual consciousness in mind. 

Padukk and his party have just seized power. Paduk wishes Krug to endorse 

hiss regime, because, as the only celebrity his country has produced, he is the 

onee who could confer on it international respectability. In particular, Krug is 

meantt to appear at the opening of the new university and proclaim there, 

besidee Paduk and in front of clicking cameras and a host of reporters from 

foreignn countries, that 'the State is bigger and wiser than any mortal could 
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be'.. Of course, Paduk knows that Krug is not inclined to cooperate -or, from 

Krug'ss perspective, collaborate- with him. 

Thatt is why he concocts a plan to persuade Krug to give in, or so we may 

assumee from what Nabokov writes. The plan is to put pressure on him via 

thosee who are closest to him: his friends, his wife Olga and his eight-year old 

sonn David. Paduk's first step has probably been, as we learn in the beginning 

off  the novel, to kil l Olga while Krug was thinking that she underwent a 

relativelyy innocent operation of the kidney. As a result, Krug is in a state of 

shock.. The second step consists of arresting Krug's friends once they get in 

touchh with him. So the Maximovs are caught when Krug and David move 

too their country house after Olga's death; back in the city, Ember is captured 

whenn he and Krug are having a discussion about Hamlet; and, finally, when 

Krugg visits his collegue and upstairs neighbour Hedron, he is carted off as 

well.. Amazingly, the arrests of his "friends" do not upset Krug very much. 

Padukk then decides to take the third and final step and seizes David. 

Krugg loves his son intensily, as a part of himself. Krug is reminded of this 

when,, for a moment, he loses sight of David on their way back to the city 

fromm the Maximovs' country house. He suspects that the police has captured 

him,, and panics. When he asks a policeman to give him his son back, 

Nabokovv describes him as 'another Krug, horribly handicapped by a spasm 

inn the throat and a pounding heart' (my italics). Despite this reminder of 

howw dear David it is to him, Krug lets Paduk capture him, as it were. And, 

again,, Krug panics. Unfortunately, but not surprisingly given their 

contemptt for human individuality, Paduk's men confuse David Krug with 

Arvi dd Krug, son of professor Martin Krug (no family). Instead of to the best 

'Statee Rest House', David is sent to the 'Institute for Abnormal Children'. 

Theree he is killed in a sick experiment, as one of the 'Orphans' which are 

usedd as release object' for the benefit of inmates with a criminal record 

(rape,, murder, etc.), that is to kindle their community spirit. Unaware of 

this,, Krug rushes to the prison and offers to do anything the government 

wishess if it would only release David. 

Considerr finally Krug's behaviour and the types of situation Nabokov 

makess him face. First of all, one may have wondered why Krug did not flee 

abroad,, with David. In fact, this was a possibility for some time, and, 

moreover,, Krug was well aware of it. Still at the country house, Mr. 

Maximovv even makes a vigorous effort to convince him that he has a 

strongg reason to escape immediately. He warns Krug that the Ekwilists are 
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goingg to arrest him once they lose hope of obtaining his cooperation. Krug 

callss this nonsense and claims to be invulnerable. Maximov insists, saying 

thatt Paduk wil l not let him sit still. Krug replies that all he wants is to be left 

alone.. Finally, Maximov points to the fact that he is not alone, but that he 

hass a child. Still Krug does not see the necessity of leaving right away. To be 

sure,, after the Maximovs, Ember and Hedron are arrested, he attempts to 

arrangee his and David's escape. But then it turns out not longer to be 

possiblee to leave the country. 

Anotherr intriguing question is why Krug, a brilliant philosopher after all, 

doess not realise that David, his friends and he himself are in danger. My 

ownn answer refers to a cocktail of four factors. Firstly, a great deal of the 

explanationn of Krug's behaviour can be found in his moral philosophy. For 

him,, complying with Paduk's whims is simply morally unthinkable, since 

hee detests everything the Party of the Average Man stands for. On the other 

hand,, overwhelmed by grief over Olgas death, Krug is epistemically 

deficientt as well. It seems that he is unable to catch up, intellectually, with 

hiss rapidly changing environment. He does not see that the days in which 

hee could "be himself" may now be over. Also, that Krug never detects 

Paduk'ss plan may be due to his rigid distinction between the private and the 

publicc domain. He regards Olgas death and the arrests of his friends as 

privatee matters which are irrelevant to the public issue whether to 

cooperatee with the Party of the Average Man or not. Of course, for Paduk, 

whoo calls the shots now, it is not. Fourthly and finally, Krug is not very 

morallyy sensitive so it might be that he does not recognise that he is 

responsible,, in a way, for those who depend on him. Perhaps, Krug is not 

morallyy sensitive at all, in the sense that he does not care for his friends, 

Olgaa and David for their own sake, but only insofar as they are part of 

himself,, as it were. Throughout the novel, Krug makes a self-absorbed 

impression.. It is worth mentioning here that Ember depicts the relationship 

betweenn Adam and Olga, not as that of husband and wife, but as that of a 

brilliantt philosopher and his brilliant assistant. 

Ass I said earlier, Krug has a strong reason to use the possibility to flee 

abroadd with David while it is there; his friendship with the Maximovs, 

Emberr and Hedron and -at least- being David's father commit him to that. 

Thiss does not alter the fact that Krug also has a strong reason to resist 

Paduk'ss regime; he is right to value individual consciousness. Obviously, 
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Padukk has manipulated Krug's situation so that he cannot act upon both of 

thesee reasons, however. As such, his situation is a genuine conflict. 

Butt this conflict does not seem irresolvable. As long as he can, he has 

moree reason to escape than to stay. Fair enough, it may not sound right, 

initially ,, given Krug's lifestory so far that he flees abroad under pressure of 

Paduk.. However, we should take his circumstances into account: his escape 

impliess that David and his friends are saved. We would see then that Krug 

doess not really abandon the value of human individuality when he flees 

abroad;; his escape would leave only a slight crack in his personality. 

However,, as soon as Krug loses the possibility to flee abroad, his situation 

changess tragically: it becomes a real dilemma. He has to choose between 

collaborationn and opposition. If he collaborates with Paduk, he has to give 

upp his moral philosophy, while if he persists in his opposition against the 

Partyy of the Average Man, he loses David and his friends. Either way, he 

wil ll  stop (for some time, at least) to be who he is. Whatever he does, it 

wouldd sound terribly wrong in view of the story of his life so far. 

Itt is noteworthy, finally, that Krug never experiences his situation as a 

dilemmaa or even as a conflict. When David is captured, he is not motivated 

att all anymore to refuse collaboration. It seems that Krug's love for his son 

silencessilences every other reason for action he might have. This should not be 

regardedd as an epistemic deficiency on Krug's part, however. 

2.22 A variety of conflicts 

2.2.11 Defeated reasons 

Inn the previous section, I called Krug's situation a genuine conflict due to 

thee fact that, while he has a strong reason to flee abroad as well as a strong 

reasonn to resist Paduk's manipulations, Krug cannot do both. This is because 

myy definition of a genuine conflict is as follows. 

Genuinee conflict: situation in which the agent has a 

strongg reason to perform an action A and a strong 
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reasonn to perform an action B, but cannot perform 

bothh A and B.1 

Inn this section, we compare genuine conflicts with a variety of other 

conflicts;; in particular, as I wil l explain, we dwell on the differences and 

similaritiess in behaviour of the defeated reason in these types of situations. 

Wee begin with a comparison between genuine conflicts and apparent 

conflicts.. This comparison is important because many opponents of the 

possibilityy of moral dilemmas hold that genuine conflicts are merely 

apparent.. Apparent conflicts can be defined as follows. 

Apparentt conflict: situation in which the agent 

believess he has a strong reason to perform an action 

AA and a strong reason to perform an action B, while 

hee cannot perform A as well as B, although this 

belieff  is in fact false. 

Suchh a conflict may be apparent because the actions the agent believes he 

hass reason to do are actually not incompatible. The alternative possibility is 

thatt the conflict is apparent as the agent is wrong to believe that he has 

reasonn to do both these actions. In that case, there is a defeated reason. The 

defeatt of a reason in an apparent conflict consists in the fact that the 

considerationn that was supposed to be that reason is in fact no reason at all. 

Forr example, Krug's dilemma would have been an apparent conflict if 

Padukk and his Party of the Average Man would have been merely figments 

off  Krug's imagination. If so, the consideration that his friends and family 

aree in danger would not have been a reason for Krug to flee abroad at all, for 

-ceteris-ceteris paribus- they are not in danger. 

Itt needs to be noted that there is a type of situation that is a mixture 

betweenn genuine conflict and apparent conflict. This type of situation we can 

calll  epistemic conflict. 

Epistemicc conflict: situation in which the agent is 

justifiedd in his belief that he has a strong reason to 

]Soo this thesis is not about interpersonal conflicts, that is disagreements between persons or 
otherr entitities. However, there is some overlap between these cases and the mtrapersonal 
conflictss we actually discuss; cf. the dispute on the morality of euthanasia m chapter 10. 
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performm an action A and a strong reason to perform 

ann action B, while he cannot perform both A and B, 

evenn though this belief is false. 

Epistemicc conflict stands midway between genuine conflict and apparent 

conflictt because, as in a genuine conflict, the agent is justified in believing 

thatt he is in a genuine conflict. On the other hand, as in an apparent 

conflict,, the agent in fact has no strong reason to do A, no strong reason to 

doo B and/or A and B are not incompatible. We can further ignore epistemic 

conflictt as we wil l generally abstract from the (true or false) beliefs a 

particularr agent may have about his situation. 

Whatt we are after here is that the behaviour of defeated reasons in 

genuinee conflicts is different from that of defeated reasons in apparent 

conflicts.. The defeat of a reason in a genuine conflict, say the reason to 

performm an action A, consists in the fact that the other action, B, is the action 

thatt the agent has most reason -ought- to do; the reason for doing B could 

thenn be called successful.2 The punchline is that defeated reasons in genuine 

conflictss remain on the scene3 as reasons. For a defeated reason to remain 

onn the scene as a reason implies that the agent still has it, and in the same 

wayy and to the same degree as before its defeat was recognised. So Krug has a 

reasonn not to act under pressure of Paduk, even though he has more reason 

too flee abroad than to resist Paduk's manipulations. 

Wee need to face a serious challenge here. Suppose that the agent is in a 

genuinee conflict and has more reason to do B than A. If he does B, does he 

stilll  have reason to do A? This seems impossible because, if he does B, he 

cannott do A anymore. After all, B and A are incompatible. And if he cannot 

doo A anymore, how can he continue to have a reason to do it?4 There is a 

satisfactoryy answer to this. We can accept that it is impossible that one has a 

reasonn to do an action that cannot be done. However, this does not mean 

thatt defeated reasons in genuine conflicts do not stay on the scene as 

reasons.. The point is that they exist then, not as a reasons one has, but as 

reasonss one had. Note that this applies to successful reasons in genuine 

2Inn the context of genuine conflicts some may prefer to talk of overridden reasons (as opposed 
too cancelled reasons) rather than defeated reasons (as opposed to no-reasons-at-all"); see 
Razz (1975), p. 27. 
3Wee owe this metaphor, which I wil l make great play with in this thesis, to Williams; see 
Williamss (1965), p. 113. 
4SeeFoott (1995), pp. 120-1. 
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conflictss as well. There remains a crucial difference between defeated 

reasonss in genuine conflicts and defeated reasons in apparent conflicts. The 

differencee is that in apparent conflicts defeated reasons have never been 

admittedd on the scene as reasons. 

Theree are instructive analogues of these practical conflicts in the theory of 

knowledge,, viz. the conflict of reasons for belief and the conflict of beliefs. 

Conflictt of reasons for belief: situation in which one 

hass a reason to believe that A and a reason to 

believee that B, while A and B cannot be both the 

case. . 

AA familiar example of a conflict of reasons for belief is drawn from the kind 

off  detective in which a Sherlock Holmes has some evidence that, say, the 

butlerr has poisened the lady of the house, while there are also indications 

thatt the maid is the culprit. The former has the motive, while the latter had 

thee opportunity, for instance. Accordingly, the detective has reason to 

believee that either has killed the lady, but it is not the case that the butler as 

welll  as the maid have killed her. 

Thee defeat of a reason for the belief that A consists in the fact that B 

provess to be the case. For example, it turns out that the butler is the killer. 

Whenn this happens, the detective has no reason anymore to believe that the 

maidd has poisened the lady; the evidence he had for that is exposed as a "no-

reason-at-all".. However, before the detective made his discovery he had 

reasonn to believe that she has done it; after all, there were indications that 

shee is the killer. So reasons in conflicts of reasons for belief are on the scene 

ass reasons, but only for so long as their defeat is not revealed. In this respect, 

then,, there is a fundamental difference between genuine conflicts of 

theoreticall  reasons and genuine conflicts of practical reasons, since in the 

latterr -repeating the phrase that I wil l try to clarify many more times in this 

thesis-- defeated reasons remain on the scene. 

2.2.22 What is meant by 'conflict' ? 

Conflictss of beliefs differ still more from genuine (practical) conflicts. 
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Conflictt of beliefs: situation in which one believes 

thatt A and one believes that B, while A and B 

cannott both be the case. 

AA defeated belief in a conflict of beliefs is a belief that is false. A false belief is 

onee that one was never right to have (although one could have had reasons 

(evidence!)) to entertain it), so that it behaves like a defeated reason in an 

apparentt conflict, which one never had either. 

Theree is a pretty example of a conflict of beliefs in Boghossians 'What the 

Sokall  Hoax Ought to Teach Us' (1996), which he himself has borrowed from 

aa front-page article in the New York Times of October 22, 1996. The Times 

reportedd that there is a conflict of views on the origin of the Native 

Americann populations. On the one hand, there is the scientific archeological 

accountt according to which their ancestors entered the Americas from Asia 

overr tenthousand years ago by crossing the Bering Strait. On the other hand, 

theree is the Native American creation account according to which native 

peopless originate from a subterranean world of spirits and have lived in the 

Americass ever since their ancestors emerged on the surface of the world. 

Thesee accounts could produce a conflict of beliefs, as, obviously, the 

ancestorss of the Native American populations cannot have entered the 

Americass from a subterranean world of spirits as well as from Asia. 

Accordingg to the Times, some archeologists are so impressed by 

postmodernismm that they feel compelled to believe that the ancestors of the 

Nativee Americans come from the world of spirits as well as from Asia 

indeed.. This is odd, because, given the behaviour of a defeated belief, one 

shouldd realise when one recognises that one is in a conflict of beliefs that 

onee is wrong to retain at least one of one's beliefs. The mere discovery that 

onee is in such a conflict should therefore weaken at least one of one's 

beliefs.. Now, instead of weaken their belief that the ancestors of the Native 

Americann populations came from Asia, the availability of the Native 

Americann creation account made some archeologists adopt a belief which 

contradictss that initial belief. 

Leavingg this oddity behind, defeated beliefs behave strikingly different 

fromm defeated reasons for action in genuine conflicts; defeated beliefs do not 

survivee a conflict of beliefs5, while defeated reasons not only survive a 

genuinee conflict: their force remains unaffected. My suggestion here is that 

DCf.. Williams' account of conflicts of beliefs in (1965), p. 107. 
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thiss difference in behaviour signals that what is conflicting in conflicts of 

beliefss is beliefs, while what is conflicting in genuine conflicts is not reasons. 

Wee are able to define 'conflict' now. It is the relationship between two 

thingss such that one excludes the other. With this definition in place, let us 

considerr four possible answers to the question what is conflicting in a 

genuinee conflict: reasons, values, the agent or actions. 

AA situation of conflicting reasons would be a situation in which having a 

reasonn to do A excludes having a reason to do B, and a situation of 

conflictingg values would be a situation in which A's being a value excludes 

B'ss being a value. These types of situations seem to be logical conflicts, as 

theree is no possible world in which one has a reason to do A as well as a 

reasonn to do B or in which A is a value as well as B is a value. Logical 

conflictss are opposed to contingent conflicts, which are conflicts in which 

theree is a possible world in which there would not be these conflicts. 

Itt is hard to imagine an example of a logical conflict of values or reasons. 

Supposee one values toughness as well as sensitivity. If valuing toughness 

wouldd be understood as also disvaluing sensitivity, and vice versa, these 

valuess are indeed in conflict. Moreover, they would bring one in a situation 

off  conflicting reasons every time one can be sensitive as well as tough. 

However,, we could object that no acceptable normative ethic would allow 

onee to value both toughness and sensitivity in such a way. Anyway, this 

examplee indicates that the genuine conflicts at stake such as Krug's situation 

aree not situations of conflicting reasons or values. As for Krug, valuing 

friendshipp and being a good parent does not exclude valuing human 

individuality;; and having reason to protect his friends and family does not 

excludee having reason to resist Paduk's regime. Krug's situation seems to be 

aa contingent conflict, for normally he is able to be himself, as it were, but 

onlyy in the world Paduk has created for him he cannot. 

Ass for the third answer to the question what is conflicting in genuine 

conflicts:: the agent, I need to invoke the idea that the agent can be 

conflicted.conflicted.66 The agent is understood here to be conflicted if he or she is 

motivatedd to act upon different reasons, if he or she is pulled in opposite 

directions,, so to speak. This is certainly the phenomenology of conflict. 

However,, (genuine) conflicts are not those situations by which the agent is 

conflicted.. That the agent is conflicted is not even a necessary, let alone a 

sufficient,, condition for a situation to be a conflict. It is not a sufficient 

6II  borrow this term from Stacker (1990). 
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condition,, for one might be conflicted by any situation. Moreover, as shown 

byy Bend Sinister, it is not a necessary condition either. After all, Krug is not 

conflictedd at all -neither before, nor after Paduk has captured David. Yet, he 

doess face a conflict. 

Havingg had to reject already three of the four answers I could think of, I 

lookk hopefully at the fourth, namely actions. For two actions to be 

conflictingg means that performance of one action excludes performance of 

thee other action. With all the material in hand that we collected in this 

sectionn and the previous one, it may have become self-evident that what is 

conflictingg in genuine conflicts are actions indeed. So, in Krug's conflict, the 

actionn of fleeing abroad excludes the (course of) action of resisting the 

pressuree of Paduk's regime. 

Thiss answers the question what is conflicting in genuine conflicts 

satisfactorily.. However, it raises the question what makes these situations 

practicall  problems. After all, every situation is a conflict of actions, and not 

everyy situation is a problem, or at least not in the way I believe genuine 

conflictss are. I shall now attempt to explain why conflicts are special, so as to 

answerr the question why they are problems. 

Lett me first repeat my definition of a genuine conflict. 

Genuinee conflict: situation in which the agent has a 

strongg reason to perform an action A and a strong 

reasonn to perform an action B, but cannot perform 

bothh A and B. 

Thee first thing to notice is that in such a situation the agent cannot avoid 

thatt he fails to act upon a strong reason. Such a compelling, pressing reason 

hass the character of a claim. It is a reason that requires action: a requirement. 

Henceforth,, I wil l use these terms interchangeably. 

Now,, to understand why (genuine) conflicts are problems, we need to 

knoww why it is a problem for the agent to fail to act upon a strong reason. In 

myy opinion, this is because there is a relation between reasons and values. 

Theree is a relation between reasons and values such that reasons are based 

onn values. One could say that reasons spring from values. Reasons spring 

fromm values in the sense that by performing an action that one has reason to 

do,, one satisfies the desire of a value to be realised, as it were. Accordingly, 

nott acting upon a reason implies missing out on value. Moreover, as the 
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strengthh of a reason is determined by the importance of the value it springs 

from,, the stronger the reason is that one does not act upon, the more 

importantt the value is that one misses out on.7 We can now see why 

conflictss are special. This is because they involve strong reasons, one of 

whichh one is unable to act upon. Furthermore, we can see why conflicts are 

problems:: one inevitably misses out on considerable value.8 

Thee issue as to what makes genuine conflicts practical problems should 

remainn a worry, however. This is because whether a situation is a conflict is 

onn my view a matter of degree, since for a conflict the reasons present must 

bee sufficiently strong to be requirements. They should not be weak reasons, 

reasonss that merely call for action. As far as I can see, ethics does not admit 

off  criteria by means of which we can determine whether a reason is a 

requirementt or not. Hence, we probably have a range of cases of which some 

aree just conflicts and thus problems and others are just not. I suspect that in 

drawingg this line we make a rather arbitrary decision. 

Yet,, I consider my definition of a conflict as involving strong reasons to 

bee an improvement on Dancy's definition of a conflict as a situation 'where 

wee face reasons of some strength on both sides of a disputed question'9 (my 

italics).. This is because, to my mind, in every situation there are reasons of 

somee strength for actions that are however incompatible. However, I wish 

too avoid the trivialising result of having to regard every situation as a 

conflict.. Another possible misunderstanding which I find in Dancy's chapter 

onn conflict in Moral Reasons is that perhaps a conflict is a situation in which 

onee has more or less equally strong reasons for mutually exclusive actions.10 

Inn such a situation, there is real competition between the reasons about 

whichh of the underlying values one has most reason to realise, as it were. 

Admittedly,, this competition may add to the problematic nature of a 

situationn of conflict; not only does one miss out on value, but also one does 

nott know what to do. Nonetheless, in my opinion, defining conflict in these 

termss is unsatisfactory. Weak reasons could then constitute conflicts, so that 

triviall  choices such as having to select a can of tomato soup in the 

supermarkett would be conflicts. Moreover, if one reason is stronger than 

7Nott for the last time, we touch upon a more fundamental issue than that of moral dilemmas: 
thee relation between reasons and values. I defend that reasons are based on values in chapter 
11. . 
8Howw much one wil ] be affected, depends on the particular case. Nussbaum lists a fairly large 
amountt of relevant criteria, in Nussbaum (1986), pp. 27-8. 
9Dancyy (1993), p. 109. 
10Dancyy (1993), pp. 116-9 and 123. 
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thee other there would not be a conflict, although both reasons are 

requirements.. But such a situation is still problematic, for one inevitably 

missess out on considerable value. 

2.33 Paradigmatic conflicts 

Inn the moral dilemma debate, genuine conflicts are recognised as practical 

problems.. That is why, in section III of her influential 'Moral Dilemmas and 

Consistency'' (1980), Marcus advances the following principle, in my terms: 

onee ought to act in such a way that, if one is required to perform an action A 

andd required to perform an action B, one can do both A and B. What could 

bee wrong with a principle that enjoins us to avoid problems? The obvious 

objectionn is that Marcus' principle prescribes the impossible, as conflicts are 

nott categorically avoidable, for occasions of conflict cannot always be 

foreseen.. However, the interesting objection against the principle is that it is 

immoral,immoral, and this is the thought I would like to pursue. 

Inn 'Moral Dilemmas and Consistency' Marcus anticipates the objection 

fromm unavoidability. She stipulates therefore that her principle is 

regulative;; it is a principle to which the principle of deontic logic that if one 

oughtt to perform an action, then one can perform that action, in short 

"'ought'"'ought' implies 'can'", does not apply. Furthermore, she argues 

persuasivelyy that some conflicts can be prevented, for example conflicts 

whichh arise when we knowingly make conflicting promises. Referring to 

sectionn 2.2, we are able to explain that conflicts are, in principle, avoidable, 

becausee they are contingent rather than logical conflicts. This clarification 

meetss the objection from unavoidability. 

Nonetheless,, in a later article, 'More about Moral Dilemmas' (1996), 

Marcuss reformulates her principle. It now reads: we ought to arrange our 

livess and institutions with a view to preventing conflicts to the extent 

possible.possible.1111 In this formulation, Marcus' principle does not even raise the 

objectionn from unavoidability, since it tells us to prevent only the conflicts 

thatt we can predict. However, it is still liable to the objection from 

immorality.. My charge against Marcus' principle is that we have no reason 

whatsoeverr to avoid what one may call paradigmatic conflicts. On the 

contrary,, the possible world we should enter is the one in which we 

Marcuss (1996), pp. 23 and 33. 
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naturallyy face these conflicts. Marcus also senses this objection as she notes 

thatt her principle generates a dilemma between 'our pursuit of what we 

mayy regard as a good and rich and fulfillin g lif e and our pursuit of a lif e 

withoutt moral conflicts'12. 

Too explain my objection from immorality against Marcus' principle and, 

moree importantly, what paradigmatic conflicts are, I need to invoke a 

normativee ethic. As I said in chapter 1 I believe that Ross' theory of prima 

faciefacie duties, utilitarianism, Kantianism and virtue ethics are all initially 

plausible.. This is because these theories articulate intuitions that are 

essentiall  to morality. In chapter 4, I shall show how my theory of moral 

dilemmaa articulates the intuition that motivates Ross' theory. The 

appealingg intuition underlying utilitarianism is that there are states of 

affairss which we have reason to promote. But Kantianism correctly brings to 

ourr notice that there are actions which we just should not do, irrespective of 

thee states of affairs which we would promote by their performance. Finally, 

virtuee ethics is right, so to speak, that persons rather than actions matter in 

ethics.. A normative ethic has to capture all these intuitions (without 

reducingg one to the other, or all of them to yet another intuition; such 

reductionn necessarily involves distortion). This is what for example the 

followingg account of agent-neutral and agent-relative reasons does.13 

Agent-neutrall  and agent-relative reasons are two types of moral reasons. 

Agent-neutrall  reasons are reasons to promote certain states of affairs. Which 

statess of affairs one has reasons to promote depends on the true theory of 

value.. Suppose that the more autonomy there is in the world the better we 

aree off. In that case, there are agent-neutral reasons to increase autonomy, 

forr example by improving the education of children. Agent-relative reasons 

cann be divided into options and constraints. Options permit us not to 

performm actions, even though their performance would lead to agent-

neutrallyy more valuable states of affairs. There are two categories of options. 

Firstly,, reasons of autonomy which stem from existing or future personal 

projectss and commitments. Secondly, reasons of partiality that are due to 

relationshipss between friends and family. Reasons of partiality can also be 

constraints.. Constraints forbid us to perform certain actions, even though 

theirr performance would lead to agent-neutrally more valuable states of 

affairs.. The second category of constraints are deontological constraints 

12Marcuss (1996), pp. 29. 
13Seee Dancy (1993), chs. 9-13, cf. Korsgaard (1993), reprinted in Korsgaard (1996). 
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whichh pertain to actions that one just should not do. A deontological 
approachh to ethics has to start with an idea of what sort of person one ought 
too be. 

Thee definitions of constraints and options indicate that there is a tension 

betweenn the agent-neutral and the agent-relative. A perfect illustration of 

thiss is Williams' well-known example of Jim and the Indians.14 Jim is a 

scientist,, presumably. On a botanical expedition, he ends up in a small 

Southh American town. There he faces twenty Indians who are about to be 

killed.. They are a random group of the inhabitants who have protested 

againstt the government. Killin g them is meant to be a warning to possible 

futuree protestors. The captain in charge offers Jim "a guest's privilege" of 

killin gg one of the Indians. The captain decides that if Jim accepts, the other 

Indianss wil l be released. However, if he refuses, all twenty wil l be killed. Jim 

thuss has to choose between killin g one Indian or letting twenty Indians be 

killed.. Agent-neutrally, it is better that nineteen Indians stay alive instead of 

one,, so Jim has an agent-neutral reason to kill . However, there is a 

deontologicall  constraint against killin g (innocent and unwilling) human 

beings;; Jim thus has an agent-relative reason not to kill . 

AA second example here is from Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1971) 

byy Godwin (1793-1836): the case of bishop Fenelon and his valet.15 Godwin 

sketchess a situation in which you are forced to choose between saving 

Fenelon,, 'at the moment he conceived the project of his immortal 

Telemachus',Telemachus', or his valet. The bishop wil l promote a great deal of agent-

neutrall  good, while his valet wil l promote very little. However, the valet is 

yourr father. In view of his hard-boiled utilitarianism, it is no surprise that 

Godwinn concludes that in such a situation you ought to save Fenelon. I 

wishh to leave the ought-question aside; I would like to look at the reasons 

youu have. Suppose that you have an agent-neutral reason to save the bishop 

indeed.. In my opinion, you also have a reason to save your father -a reason 

off  partiality. It seems that here the agent-relative gives you at least an option 

(iff  not a constraint) not to act upon the agent-neutral reason. 

Thee third example I am going to give is that which Dancy uses to show 

whatt motivates the idea of an agent-relative reason.16 The example 

concernss his own project of writing a very good book on ethics. To him, it 

14Will iamss (1973a), pp. 98-9. 
1 5Godwinn (1971), pp. 70-1. 
16Dancyy (1993), pp. 188-9. 
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matterss enormously whether he succeeds or fails. However, he also believes 

thatt to the world his success or failure does not make much difference. We 

cann add to this example that, agent-neutrally, Dancy can do better things 

thann pursuing his project. In sum, he has the option to write a book on 

ethicss -a reason of autonomy- but also an agent-neutral reason to do 

somethingg else. 

Fromm these examples, we can conclude that there is a general tension 

betweenn the agent-neutral and the agent-relative. This tension accounts for 

paradigmaticc conflicts, i.e. conflicts of agent-neutral reasons, on the one 

hand,, and constraints or options, on the other hand. The logical form of 

thesee situations is, in case of constraints, the agent has a strong reason to 

performm an action A, but also a strong reason to perform an action not-A. In 

casee of options, it is: the agent has a strong reason to perform an action A but 

alsoo not a strong reason to perform an action A. This stands as a refinement 

off  the definition of a genuine conflict. 

Itt is tempting to take the tension between the agent-neutral and the 

agent-relativee to be the source of conflict. This would be a mistake, however, 

iff  only because agent-relative reasons can very well constitute conflicts on 

theirr own. However, one may believe that situations which involve agent-

neutrall  reasons alone cannot amount to conflicts, but must instead be 

budgetbudget problems. We can distinguish between two types of budget problems, 

too wit Buridan's ass cases and other budget problems. 

Buridan'ss ass cases are situations in which one has to choose between 

performingg two actions, while by performing the one action one realises the 

samesame as what one would realise if one would perform the other action. 

Thesee situations are supposedly named after Buridan's ass which in the face 

off  a choice between two bales of hay of equal size (other things such as 

distancee being equal) lapsed into indecision and starved to death.17 

Buridan'ss ass cases are not genuine conflicts, because in such situations one 

hass a strong reason to perform either action, while in conflicts one has a 

strongg reason to perform each action severally. Other budget problems are 

situationss in which one has to choose between performing two actions, 

whilee performing one of the actions realises more of what one would realise 

byy performing the other action. An example of such a budget issue is the 

,, I could not retrace this example to Buridan's own work. But the Dutch medieval 
philosopherr talks of a dog having to choose between two pieces of meat. Cf Buridan (1988), p. 
39. . 
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situationn that one knows of two investments, one giving a much better 

returnn than the other, other things such as security being equal. Such budget 

problemss differ from genuine conflicts in that in these situations the agent 

iss required to perform the action that would realise more only, while in 

conflictss the agent is required to perform each of actions concerned. In the 

example,, one is required to make the more profitable investment, and not 

alsoalso the less profitable one. 

Situationss which involve just agent-neutral reasons are not necessarily 

budgett problems because one can have a strong agent-neutral reason to do 

ann action A and a strong agent-neutral reason to do an action B, although 

onee cannot do both A and B. Perhaps, the following political issue is an 

agent-neutrall  conflict. Politicians, of course, have a limited budget to spend. 

Inn view of this, a choice may arise between protecting Iranian refugees and 

establishingg smaller classes in primary schools. But one may argue that we 

havee a strong reason to take care of these refugees as well as a strong reason 

too provide our children with a decent education. 

Lett us return to Marcus' principle. We can now see why it is immoral. 

Supposee that we arrange our lives and institutions in such a way that we 

reducee conflicts as much as possible. Supposing that we are unable to change 

thee agent-neutral reasons we can get, this means at least that we avoid that 

wee acquire options not to promote the agent-neutral good. But we can only 

doo so by abandoning our family, friends, projects and commitments. The 

resultt is that none of us has a lif e worth living. Therefore, we have no 

reasonn at all to avoid conflicts of agent-neutral reasons and options. 

However,, once we enter a world in which we cherish our family and friends 

andd engage in projects and commitments, there are going to be conflicts of 

agent-neutrall  reasons and constraints as well. For example, doctors are 

committedd to act in the best interests of their patients. Accordingly, there are 

actionss which they just should not perform, such as disclosing confidential 

information,, even though performance of these actions is agent-neutrally 

better.. Nevertheless, a world with family and friends and projects and 

commitmentss is to be preferred. Only in such a world, we can have valuable 

lives.. So, paradoxically, although genuine conflicts are practical problems, 

wee should not neccessarily avoid them.18 

18Cf.. Williams (1965), pp. 115-7 and (1976b). Wolf elaborates on Williams' articles, for 
example,, in Wolf (1997). See also Hansson (1998), pp. 410-4. 





Chapterr  3 

Explainingg conflict away 

Myy central aim in the previous chapter has been to clarify what (genuine) 

conflictss are. I tried to do this by explaining how I conceive of conflicts. In 

thiss chapter as well as the next, my central aim is still to gain a better 

understandingg of conflicts. However, we shall focus more on alternative 

viewss on conflict. I do this to illustrate what according to me conflicts are 

not.. Of course, this exercise is also part of the larger project initiated in 

chapterr 1, which is to find out what moral dilemmas are before "doing 

something""  with them. Furthermore, the prospect of settling philosophical 

disputess with features that pertain to conflicts wil l become more concrete in 

thesee chapters, as we wil l come across a sort of "acid test" (about which I 

shalll  soon say more). 

Inn the opening chapter, I also committed myself to relate theories of 

morall  dilemma with ethical theory. That is why the five views on conflict 

wee wil l discuss in chapters 3 and 4 are selected not just because they differ on 

conflict,, but especially because they are embedded in different ethical 

theories.. Moreover, these views originate quite directly, as we wil l see, from 

thee sparse remarks the founders of these theories -Aristotle, Kant, Mil l and 

Ross-- have made on moral dilemmas. So in chapter 3 I shall describe in 

somee detail the views on conflict of McDowell, Donagan and Hare as forms 

off  Aristotelianism, Kantianism and utilitarianism, respectively, in the 

theoryy of moral dilemma. In chapter 4 we wil l discuss Jackson's feature 
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theoryy as well as my own theory, which can both be regarded as forms of 

Rossiann theory of prima facie duties in the theory of moral dilemma. 

InIn chapters 3 and 4 we also enter the dispute about the possibility of 

(genuine)) conflict. In chapter 3 I investigate views according to which 

conflictss are apparent rather than genuine, while in chapter 4 I examine 

viewss according to which conflicts can be genuine. I try to settle this dispute 

inn chapter 5 by a two-part argument in favour of the possibility of conflict. 

Apartt from this, I do not intend to argue against the views in chapter 3. 

Rather,, I try to represent them as plausible as possible. In spite of this, in the 

nextt section, in which we wil l discuss McDowell's view, I wil l make an 

attemptt to refute his argument against the possibility of conflict. This is 

becausee McDowell has been influential in shaping the views on ethics I 

myselff  make use of in this thesis. In particular, I have to show that his 

argumentt need not lead British moral realists to reject conflicts. 

AA good way to bring out the differences between the five views on 

conflictt at issue is to zoom in on what they (implicitly ) claim about the 

structuree of reasoning in conflict. The underlying idea is that, whether one 

believess that conflicts are ultimately apparent or that they can really be 

genuine,, one wil l make a distinction between, on the one hand, that which 

constitutess a conflict (apparent or genuine) and, on the other hand, that 

whichh constitutes the resolution of a conflict. Accordingly, the five views on 

conflictt involved can be expected to embody just as many different 

interpretationss of this distinction. Again, McDowells view seems to be an 

outlierr here, for we wil l see that he denies not only that a virtuous person 

cann be in genuine conflicts, but also that such a person wil l ever face 

apparentapparent conflicts. On his view, there is thus nothing that can constitute 

apparentt conflicts. There are only resolutions, so to speak. However, in fact, 

ass we wil l also see, McDowell believes too that the reasoning of a virtuous 

personn is layered. 

Inn chapter 4, I wil l give my own interpretation of the distinction between 

thee constituents of conflict, on the one hand, and the constituents of the 

resolutionn of conflict, on the other hand. I hope to render it plausible that 

thiss interpretation is correct. I wil l try to do this, firstly, by my argument for 

thee possibility of conflict, which purports to show that the interpretations of 

McDowell,, Donagan and Hare are incorrect, and, secondly, by my argument 

againstt Jackson's interpretation, which I wil l give in chapter 4. Supposing 

thatt my interpretation of the distinction is correct, it is able to function as 
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thee acid test I spoke of. My charge is not just that the interpretations other 

theoriess assume are incorrect, but especially, in particular in chapter 9, that 

theree are types of theories which could not make the distinction rightly 

evenn if they wanted. 

3.11 Unity of virtu e 

Myy views on ethics are influenced by McDowell's work, in particular by his 

'Aree Moral Requirements Hypothetical Imperatives' (1978) and 'Virtue and 

Reason'' (1979). These articles are by now known as one of the sources of 

Britishh moral realism. What is less well-known is that in these articles 

McDowelll  develops a sophisticated view on conflict. Actually, in the moral 

dilemmaa debate this view is practically neglected. To my mind, this is 

wrong,, however. Although I do not share McDowell's view on conflict -in 

fact,, across the spectrum of views on conflict I shall present we find his view 

att one extreme and my own view at the other- I believe it contains a very 

interestingg idea, to which I now turn. 

II  have already mentioned that on McDowell's view a virtuous person 

doess not even face apparent conflicts, let alone genuine conflicts. This is 

becausee on his view such a person does not arrive at a moral judgment by 

weighingg reasons for and against action and deciding that, on balance, one 

overridess the other. Rather, a virtuous person recognises that moral 

requirementss silence potentially opposing considerations. This means that 

thesee considerations never get to become reasons at all. Accordingly, if one 

doess not act upon them, one does not miss out on value (also McDowell 

takess the view that reasons and values are interconnected). Remarkably, on 

McDowell'ss view weighing reasons is not entirely foreign to a virtuous 

person,, for less exigent moral reasons than moral requirements, as he calls 

them,, may be overridden.1 

Thiss idea of silencing is the core idea of McDowell's view on conflict. In 

thiss section, I shall first try to clarify McDowell's idea of silencing. In 

particular,, we shall discuss what it means for a virtuous person's judgments 

andd actions that moral requirements silence potentially opposing 

considerations.. Then, I wil l attempt to explain why McDowell believes that 

morall  requirements silence. From this explanation we can construe an 

McDowelll  (1978), p. 29. 
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argumentt against the possibility of conflict. Finally, I shall try to refute this 
argument. . 

Lett us, to begin with, consider two types of examples of silencing which 

McDowelll  gives. In 'Are Moral Requirements Hypothetical Imperatives', he 

appliess the idea of silencing to potential conflicts of moral requirements and 

prudentialprudential considerations. The example he discusses there concerns 

temperance.. Suppose that a virtuous person could choose between a 

temperatee action and a physically pleasurable action. In that case, he would 

nott regard the prospective enjoyment as a reason for acting intemperately 

whatsoever.. He would not value the physical pleasure involved at all.2 In 

'Virtuee and Reason', McDowell applies the idea of silencing to potential 

moralmoral conflicts. His example there concerns fairness and kindness. Suppose 

thatt the situation is such that one should be fair to a person A, although 

beingg fair implies that one hurts a person B's feelings. In that case, a 

virtuouss person would see no reason to be kind whatsoever. To be precise, 

inn such a situation the virtue of kindness is not at stake at all.3 

Too clarify McDowell's idea of silencing, I am going to look now at what 

silencingg entails for a virtuous person's judging and acting according to 

McDowell.. First of all, it is noteworthy that when a virtuous person forms a 

judgmentt about what ought to be done, he does not even consider the 

attractionss of the non-virtuous course. In fact, the non-virtuous course 

cannott be said to appeal to him at all. So in coming to the view that he 

shouldd be temperate, he does not take the attractions of the prospective 

physicall  pleasure into account. It should be noted that in the absence of the 

morall  requirement to be temperate, he would take there to be a reason to 

performm the pleasurable action, as in the abstract he does value physical 

pleasuree highly. Moreover, also a virtuous person has the inclination to 

enjoyy physical pleasure; for example, he may want to sleep with someone he 

oughtt not to sleep with. It is just that, in case he ought to be temperate, his 

desiree for pleasure is not aroused by awareness of the attractions of the 

pleasurablee action. Accordingly, when a virtuous person behaves 

virtuously,, he acts with a sort of serenity. He need not overcome a desire to 

behavee differently. Without struggle, he renounces something which he 

otherwisee possibly values highly. His tranquility is based on the knowledge 

2McDowelll  (1978), p. 27. 
3McDowelll  (1979), p. 333. 
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thatt in the circumstances missing out on that thing is no loss at all. So he 

actss temperately without bothering about the pleasure he misses out on.4 

Althoughh a virtuous person does not take the attractions of the non-

virtuouss course into account in coming to a view of what should be done, 

hee does regard the aspects of the situation under consideration where the 

non-virtuouss course is based on as potentially reason-yielding facts (if I 

understandd McDowell well). He does this at the first stage of the two stages 

off  reasoning in potential conflict McDowell distinguishes between. At this 

stage,, there is interaction between a virtuous person's knowledge of the 

potentiallyy reason-yielding facts of the case at hand and his conception of 

howw a human being should live. The interaction prompts two (or more) 

concerns,, the fulfilment of which would on suitable occasions be virtuous. 

Supposee that a virtuous person considers whether a certain action is 

courageouss or not. He then also takes the gravity of the risk he would run 

intoo account, as a potentially reason-yielding fact. Note that he does not 

regardd the risk involved as a reason for running away, but just as a potential 

reason!!  At the second stage, the interaction between a virtuous person's 

conceptionn of how to live and his knowledge of the particular facts has 

resultedd in the selection of the right concern to act on. He has arrived at a 

vieww of the situation in which only one of the potentially reason-yielding 

factss is seen as salient, as McDowell calls it. Salience must be understood in 

termss of silencing, according to McDowell: to perceive something as salient 

iss to see it as constituting a reason which silences all other potential reasons. 

Soo when a virtuous person decides that the action he considers is 

courageouss indeed, he still does not regard the risk to life and limb involved 

ass a reason for running away.5 

Ass I indicated in the preamble, in chapters 3 and 4 we would concentrate 

onn what the views on conflict we discuss tell us about the structure of 

reasoningg in conflict. Here we ran into the first interpretation of the 

distinctionn which I claim all these views share, that between what 

constitutess a conflict and what constitutes the resolution of a conflict. On 

4McDowelll  (1978), pp. 26-9. 
5McDowelll  (1979), pp. 334-5, 342-5 and 350n31. Here is a quote from a later article of 
McDowelll  -The Role of Eudaimonia in Aristotle's Ethics' (1980)- which sums up his view on 
conflictt quite nicely: 'To embrace a specific conception of eudaimonia is to see the relevant 
reasonss for acting, on occasions when they coexist with considerations that on their own would 
bee reasons for acting otherwise, as, not overriding, but silencing those other considerations -as 
bringingg it about that, in the circumstances, they are not reasons at all ... And if one misses 
somethingg which one had no reason to pursue, that is no loss' (McDowell (1980), p. 370). 
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McDowell'ss view, there are potentially reason-yielding facts which 

constitutee potential conflicts, on the one hand, and oughts which we could 

regardd as constituting the resolution of potential conflicts, on the other 

hand. . 

Thiss completes my attempt to clarify McDowell's idea of silencing.6 I 

movee to the question, then, what motivates this idea. We wil l find that 

McDowelll  believes that it follows from the Socratic thesis of unity of virtue 

thatt moral requirements silence potentially opposing considerations. To 

understandd this, however, we need to look first at his (tentative) 

interpretationn of yet another Socratic thesis, to wit that virtue is knowledge. 

Accordingg to McDowell, virtue is knowledge, because, put roughly, virtues 

aree sensitivities by means of which their possessor is able to recognise the 

requirementss situations impose on one's behaviour.7 The deliverances of 

thesee sensitivities are cases of knowledge. Moreover, these sensitivities fully 

accountt for the actions that demonstrate them. A virtuous person does not 

needd a further motive, such as the prospect of a favour in return, to act as 

thee situation requires. For example, a kind person possesses a sensitivity by 

meanss of which she can discover when she ought to be kind. And when she 

actss kindly, her motive is just that the situation requires her to be kind. 

Lett us now turn to McDowell's interpretation of the thesis that there is 

unityy of virtue. On his view, this is the thesis that it is impossible to identify 

eachh of the sensitivities involved in virtue with knowledge separately. This 

iss because otherwise virtue would not always lead to right conduct. Suppose 

that,, for example, kindness would straightforwardly be equated with 

sensitivityy to others' feelings. Then, virtue would issue in wrong conduct, 

forr instance, when the salient fact of the situation is not that a person A's 

feelingss wil l be hurt -though this wil l be the case indeed- but that a person B 

hass a right, so that one ought to be fair. Possession of kindness must thus 

carryy with it not only sensitivity to facts about others' feelings, but also 

sensitivityy to facts about rights. We do not have knowledge of kindness if 

6II  mentioned that I believe that McDowells idea of silencing is very interesting. In my view, 
somee sort of silencing happens and should happen. In particular, deontological constraints 
seemm likely to silence some potentially opposing considerations, as they render certain actions 
literallyy morally unthinkable. However, in view of the possibility of conflict, for example, I 
doo not think that silencing is such a pervasive phenomenon as McDowell suggests. Note that 
Dancyy has no problems with the idea of silencing sec either (Dancy (1993), pp. 47-53). 
yInn the context of moral dilemmas, however, McDowell acknowledges that there may be 
situationss in which there is no right answer to the question what one ought to do (McDowell 
(1979),, p. 348n5). 
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wee do not have knowledge of fairness. And, as all virtues can constitute 

potentiall  conflicts, we cannot possess one virtue without having all of the 

otherss as well.8 

Wee can construct the following argument from McDowell 's 

interpretationn of the thesis of unity of virtue: as one virtue begins where 

anotherr ends, so to speak, it is impossible that a situation requires one to do 

onee thing as well as another. As I said, I wil l try to refute this argument. I 

wil ll  do this not just to show that unity of virtue need not lead British moral 

realistss to deny the possibility of conflict, but especially to be able to hold on 

too the virtuous person as a model in ethics. 

Beforee I take McDowell's argument head-on, I would like to direct our 

attentionn to Aristotle's work. The origin of McDowell's view on conflict can 

bee found, I suppose, in the Nicomachean Ethics (1988), in particular at the 

endd of book 6. Perhaps, we can find a clue there whether the rejection of 

conflictt follows from the unity of virtue or not. In section 13 of book 6, 

Aristotlee concludes that it is impossible to be morally virtuous without 

beingg practically wise and to have practical wisdom without having moral 

virtue.. Subsequently, he concludes that, as with the possession of practical 

wisdomm all the virtues are given, it is impossible to acquire one virtue when 

onee has not acquired another, hence that there is unity of virtue.9 It is worth 

notingg that Aristotle, unlike McDowell, does not base this conclusion on the 

ideaa that if there would not be unity of virtue, virtue would not always lead 

too right conduct. His discussions of examples of conflicts do not make it clear 

eitherr whether Aristotle agrees with McDowell that it follows from the 

unityy of virtue that a virtuous person wil l not even be in apparent, let alone 

genuine,, conflicts; in fact, he does not appeal to this thesis at all. In the 

contextt of his theory of action (book 3, section 1) and his theory of friendship 

(bookk 9, section 2), Aristotle confronts himself with various hard cases. For 

example,, he wonders what you should do if you can save either your father 

orr another person who is however the person who saved you when you 

weree in trouble. But what he wishes to point out there is that it may be 

difficul tt to determine what one ought to do. He does not touch upon our 

issuee whether virtue may (seem) to require one to do something the 

performancee of which would imply that one does not do what one ought to 

8McDoweUU (1979), pp. 331-3. 
95eee for a critical discussion of the unity- of virtue in Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics Telfer 
(1990). . 
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do.. Maybe, we can conclude then that in Aristotle's work we can find no 

indicationn that unity of virtue compels us to abandon the view that a 

virtuouss person may face apparent or genuine conflicts.10 

II  shall now try to refute McDowell's argument that due to unity of virtue 

aa virtuous person does not face apparent or genuine conflicts. The first thing 

too note is that the argument runs from a thesis about the virtuous person, 

thatt he is a possessor of all virtues, to the claim that particular conflicts of 

actionsactions are impossible. This enables us to see that the argument rests on a 

falsee assumption. The assumption is that when one does not act in 

accordancee with a virtue, one wil l lack that virtue, so that, for example, 

someonee who possesses the virtue of kindness does not perform actions 

whichh are not kind. However, this is not necessarily so, because what sort of 

personn one is, is determined not only by the actions one performed, but also 

-amongstt other things- by the circumstances one acted in. Now, it is possible 

too perceive something as a requirement which is not. This can also happen 

too a virtuous person, who is, though perfect in character and intellect, not 

omniscientt and infallible. Consequently, a virtuous person may face 

apparentt conflicts. When in some apparent conflict of kindness and fairness, 

youu behave honestly rather than kindly, although there was no reason to be 

honest,, I do not think we call you an unkind person. Further, being in a 

genuinee conflict need not affect one's possession of the virtues either, for 

thiss is the condition par excellence to effect that though one does not act in 

accordancee with a virtue, one may still possess it. So when in some genuine 

conflictt you do not act kindly, but honestly, as this is what you ought to do, I 

doo not believe that we regard you as an unkind person. And your kindness 

mayy still show in that you do what is honest in a kind way. Let us compare 

thiss with the case that you do not act kindly because you know that I do not 

expectt you to be kind. In these circumstances, we wil l judge that you lack the 

virtuee of kindness, I suppose (I leave aside here that one unkind action 

presumablyy does not make you an unkind person). 

Att the end of the day the contrast between McDowell's view and my own 

vieww on conflict (or between the view that conflicts are apparent rather than 

genuinee and the view that conflicts can be genuine for that matter) boils 

downn then to a difference in conception of reason and value. On 

McDowell'ss conception of reason and value it matters more than on my 

conceptionn of reason and value that the actions one potentially has reason 

10Cf.. Watson (1984), p. 66 and Walker (1993), p. 45nl. 
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too do are incompatible. On McDowell's conception, the impact of the 

incompatibilityy is that one has no reason to do the action that is not the 

actionn that ought to be done, and thus that missing out on the object that 

onee would obtain by performing the former action is no loss. On the 

conceptionn of reason and value I employ in this thesis, incompatibility does 

nott have such impact. One can have a reason to do an action whose 

performancee would imply that one does not do what one ought to do. In 

otherr words, an object can have value although when one would try to 

obtainn it one would miss out on an object of value that one ought to acquire. 

However,, also on my conception the value of an object may be affected by 

comingg into contact with another object of value, such as when one is the 

bestt football player of the city and one's club contracts the best player of the 

country.. Ultimately, my argument for the possibility of conflict in chapter 5 

iss thus meant to decide between a conception of reason and value as 

McDowell'ss and a conception of reason and value as the one I work with. 

3.22 Practical reason 

Wee have seen that McDowell's and my own view on conflict vary. 

However,, since I generally share his approach to ethics, there is hope that 

wee can settle our disagreement on conflict, and therefore it was worth a try 

too show that McDowell need not reject conflicts. With Donagan, this is 

different.. His theory of morality is entirely at odds with the approach to 

ethicss I take here. Moreover, his view on conflict is deeply rooted in his 

theoryy of morality. So it is hard to imagine that we could have overcome 

ourr difference in opinion on conflict.11 Nevertheless, Donagan's work plays 

aa vital role in this thesis, as it gives us a splendid picture of the enemy, so to 

speak. . 

Inn his The Theory of Morality {1977), Donagan expounds a rationalist, 

Kantiann theory of morality. On this theory, moral reasoning is deductive in 

nature.. At the top, there is one fundamental principle of morality, reading: 

Actt always so that you respect every human being, yourself or another, as 

beingg a rational creature. This principle, of course, resembles Kant's own 

"end-in-itself""  formula of the categorical imperative ('So act that you use 

111 Unlike McDowell, Donagan is recognised as a leading figure in the moral dilemma debate. 
MoralMoral Dilemmas and Moral Theory is dedicated to his memory'. 
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humanity,, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, 

alwayss at the same time as an end, never merely as a means'12). On 

Donagan'ss approach to morality, morality is a system of precepts (rules) 

whichh identify the constraints which practical reason imposes on human 

action,, i.e. the precepts define which actions are permissible and which are 

impermissible.. As the concept of permissibility is thus basic, the canonical 

formulationn of Donagan's fundamental principle runs as follows: It is 

impermissiblee not to respect every human being, oneself or any other, as a 

rationall  creature. 

Accordingg to Donagan, then, a moral system consists of precepts of 

practicall  rationality. These precepts have to be deduced from the 

fundamentall  principle. Some precepts are derived directly from the 

principle,, others via precepts that are already derived. To this end, 

additionall  premises are needed to make explicit what respect for every 

humann being as a rational creature actually involves. In chapters 3 and 4 of 

TheThe Theory of Morality, Donagan sets out to formulate specific precepts, 

whichh project he conceives as a search for exceptionless precepts. Examples 

off  precepts he formulates there are: it is absolutely impermissible to commit 

murder,, i.e. to kil l an innocent being, and it is impermissible for anybody, in 

conditionss of free communication between responsible persons, to express 

ann opinion he does not hold. 

Havingg deduced specific precepts from the fundamental principle, we can 

determinee what practical reason requires in the concrete. We can deduce 

particularr moral judgments, i.e. judge whether a particular action is 

permissiblee or impermissible. Such a moral judgment is the conclusion of 

thee conjunction of a judgment about what type of situation is involved and 

aa judgment about which precept is thus relevant. Suppose that we consider 

whetherr doctors may kil l their patients. On Donagan's theory, as it stands, 

thee relevant precept then seems to be that it is absolutely impermissible to 

committ murder, and the type of situation involved that of murder. From 

this,, we can conclude that it is impermissible for doctors to kil l their 

patients. . 

Onn Donagan's theory, a genuine conflict is a situation in which practical 

reasonn requires us both to do and not to do a particular action, in which it is 

impermissiblee both not to do and to do this action. As such, the occurence of 

aa seemingly genuine conflict signals that the moral system it emanates from 

12Kantt (1996), p. 80. 



37 7 

containss an inconsistency. Practical reason requires then that we curtail at 

leastt one of the precepts involved. Or so Donagan believes. Although 

Donagann rejects conflict, he has fortunately shown a lively interest in this 

issue.. Already in The Theory of Morality one chapter is devoted to 

consistencyy (chapter 5). But I am especially referring to his 'Consistency in 

Rationalistt Moral Systems' (1984) and 'Moral Dilemmas, Genuine and 

Spurious:: A Comparative Anatomy' (1996). In these articles he submits two 

reasonss for his belief that rationalist moral systems do not allow for genuine 

conflicts. . 

Inn Consistency in Rationalist Moral Systems', Donagan argues that 

morall  systems which admit genuine conflict wil l be rejected by autonomous 

agents.. By 'autonomous' he means that the agents are adults of sound mind 

andd normal education in a morally decent society. He claims that 

autonomouss agents wil l reject such systems as /// constructed.13 

However,, in 'Moral Dilemmas, Genuine and Spurious: A Comparative 

Anatomy',, Donagan has withdrawn this argument, as he explains that some 

morall  systems can allow genuine conflict. He points to command theories 

off  morality, that is theories according to which a moral system consists of 

ruless commanded by a moral authority, such as God or the community. On 

suchh theories, an occasional genuine conflict may be of use. The thought is 

thatt as in a genuine conflict one inevitably fails to obey at least one of the 

authority'ss commands, one deserves to be punished, so that such a situation 

providess the authority with an opportunity to increase the fear of disobeying 

itss demands. As an example, Donagan discusses Jephthah's predicament. In 

returnn for victory over the Ammonites, Jephthah made God a promise. He 

promisedd to sacrifice the life of the first living creature that would greet him 

whenn he would come back home from war. And, horribly, the first living 

creaturee Jephthah meets happens to be his daughter.14 

Butt in 'Moral Dilemmas, Genuine and Spurious: A Comparative 

Anatomy'' Donagan still insists that rationalist moral systems cannot accept 

genuinee conflicts. His argument seems to be that this is because rationalism 

assertss the following about the moral system it endorses. Firstly, its precepts 

cann be observed in all situations to which they apply, and, secondly, practical 

reasonn requires all human beings to observe these precepts. Ex hypothesi, 

13Donagann (1984), pp. 299-300. 
14Donagann (1996), pp. 15-8. 
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admissionn of genuine conflict would be self-contradictory. And a self-

contradictoryy system is defective; it needs to be modified or abandoned.15 

Whetherr or not Donagan's arguments against the possibility of genuine 

conflictt are compelling, it seems clear to me that, in principle, on Donagan's 

theoryy of morality there can at least be apparent conflict. In practice no 

rationalistt moral system wil l be perfect. This is because it is inconceivable 

thatt we formulate exceptionless precepts which account for all possible 

situationss in advance, let alone that we always have these precepts at hand. 

Onn any system, as it stands, as its precepts are formulated at the time, that is, 

situationss may crop up then in which it seems that practical reason requires 

uss both to do and not to do a particular action. 

Iff  a rationalist moral system needs to admit apparent conflict indeed, we 

havee discovered a second interpretation here of the distinction we would 

focuss on between what constitutes a conflict and what constitutes the 

resolutionn of a conflict. On Donagan's theory, this is the distinction between 

preceptss that seem to apply, on the one hand, and precepts that in fact apply, 

onn the other hand. The difference between McDowell's interpretation of this 

distinctionn and Donagan's interpretation is that according to the latter there 

aree possible constituents of apparent conflicts, while according to the former 

theree are not; after all, in McDowell's view, there are only potential 

conflicts,, constituted by potentially reason-yielding facts. 

Ass Donagan wishes to reject genuine conflicts, he has to make sure that 

defeatedd precepts (precepts that seem applicable but in fact are not) behave 

likee defeated reasons in apparent conflicts, i.e. that they quit the scene in 

defeat.. Allowing defeated precepts to remain on the scene as precepts would, 

off  course, amount to the admission of genuine conflict. In Donagan's work 

att least four resources can found, available to rationalism, which can 

possiblyy be deployed to eliminate defeated precepts from the scene, or to sort 

outt why one might mistakenly think that there exist genuine conflicts 

whichh a rationalist moral system cannot allow for. 

Thee first resource I have in mind here ensues from Donagan's 

interpretationn of a famous passage on conflict of Kant in The Metaphysics of 

Morals.Morals. Donagan cites it as a classical expression of rationalism in the theory 

off  moral dilemma. According to Kant, 

-Donagann (1996), p. 15. 
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AA  conflict of duties (collisw officiourum s. obligationum) would be a relation between 

themm in which one of them would cancel the other (wholly or in part). - But since duty 

andd obligation express the objective practical necessity of certain actions and two rules 

opposedd to each other cannot be necessary at the same time, if it is a duty to act in 

accordancee with one rule, to act in accordance with the opposite rule is not a duty but even 

contraryy to duty; so a collision of duties and obligations is inconceivable (obligatwnes non 

colliduntur).colliduntur). However, a subject may have, in a rule he prescribes to himself, two grounds 

ofof obligation [my italics] (rationes obligandi), one or the other of which is not sufficient 

too put him under obligation [rationes obligandi non obhgantes), so that one of them is not 

aa dutv - When two such grounds conflict with each other, practical philosophy says, not 

thatt the stronger obligation takes precedence [fortior  obligatio vincit) but that the 

strongerr ground of obligation prevails [fortior  obligandi ratio vincit)}^ 

Donagann interprets Kant as stating here that weaker grounds of obligation 

quitt the scene.17 Accordingly, he could maintain that in believing that 

defeatedd precepts remain on the scene we make the mistake of thinking that 

weakerr grounds of obligation remain on the scene. 

Secondly,, Donagan gives a hint of the casuistical resources rationalism 

cann accomodate to render conflicts apparent. This is done by specifying the 

additionall  premises, so as to refine the precepts. Donagan's example is 

promise-keeping,, which is an apt example as in the moral dilemma 

literaturee conflicts of promises are often presented as instances of genuine 

conflict.. This is understandable, for by making promises one fixes threads 

betweenn oneself and others, as it were. Faced with conflicting promises one 

mayy well feel pulled -"by these threads"- into opposite directions, as the 

phenomenologyy of conflict has it. As a result, one may be under the 

impressionn that one experiences a genuine conflict. Donagan thus deals 

withh the view that conflicts can be genuine where it seems most secure. His 

16Kantt (1996), pp. 378-9. 
1 7Donagann (1984), pp. 294-5. In contrast, quite a few other authors claim that Kant's 
admissionn of conflicting grounds of obligations indicates that he accepts genuine conflict. I 
shalll  not speculate about Kant's view on conflict here, but a thesis on moral dilemmas is not 
completee without reference to Kant's essay 'On a supposed right to lie from philantropy 
(Kantt (1996), pp. 611-5). In this truly shocking piece of moral philosophy Kant anticipates 
thee Anne Frank case of which we wil l see more m section 4.2. He considers whether it would 
bee a crime to lie to a person who intends to kil l a friend of ours when he inquires whether this 
friendd is hidden in our house. Kant's conclusion: not at all. We have an unconditional duty not 
too lie. In my view, this situation is not a genuine conflict either, since in such a situation it is 
nott required that we speak the truth (supposing that the would-be murderer is not 
threateningg to kil l our family if we lie or something like that). However, Kant's discussion is 
illustrativee here if we may regard it as a struggle to reject genuine conflict. 
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claimm is that practical reason requires us to keep our promises only 

conditionally.conditionally. In particular, promises are made and accepted on a twofold 

condition,, to wit, firstly, that the promiser has acceptable reason to believe 

thatt he can and may do what he promises, and, secondly, that if 

neverthelesss it turns out that he either cannot or may not, the promisee wil l 

nott be entitled to performance. So if you have made two conflicting 

promises,, one is not binding.18 

AA third resource lies in the typically Kantian distinction between the 

morall  and the non-moral. The idea is that morality does not suffice to 

answerr every question what to do, as it merely reveals the limits practical 

reasonn puts on human action. Referring to this distinction, Donagan 

distinguishess between moral conflicts and practical conflicts. The former 

cannott be genuine, but the latter can. Here he points to symmetrical 

conflicts.conflicts. These are conflicts in which, in my terms, the requirements 

involvedd are equally strong. As an example of a symmetrical conflict, 

Donagann discusses the case of a fireman who finds two people in a burning 

building,, but can save only one. There are no moral grounds to save one or 

thee other. Hence, the question who to save is not a moral question. 

However,, there are no non-moral grounds for preferring one over the other 

either.. So the fireman example is a genuine practical conflict. Notice that, on 

Donagan'ss view, in symmetrical conflicts none of the precepts involved is 

defeated;; as such (undefeated), they remain on the scene. 

Fourthly,, Donagan distinguishes between genuine conflicts which result 

fromm violation of precepts -the so-called perplexities secundum quid.- and 

genuinee conflicts which came about without prior violation of precepts -the 

perplexitiess simpliciter, as they are called. According to him, a rationalist 

morall  system does not allow for the latter, but it does allow for the former, 

ass the possibility of perplexity secundum quid does not indicate that there is 

somethingg wrong with the system. It is not inconsistent, for it prohibits 

violationn of precepts in the first place. His example of a perplexity secundum 

quidquid is about a Christian who wrongly promised to marry to two future 

spouses.. Suprisingly, after having seen in the previous paragraph that 

18Donagann (1984), pp. 302-5. Donagan slips where he claims that one may have to make 
amendsamends for not doing what one promised even though this was not ones duty (Donagan (1984), 
p.. 304). This terminology suggests that breaking the promise was somehow wrong, which on 
Donagan'ss theorv it cannot be. I note this, not because I would like to undermine Donagan's 
vieww alreadv, quod non, but because it foreshadows the second part of my argument for the 
possibilityy of conflict in chapter 5. 
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Donagann admits undefeated precepts to the scene, we have to conclude now 

thatt he concedes that defeated precepts may remain on the scene, namely in 

perplexitiess secundum quid.1920 

3.33 The principl e of utilit y 

Ass with Donagan, not only Hare's view on conflict but also his moral theory 

doess not square with mine. Nonetheless, Hare's view on conflict is 

significantlyy closer to mine than Donagan's. This is because on Hare's view 

thatt which constitutes a conflict may stay on the scene also in defeat! I am 

referringg to Hare's idea of prima facie principles. However, that defeated 

primaprima facie principles may remain on the scene does not imply that Hare 

acceptss genuine conflict, as we wil l see. 

Thiss shows how sophisticated Hare's work is. Nevertheless, and this is 

nott meant to detract from Hare's merits, it seems to me that Mill' s 

(nineteenth-century)) utilitarianism in the theory of moral dilemma is 

basicallyy the same as Hare's. In particular, also on Mill' s view that which 

constitutess a conflict may stay on the scene in defeat without leaving a 

genuinee conflict; I am referring to Mill' s idea of secondary principles. 

Becausee of that, in this section I wil l try to explain Hare's view on conflict by 

weavingg it into Mill's. 

Inn this section we shall discuss first what secondary principles and prima 

faciefacie principles are, and then how they behave in conflict. I wil l try to show 

thatt the combination of what these principles are and how they behave in 

conflictt suggests a third interpretation of the distinction between the 

constituentss of a conflict, on the one hand, and the constituents of the 

resolutionn of a conflict, on the other hand. 

Onn my interpretation of Mill' s view in Utilitarianism (1987a)21, Mil l 

holdss that there is one fundamental principle of morality: the principle of 

1 9Donagann (1977), p. 144, (1984), pp. 305-6 and (1996), p. 13. Donagan attributes the 
distinctionn between perplexity simphciter and perplexity secundum quid to Aquinas. 
Maclntyree questions this, in Maclntyre (1990), pp. 379-381. 
^Ne i therr the third not the fourth resource would be available to my view. Firstly, on my 
view,, there is no rigid distinction between the moral and non-moral, as I have indicated in 
chapterr 1; cf. Dancy (1993), p. 250-1. By the way, Donagan's fireman example is not an 
examplee of a genuine conflict but of a budget problem, in my opinion. Secondly, on my view, as 
givenn m section 2.3, conflicts that can be avoided are not special. 
2 111 do not delude myself into thinking that this interpretation wil l be satisfactory to all 
Milleann scholars. For one thing, I wil l assume that Mil l is not a rule-utilitarian, which is 
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utility.utility. According to this principle, 'actions are right in proportion as they 

tendd to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of 

happiness '2 2.. Furthermore, he maintains that there are, what he calls, 

secondaryy principles. With respect to secondary principles, he distinguishes 

betweenn principles of justice and other principles. Secondary principles are 

corollariess of the principle of utility ; they express conclusions about the 

effectss of certain types of actions on happiness. Generally, principles of 

justicee are more binding than other principles. This is because principles of 

justicee pertain to what is most essential for human happiness. An example 

off  a principle of justice is the principle that forbids stealing, and an example 

off  a secundary principle that is not a principle of justice is the principle that 

requiress saving lives. Relevant to the issue of conflict, as we wil l see 

(notablyy in chapter 5), is that secondary principles carry internal sanctions 

withh them. Especially, if one violates a secondary principle, say one steals, 

onee wil l feel remorse, or at least if one is morally cultivated. The rationale 

off  these internal sanctions is completely utilitarian. In particular, it is very 

usefull  to cultivate feelings of remorse in case of violation of secondary 

principles,, since it makes one shrink back from violation of secondary 

principless as inconceivable. 

InIn chapter 2 of his Moral Thinking (1981), Hare distinguishes between 

threee levels of moral thinking: the meta-ethical, the critical and the 

intuitive.. At the critical level, we are guided by reason, whereas at the 

intuitivee level we are guided by intuition. At the former, we use critical 

principles,, while at the latter we use prima facie principles, as Hare calls 

them.. Both kinds of principles are expressions of the principle of utility . 

Criticall  principles are principles that we are prepared to apply in all similar 

situations,, whether we are in the position of agent or of addressee (of 

victim,, so to speak); this is due to Hare's universal prescriptivism. As a 

consequence,, critical principles can be very specific and complex. In contrast, 

primaprima facie principles are relatively general and simple. This is mainly 

becausee they need to serve as practical guides in everyday life. In particular, 

theyy are general to cover a plurality of cases, so that we can use them in 

novell  situations and in situations in which we lack time to reason. And 

theyy are simple to enable us to learn them. An example of a prima facie 

contraryy to (e.g.) Gowans believes, in Gowans (1994), pp. 161-6. But I take it that the idea of 
secondaryy principles is vital to Mill' s utilitarianism. 
22Mil ll  (1987a), p. 278. 
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principlee is the principle that forbids lying. We learn prima facie principles 

throughh our upbringing and from our experience of decision-making. It is 

partt of our upbringing not only to obtain prima facie principles, but also to 

acquiree the dispositions not to violate them. Also prima facie principles 

carryy internal sanctions with them, then, for due to these dispositions we 

wil ll  feel guilt at violating prima facie principles. Again, the rationale of this 

iss entirely utilitarian; in particular, persons who feel guilt at lying, for 

example,, wil l tend to violate the prima facie principle that forbids lying less 

thann persons who do not.23 

Wee have already seen that on Hare's view prima facie principles play a 

vitall  role in day-to-day lif e as they function as practical guides. Also on 

Mill' ss view secondary principles play this role. Only in conflicts between 

secondaryy principles the principle of utility should be appealed to directly. 

Conflictss between secondary principles can be defined as situations to which 

twoo (or more) secondary principles are to be applied whose demands it is 

impossiblee to satisfy both. Mil l acknowledges that secondary principles wil l 

indeedd conflict. In yet another classic passage in the moral dilemma 

literature24,, he points out that there is no moral system under which there 

cannott be moral conflicts and that moral conflicts are real problems in 

morall  theory as well as practice. However, Mil l argues that his 

utilitarianismm is able to deal with moral conflicts better than other theories, 

especiallyy intuitionism (the tradition of moral philosophy I feel affinity 

with).. This is because in the principle of utility it has an umpire to resolve 

conflicts25;; after all, this principle is the ultimate source of the secondary 

principles.. Though it may not always be easy to resolve conflicts with the 

principlee of utility , it is better than nothing at all, or so Mil l contends.26 

Byy way of illustration, Mil l discusses the case that one has to choose 

betweenn saving a life and stealing (food or medicine, for instance). This is a 

conflictt between a principle of justice, on the one hand, and a secundary 

2 3Haree reports that when he was crossing Czechoslovakia to talk to some colleagues in 
Prague,, he considered whether or not he ought to lie about the purpose of his visit in case 
officialss would inquire for it. His conclusion was that he surely ought to lie. The Czech 
governmentt would otherwise most probably expel him. However, just as sure, Hare claims, he 
oughtt to have felt guilt at telling the lie; rather, would he not be afflicted thusly, he would 
bee a morally worse person. See Hare (1981), p. 31. 
24Mil ll  (1987a), pp. 297-8. 
2 5I tt is worth noting that Hoag distinguishes between three different ways in which the 
principlee of utilit y could operate as an umpire to decide conflicts, in Hoag (1983), p. 51. 
26Mil ll  (1987a), p. 298; cf. Mill' s remarks on the necessity of a fundamental principle of 
moralityy in A System of Logic (Mil l (1987b), pp. 129-30). 
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principlee that is not a principle of justice, on the other hand. As we have 

seen,, generally principles of justice are more binding than other principles. 

Nevertheless,, in particular cases the principle of utility may decide against a 

principlee of justice and in favour of a secondary principle that is not a 

principlee of justice. So it can be that to save a lif e we ought to steal. 

Interestingly,, Mil l argues that in such cases we should not regard the 

principlee of justice in question as overridden by the competing principle, but 

considerr justice not to be at stake at all -what is just in ordinary cases is not 

justt in these exceptional cases. (This may remind us of McDowell's and 

Donagan'ss view.) In this way, Mil l hopes to preserve the indefeasibility of 

justice;; he rejects the idea of laudable injustice. This is interesting, because it 

indicatess that Mil l does not accept genuine conflict. 

Onn Hare's view there are bound to be conflicts of prima facie principles 

too.. Conflicts of prima facie principles are situations in which two (or more) 

primaprima facie principles require two (or more) actions that cannot be 

performedd both. The likelihood of conflicts of prima facie principles is 

accountedd for by the relative generality and simplicity of prima facie 

principles.. Hare argues that we cannot resolve conflicts at the intuitive 

level.. Being in a conflict means that our intuitions are called into question. 

Wee cannot then settle this question by appealing to our intuitions. This 

wouldd be a viciously circular procedure. Hare is thus just as critical of 

intuitionismm in the theory of moral dilemma as Mil l is. According to Hare, 

wee have to resort therefore to the critical level, where we are able to appeal 

too reason. There we can resolve conflicts, as, guided by Hare's universal 

prescriptivism,, we formulate critical principles. At the critical level there 

cannott be conflicts. This constraint on critical thinking stems from the meta-

ethicall  level. This is the most fundamental level of thinking. There we are 

concernedd with the linguistic and logical analysis of moral terms and moral 

reasoning.. In particular, meta-ethical thinking reveals that critical principles 

possesss the following three properties: universalisability, prescriptivity and 

overridingnesss (hence, universal prescriptivism).27 We can now see why 

criticall  principles cannot conflict, presumably: two conflicting critical 

principless cannot both be overriding.2829 

27See,, however, Spitzley (1989), pp. 65-74. 
2°Dahll  points out that this is not the only argument against the possibility of conflicting 
criticall  principles that can be extracted from Hare's work, in Dahl (1986), p. 397. 
-9I nn Moral Thinking, Hare makes use of the model of the archangel. This is a person who 
engagess in critical thinking only. Consequently, he wil l not face conflicts, simply because 
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Alsoo Hare devotes an illuminating discussion to an example of a conflict. 

Thiss discussion is illuminating for two reasons. Firstly, it demonstrates that 

primaprima facie principles may not always quit the scene in defeat. Secondly, it 

showss that defeated prima facie principles are not full-blown requirements, 

soo that they are unable to constitute, together with successful prima facie 

principles,, genuine conflicts. 

Hare'ss example is set in Oxford. He has promised to take his children for 

aa picnic at the river. However, that afternoon a lifelong friend from 

Australiaa suddenly turns up. On his passage he wishes Hare to show him 

roundd the colleges. Hare would think then that he ought to keep his 

promisee to his children as well as fulfi l the wish of his friend. Moreover, he 

assertss that in a sense -the prima facie sense, so to speak- he is right to think 

this.. However, suppose that according to universal prescriptivism he ought 

too show his friend round the colleges. Accordingly, he would also be wrong 

inn a sense -the critical sense, so to speak- to think that he ought to go for a 

picnicc with his children, for if he would do so it would preclude him from 

doingg what he ought to do (all things considered). Nevertheless, Hare 

claimss that he would be right to continue thinking that he ought to keep his 

promisee to his children. 

Lett me start with my first point. In the picnic example, Hare maintains, 

evenn if critical thinking would decide that he ought to take his friend round 

Oxford,, he would be right to keep on thinking that he ought to picnic with 

hiss children. This must be due to the continuing presence of the prima facie 

principlee that requires us to keep our promises. Hence, prima facie 

principless may remain on the scene in defeat. 

Inn Moral Thinking, we can find at least two more arguments to support 

thiss conclusion. Firstly, Hare holds that feelings of guilt may be the result of 

conflict.. According to his account of moral psychology, this has to be because 

off  the presence of defeated prima facie principles, for it is in view of their 

violationn that feelings of guilt can be appropriate. This also gives us a clue 

whenwhen defeated prima facie principles remain on the scene: when this is 

useful.. We can base a similar argument on Mill' s view. Secondly, Hare 

explicitlyy states that concerning defeated prima facie principles we have the 

twoo following possibilities. The first possibility is that we need to qualify 

conflictss arise at the intuitive level. See Hare (1981), p. 44 If. One can compare Hare's 
archangell  with McDowell's virtuous person. It seems then that in a way Hare's view on 
conflictt and McDowell's view on conflict are complementary, as the former addresses the non-
virtuouss and the latter the virtuous. 



46 6 

themm so that they do not longer conflict with the successful prima facie 

principless involved. In this way, they are eliminated from the scene. In fact, 

onn Hares view (as well as Mill' s view), this is a serious possibility. Prima 

faciefacie principles (and secondary principles) always leave room for 

improvement.. In particular, it is likely that exceptions remain to be built 

intoo them. Nevertheless, there is a second possibility: we need not to qualify 

defeatedd prima facie principles. Together with the successful prima facie 

principless they then keep on constituting conflicts. 

Lett me move to my second point. That defeated prima facie principles are 

nott full-blown requirements is shown by the fact that regarding his picnic 

examplee Hare says that critical thinking reveals that he is in a sense also 

wrongwrong to think that he ought to take his children for a picnic. However, if 

thee -prima facie principle that requires promise-keeping would be a full -

blownn requirement, critical thinking could not have such impact. Then it 

wouldd not have been wrong at all for Hare to think that he is required to 

picnicc with his children, despite the fact that he ought to show his friend 

roundd the colleges. So while some defeated prima facie principles behave 

likee defeated reasons in genuine conflict in that they stay on the scene, they 

doo not generate genuine conflicts.30 

InIn view of these two points, it seems to me that in Hare's work we can 

findd a third interpretation of the distinction between what constitutes a 

conflict,, on the one hand, and what constitutes the resolution of a conflict, 

onn the other hand. On Hare's view, conflicts are brought about by prima 

faciefacie principles, while resolutions of conflicts are established by critical 

principles.. The difference between Hare's interpretation and McDowell's 

interpretationn is that on the former constituents of apparent conflicts are 

allowedd on the scene, while on the latter they are not. The difference 

betweenn Hare's interpretation and Donagan's interpretation is that on the 

formerr the constituents of apparent conflicts may remain on the scene in 

defeat,, whereas on the latter they cannot.31 

30Evenn though the kind of view Hare has developed does not apply to genuine conflict, it 
mavv apply to a different type of situation. Take the situation that a taboo ought to be 
breached.. In such a situation there may be reason to think and to feel that breaching the 
tabooo is also wrong in a sense. For example, a corpse has to be dug up to determine the 
deceasedd s identity 
31Sectionss 3.2 and 3.3 may suggest that Kantians are committed to an interpretation of "the 
distinction""  as Donagan's, while utilitarians are committed to an interpretation of the 
distinction""  as Hare's. This is not quite the case, as we wil l see in chapter 9. 



Chapterr  4 

Sirr  W. D. Ross' intuitio n 

Ass said, I find the ethical theories of Aristotle, Kant, Mil l and Ross all 

initiall yy appealing. They articulate intuitions which an ethical theory 

shouldd capture. In section 2.3, I have tried to show that my normative ethic 

doess justice to the intuitions of Aristotle, Kant and Mill . In this chapter, I 

wil ll  undertake to explain that my view on conflict expresses Sir W. D. Ross' 

intuition.intuition. To understand this, we need to recapitulate the essential points of 

thee previous chapter. 

Theree we have discussed the view that conflicts are apparent rather than 

genuine.. We have seen three versions of this view. To be precise, on 

McDowell'ss view there cannot actually be apparent conflicts, or at least for 

thethe virtuous person conflicts are at best potential. But on Donagan's view as 

welll  as Hare's view apparent conflicts are possible. The difference between 

theirr views is that on Hare's view conflicts can be genuine in a subsidiary 

sensee as conflicts of prima facie principles may survive their resolution, 

whereass on Donagan's view practical reason always speaks with one voice, 

soo to say. 

II  have highlighted the differences between these views by focusing on 

whatt they (implicitly ) claim the structure of reasoning in conflict to be like. 

Theyy turned out to incorporate three different interpretations of a 

distinctionn between that which constitutes a conflict, on the one hand, and 

thatt which constitutes the resolution of a conflict, on the other hand. So 

McDowelll  explicitly distinguishes between potentially reason-yielding facts 
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andd oughts. Donagan's view implies a distinction between precepts that 

seemm to apply and precepts that in fact apply. And Hare introduces two (or 

ratherr three) levels of moral thinking. 

Despitee their differences, these views have something in common, and to 

thiss I now turn. On all three views, what constitutes a conflict depends on 

whatt constitutes the resolution of a conflict. By this I mean that conflicts are 

renderedd apparent by their resolution. Let me illustrate this with reference 

too the three views involved. On McDowell's view, when a virtuous person 

discoverss what she ought to do, she wil l no longer regard the potentially 

reason-yieldingg facts as potentially reason-yielding. On Donagan's view, 

whenn a rational human being concludes that practical reason requires her to 

actt in accordance with this precept rather than that, she wil l not consider the 

latterr to be applicable anymore. Finally, on Hare's view, when a utilitarian 

findss out that a prima facie principle is defeated -though this may not mean 

thatt the principle quits the scene- she wil l at least henceforth think that to 

observee the principle would be wrong in a sense. 

Whatt we have discovered here is that the views of McDowell, Donagan 

andd Hare qualify as versions of the view that conflicts are apparent rather 

thann genuine precisely because on these views that which forms a conflict is 

affectedd by that which forms the resolution of a conflict. In this chapter, we 

wil ll  discuss the opposite view that conflicts can be genuine. We wil l see two 

versionss of this view, to wit Jackson's and my own (as a successor to 

Dancy's).. Also these views stand for different interpretations of the 

distinctionn between that which constitutes a conflict, on the one hand, and 

thatt which constitutes the resolution of a conflict, on the other hand. 

Obviously,, to be versions of the view that there can be genuine conflicts 

bothh Jackson's view and my own view need to have something in common 

ass well. In particular, on these views that which constitutes a conflict has to 

bee independent of that which constitutes the resolution of a conflict. The 

latterr should not in any sense contradict the former. This is the thesis I 

spendd this chapter clarifying. 

Havingg said this, we can see why my view on conflict respects Ross' 

intuition,, for this is, in my opinion, just the intuition that the constituents 

off  a conflict can be entirely independent of the constituents of the resolution 

off  a conflict. It is this intuition which motivated Ross to develop his theory 

off  prima facie duties. I wil l begin this chapter with a section on Ross' 

distinctionn between prima facte duties and duties proper, as he calls them. 
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4.11 Principles of prima facie duty 

Theree are two preliminary remarks that are worth making here. First, Ross' 

vieww on conflict is a forerunner of my view on conflict not only because 

thesee views share Ross' intuition, but also because both are forms of 

intuitionismm in the theory of moral dilemma. Ross was one of the greatest 

proponentss of intuitionism in the twenties and thirties of the twentieth-

century;; unfortunately, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to really discuss 

Ross'' epistemology, however. Second, as we wil l see, Jackson's feature 

theoryy draws explicitly on Ross' view on conflict. In particular, Jackson's 

theoryy evolves from criticism on Davidson's view on conflict which in turn 

iss a reaction to Ross' concept of a prima facie duty. These remarks purport to 

showw that it is warranted to include a full (but fairly brief) section on Ross' 

vieww on conflict. 

Myy aim in this section is threefold. Firstly, I wish to defend my earlier 

claimm that Ross (primarily) designed his theory of prima facie duties to 

accountt for genuine conflict. Secondly, I hope to clarify Ross' distinction 

betweenn prima facie duties and duties proper. Thirdly, I would like to 

explainn in greater depth that Ross' view on conflict can be classified as a 

forerunnerr of my view on conflict. 

Inn order to defend the claim that Ross constructed his concept of a prima 

faciefacie duty in the face of genuine conflict, it suffices to refer to his discussion 

off  an example of a conflict. 

Ross'' example concerns a choice between promise-keeping and relieving 

distress.. On the one hand, he has promised to meet a friend at a particular 

placee -a promise which he describes as trivial. On the other hand, he can 

bringg relief to the victims of a serious accident. Ross maintains that then he 

hass a duty to keep the promise to his friend as well as a duty to help the 

victims.. Furthermore, he holds that in such a situation he is not just 

morallyy justified, but obliged to break his promise. Nevertheless, the duty to 

fulfi ll  his promise is still incumbent on him, Ross claims! Although he sees 

thatt he has to devote himself to the victims of the accident, he does thus not 

ceasee to recognise that he has a duty to keep his promise to his friend. 

Accordingg to Ross, when he would indeed break his promise, he would feel 

compunctionn and, moreover, he would acknowledge that he has a duty to 

makee up to his friend for this. This is because he continues to realise that he 
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hass a duty to fulfi l the promise. It is in view of this that Ross believes that 

wee have to distinguish between prima facie duties and duties proper. In his 

example,, the duty proper is the duty to bring relief of distress, while (at least) 

thee duty to fulfi l the promise is a prima facie duty.1 

Too clarify Ross' distinction between prima facie duties and duties proper, I 

shalll  present my own interpretation of his theory of prima facie duties, as he 

expoundss it in chapter 2 of The Right and the Good. The communis opinio 

seemss to be that no satisfactory account of Ross' own distinction between 

primaprima facie duties and duties proper, in particular his concept of a prima 

faciefacie duty, can be given.2 However, what I am interested in is not so much 

whetherr Ross' concepts can do the (philosophical) job he wants them to do.3 

Rather,, I am interested in what job Ross wants his concepts to do. That is 

whyy in what follows I stay closely to the text of The Right and the Good. 

Onn Ross' theory, there are five fundamental principles of morality (rather 

thann one as on the theories of Donagan and Hare), called: principles of 

primaprima facie duty.4 These principles are: (1) the principle of fidelity; (2) the 

principlee of reparation; (3) the principle of gratitude; (4) the principle of non-

maleficence;; and (5) the principle of bringing about as much good as 

possible,, which includes justice, beneficence and self-improvement. Each 

principlee is based on a morally significant fact. These facts can be ordered as 

follows.. The duty of fidelity and the duty of reparation result from previous 

actionss of the agent: the duty of fidelity from the fact that he has (implicitly ) 

madee a promise, and the duty of reparation from the fact that he has 

performedd a wrongful action. The duty of gratitude stems from the fact that 

otherss have helped the agent. The duty of non-maleficence rests on not 

injuringg others. As indicated, from the duty to bring about as much good as 

possiblee three more specific duties can be derived. Firstly, the duty of justice. 

Thiss is based on the fact that pleasure or happiness is not distributed in 

accordancee with merit. Secondly, the duty of beneficence, which is founded 

onn the fact that the agent can improve the condition of others concerning 

virtue,, intelligence or pleasure. Thirdly, the duty of self-improvement; this 

^ o sss (1965), pp. 17-9 and 28. 
2Thiss is a theme in Dancy s work; see Dancy (1983), pp. 539-41, (1991b), pp. 227-8 and (1993), 
pp.. 97-104. 
3Williams'' position is that they cannot (see e.g. chapter 10 of Ethics and the Limits of 
PhilosophyPhilosophy (1985)). 
4Cf.. McNaughton (1996), pp. 535-40. 
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restss on the fact that the agent can better his own condition regarding virtue 

orr intelligence. 

Onn Ross' conception of a moral principle, a moral principle specifies a 

morallyy significant fact as behaving in such a way that it makes the actions it 

pertainss to prima facie duties. For example, if an action is a promise-

keeping,, it is a prima facie duty. This conception is opposed to a conception 

accordingg to which a moral principle specifies a feature as behaving in such 

aa way that it renders the actions it is connected with, in Ross' terms, duties 

proper.. For example, if an action maximizes happiness, it is a duty proper. 

Suchh a conception is characteristic of theories which hold that there is one 

fundamentall  principle of morality such as Donagan's and Hare's. 

Rosss offers two definitions of a prima facie duty. On his first (perhaps 

official)) definition, he regards 'prima facie duty' 'as a brief way of referring 

too the characteristic (quite distinct from that of being a duty proper) which 

ann act has, in virtue of being of a certain kind (e.g. the keeping of a promise), 

off  being an act which would be a duty proper if it were not at the same time 

off  another kind which is morally significant'5 (my italics). Ross is quick to 

pointt out that the phrase 'prima facie duty' is misleading here for two 

reasons.. Firstly, whereas the Latin -'prima facie' meaning 'at first sight'-

suggestss that a prima facie duty is just appearance, the phrase is meant to 

denotee a reality. Secondly, on Ross' theory, a prima facie duty is actually not 

aa duty, but something which is related in a special way to a duty. 

Onn Ross' second less formal definition, a prima facie duty is the 

characteristicc of tending to be a duty, while a duty proper is the characteristic 

off  being a duty. An action tends to be a duty if it contains an element due to 

whichh it falls under a morally significant category. For example, in virtue of 

beingg the keeping of a promise, an action tends to be a duty. This definition 

iss ambiguous: it can be cashed in two different ways.6 One can consider the 

tendencyy of a prima facie duty to be a general tendency to be a duty proper. 

Forr example, promise-keeping being a prima facie duty means that in 

generall  actions of promise-keeping are duties proper. This leaves open that 

somee particular act of promise-keeping does not tend to be a duty proper at 

all.. But one can also regard the tendency of a prima facie duty as a tendency 

too be a duty proper in a particular case. Thus, that promise-keeping is a 

5Rosss (1965), p. 19. 
6Ass Dancy points out, in Dancy (1993), pp. 98-104-
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primaprima facie duty means that any particular act of promise-keeping tends to 

bee a duty proper. 

Unlikee prima facie duties, on Ross' theory duties proper are not backed 

upp by principles. According to him, no principles can be laid down to weigh 

primaprima facie duties.7 As for duties proper, Ross maintains (quoting Aristotle), 

'thee decision rests with perception'8. Furthermore, he does not offer a 

definitionn of a duty proper either. Synonyms he uses for duties proper are 

dutiess sans phrase, actual duties and absolute duties. He describes duties 

properr in contrast with prima facie duties as duties which are more of a 

duty,, more incumbent, more urgent and more pressing. Also, Ross invokes 

thee distinction between parti-resultant attributes and toti-resultant 

attributes.. According to him, that an action is a prima facie duty is a parti-

resultantt attribute as it pertains to this action in virtue of one characteristic 

off  it, e.g. that it is a promise-keeping. However, that an action is a duty 

properr is a toti-resultant attribute since it belongs to this action due to all its 

characteristics.99 From this, we can conclude that if an action is a duty proper, 

itt is on the whole right, though it may be -and virtually always wil l be (see 

chapterr 1)- prima facie wrong. 

Wee can now see that Ross' theory of prima facie duties contains an 

interpretationn of our distinction between what constitutes a conflict, on the 

onee hand, and what constitutes the resolution of a conflict, on the other 

hand.. On Ross' view, a conflict consists of prima facie duties10, while the 

resolutionn of a conflict is a duty proper. 

Moreover,, we can now see that Ross' theory intends to capture the 

intuitionn that the constituents of a conflict can be entirely independent of 

7Wee have seen that according to McDowell a moral judgment of a virtuous person is 
(normally)) the result of silencing. Apparently, on Ross' view a mora] judgment is the product 
off  weighing prima facie duties. Let me just mention here that, though I have accepted the 
ideaa of silencing, to my mind the metaphor of weighing is not always adequate to describe 
howw reasoning leads to judgment. See Kagan (1988), pp. 18-23. 
8Rosss (1965), p. 42. 
9Byy contrast, in section 4.3, I wil l argue that the Tightness of an action is a parti-resultant 
property. . 
i°Strictlyy speaking, on Ross' official definition of a prima facie duty, there cannot really be 
conflictss consisting of two prima facie duties, for if two prima facie duties seem to constitute a 
conflictt one of them is a duty proper. Furthermore, his definition of a prima facie duty in 
termss of general tendency is unsuited for conflict as conflict arises with particular actions. 
However,, even if Ross could not give an adequate account of his intuition, this does not mean 
thatt his intuition is itself wrong. Many people have tried to improve on Ross' definitions of a 
primaprima facie duty, most recently Pietrovski (1993), Frazier (1995) and Zimmerman (1996); some 
earlierr attempts are McCloskey (1963), Snare (1974) and Atwell (1978). 
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thee constituents of the resolution of a conflict, so that there may be genuine 

conflicts.. In other words, prima facie duties are meant to remain on the 

scenee in defeat. Actions are prima facie duties in virtue of being of a certain 

kind.. The decision that an action is not a duty proper does not somehow 

expungee from this action that it is of this "pn'ma-/i2de-duty-making-kind". 

Thiss is prevented by the principle of prima facie duty involved. So when we 

decidee (rightly) that an action is not a duty proper, it does not mean that 

somethingg which seemed to us to be at stake is exposed as in fact not at stake 

att all as on Donagan's view, or that we are wrong in a sense to think 

somethingg which we thought before we took this decision as on Hare's 

view. . 

Lett us return to Ross' example. According to Ross, in spite of the fact that 

hee recognises that on the whole it is right to bring relief to the victims of the 

accident,, he still regards his promise to his friend as prima facie binding. 

Thoughh defeated, the duty to keep the promise thus remains on the scene. 

Thiss is also shown by the fact that after breaking his promise, Ross claims he 

wouldd feel compunction and have a duty to make it up to his friend. If it 

wouldd not have been prima facie wrong to break the promise, there would 

nott have been a reason for him to feel compunction or to make it up.11 

4.22 Feature theory 

Inn this section, I wil l try to explain Jackson's view on conflict, which he calls 

thee feature theory of conflict. Moreover, I wil l argue against Jackson's view. 

II  am forced to do this, for my argument for the possibility of genuine conflict 

doess not touch Jackson's view, as this view is explicitly meant to 

acknowledgee that conflicts can be genuine. In particular, I wil l attempt to 

showw that, whereas there are reasons to prefer my own view on conflict to 

Jackson's,, we need not be feature theorists to accept conflicts as genuine as 

Jacksonn argues. 

Ass I indicated earlier, Jackson's theory is rooted in Ross' theory of prima 

faciefacie duties. What Jackson effectively does is to take the concept of a prima 

faciefacie duty and interpret it so that it meets his objections to Ross' 

interpretationn of this concept. Furthermore, his interpretation consists of 

Davidson'ss interpretation of the concept of a prima facie duty supplemented 

Heree I again anticipate the second part of my argument for the possibility of conflict. 
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withh his own distinction between features which add to or detract from the 

valuee of an action, on the one hand, and features which add to or detract 

fromm the value of the world, on the other hand. 

Too illustrate his theory, Jackson frequently appeals to what he calls the 

Annee Frank case. This is the situation that, while you have Anne Frank in 

thee attic of your house, a member of the Gestapo inquires whether you hide 

anyonee Jewish. To save Anne Frank's life, you would have to lie.1213 

Lett us begin, then, with Jackson's criticism to Ross' interpretation of the 

conceptt of a prima facie duty. Jackson points out that on Ross' interpretation 

'prima'prima facie right' and 'prima facie wrong' are predicates on properties of 

actions.. Ross' theory thus tells us which types of actions are prima facie 

rightt /wrong. So if an action is a promise-keeping, it is prima facie right, 

whilee if an action is a lying, it is prima facie wrong. However, moral 

conflictss take place with particular actions. Now, Jackson agrees that Ross 

hass the conception of a moral principle which I attributed to him above. 

Accordingg to this conception, in Jackson's terms: if an action of type T is 

primaprima facie right/wrong, then every particular action of this type is prima 

faciefacie right/wrong. As a result, in the Anne Frank case lying to the Gestapo is 

primaprima facie wrong and saving Anne Frank's lif e is prima facie right, but also 

-becausee the act of lying is one and the same as the act of life-saving- lying is 

primaprima facie right and life-saving is prima facie wrong. 

Jacksonn does not like this result for two reasons. Firstly, it does not sound 

rightt to him to say in the Anne Frank case that saving Anne Frank is prima 

faciefacie wrong and lying is prima facie right. Secondly, on Ross' theory the 

conflictconflict in moral conflict is not captured. According to Jackson, the conflict 

inn the Anne Frank case lies in the fact that there is something bad about the 

lyingg and something good about the life-saving. Ross' theory does not 

capturee this, as the particular act of lying and the particular act of life-saving 

doo not differ in prima facie status, simply because they are one and the same 

action.14 4 

Ass I said before, to improve on Ross' interpretation of the concept of a 

primaprima facie duty, Jackson uses a suggestion of Davidson. The point of this 

suggestionn is to bring the predicate 'prima facie right/wrong' to bear on 

12]acksonn (1985a), p. 105. 
1 3II  repeat that I do not think that the Anne Frank case is a genuine conflict as in such a 
situationn one is not required to speak the truth at all. 
14Seee Jackson (1985a), pp. 108-9. Jackson takes his criticism to be similar to Davidson's, in 
(1969),, p. 106. 
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particularr actions instead of types of actions. This can be done by relativising 

ourr evaluative judgments in the sense that we judge that a particular action 

iss prima facie r ight /wrong relative to being of a certain "prima-facie-

right/wrong-making-type".. For example, in the Anne Frank case we judge 

thatt the act of lying is prima facie wrong relative to being a lying. So 

Davidsonn suggests that we replace Ross' simple predicate of 'x is prima facie 

right/wrong'' where 'x' denotes a type of action with the more complex 

predicatee of 'x is prima facie right/wrong given it is of a certain kind' where 

x'' denotes a particular action. This implies a conception of a moral 

principlee according to which a moral principle, say the principle that lying is 

primaprima facie wrong, does not mean anymore that all acts of lying are prima 

faciefacie wrong, as on Ross' conception, but that acts of lying are prima facie 

wrongg given they are lyings.15 

Jacksonn claims that Davidson's more complex theory of prima facie 

dutiess accounts for his (and presumably Davidson's own) criticism on Ross' 

simplee theory. According to him, the trouble with Ross' theory is that in the 

Annee Frank case we have to judge not only that lying to the Gestapo is 

primaprima facie wrong but also that saving Anne Frank's lif e is prima facie 

wrong.. Interchanging 'lying' and life-saving' does thus not alter the truth 

valuee of our judgments. However, on Davidson's theory it does, Jackson 

pointss out. While 'is prima facie wrong given it is a lying' is true of 

lying/life-saving,, 'is prima facie wrong given it is a life-saving' is false of 

thiss action.16 

Althoughh in this respect Jackson thus approves of Davidson's 

interpretationn of the concept of a prima facie duty, he argues that, as it 

stands,, Davidson's theory of prima facie duties is not a plausible theory of 

conflictt either. This is because on Davidson's theory in the Anne Frank case 

savingg Anne Frank's lif e is prima facie wrong given it is a lying. Jackson 

wonderss how this action can be prima facie wrong if it is sufficient and 

15Seee Davidson (1969), pp. 108-11; cf. Hurley (1989), pp. 128 and 133. Davidson draws a 
parallell  there with reasoning from probabilistic evidence. We cannot conclude from the fact 
thatt there is evidence that an event wil l almost certainly occur that this event wil l almost 
certainlyy occur. This is because there may be evidence that this event wil l almost certainly 
notnot occur as well. Hence, we need to relativise our judgments about probabilities too. For 
example,, we cannot infer from the fact that the barometer is falling, which is evidence that 
itt wil l almost certainly rain, that it wil l almost certainly rain. This is because there may 
havee been a red sky at night as well, which is evidence that it wil l almost certainly not ram. 
Soo we have to judge that it wil l almost certainly rain given that the barometer falls. 
16Jacksonn (1985a), pp. 109-10. 
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necessaryy to establish something that is very important: Anne Frank's 

safety.. Davidson's theory fails to explain this.17 

Thiss argument of Jackson against Davidson's theory is similar to his 

argumentt against views on conflict such as mine according to which in the 

Annee Frank case (if it were a genuine conflict) one would have a reason (or 

ann obligation, duty, responsibility, etc) not to lie, even though one ought to 

savee Anne Frank. That is why I shall formulate this argument now. 

Accordingg to Jackson, in the Anne Frank case that the action you do is a 

lyingg is not a reason against what you do. After all, if you do not lie, Anne 

Frankk would die. However, it is very important to save her. Well, a feature 

off  an action which secures something that is very important does not really 

soundd as a reason against, Jackson remarks. Rather, due to the fact that lying 

andd life-saving are one and the same action, that what you do is to lie even 

seemss a reason for doing it. Jackson rhetorically asks: how can a feature of an 

actionn which ensures something that is very important fail to be a reason 

for?? On Jackson's (utilitarian) conception of a reason, then, we have reason 

too do only that what would have, all in all, good results.18 

Obviously,, I have to make an attempt to refute this argument of Jackson. 

II  shall do this at the end of this section. Let us now return to Jackson's own 

vieww on conflict. We have seen that he takes Davidson's interpretation of 

thee concept of a prima facie duty to be an improvement on Ross' 

interpretation,, but that he does not like that it follows from it that in the 

Annee Frank case lying still has to be called prima facie wrong. That is why 

hee supplements Davidsons theory: here the aforementioned distinction 

comess in between features which add to or detract from the value of an 

action,, on the one hand, and features which add to or detract from the value 

off  the world, on the other hand. On Jackson's theory, the predicate 'x is 

primaprima facie right/wrong given it is of a certain kind' has to be understood as 

'x'ss being of a certain kind increases/diminishes the value of x', and not as 

'x'ss being a certain kind increases/diminishes the value of the world'. 

Jackson'ss conception of a moral principle, such as the principle that lying is 

primaprima facie wrong, is thus: if an action is a lying, then it is the worse for it. 

17Jacksonn (1985a), p. 110 and (1985b), p. 109, 
18Jacksonn (1985a), p. 107 and (1985b), p. 107. Jackson makes an analogous point for conflicts in 
desires.desires. His example is the case that he wants to drink wine as well as mark logic exercises, 
butt cannot do both, or at least not properly. After deliberation, he decides that he wants 
markingg logic exercises more than drinking wine. Then, Jackson argues, he does not want to 
drinkk wine anymore. See Jackson (1985b), pp. 106-7. 
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Thiss can be explained as follows. Suppose that in the Anne Frank case 

youu save Anne Frank's lif e so that lying is a feature of what you do. 

Accordingg to Jackson, we have to distinguish the question whether this 

lyingg adds to or detracts from the value of what you do from the question 

whetherr it adds to or detracts from the value of the world. According to 

him,, lying detracts from the value of your action, but it adds to the value of 

thee world. Lying detracts from the value of what you do, for the possible 

actionn with the same features except for the lying has greater value than the 

actionn you in fact perform. An action which is not a lying is better than an 

actionn which is, other things being equal. However, lying adds to the value 

off  the world, because if this action would have been absent the world would 

clearlyy have been worse. After all, if you would not have lied, Anne Frank 

wouldd have died. Ensuring Anne Frank's safety's being prima facie wrong 

givenn it is a lying must thus be read as ensuring Anne Frank's safety being a 

lyingg diminishes the value of your action, and not as ensuring Anne 

Frank'ss safety's being a lying diminishes the value of the world.19 

Jackson'ss feature theory, then, affords us with a fourth interpretation -or, 

Ross'' and Davidson's interpretations included, a sixth interpretation- of our 

distinctionn between that which constitutes a conflict, on the one hand, and 

thatt which constitutes the resolution of a conflict, on the other hand. On 

Jackson'ss theory, a conflict consists of two (or more) features of an action, 

onee which detracts from its value and another which adds to its value20, 

whilee the resolution of a conflict is the action which adds to the value of the 

world.. In the Anne Frank case, the conflict is between the lying which 

detractss from the value and the life-saving which adds to the value of the 

actionn that you ought to do. Moreover, on feature theory there can be 

genuinee conflicts as the theory captures Ross' intuition. The constituents of 

aa conflict are independent of the constituents of the resolution of a conflict: 

19}acksonn (1985a), pp. 111-4 and (1985b), pp. 110-2. Jackson points to an analogy here between 
morall  value and aesthetic value. Suppose that we are judging the aesthetic value of a 
particularr building. We observe that it is quite attractive. However, we also notice that one 
off  its columns is too thick. According to Jackson, we wil l judge then that the thickness of this 
columnn diminishes the value of the building, as if it would have been somewhat less thick 
thee building would have been more attractive. But we wil l not judge that the thickness of the 
columnn diminishes the value of the world, for if the column would have been absent the 
buildingg would have been a pile of rubble; see Jackson (1985a), p. 111. 
20Seee Jackson (1985a), p. 112 and especially (1985b), p. 112. 
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althoughh what vou do adds to the value of the world, your action has a 

featuree wrhich detracts from its value.21 

However,, in view of Jackson's claim that there cannot be a reason against 

doingg something that one ought to do, the question arises whether he can 

persistt in thinking that an action which adds to the value of the world may 

possesss a feature which detracts from its value. How can lying m the Anne 

Frankk case detract from the value of what you do if it saves Anne Frank's 

life?? Jackson's answer runs as follows. He points out that you may want a 

particularr F without wanting relief from F-lessness, because you know that 

relieff  from F-lessness does not imply that you obtain the F you want. For 

example,, you may desire a particular sloop without desiring relief from 

"slooplessness",, as you know that the sloop you would then acquire is 

undesirable.. In the same way, Jackson says, you may value a particular state 

off  affairs of a certain kind without valuing that a state of affairs of that kind 

iss brought about, as you know that the state of affairs which wil l then obtain 

iss one you do not value. Well, this is the case in conflict, Jackson argues. So 

inn the Anne Frank case you value that a particular lying does not take place. 

Iff  you can save Anne Frank without lying, this would be better. Lying 

thereforee detracts from the value of your act of saving Anne Frank. But you 

doo not value that a lying wil l not take place. This is because you know that 

thee "not-lying" you wil l then do involves that Anne Frank is not saved. 

Andd so that you lie does not detract from the value of the world.22 

Thiss completes my exposition of Jackson's feature theory of conflict. I am 

suree that its ingenuity wil l be appreciated by anyone, whether one rejects or 

acceptss genuine conflict. What is more, Jackson poses a challenge to mv own 

vieww on conflict, not only because feature theory is a deep and serious 

alternativee to it (the more since it is congenial), but also because he 

forcefullyy argues against views on conflict such as mine that there cannot be 

reasonss against doing what one ought to do. Nevertheless, Jackson's view 

onn conflict is ultimately mistaken. 

Ass for Jackson's argument that it sounds strange to say that a feature of an 

actionn which is necessary and sufficient to establish something that is very 

importantt is a reason against this action, I think this merely shows that the 

phrasee 'reason against' can be used inappropriately. Of course, in the Anne 

211 This occasions regret according to Jackson, and not remorse (Mill) , guilt (Hare) or 
compunctionn (Ross). See Jackson (1985b), p. 112. 
22Jacksonn (1985b), pp. 111-2. 
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Frankk case that what you do when you save Anne Frank is a lying is not a 

reasonn against saving her. But this is simply because the Anne Frank case is 

nott a genuine conflict. As I footnoted twice already, you are not required to 

speakk the truth in such a situation. 

However,, I agree that also in some genuine conflicts it may be 

inappropriatee to speak of reasons against. We can think of cases such as 

Krug'ss predicament here (see section 2.1). Suppose that Krug ought to save 

David.. Indeed, it sounds strange to say that given the fact that saving his son 

iss one and the same action as succumbing to Paduk's tyranny, there is a 

reasonn against this action. But what does not sound strange to say is that in 

suchh cases there is a reason in favour of performing an action whose 

performancee implies that the agent does not do what he or she ought to do. 

Soo in Krug's case there is a reason to resist Paduk's regime, although acting 

uponn this reason means that David is not saved. Finally, it may not be 

inappropriatee to use the phrase 'reason against' also in genuine conflicts. I 

suggestt that this is so, for example, in the case of Jim and the Indians (see 

sectionn 2.3). Suppose that Jim ought not to let the nineteen Indians he can 

savee die. It does not sound strange to me to say that there is a reason against 

doingg this as to save these Indians Jim has to kil l one Indian himself. 

Iff  I am right about this, we have undermined Jackson's motivation to 

developp his feature theory. He is then vulnerable to the criticism that my 

vieww on conflict captures better what is at stake in conflict than his. In 

particular,, there are at least two reasons why we should prefer my view to 

featuree theory. 

Firstly,, on Jackson's theory we end up with an implausible conception of 

conflict.. This is because virtually every action possesses a feature which adds 

too its value as well as a feature which detracts from its value, making 

virtuallyy every situation a conflict on Jackson's theory. However, as I made 

aa point of insisting already in chapters 1 and 2, if conflict is to be an 

interestingg phenomenon, this trivialising result needs to be avoided. 

Secondly,, Jackson's theory cannot account for what I have taken the 

phenomenologyy of conflict to be in section 2.2. On his theory, one is not 

motivationallyy torn in conflict for, I presume, a feature which detracts from 

thee value of an action sec does not have motivational force. For this, there 

hass to be a (strong) reason not to let this feature be a feature what one does. 

Onn Jackson's theory, the phenomenology of conflict is that the agent is 
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pulledd into one direction only, knowing however that moving in that 

directionn has a drawback.23 

4.33 Requirements and oughts 

Timee has come to expand on my own view of conflict. Obviously, we have 

seenn a great deal of it already in chapter 2 where I was developing my 

conceptionn of conflict. So we have already learned that my view on conflict 

differss from the views on conflict we have discussed so far in chapters 3 and 

44 in that there can be genuine conflicts and that genuine conflicts are 

constitutedd by two (or more) requirements. Moreover, for example in my 

definitionn of a defeated reason in genuine conflict in section 2.2, I have 

alreadyy indicated that I believe that the resolution of a conflict is constituted 

byy oughts, understood as conclusions of deliberation.24 

Onn my view, the structure of practical reasoning in conflict is thus such 

thatt there is a distinction between requirements which constitute the 

conflict,, on the one hand, and oughts which constitute the resolution of the 

conflict,, on the other hand. This distinction between requirements and 

oughtsoughts is a particular instance of a general distinction between that which 

wee have reason25 to do, on the one hand, and that which we have most 

reasonn to do, on the other hand, I believe. Further, my view captures Ross' 

intuitionn as the former is independent of the latter. Consequently, it is 

possiblee that in doing what one ought to do, one nevertheless leaves a 

requirementt unfulfilled, in other words the defeated requirement remains 

onn the scene. This is indeed the main message of my view of conflict. 

Certainly,, I am not the first to articulate Ross' intuition without 

followingg his account of prima facie duties. Let me give two examples. In his 

introductionn to a collection of papers called Practical Reason (1978), Raz 

" C o mee to think of it: feature theory may not be completely wrong. It could be right for a 
differentt type of situation than genuine conflict. Consider the case that the dentist has to 
draww a tooth. It would be better if this can be done without pain. Suppose, however, that it 
cannot.. Yet, it is right to have the tooth drawn. Thus, Jackson's theory seems to have a niche 
off  its own, just as McDowell's, Donagan's and Hare's views on conflict have, as we have seen. 
24However,, as we wil l see in chapter 10 (on euthanasia), the resolution of a conflict could be 
constitutedd by mays. 
^Fol lowingg Ross, we could call the reasons on this side of the equation prima facie reasons. 
But,, as we have seen, this terminology is misleading. Another possibility is to call them pro 
tantotanto reasons. This term has recently been introduced, I believe, bv Hurley (1989), pp. 133-4; 
cf.. Kagan (1989), p. 17. 
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holdss that '[g]iven that reasons can conflict, i.e. that we can have reasons to 

performm incompatible actions, the notion of a reason must be independent 

off  that of reason's ultimate verdict as to what is to be done in a certain 

situation'' (my emphasis). That is why he distinguishes between prima facie 

reasonss and conclusive reasons, and, similarly, between relativised ought -

statementss and non-relativised or simple OMg/if-statements.26 And Foot, in 

herr excellent 'Moral Realism and Moral Dilemma' (1983), maintains that 

thee possibility of genuine moral conflict demands the introduction of two 

typestypes of moral oughts. On the one hand, there are what she calls type 1 

oughtsoughts which we use in propositions about ougfrf-engagements, while, on 

thee other hand, there are type 2 oughts as she calls them which figure in our 

propositionss about what is morally right or best.27 

II  do not wish to argue here that I articulate Ross' intuition better than 

Raz,, Foot or anyone else does28.29 More progress can be made by examining 

howw "my" distinction between requirements and oughts fits into an ethical 

theory.. This is in line with my intention from chapter 1 to show how views 

onn conflict relate with ethical theories. The theory I shall deal with in this 

sectionn is the intuitionism Dancy is developing. But in chapter 9 I wil l 

considerr whether, for example, Kantianism and utilitarianism can 

incorporatee my distinction between requirements and oughts. 

Lett us turn to Dancy's theory, then. At first sight, the trouble with his 

ethicss is that it is "unprincipled" in the sense that the agent-neutral reasons 

andd agent-relative reasons it holds there are (see section 2.3) are not 

supportedd by fundamental principles of morality. Neither by one 

fundamentall  principle of morality as on Kantianism and utilitarianism, nor 

byy a plurality of fundamental principles of morality as on a Rossian theory 

off  prima facie duties. However, we have seen that Donagan, Hare and 

Jacksonn formulate their interpretations of "the distinction" with reference to 

thee fundamental principle(s) of morality they assume. As Dancy's ethics is 

thuss a form of anti-theory in normative ethics, there seems to be nothing in 

hiss theory we can connect my distinction between requirements and oughts 

with,, as it were. 

26Razz (1978a), pp. 11-4. 
27Foott (1983), pp. 383-6. 
28Forr example, Searle (1978), pp. 87-9. 
29Butt it is worth noting that on my interpretation of the "distinction" neither 'reason', nor 
'ought''ought' is rendered ambiguous. 
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However,, upon further reflection Dancy's theory offers a resource here of 

aa quite different sort, to wit his -what one could call- metaphysics of morally 

relevantrelevant properties.30 This is his picture of the ways in which morally 

relevantt properties relate to each other. Our task is to locate requirements 

andd oughts. In particular, we have to give a place to defeated requirements. 

Afterr all, it must be possible that they remain on the scene or -to stick with 

thee present metaphor- in the right picture of a case if Dancy's theory is to 

alloww for genuine conflict. In what follows I shall try to explain therefore 

thatt according to his metaphysics the Tightness of an action (that is to say 

thatt it ought to be done) is a parti-resultant property, i.e. it exists in virtue of 

somee and not all of its features. If so, among the remaining properties there 

wil ll  be conceptual room for reasons against this action, or at least for reasons 

whosee being acted upon implies that what ought to be done wil l not be 

done,, and thus presumably for defeated requirements. 

Inn Dancy's metaphysics, there figure moral properties and natural 

properties,, resultant properties and resultant bases, shapes of cases and 

salientt features of cases, and, finally, thin moral properties and thick moral 

properties.. My aim is now to show how do these elements combine. 

Inn Dancy's view, moral properties exist in virtue of natural properties. So 

ann action's Tightness may be due to its being a relief of his distress. This 

relationshipp of one property existing in virtue of another he calls resultance. 

Hence,, moral properties are resultant properties, while the natural 

propertiess from wThich they result form their resultance bases. A resultance 

basee may take the shape of a resultance tree as the natural properties closest 

too the moral property could exist in virtue of other natural properties, 

whichh in turn could exist because of still other natural properties, etc. In the 

samee way, also between moral properties there may be a relationship of 

resultancee as one moral property could exist in virtue of another. For 

example,, an action's Tightness ("ought-to-be-doneness") may result from 

thatt it is generous. This property is the reason then why the action is right. 

Morall  properties are thus constituted by natural properties in the sense that 

aa moral property is a resultant property which is constituted by its resultance 

basee of natural properties. 

Accordingg to Dancy, some of the properties of a case make a difference to 

whatt ought to be done, and others do not. The latter he calls inert 

background.. The former include the properties in virtue of which the action 

30Thiss can be found on pp. 55, 73-9, 111-7 and 126n5 of Moral Reasons. 



63 3 

thatt is right is right as well as what he calls active background: properties 

whosee presence or absence affect or would affect the "right-making-

properties".. Of the properties which make a difference to what we ought to 

do,, some are more relevant than others. Dancy calls the more relevant 

propertiess the salient features of a case; they stick out or obtrude, and 

shouldd catch our attention if we are alert'31. Some salient features are more 

salientt than others. So in case of some generous action that it is a sacrifice of 

moneyy may be more salient than that it is a sacrifice of energy. Salient 

featuress are connected with each other in such a way that they have a 

practicallyy related, and not a flat, profile. If we recognise all salient features 

forr what they are, especially how they are linked up with each other, we 

graspp this profile. We then see the shape of a case, as Dancy calls it. And the 

shapee of a case reveals what ought to be done.32 Combining this with what 

wee have learned about resultance, we can conclude that the resultance base 

iss to be found among the morally relevant properties of a case, which 

includee its salient features, and that the ultimate resultant property is 

representedd by the shape of this case. 

Righrness,, and wrongness, are thin moral properties, just as goodness 

andd badness are. They are opposed to thick moral properties, such as 

generosity,, integrity, courage, honesty, kindness and fairness. These 

propertiess are called thick as they have more descriptive or empirical 

contentt than the thin ones have; after all, thin properties denote no more of 

thee actions that possess them that they are right. The difference between 

thinn properties and thick properties can be illustrated by the fact that we can 

sayy of both honest actions and kind actions that they are right (if they are 

right),, but we cannot (standardly, at least) say of honest actions that they are 

kind,, nor vice versa. In Dancy's view, thin properties are identical with 

shapess of cases, i.e. they result from salient features and other morally 

relevantt properties. As for the place of thick properties, Dancy suggests that 

itt is their shape which constitutes thin properties.33 

Soo far, it seems to me, Dancy's metaphysics does not actually sustain the 

claimm that, as the righrness of an action is a parti-resultant property, among 

31Dancyy (1993), p. 112. 
32Wee wil l come across this metaphor of shape again in chapter 7 as a dilemma is a case with 
twotwo shapes according to Dancy's conception of a dilemma! 
33However,, Dancy insists that thin properties, though they thus result from the thick ones, 
shouldd not be regarded as the fmal level in the resultance tree. They are not further 
propertiess just like the others. See Dancy (1993), pp. 114-5. 
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itss remaining properties there may be a defeated requirement. However, we 

havee not encountered anything that undermines this claim either. As it 

stands,, Dancy's metaphysics accounts for the simple case only, the case that 

theree are not reasons for incompatible actions. What we have to do, then, is 

too adjust Dancy's metaphysics to the possibility of genuine conflict. This is a 

matterr of stipulation.34 A defeated requirement wil l presumably be a thick 

property.. As a moral property, it wil l anyway exist in virtue of a resultance 

basee of natural properties, which wil l include salient features35. Now, we 

justt have to stipulate that such a configuration of properties may be among 

thee morally relevant properties of a case beside the properties which 

conducee to the Tightness of the right action. Then, requirements could 

indeedd remain in the right picture of a case (on the scene) in defeat.36 

Wee are now able to spell out the difference between Ross' account of a 

primaprima facie duty and my account of a defeated requirement37 as this 

differencee ensues from the fact that, in the terms of this section, on Ross' 

vieww the Tightness of an action is a toti-resultant property, whereas on my 

vieww it is a parti-resultant property. On Ross' view, prima facie duties 

distinguishh themselves therefore from properties which are no prima facie 

dutiess at all in that they diminish the overall Tightness of the right action.38 

However,, this would not be a very satisfactory account of a defeated 

requirement,, as Foot's example of the dangerousness of picking up a 

34II  recognise that one may question whether Dancy's metaphysics can be made conflict-
recognisingg by way of stipulation. Indeed, he himself seems to take the view, as we have 
seen,, that properties of a case are only morally relevant insofar they relate to that what 
oughtt to be done; otherwise, they are inert background. In particular, one may argue that he is 
committedd to this view due to his cognitivism and/or particularism. I shall address these 
worriess in chapters 8 and 9, respectively. 
35So,, contrary to what McDowell believes as we saw in section 3.1, salience need not be 
understoodd in terms of silencing. Moreover, we can now see that McDowell conceives thick 
concepts,, such as generosity, as ought-giving instead of reason-giving as I do. As Williams 
savs,, thick concepts 'are characteristically related to reasons for action' (Williams (1985), p. 
140);; cf. Dancy (1996a). On my view, thick concepts are reason-giving as they embody the 
valuess from which reasons spring; cf. section 2.2. 
-^Dancy'ss metaphysics is subject to further complication in view of my theory of the 
resolutionn of conflict which I wil l expound in the next chapter; see for this also section 9.2. 
37Soo I contrast Ross' account of a prima facie duty here with my account of a defeated 
requirement.. Note, however, that it is not clear whether by a prima facie duty Ross means, in 
mvv terms, a defeated reason or just a pro tanto reason (which can still be successful). 
38Heree is an illustrative quote: 'Every act therefore, viewed in some aspects, wil l be prima 
faciefacie right, and viewed in others, prima facie wrong, and right acts can be distinguished from 
wrongg acts only as being those which, of all those possible for the agent in the circumstances, 
havee the greater balance [my italics] of prima facie Tightness, in those respects in which they 
aree prima facie right, over their prima facie wrongness, in those respects in which they are 
primaprima facie wrong' (Ross (1965), p. 41). 



65 5 

poisenouss snake perfectly illustrates. Suppose that it is dangerous to pick up 

thiss poisenous snake, but nonetheless more dangerous not to pick it up as 

youu can only get rid of it by picking it up. According to Ross' account, the 

dangerousnesss of picking up the snake would then be reduced by the 

dangerousnesss of not picking it up. However, in fact it is not, of course.39 

Itt seems to me that what we are after here, given the fact that defeated 

requirementss are supposed to exist independently of oughts, is a definition 

off  a defeated requirement which is not run in terms of its relation with that 

whichh ought to be done. This would once and for all dispel the suspicion 

thatt defeated requirements are in fact no reasons at all. This suspicion may 

bee aroused by the fact that they are non-insistent reasons which means that 

they,, just as "no-reasons-at-all", should not be captured in actions40. 

Thee starting point of my account of a defeated requirement is that a 

defeatedd requirement differs from a "no-requirement-at-all" in that in case 

off  the absence of the successful requirement in question it would have 

justifiedd the action it is a reason for to the extent of making it the right thing 

too do. So in order to define a defeated requirement also this account appeals 

too a defeated requirement's ability to be successful. But I agree with Dancy 

thatt we should be suspicious of such an account for a different reason. As he 

rightlyy points out, in the absence of the successful requirement, thus in 

differentt circumstances, any property, and not only the defeated 

requirementt in question, could (probably) be a successful requirement.41 

Also,, we would like to know what it means for a property to be a defeated 

requirementt in the case at hand, not for it to be something else in a different 

case. . 

Too improve on my account of a defeated requirement, I would like to use 

aa suggestion of Dancy himself. This suggestion is expressed in terms of 

motivation.. This possibility is available to internalists in the theory of 

motivation.. They share the belief that, put roughly, at least requirements 

necessarilyy motivate so that if one recognises that one is required to do an 

actionn A, one wil l be motivated (say, want) to perform A.42 Accordingly, a 

defeatedd requirement can be regarded as motivating unsuccessfully, and a 

successfull  requirement as motivating successfully, as the former is not, 

whilee the latter is acted upon (supposing one does what one ought to do). 

39Foott (1983), p. 385; see also Dancy (1993), pp. I l l and 117. 
40Cf.. Dancy (1993), pp. 250-1. 
411 Danev (1993), p. 41. 
42Cf.. Dancy (1993), p. 4. 
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Dancv'ss suggestion boils down to this: the difference between a defeated 

requirementt and a "no-requirement-at-all" is that a property which 

motivatess unsuccessfully (the former) would motivate if the successful 

requirementt in question would be a sufficiently less strong reason than it is 

now,, whereas a property that does not motivate at all (the latter) would 

not.433 Actually, we need not talk about motivation at all here as Dancy does. 

Thee suggestion then becomes that a defeated requirement differs from a 

"no-requirement-at-all""  in the sense that the former would be successful if 

thee successful requirement would be weak enough, whereas the latter 

wouldd not. 

Withh this suggestion, however, we still have not defined a defeated 

requirementt as an independent existence as we wished. Nevertheless, the 

neww account of a defeated requirement is an improvement on the account 

thatt I started out with, for it restricts what of a case is allowed to change to 

renderr a defeated requirement successful to the strength of the successul 

requirement.. So a worry remains, but let us not exaggerate. That we do not 

havee words to describe a defeated requirement without referring to an ought 

doess not mean that the former is not independent from the latter in the 

relevantt sense. 

Throughoutt this section, my suggestion has been that, where I was not 

presentingg Dancy's views, I was expanding on them. But I should note that 

Dancyy does not explicitly make the distinction between requirements and 

oughts.oughts. Nevertheless, there is ample evidence that he works with the more 

generall  distinction between reasons and oughts. The main thrust of chapter 

77 of Moral Reasons is to account for the possibility of genuine conflict. In the 

beginningg of this chapter, Dancy therefore even introduces, just like Foot, 

twoo types of oughts -non-comparative oughts and comparative oughts-

althoughh he later rejects these terms. At any rate, he is well aware that to 

recognisee conflicts as genuine as well as the rationality of regret in conflict 

(off  which we wil l see more in the next chapter), defeated reasons should be 

ablee to remain in the right picture of a case (on the scene). He sees that, in 

4 3Dancvv (1993), p. 40-2 By wav of illustration, Dancy discusses the case that his wife is 
chronicallyy ill , and that he can choose between taking a job in Peru which would pay so much 
thatt they can afford private medical-care and expressing his love by nursing her himself. 
Supposee that he ought to do the latter, and is motivated accordingly. Now, with diminished 
motivation,, that is if the reason to nurse her himself would be less strong (because he becomes 
phvsicallvv unable to do this, for instance), the requirement to take the job in Peru could be 
strongg enough to be successful. 
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myy terms, reasons may thus be independent of oughts, as this quote 

indicates:: 'the reasons against the action [that ought to be done] remain in 

thee picture as reasons against rather than being somehow deprived of that 

rolee once they are defeated'44. 

Butt this is not quite the whole story. Let us look at Dancy's discussion of 

thee following example.45 He is deliberating whether he may break the speed 

limi tt to pick up his wife at the station. It is 10.30 p.m. and his wife is alone. 

However,, at this time also the pubs are closing so that there wil l be drunks 

around.. Salient in this case is that late at night the station is not a nice place 

forr unaccompanied women, that he is awake, sober and alert, that the street 

lightningg is good and that his car is in good condition and that he knows the 

roadd well. Al l this counts in favour of rushing to the station. Against 

breakingg the speed limi t counts that, as drunks wil l mingle in the traffic, the 

roadss are much less safe than they were half an hour ago. Suppose that he 

seess his wife's isolation as more salient than the incidence of drunks, so 

that,, in his view, the shape of this case is such he may break the law this 

time.. Still, he recognises that it remains a fact that the pubs are closing, etc. 

InIn view of this, that there are drunks around may be a reason for him to 

takee an alternative route to the station which is, though a detour, much 

safer. . 

Dancyy notices that, whereas he originally saw the incidence of drunks as a 

reasonn to keep to the speed limit , he ultimately regards it as a reason to take 

aa detour. So if anyone would claim -he has Williams in mind here- that on 

hiss view 'the feature which generates a defeated reason is not present as 

suchsuch in our actual view of the situation at all'46 (my italics), Dancy admits 

thatt he would agree. In his opinion, as such this feature is merely part of a 

reasonablyreasonably persuasive picture of the case, not of the right one. In other 

words,, the feature belongs to a near-by possible world, perhaps the nearest 

one,, but not to this actual world. What Dancy offers here is in effect (the 

beginningss of) an alternative view on conflict. What, now, is his true view 

onn the possibility of genuine conflict? In particular, may reasons remain in 

thee right picture of a case in defeat or not? 

44Dancyy (1993), p. 115. 
45Seee Dancy (1993), pp. 118-9. 
46Dancyy (1993), p. 118 





Chapterr  5 

Thee possibility of conflict 

InIn this chapter, we address what seems to many authors the central issue of 

thee moral dilemma debate: the possibility of (genuine) conflict. My aim is to 

defendd that I have taken the view that conflicts can be genuine rather than 

thee view that conflicts are at most apparent. To this end, I formulate a two-

partt argument in favour of the possibility of conflict. The first part of this 

argumentt is the well-known argument from agent-regret (section 5.1), 

whereass the second part I call the argument from compromise (section 5.2). 

Thee dispute on the possibility of conflict largely derives from a difference 

off  opinion about methodology. Often, those who accept genuine conflict are 

experientalists,, while those who deny the possibility of conflict are 

rationalists.11 According to experientalists, there is a strong reason to believe 

thatt things are the way they appear to be to us; according to rationalists, our 

morall  experience does not have, or at least not so much, authority in 

philosophicall  debates. Thus, whereas rationalists such as Donagan reject 

genuinee conflicts, experientalists such as myself accept them; McDowell is 

ann outlier here, as -methodologically speaking at least- his Aristotelianism 

doess not commit him to the rejection of genuine conflicts. Rationalists 

answerr the question whether there can be genuine conflicts in the negative 

onon the basis of their ethical theories.2 Rather, their ethical theories are 

MM owe these labels to Gowans (1996). 
22 Beside ethical theories, also deontic logic is frequently used to argue against the possibility 
off  conflict. In my view, this is to conflate conflicts and dilemmas, however. The standard 
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designed,, amongst other things, to render conflicts apparent; I have in mind 

particularlyy Hare's utilitarianism here. However, the ethical theories of 

experientalistss do not exclude the possibility of conflict, so that if moral 

experiencee would indicate that there can be genuine conflicts they are able to 

alloww for this. In fact, on my view it is inconceivable that there cannot be 

genuinee conflicts. The interesting issue then becomes whether genuine 

conflictss really occur. Actually, this is what my argument for the possibility 

off  conflict purports to show. 

Overlookingg more than thirty years of moral dilemma debate, it seems 

thatt we have reached an impasse then. On the one hand, there are the 

experientalistss who have come to believe that there can be genuine conflicts. 

Theyy wil l not be impressed by the objection that (some versions of) 

Kantianismm or utilitarianism are incompatible with the possibility of 

conflict.. On the other hand, there are the rationalists who have developed 

ethicall  theories which do not admit of genuine conflicts. They in turn wil l 

nott be persuaded by expenentalist arguments for the possibility of conflict. 

Ass this impasse thus originates from a difference in methodology, one way 

too overcome it seems to be to decide the methodological dispute between 

rationalistss and experientalists, which is obviously too large a project for me 

too pursue here. 

However,, in spite of this, rationalists and experientalists in the moral 

dilemmaa debate need not talk across each other about the possibility of 

conflict.. And in fact they do not. This is because experientalists do not limi t 

themselvess to an appeal to moral experience (in the way I did in my 

descriptionn of professor Adam Krug's dilemma in section 1.1). We wil l see 

thatt my argument for the possibility of conflict demands for rationalist 

criticismm that goes bevond the mere objection that ethical theorising teaches 

uss that genuine conflicts are impossible. Furthermore, by accounting for this 

criticismm experientalists can be regarded as arguing against the view that 

theree cannot be genuine conflicts. It is in this way, then, that I wil l try to 

systemm of deontic logic tries to capture into logical principles the logical behaviour of oughts 
(understood,, as we do here, as conclusions of deliberation). As we wil l see in chapter 7, this 
exercisee might inform us about what a dilemma is. But deontic logic is silent on the possibility 
off  conflict, for conflicts are not constituted by oughts. Or at least not by the type of oughts 
deonticc logic is concerned with, we may add, bearing in mind the common distinction between 
twoo tvpes of oughts. Beside Foot and Dancy, also Williams distinguishes between two types 
off  oughts, viz. moral oughts and deliberative oughts, in Williams (1965), pp. 123-4. It is 
worthh mentioning that since Aqvist (1998) there is also a system of deontic logic that 
attemptss to describe the logical behaviour of what I call requirements by means of logical 
principles.. However, the point of this system is to allow for genuine conflict. 
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refute,, as promised, the views on conflict of McDowell, Donagan and Hare. 

Nevertheless,, one has to be realistic. As I already suggested in sections 3.2 

andd 3.3, it seems unlikely that rationalists can thus be convinced of the 

possibilityy of conflict so as to abandon their ethical theories (or to modify 

themm to allow for genuine conflict, if possible (cf. chapter 9)).3 

5.11 The argument from agent-regret 

Inn this section, I shall reproduce the famous argument from agent-regret for 

thee possibility of conflict. We owe this argument first and foremost to 

Williams.. However, as we wil l see, Gowans has strengthened it 

significantly.. But let us begin with Williams' contribution. 

InIn 'Ethical Consistency', Williams makes a comparison between conflicts 

off  beliefs and conflicts of desires, which can be defined as situations in 

whichh one has two desires which cannot be satisfied both. The outcome of 

thiss comparison is that these types of situations differ in two respects. When 

wee discover that two of our beliefs conflict, this discovery alone tends to 

weakenn at least one of them, and when we decide (rightly) that one of these 

beliefss is true this leads us to abandon the other one. By contrast, the 

discoveryy that two of our desires conflict in itself does not weaken either of 

them,, and the (right) decision to satisfy one desire rather than the other 

needd not lead us to give up the unsatisfied desire. Consequently, Williams 

claims,, a rejected desire 'may reappear in the form of a regret for what was 

missed'4. . 

Subsequently,, Williams argues that in the two aforementioned respects 

morall  conflicts, which he here defines in terms of oughts, are more like 

conflictss of desires than they are like conflicts of beliefs. So the discovery that 

twoo oughts conflict in itself does not weaken either of them, and the (right) 

decisionn to act upon one ought rather than the other need not lead us to 

eliminatee the rejected ought from the scene. Accordingly, in moral conflicts 

theree is a possible ground of regret as well. However, Williams adds, the 

regrett involved in moral conflicts is of a different sort than the regret that 

ensuess from conflicts of desires. Perhaps, by this he just means that the 

'M yy view on the debate on the possibility of conflict is similar to Gowans', in Gowans (1996), 
pp.'199-206;; cf. Mothershill (1996), pp. 66-76. 
Wi l l iam ss (1965), p. 107. 
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formerr is moral regret, whereas the latter is non-moral regret. But from his 

analysiss of regret in moral conflict in his 'Moral Luck' it is clear that this sort 

off  regret is not merely regret 'for what was missed.0 

Inn this article, Williams works with the familiar idea that with an 

emotion,, such as regret or guilt, generally at least two components are 

present.. Firstly, there is an experiental component, consisting -in case of 

regret-- in some unpleasant feeling, and, secondly, there is a cognitive 

componentt w7hich is formed by the belief -in case of regret- that something is 

too be regretted.6 

Accordingg to Williams, the constitutive belief of regret in general (we 

wil ll  see an exception to this below) is something like 'how much better if 

thingss had been otherwise', while the feeling of regret can in principle apply 

too anything with regard to which one can visualise that it might have been 

otherwisee and that it would then have been better. Generally, what is 

regrettedd is states of affairs, and states of affairs can be regretted in principle 

byy anyone who knows of them. However, Williams draws attention to the 

factt that there is a sort of regret which one can feel towards one's own past 

actionss only. For this he has coined the term agent-regret. The possible 

differencee between agent-regret and, what we could call, spectator-regret is 

supposedd to be that in cases of agent-regret one might have acted otherwise 

andd so prevented that something is to be regretted, while in cases of 

spectator-regrett this was not possible. As an aside, Williams notes that there 

cann be cases in which one feels, not agent-regret, but spectator-regret towards 

one'ss own past actions as one is not in fact present as an agent. 

Moree important is that Williams distinguishes between agent-regret 

whichh is felt towards something which is voluntarily done and agent-regret 

whichh is felt towards something which is involunarily done or even deeply 

accidental.. We can expect the latter to be felt, for example, by a bus driver 

who,, through no fault of his, knocks down a littl e child that unexpectedly 

dartss across the street. The suggestion is that such a person wil l feel 

differentlyy from any onlooker, say from the passengers with him in the bus. 

Thiss is indicated by the fact that if the bus driver would merely feel 

-Williamss (1965), pp. 106-10. 
611 owe this way of putting it to McConnell; see McConnell (1996), p, 38. 
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spectator-regrett about killin g the child, we would suspect that he does not 

understandd that his relation to the tragedy is special.7 

However,, in view of our purposes here we are more interested in agent-

regrett with respect to something which is voluntarily done. In particular, it 

iss interesting that according to Williams such agent-regret is natural in cases 

off  conflict, which he now defines as situations in which there is a conflict 

betweenn two actions, each of which one is morally required to do. In such 

situations,, whatever one does, even if one does what is best, one wil l feel 

agent-regret,, Williams claims, supposedly about not performing the 

alternative.. This is possible because, although regret requires the desire that 

thingss had been different, it does not demand the desire that one had acted 

differently.8 8 

Inn 'Ethical Consistency', Williams appeals in this regard by way of 

illustrationn to the case of Agamemnon at Aulis, as described by Aeschylus. 

Thiss classical tragedy figures Agamemnon as a commander of the Greek 

army.. As such, he is responsible for the fleet that sails to Troy to attack the 

Trojans.. Agamemnon is confronted with the problem that his fleet is 

becalmed.. Loyalty to his countrymen and troops commits him to get the 

shipss sailing. However, a high priest declares that no wind wil l arise until 

Agamemnonn sacrifices his daughter, Iphigenia. Of course, this only 

intensifiess his problem, for as her father he is committed to protect 

Iphigenia'ss lif e and safety as well. Williams indicates that in Agamemnon's 

casee there is not in fact a thing that it is best to do. Supposing, however, that 

itit  is best to kil l Iphigenia, Williams' suggestion is that, if Agamemnon does 

so,, it is natural for him to feel agent-regret about it.9 

Agamemnon'ss predicament seems to me a so-called dirty hands case: 

Agamemnonn "gets his hands soiled". Dirty hands cases form a subcategory 

off  genuine conflicts. They are often discussed in the literature of political 

action,, under the heading of the question whether one can govern 

innocently.. An examplary dirty hands case is the situation of a politician 

whoo only by torturing a terrorist leader can hope to find out where a bomb is 

7Theree are different sorts of spectator-regret as well. Besides the regret of the passengers in 
thee bus, there is the regret of passers-by, of the family of the littl e child, of those who read 
aboutt the accident in the newpaper the next day, etc. 
8WUliamss (1976), pp. 123-7; see on Williams' notion of regret Baron (1998), pp. 261-3. 
^Williamss (1965), p. 111. The trouble with this example is that, as I wil l explain below, it 
cannott be used to support the possibility of conflict if it is, as Williams suggests, a dilemma. 
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plantedd so as to prevent it from exploding. The classic essay on dirty hands 

casess is Walzer's 'Political Action: The Problem of Dirty Hands' (1973). 

Thee argument from agent-regret which I am building up here is based on 

Williams'' notion of agent-regret. It figures in its first premise. This reads: 

theree are cases in which people feel agent-regret about something 

voluntarilyy done although they did the right thing, or at least that there are 

casess in which it is natural to feel this sort of regret. As the argument's 

conclusionn has to be that genuine conflicts are possible (or, rather, that they 

happen),, it is thus a phenomenological argument. That is, it is an argument 

whichh runs from a claim about our moral experience to a claim about the 

naturee of the world. 

Obviously,, this is a reason for rationalists to distrust the argument from 

agent-regret.. However, not only rationalists have reason to be suspicious of 

it.. This is because one may feel the sort of agent-regret involved in virtually 

everyy situation. After all, one can be epistemically deficient. As a result, in 

almostt every situation one may believe that something is to be "agent-

regretted",, thus prompting the attendant feeling also in cases which need 

nott be genuine conflicts at all. Moreover, one can feel agent-regret even if 

onee knows that what one did is not agent-regrettable (this is the exception I 

alludedd to above).10 Consequently, it seems impossible to conclude from the 

factt that people feel agent-regret that something is to be agent-regretted and 

thuss that there are genuine conflicts. Apparently, concluding this comes 

downn to assuming that in some cases people are right to believe that 

somethingg is agent-regrettable, which is the same here as assuming that 

theree can be genuine conflicts. The first author to raise this worrv about the 

argumentt from agent-regret was Foot, I think.11 

Inn view of this, the argument from agent-regret has been rejected, most 

recentlyy by Statman and Raikka.12 Indeed, it looks doomed for death. 

However,, in my opinion, Gowans has managed to resuscitate it. Initially , he 

didd not believe in this argument either, as his introduction to Moral 

DilemmasDilemmas (1987) shows. There he assentingly repeats wThat we could call 

Foot'ss worry.13 But, as he makes a point of insisting in his Innocence Lost 

1 0Heree we can refer to Rawls' example of the theater-goer. This is a person who is raised 
withh the religious belief that it is wrong to go to the theater. Although he no longer shares 
thiss belief, he still cannot get away from a feeling of guilt when attending the theater. See 
Rawlss (1971), p. 482. 
n I nn Foot (1983), p. 382; see also McConnell (1996), p. 38. 
12Statmann (1995), pp. 119-20; Raikka (1996), pp. 194-5. 
13Gowanss (1987), p. 15. 
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(1994)) as well as his 'Moral Theory, Moral Dilemmas, and Moral 

Responsibilities'' (1996), the argument of agent-regret does not have to run 

fromm the claim that there are cases where people do the right thing but 

neverthelesss feel agent-regret directly to the claim that there are genuine 

conflicts.. Gowans admits that this direct inference would beg the question. 

Thatt is why according to him the argument from agent-regret should 

insteadd make use of an inference to the best explanation.14 We thus have to 

insertt a second premise. This reads: the best explanation of there being cases 

inn which peope feel the sort of agent-regret in question is, in my terms, the 

continuedd presence in these cases of defeated requirements. What these 

peoplee agent-regret is that they do not do all that they are required to do. By 

hypothesis,, we can conclude that there are cases which involve two 

requirementss for incompatible actions, put roughly, one because of which 

thee agent did the right thing and another because of which she feels agent-

regret,, in other words we can conclude that there are genuine conflicts. 

Theree are two ways for rationalists to attack the argument from agent-

regret.. Firstly, they can attempt to undermine the first premise. One way to 

doo this is to argue that cases of conflict do not yield unpleasant feelings at all. 

Itt is worth recalling that, as we saw in section 3.1, according to McDowell in 

potentiall  conflicts a virtuous person acts with a sort of serenity. However, it 

iss fairly uncontroversial that cases of conflict, whether ultimately apparent 

orr genuine, do occasion unpleasant feelings. So the way to undermine the 

firstt premise is to argue that the emotion involved in cases of conflict is not 

whatt we call agent-regret. The second way to attack the argument from 

agent-regrett is to subvert the second premise by trying to give a better 

explanationn of the occurrence of agent-regret than the presence of defeated 

requirements.. I have in mind especially Levi's account of agent-regret here. 

II  wil l discuss this account not here but in the next section, as it covers not 

onlyy the argument from agent-regret but also the argument from 

compromise.. So the remainder of this section is devoted to the question' 

whatt emotion is generated by cases of conflict, in particular I shall defend 

thatt this is agent-regret, and not guilt or spectator-regret. This, then, is what 

thee battleground of the rationalists and experientalists turns out to be here. 

Onee strand of criticism of the argument from agent-regret confuses agent-

regrett with guilt (or remorse). And if agent-regret is confused with guilt, the 

14Gowanss (1994), pp. 100-6 and (1996), p. 203. What we call agent-regret Gowans labels moral 
distress;; see Gowans (1994), pp. 95-6. 
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argumentt becomes vulnerable to the criticism that the feeling supposedly 

involvedd in cases of conflict is the same as the feeling that belongs to cases of 

akrasiaakrasia (weakness of will). 15 Cases of akrasia are situations in which we 

cannott make ourselves do what we ought to do, so that we do the opposite 

(orr at least something else) instead. I agree that if agent-regret would be the 

samee as guilt, the argument from agent-regret would not work. According to 

thee notion of guilt I use here the constitutive belief of guilt is something 

likee 'I did not do what I ought to do'. Consequently, guilt would indeed be 

naturall  in cases of akrasia. However, it would be unsuitable for an argument 

inn favour of the possibility of conflict, since what we would like to establish 

thenn is that in some cases while we do what we ought to do we nevertheless 

leavee a requirement unfulfilled.16 

Thee confusion of agent-regret with guilt is presumably due to the fact that 

guiltt indeed surfaces in, notably Marcus' and Greenspan's, discussions of 

conflictt and dilemma. Also Van Fraassen's 'Values and the Heart's 

Command'' (1973) is appealed to. In this article, Van Fraassen refers to a 

notionn of guilt according to which one can be guilty even though one has 

donee nothing wrong. This is the notion of guilt, he suggests, underlying the 

doctrinee of the original sin, which holds that all men have sinned in 

Adam.17 7 

Marcus'' notion of guilt is actually similar to Williams' notion of agent-

regret,, I suspect. She just wishes to reserve the notion of regret for states of 

affairss whose occurrence is beyond the agent's control.18 Yet, Greenspan 

seemss to use the notion of guilt I work with.19 But I should note that she is 

moree concerned with dilemma than with conflict. And guilt may be natural 

inn dilemma. This is for example the case, perhaps, if a dilemma would be a 

situationn in which one ought to perform an action A and ought to perform 

ann action B, while one cannot do both A and B, as one would then 

inevitablyy fail to do what one ought to do. I wish to leave it an open 

questionn here whether this is the right conception of dilemma, for chapter 7 

iss devoted to exactly this issue. 

15Seee Levi (1986), p. 25. 
16Cf.. Trigg (1971), p. 48, Conee (1982), pp. 91-2, Foot (1983), pp. 387-9, Herman (1990), p. 325, 
Gowanss (1994), pp. 114-5n24, and McConneli (1996), pp. 37-9, for example. 
17Vann Fraassen (1973), p. 14. 
18Marcuss (1980), pp. 127, 130n9 and 133nll and (1996), p. 31-3. 
19Greenspann (1983), p. 120 and (1995), pp. 9-10. 
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Anotherr strand of criticism of the argument from agent-regret mistakes 

agent-regrett for spectator-regret, as we have called it in our discussion of 

Williams'' analysis of regret. According to this criticism, what is regretted in 

casess of conflict is that the world is bad, or that a bad action is done, or that 

thee consequences of what is done are bad.20 I agree that these regrets are 

naturall  in cases of conflict. But this sort of regret can in principle be felt by 

anyonee who knows of these cases. It is thus spectator-regret. However, I 

thinkk that Williams' analysis of regret shows that it makes a difference to 

howw you feel about an action whether you are the one who has done it or 

not.211 My contention is that in cases of conflict agents, as they understand 

thatt their relation to these cases is special, also regret that they were the ones 

whoo did what was bad or brought about bad consequences. They wil l thus 

feell  agent-regret. The question whether in cases of conflict people just feel 

spectator-regrett or also agent-regret can maybe be answered by empirical 

researchh of moral psychology. 

5.22 The argument from compromise 

Inn this section, I shall expound my argument from compromise for the 

possibilityy of conflict. Also this argument makes use of Williams' notion of 

agent-regret,, in the sense that in cases of conflict one not only feels agent-

regrett but also ought to feel agent-regret. Agent-regret is thus considered to 

bee part of the resolution of conflict. But this is not the only part of the 

resolutionn of conflict that is used in the present argument for the possibility 

off  conflict. So the issue we have to address now is the resolution of conflict, 

whichh is of course also worth discussing in its own right. 

5.2.11 The resolution of conflict 

Heree I wil l explain that we should reject the choice-model in favour of the 

compromise-modelcompromise-model of the resolution of conflict, as I call them. According to 

thee choice-model, the resolution of a conflict is a choice between the two 

actionss that one is required to do. And the action one ought to do is the 

20Cf.. Trigg (1971), pp. 49-50, Van Fraassen (1973), p. 14, Conee (1982), p. 90, McConnell (1987), 
p.. 161 and (1996), p. 38, and Gowans (1994), pp. 109-11, for example. 
21Seee also Williams (1973a), pp. 93-100. 
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actionn that one has strongest reason to do of the actions the conflict consists 

of.. According to the compromise-model, the resolution of a conflict, as far as 

actionaction is concerned, is the choice of an action(s) in which the force of both 

requirementss involved is incorporated. Consequently, the comparative 

valuee judgment, as I call it, the judgment as to which of the requirements is 

strongest,, is not decisive anymore for what action(s) is right.22 However, 

comparisonn of the strength of the requirements is still essential to the 

solutionn of a conflict. This is because the agent should take up difference in 

strengthh in his or her reaction to a conflict. As such, the comparative value 

judgmentt forms (part of) the justification of what action(s) is right.23 

Inn my view, we should reject the choice-model in favour of the 

compromise-modell  of the resolution of conflict, because, in my terms of 

sectionn 2.2, the values which generate the reasons that constitute the conflict 

desiree to be respected as much as possible now they cannot be realised.24 In a 

conflict,, a virtuous person may therefore distribute possible losses of value 

overr both values involved rather than realise one value leaving the other 

entirelyy unrespected. In this way he keeps his overall loss of value as small 

ass possible. Nevertheless, as he cannot do all that he is required to do, he 

stilll  misses out on considerable value. So conflicts cannot be rendered 

unproblematicc by their resolution. 

AA simple example may clarify the difference between the choice-model 

andd the compromise-model. Suppose that I am in a conflict as I have made 

twoo promises which I cannot keep both. Say, I am a busy lawyer. In the 

coursee of duty, I have promised a person A to meet her and discuss her case 

thiss afternoon but also "romised a person B to solve his problem before 6 

p.m.. However, due to a computer breakdown I do not have time to meet A 

ass well as solve B's problem. 

Accordingg to the choice-model, I have to decide then which promise I 

havee strongest reason to keep. If this is my promise to B, I ought to solve his 

problem.. According to the compromise-model, I also have to decide which 

promisee I have strongest reason to fulfil . However, according to this model, 

havingg more reason to solve B's problem than to meet A does not 

necessarilyy mean that I ought to keep my promise to B. But suppose that this 

22Thiss indicates that there is a connection between the idea that moral judgments are arrived 
att by weighing reasons -an idea of which I was already suspicious in section 4.1- and the 
choice-modell  of the resolution of conflict; my quote of Raz below is also illustrative here. 
23Wee wil l come back to this in chapters 6 and 7. 
24Heree 1 am appealing to my view that values produce reasons as they desire to be realised. 
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iss indeed the case, because, although I have a strong reason to discuss A's 

casee with her, I have a significantly stronger reason to solve B's problem. 

Accordingg to the compromise-model, it may then be that I also ought to 

explainn A why I cannot meet her; furthermore, it may be that I ought to 

compensatee her. Suppose, however, that my reason to solve B's problem is 

nott considerablv stronger than my reason to meet A. It may then be that I 

oughtt to spend most of the afternoon on B's problem, but also to discuss A's 

casee with her, yet not in person, but over the telephone. 

InIn sum, according to the choice-model, I ought to perform one of the 

actionss that I am required to do, while according to the compromise-model, 

besidee this, it is possible that I ought to perform actions that are substitutes 

forr the other required action. Moreover, mstead of all this, it is possible that 

II  ought to perform actions that are substitutes for both actions that the 

conflictt in question consists of. There are thus two kinds of substitutional 

actions.. Firstly, the weaker reason contributes to the action that I have 

strongerr reason to do, or vice versa. There is truly a compromise between 

thee reasons involved then. In my busy lawyer-example, discussing A's case 

withh her but not meeting her in person is such a substitutional action. 

Secondly,, the weaker reason is captured in an action that is "independent" 

off  the action that one ought to do as a result of the stronger reason. In my 

example,, offering A compensation when I do not discuss her case with her 

iss such a substitutional action. So according to the choice-model the solution 

off  a conflict is one of the required actions, whereas according to the 

compromise-modell  the solution of a conflict is possibly a "package" of 

actionss none of which necessarily corresponds with the actions that form 

thee conflict concerned. 

Now,, I do not mean to suggest that in the moral dilemma debate the 

choice-modell  is actually advanced to resolve conflicts. My impression is just 

thatt it is frequently presupposed. Raz, for example, has written: 

[w]henn conflicting reasons bear on a problem we determine what ought to be done by assessing 

thee relative strength or weight of the conflicting reasons. In the presence of conflicting reasons 

wee say, the agent should act on the balance of reasons. He should act on the reason or 

combinationn of reasons which override those conflicting reasons which apply to the problem 

facingg him. These notions are interdefinable. If p is a reason to do A and q is a reason for not 

doingg A {or, as we could for technical convenience say, for doing not-A) then if p is stronger 
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thann q it is also the more weighty reason and it overrides q and, therefore, on the balance of 

reasonss it prevails and the agent ought, on the balance of reasons, to do A?-D 

II  do not mean to suggest either that in moral philosophy the idea that the 

resolutionn of conflict takes the shape of a compromise between the 

requirementss involved is as yet unrecognised. On the contrary, this idea can 

bee found in the work of the so-called ethical pragmatists. It is already present 

inn Dewey's Human Nature and Conduct (1922). According to Dewey, the 

resolutionn of a conflict is an action 'in which all [competing tendencies] are 

fulfille dd not indeed in their original form, but in a 'sublimated fashion', 

thatt is, in a way which modifies the original direction of each by reducing it 

too a component along with others in an action of transformed quality'26. 

Withh this idea of Dewey in mind, Wallace and Richardson work out the 

followingg model for the resolution of conflict. In his Moral Relevance and 

MoralMoral Conflict (1988), Wallace conceives of a conflict as a situation in which 

ourr ways of proceeding yield considerations to act in different ways. 

Accordingg to him, to resolve a conflict is to modify our ways so that one or 

bothh of these considerations apply. A conflict is resolved if the proposed 

resolutionn meets the following three criteria. Firstly, it addresses the needs 

off  the situation; secondly, the original point of the considerations involved 

iss to some degree preserved; and, thirdly, the suggested modifications of our 

wayss are ones we can live with.27 Subsequently, in his 'Specifying Norms as 

aa Way to Resolve Concrete Ethical Problems' (1990), Richardson sets himself 

thee task of showing that a norm that is modified or sublimated to apply to a 

casee of conflict is still in some significant sense the original norm. According 

too his specified principlism, this is so because the modified norm stands for 

aa specification of the initial norm.28 

Alsoo in the moral dilemma debate it is sometimes acknowledged that the 

resolutionn of a conflict is not a choice between the two actions that a conflict 

consistss of. For example, according to Dancy's theory of contributory reasons 

andd their relation to overall judgment, 

[i] tt is not as if the action [that we have reasons in favour of as well as against] is somehow 

given,, the only question being whether to do it or not. The roles that reasons can play are more 

25Razz (1978b), p. 128. 
26Deweyy (1922), p. 182. 
27Wallacee (1988), ch. 3. 
28Richardsonn (1990), pp. 290-9. 
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variedd than than . . . This can be seen from the fact that though [the reasons against] do not 

persuadee us to refrain from the action [that we have reasons in favour of], they may yet affect 

thee way we do it . . . For instance, I have to break some bad news to my sister. The distress I 

shalll  cause her is not sufficient reason for me to keep silent; as a reason against, it is defeated. 

Butt it still makes a difference to how I should break the news to her, when and where I 

shouldd do it and so on.29 

Suchh being the case, the theory of the resolution of conflict I am 

developingg here can be regarded as an elaboration of this passage of Moral 

Reasons.Reasons. Yet, occasionally Dancy still works with the choice-model of the 

resolutionn of conflict, and then my theory is an improvement on Dancy's 

theoryy of moral dilemma. I am going to give two examples. Firstly, to 

resolvee a conflict, Dancy claims, we have to build up two pictures of our 

situation,, one in which the reasons in favour are the most salient, and 

anotherr in which the reasons against are the most salient. Subsequently, we 

havee to decide which picture we find the most persuasive.30 Secondly, 

Dancyy defines what he calls a normal dilemma (a conflict in which the 

reasonss involved are more or less equally strong) as a situation where the 

agentt is in the right whichever choice he makes.3132 

Ass I suggested, in the moral dilemma debate many authors work with the 

ideaa that the solution of a conflict is a choice between the actions that a 

conflictt consists of (something I do not want to make a fuss about because 

theyy do this as they try to solve others problems). However, especially those 

whoo accept the possibility of conflict work in addition with the idea that the 

solutionn of a conflict leaves a so-called remainder. The remainder of a 

conflictt consists of so-called residual duties, on the one hand, and an 

emotion,, on the other hand. There are two versions of the remainder-

thesis:: a stronger and a weaker one. On the stronger version, among the 

residuall  duties there is the duty to apologise, whereas the emotion involved 

iss guilt (or remorse). This version can be found in the work of Sinnott-

Armstrong,, for example.33 On the weaker version, the typical residual duty 

29Dancyy (1993), pp. 116-7. See also Statman (1995), pp. 7-8 and Stocker (1990), p. 10 it. 
30Dancyy (1993), pp. 116-9. 
31Dancyy (1993), p. 123. 
3 2AA third example is that Dancy defines what he calls a tragic dilemma (a conflict subjected 
too incommensurability of values) as a situation with two shapes, in Dancy (1993), pp. 123-4. 
Butt this can only be understood after we have discussed incommensurability of values and 
dilemmaa in chapters 6 and 7, respectively. 
33Sinnott-Armstrongg (1988), p. 44 ff. and (1996), pp. 54-5. 
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iss the duty to explain, and the emotion concerned is agent-regret. This is, for 

example,, Williams' version of the remainder-thesis.34 The latter version is 

relevantt to our issue here, while the former seems relevant to the issue of 

dilemma.. As I said in section 5.1, guilt cannot be used to argue for the 

possibilityy of conflict, as guilt involves the belief that we have not done 

whatt we ought to do, while this is not necessarily so in cases of conflict. The 

samee applies to the duty to apologise.35 

Supposee that we would work with the choice-model of the resolution of 

conflictt and in addition with the weaker version of the remainder-thesis. At 

firstt sight, we would then prescribe practically the same reactions to conflicts 

ass those who work with the compromise-model do. In my busy lawyer-

example,, we could affirm that, beside keeping my promise to B, I ought to 

explainn to A why I do not fulfi l my promise to her and to compensate her 

forr this, for instance. 

Uponn further reflection, the choice-model of the resolution of conflict 

leavess no foundation for remainders whatsoever, however. If one resolves 

aa conflict by performing the action one has strongest reason to do, then it 

cannott be justified that beside this action it may be that one ought to do 

otherr actions (substitutional actions of the second kind). Why, for example, 

wouldd I have to explain to A that I wil l not meet her if by fulfillin g my 

promisee to B I do all I ought to do? Moreover, it cannot be justified that 

insteadd of the action that supposedly resolved a conflict one ought to 

performm an action that is a compromise between this action and the other 

actionn one is required to do (a substitutional action of the first kind). If I 

resolvee the conflict by keeping my promise to A, why ought I to speak with 

herr on the phone instead of face by face, for example?36 

Inn view of this, I propose that we regard substitutional actions as part of 

thee resolution of conflict instead of as a remainder of it. I suggested already 

thatt the same is true of agent-regret. To comprehend this, we need to 

distinguishh between the practical and the theoretical resolution of conflict. 

Thee practical resolution consists of concrete actions, such as, in my example, 

34Williamss (1965), p. 101, (1976), pp. 124-7, and (1981), pp. 223-4 (admittedly, in the last 
articlee (Conflicts of Values'), Williams notes that in conflicts one may have to explain and 
apologise). . 
3^Cf.. McConnell (1996), pp. 39-44. 
36Wee could also criticise the terms 'remainder' and 'residual duties'. Substitutional actions 
aree not necessarily due after the action is performed we have strongest reason to do of the 
actionss that form a conflict. As the busy lawyer-example shows, they may be due before or 
evenn at the same time as the performance of this action. 
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solvingg B's problem and offering A compensation. On my view, neither 

generall  nor specific substantial rules can be given to resolve conflicts, i.e. no 

ruless the application of which leads to concrete actions in all or specific 

conflicts.. We have to content ourselves with the aforementioned general 

formall  rule that in one's reaction to all conflicts the force of both 

requirementss constitutive of the conflict ought to be incorporated. The 

theoreticaltheoretical resolution of conflict consists in preserving the force of the 

defeatedd requirement. This is to prevent the defeated requirement from 

collapsingg into a "no-reason-at-all", in other words to keep it on the scene.37 

Too begin with, the force of the defeated requirement is preserved insofar 

itt is captured in substitutional actions. In fact, insofar it is captured in 

substitutionall  actions we can call a requirement successful, and insofar it is 

nott we can call it defeated. Consequently, beside wholly successful and 

whollyy defeated, requirements can be partly successful and partly defeated. 

InIn my example, the reason to solve B's problem may be wholly successful in 

thatt I spend the afternoon on his problem, and the reason to meet A may be 

partlyy successful in that I discuss her case with her and partly defeated in 

thatt I do not meet her in person. This stands as a refinement of my 

definitionn of a defeated reason from section 2.2. 

Moreover,, the force of the defeated requirement can be preserved by 

capturingg it in other forms of conduct than action. And this is where agent-

regrett comes in.38 But one not only ought to have this emotion, one also 

oughtt to have the disposition to compensate in the future for not having 

actedd upon the defeated requirement as well as have an attitude of 

reluctancee to choose to do actions whose performance implies that one does 

nott do other actions that one is required to do39. 

Thee disposition I just spoke of concerns compensatory actions which are 

nott yet foreseeable, of course, otherwise they would already be included in 

thee package of actions that one ought to do. Suppose that you have 

borrowedd a large sum of money from me. As you become bankrupt, there is 

littl ee hope that you wil l ever be able to repay me. Nevertheless, you ought to 

havee the disposition to do so. So if you win the lottery you wil l be inclined 

too give me my money back. Due to the attitude of reluctance under 

considerationn one wil l not reconcile oneself to a conflict too easily. Instead, 

37Cf.. Dancy (1993), p. 116. 
38Cf.. Stockier (1996), pp. 154-6. 
39Seee also Trigg (1971), p. 51; cf. Steiner (1973), p. 587. 
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onee wil l be motivated to alter one's situation in such a way that the conflict 

dissolves,, evaporates. So when I have made incompatible promises I may 

tryy to cancel one of them. In my example, perhaps A is not prepared to 

discusss her case yet. We may then agree to meet tomorrow rather than 

today.. The role of dialogue in dealing with genuine conflict deserves to be 

highlighted. . 

However,, by capturing the force of the defeated requirement in other 

formss of conduct than actions its force cannot be preserved fully, because, 

afterr all, the defeated requirement is a reason for action. In my terms of 

sectionn 2.2, by respecting the value involved in the defeated requirement in 

otherr ways than by actions not every loss of value can be negated, because, 

afterr all, a value desires to be realised by actions. 

Wee should not make all this too common a scenario. That would be 

pathetic.. Not every failure to act upon a reason needs to be regretted, for 

e v a m n l oo  Qr* t»r- ^  r U n n l ^  -n/-»4- c o i 7 t r i - a f r a n r o t i C r a + i A n a l n o r a i l C O t n n i ' I O ' n iTT l P 

indeedd made the right choice, still either there was something of value 

whichh this choice lacked and another alternative did not lack, or there was 

somethingg of disvalue which this choice had and another alternative 

lacked'40.. This would render regret rational in almost every situation, for 

almostt every action has something of disvalue or lacks something of value. 

Wee should say that only failure to act upon requirements needs to be 

regretted. . 

Butt not even every failure to act upon a requirement needs to be 

regretted.. I am referring to cases of silencing now. There are two types of 

casess of silencincr: firstly situations in which the defeated reauirements are 

silencedd by the successful requirements, and, secondly, situations in which 

thee defeated requirements are silenced by other features of these situations 

thann the successful requirements. In my opinion, it is a mistake to think 

thatt due to being silenced defeated requirements stop to be requirements, so 

thatt cases of silencing would not be conflicts.41 This is shown by the fact that 

silencingg may cease, in the sense that after one acted on the silencing 

requirementt there may come a moment that it dawns upon one that one 

failedd to act on another requirement. Accordingly, it is possible that one 

40Dancyy (1993), p. 120. It should be noted, however, that according to Dancy regret' functions 
ass a technical term: it is not an emotion but an attitude. 
41Seee Dancy (1993), pp. 51-2, 
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oughtt to perform substitutional actions. It is even possible that one ought to 

agent-regrett that one did not act upon this requirement. 

Wee have already seen an example of the first type of cases of silencing in 

sectionn 3.1. So let us turn to an example of the second type of cases of 

silencing,, as given by Foot. Suppose that one has promised to meet someone 

butt must instead rush an accident victim to the hospital. However, the 

promiseee is not bothered whatsoever by having stood at one's door in vain. 

Hee has met his future beloved there, or someone who has offered him a job. 

II  agree with Foot that it would be 'rather foolish' to nevertheless feel regret 

aboutt the breaking of one's promise.42 

5.2.22 The argument from compromise 

Herebyy I would like to finish my explanation of my theory of the resolution 

off  conflict. I come to my argument from compromise for the possibility of 

conflictt then. According to the argument's first premise, the resolution of 

conflictt -whether ultimately genuine or apparent- takes the shape of a 

compromise,, in the sense that the agent ought to "do something" with both 

requirementss involved. It is therefore possible that he ought to perform 

substitutionall  actions and that he ought to feel agent-regret, have the 

dispositionn to compensate and the attitude of reluctance. The second 

premisee of the argument is an inference to the best justification, as I call it. It 

reads:: the best justification of there being cases of conflict in which the agent 

oughtt to perform substitutional actions, feel agent-regret, be disposed to 

compensatee and be reluctant is the continued presence in these cases of 

defeatedd requirements.43 On these premises, we can conclude that these 

casess involve requirements for mutually exclusive actions and thus that 

theree are genuine conflicts. 

Noticee that the argument from compromise has a form which is similar 

too that of the argument from agent-regret. Just as in the latter it is not 

directlyy inferred from the premise that there are cases in which people feel 

agent-regrett that there are genuine conflicts, in the former it is not directly 

inferredd from the premise that there are cases in which, amongst other 

things,, people ought to feel agent-regret that that there are genuine conflicts. 

Onee might think that this is because in the latter argument a direct inference 

42Foott (1983), p. 387. 
43Cf.. Williams (1965), p. 113. 
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wouldd beg the question too as it would amount to assuming that there are 

genuinee conflicts, for if there are no genuine conflicts the resolution of 

conflictt does not take the shape of a compromise.44 

However,, this is actually not my reason for inserting the second premise. 

Forr it is hard to defend that the resolution of conflict is a choice between the 

actionss the conflict in question consists of. Let us look at my busy lawyer-

examplee again. Can it be maintained that it is not possible that I ought to 

discusss A's case with her over the telephone instead of in person as I 

promisedd (a substitutional action of the first kind) or that I ought to explain 

too A why I cannot meet her if my promise to B prevents me from doing this 

(aa substitutional action of the second kind)? Further, can it be held that it is 

nott possible that I ought to feel agent-regret after I have broken my promise 

too A, i.e. that in the way I ought to feel about this it makes a difference that I 

amm the agent and not an onlooker? Thus, it seems unlikely that rationalists 

cann rebut the argument from compromise by discrediting its first premise. 

Myy reason for making use of an inference to the best justification is really 

thatt there are alternative justifications of the possible constituents of the 

resolutionn of conflict. To be sure, my contention is that the best justification 

off  this is that defeated requirements remain on the scene. But rationalists 

mayy try to produce a better justification, thus rebutting the argument from 

compromisee by discrediting its second premise. In my viewr, the best 

alternativee justification is to be found in Levi's account of the resolution of 

conflict,, so I wil l consider just that. In what follows I wil l draw on the first 

twoo chapters of his Hard Choices (1986) and his 'Conflict and Inquiry' (1992). 

Onn Levi's view, a conflict is a situation in which the agent's value 

commitmentss cannot all be satisfied jointly. To be more precise, according to 

him,, a value commitment determines that in contexts of choice of a certain 

typee the agent's evaluation of his options should satisfy a certain constraint. 

Forr example, when we endorse pacifism as a value commitment, we should 

rankk objecting to a war over joining a war. Value commitments thus 

imposee requirements on the permissible ways of assessing options as better 

orr worse. Obviously, the more constraints are applicable, the more ways of 

evaluationn tend to be excluded. Now, a conflict is a specific context of choice 

which,, in view of the value commitments the agent endorses, is of certain 

typess so that certain constraints, though they are supposed to apply, cannot 

44Seee McConnell (1987), p. 162, Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), p. 47 ff., Gowans (1994), p. 100, 
Statmann (1995), pp. 120-1, and Raikka (1996), pp. 196-7. 
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alll  be satisfied jointly. There is no way of assessing all the options involved 

whichh satisfies all the constraints, since the agent's value commitments 

mandatee different rankings of these options. Suppose that the agent's native 

countryy has declared war on another country. This may lead to a conflict as 

relativee to his pacificism he should rank resisting this war over going to 

war,, whereas relative to his patriotism he should rank joining the war effort 

overr standing aloof. 

Inn Levi's view, the occurence of conflict proves that the agents value 

commitmentss are epistemically inconsistent. This is because he must 

assumee that the value commitments he endorses are universally applicable, 

i.e.. that the constraints they impose are always jointly satisfiable. 

Subsequently,, his endorsement of the value commitments involved 

contradictss with his knowledge of at least one context of choice where this 

nott the case, to wit the current conflict. So, according to Levi, our agent 

presupposess that the requirements of patriotism and pacifism apply, while 

hee knows that if his native land declares war, he cannot meet them. 

Too resolve a conflict, to remove the epistemic inconsistency among his 

valuee commitments, the agent should make, to begin with, a shift to a state 

off  suspense regarding the assessment of options in contexts of choice like 

thee conflict involved. This implies that the scopes of the original value 

commitmentss are so modified that neither constraint in question applies. 

Ass a consequence, the agent wil l no longer regard himself as obliged to 

performm different actions. In our example, the agent's patriotism would be 

confinedd to situations where his native country has not declared war, and 

hiss pacifism would be so restricted that it does not require opposition to war 

declaredd by his native country. 

Subsequently,, the agent should decide which, if any, of the conflicting 

constraintss is to apply and which is to be abandoned, and revise his value 

commitmentss accordingly. Levi notes that our agent may decide that, in case 

hiss native country declares war, in view of his patriotism and pacifism, he 

oughtt to become a combat medic. He would then have to relax his pacifist 

prohibitionn against joining war effort as well as his patriotic prohibition 

againstt refusing to serve his country-

Thiss shows that Levi's interpretation of the distinction between that 

whichh constitutes a conflict, on the one hand, and that which constitutes the 

resolutionn of a conflict, on the other hand, is similar to Donagan's, which 

wee have discussed in section 3.2. On Levi's view, a conflict consists of 
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constraints,, while the resolution of a conflict is the (right) decision between 

thee constraints. The former is not independent of the latter, because the 

impactt of the resolution is that rejected constraints have to be abandoned, in 

thee same way as on Donagan's theory defeated precepts have to be 

eliminatedd from the scene. Hence, on Levi's view there cannot be genuine 

conflictss either. 

Inn order to account for the fact that the resolution of conflict takes the 

shapee of a compromise, in the way I sketched above, Levi has thus to make 

doo without to the continued presence in conflict of defeated requirements. 

Whetherr he can do this, wil l be the issue of the rest of this subsection. 

Inn fact, as we have already seen, Levi suggests that on his view there is a 

justificationn for substitutional actions of the first kind where he considers 

that,, instead of opposing the war or fighting in the war, our agent could 

becomee a combat medic. This is possible because after the agent has moved 

too a state of suspense, beside the rankings which he starts off with, he may 

recognisee other rankings as permissible (that is to say, permissible for the 

purposee of assessing which options are optimal). In our example, as a result, 

nott only the options that are optimal relative to the agent's pacifist and 

patrioticc value commitments may be V-admissible, as Levi calls it, but also a 

thirdd alternative as it appears second best relative to both his pacifism and 

patriotism. . 

Onee might naturally associate the choice-model with the view that 

conflictt cannot be genuine, and the compromise-model with the view that 

genuinee conflicts are possible, as one supposes that it matters to what the 

agentt ought to do whether he is perfectly right to think that he has strong 

reasonss for incompatible actions or not. If he is perfectly right to think so, he 

shouldd to incorporate the force of both reasons in his reaction to his 

situation,, whereas if he is not, he should not. But Levi's account of the 

resolutionn of conflict shows that if one rejects genuine conflict, one is not 

committedd to the choice-model. One can justify subsitutional actions of the 

firstt kind, as one can designate both reasons, or rather that what they stem 

fromm (on Levi's view, value commitments), involved as possibly relevant 

too resolve conflicts. 

Butt with substitutional actions of the second kind, agent-regret, etc. this 

appearss to be different. In my busy lawyer-example, if I ought to keep my 

promisee to B, that I ought to explain A why I wil l not meet her and, further, 

thatt I ought to agent-regret this looks to be justified by the fact that I am 
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requiredd to fulfi l my promise to A. They seem to be justified by the fact that 

theree is a defeated requirement on the scene. However, Levi works out an 

impressivee alternative account of substitutional actions of the second kind 

andd agent-regret. His example is Agamemnon's predicament. 

Accordingg to Levi, Agamemnon experiences his situation as a conflict 

becausess he endorses two types of value commitment, one which imposes 

loyaltyy to his countrymen and troops and another which enjoins him to 

protectt Iphigenia's life and safety. Consequently, prior to his predicament, in 

vieww of the former, Agamemnon is committed to ranking (a) getting the 

shipss sailing over (b) keeping them stilled. But he is also committed, Levi 

pointss out, to ranking (b) keeping the ships stilled but with an apology (read: 

explanation)) to the troops over (c) keeping them stilled with no apology. 

And,, prior to his predicament, in view of the latter value commitment, he 

iss held to rank (a) refusing to sacrifice Iphigenia over (b') sacrificing her. But 

hee is also committed to ranking (b') sacrificing Iphigenia with suitable 

remorsee (read: agent-regret) over (c) sacrificing her without suitable 

remorse.. Levi thus recognises that substitutional actions of the second kind 

andd agent-regret may be justified. This follows from a widely held value 

commitment,, in his opinion. 

Accordingg to Levi, as Agamemnon's situation is such that he cannot both 

gett the ships sailing and keep Iphigenia alive, he is compelled to abandon 

eitherr the constraint to rank a over b or the constraint to rank a' over b'. But 

hee is not compelled, he points out, to give up the constraint to rank b over c 

andd b' over c'. So Agamemnon's options are a & c', a & b', a' & c, and a' & b. 

Thee two options that thus turn out V-admissible are a & b' and a' & b. 

Hence,, Agamemon's reaction to his situation ought to imply either the 

substitutionall  action of the second kind of explaining to his troops why he 

keepss the ships stilled or agent-regret for not saving Iphigenia's life. 

Onn the question why Agamemnon should still rank b over c and b' over 

c'' even though he is not required to rank a over b and a' over b', Levi says 

thatt this is because, although in conflict we have to revise our value 

commitmentss so that we abandon either, or perhaps, both conflicting 

constraints,, we have to revise our value commitments as littl e as is 

necessary.. For example, Agamemnon is not compelled to abandon, beside 

thee constraint to rank a over b, the constraint to rank b over c, so his way of 

evaluatingg options is still constrained thusly. And the same applies to the 

constraintt to rank b' over c'. So, according to Levi, the justification of 



90 0 

substitutionall  actions of the second kind and agent-regret is built into the 

agent'ss value commitments, in particular it is due to constraints to which 

hee is antecedentally committed. 

Levii  explicitly argues against the view that the justification of 

substitutionall  actions of the second kind and agent-regret has to be found in 

thee continued presence of defeated requirements, or as he calls it in the fact 

thatt violated obligations remain in force. Here is an apt quote: 

itt is not the breaking of the promise which is the critical condition generating guilt [read: 

agent-regret].. Rather it is the circumstance that built into the agent's value commitment 

regardingg promising is the constraint that breaking promises and making amends is to be 

rankedd over breaking promises and not making amends. 5 

So,, even though an obligation is no longer in force, it may leave a trace in 

that,, say, the agent is obliged to make amends. Consequenty, to accept tuat 

violatedd obligations remain in force would be to stomach that there are 

epiphenomenalepiphenomenal obligations, as Levi calls them: obligations which are not 

relevantt for conduct. On Levi's notion of obligation there are therefore no 

suchh obligations. 

Nevertheless,, I persist in my view that requirements may remain on the 

scene.. Such requirements are in the end desirable to justify substitutional 

actionss of the second kind, agent-regret, etc. Ultimately, Levi's alternative 

justificationn is not satisfactory. And to this I now turn. 

First,, it is worth noting that Levi's justification is similar to mine. 
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aree justified because the values which generated the defeated requirements 

inn question desire to be honoured as much as possible now they cannot be 

realised,, while according to Levi their justification is built into the value 

commitmentss concerned. The difference between our justifications is that I 

maintainn that the relevant values still desire to be realised, wheares Levi 

holdss that the scope of minimally one of the value commitments in 

questionn is so curtailed that a constraint it originally imposed is dropped. 

Andd this is precisely why, all things considered, Levi's justification of 

substitutionall  actions of the second kind and agent-regret is not satisfactory. 

Curtailingg the scope of a value commitment undermines the quality of the 

justificationn of substitutional actions and agent-regret. Suppose that, due to 

45Levii  (1986), p. 26. 
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beingg in a conflict, you wil l not keep a promise to me. As a result I wil l lose 

outt on something, and so I ask you to compensate me for this. In reply, you 

questionn whether you ought to do this. I offer you two possible 

justifications.. Firstly, you ought to compensate me because, though you may 

breakk the promise, you are committed to ranking breaking a promise with 

compensationn over breaking a promise without compensation (Levi's 

justification).. Secondly, you ought to compensate me because you are 

requiredd to keep the promise {my own justification). I suspect that, if any 

justificationn wil l convince you, it wil l be the second one. 

Alternatively,, one could argue that Levi cannot justify substitutional 

actionss of the second kind, agent-regret, etc. at all, as restricting the scope of a 

valuee commitment in view of some context of choice of a certain type 

impliess it is no longer relevant to contexts of choice of this type. This means 

thatt constraints built into this value commitment wil l then not be able 

"comee out", or even that the entire ranking of options which this value 

commitmentt used to require collapses. So, when push comes to shove, 

Levi'ss agent has no explanation or justification for agent-regret in any 

way.466 However, the aforementioned argument is sufficient for our 

purposess here. 

46Cf.. Sinnott-Annstrong (1988), p. 230n6, Stocker (1990), pp. 34-5, and Gowans (1994), pp. 111-
3. . 





Chapterr 6 

Constitutivee Incommensurabilities 

InIn the moral dilemma debate conflict and dilemma have not always been 

separated.. As I have indicated in chapter 1, this is not good. For example, it 

hass proven itself to be to the detriment of the discussion of the possibility of 

conflict,, as we have just seen. From the outset, my position has therefore 

beenn that conflict and dilemma are really distinct phenomena. That is why 

inn the previous chapters we have confined ourselves to conflict, whereas in 

thee chapters to come we wil l focus our attention on dilemma. Since my 

positionn is that dilemmas are a subclass of conflicts, that dilemmas are 

unsolvableunsolvable conflicts, to begin with we have to inquire into what 

circumstance(s)) possibly renders a conflict a dilemma. The answer I intend 

too explore in this chapter is that at least the so-called incommensurability of 

valuess is such a circumstance. This hypothesis is not uncommon in the 

morall  dilemma debate. 

Lett me present an initial case for the relevance of incommensurability of 

valuess to dilemma. For this, we need to go back to my theory of the 

resolutionn of conflict, in particular to the underlying account of justified 

choicee (of a compromise). According to this theory, in order to resolve a 

conflictt a comparison has to be drawn as regards the strength of the 

requirementss or -which is the same on my view- the importance of the 

valuess involved. That is to say, a comparative value judgment should be 

formedd to the effect that one requirement is stronger than the other or that 

theyy are equally strong. This is to be done because the relative strength of the 
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requirementss needs to be taken in in the agent's action{s). For example, if 

onee action is considerably more required than the other, she or he 

presumablyy ought to perform the former (or at least a substitutional action 

whichh closely resembles it) rather than the latter. The comparative value 

judgmentt is thus crucial to the resolution of conflict as it constitutes (part of) 

thee justification of what action(s) is right. Hence, according to my account of 

justifiedd choice, justification of choice in conflict necessarily involves 

comparisonn of the strength of the requirements concerned. 

Myy hypothesis here is that incommensurability of values is relevant to 

dilemmaa because it forms a barrier to justified choice in conflict, so 

obstructingg the process of conflict resolving outlined above. In this way, 

then,, incommensurability of values would render a conflict irresolvable, 

makingg it a dilemma. We are going to test this hypothesis in the course of 

discussing,, in this chapter, possible notions and sources of 

incommensurabil ityy and, in the next chapter, the significance of 

incommensurabilityy of values for dilemma, the overarching question there 

beingg what type of situation a conflict subjected to incommensurability of 

valuess is. This entails that for the moment we leave the moral dilemma 

debatee and enter the debate on incommensurability, which started to 

blossomm only very recently.1 

6.11 Pluralism of values 

InIn the debate on incommensurability of values, two clearly distinct notions 

off  incommensurability prevail. On the first notion, which we wil l consider 

inn this section, incommensurability of values effectively means pluralism of 

values,, while on the second notion, to be discussed in the next section, it 

standss for mcomparability of values. In my judgment, only the second 

notionn is interesting for dilemma. But I wil l also examine pluralism of 

valuess here, not the least because the impact of value pluralism on conflict 

iss worth discussing in its own right, especially I would like to rebut the 

widelyy held view that a plurality of values is required for a genuine conflict. 

Inn order to explicate how incommensurability of values came to mean 

pluralismm of values according to Statman, for instance, I have to insert a 

TSeee especially Incommensurability, Incomparability and Practical Reason (1997a), edited 
(andd supplied with an excellent introduction) by Chang. 
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historicall  note. I single out Statman here because his monography on moral 

dilemmass contains an entire chapter on incommensurability, which is 

aidingg me here. My impression is that also for authors as Berlin and 

Williamss -who have the reputation of being "incommensurabilists"-

incommensurabilityy of values is basically the same as pluralism of values.2 

Historicallyy speaking, 'incommensurability' is a mathematical term, 

borrowedd by philosophy (and economics3) from Greek mathematics. In 

philosophy,, it emerges in philosophy of science first and only later in moral 

ph i losophy.. Further, in moral ph i losophy, beside talk of 

incommensurabilityy of values, there is talk of incommensurability of 

(ethical)) theories. So let us begin with considering the mathematical notion 

off  incommensurability. 

Inn Greek mathematics, 'incommensurability' was classically used to 

expresss that there is no unit of length in terms of which we can measure the 

differencee in length between the hypothenuse of an isosceles right triangle 

andd its sides. Given our topic here it is important to notice that the 

mathematicall  notion does not enourage the understanding of 

incommensurabilityy of values as incomparability. According to Greek 

mathematicss the lengths of the hypothenuse and the sides, though thus 

incommensurable,, could be compared: it was provable that the former is 

longerr than the latter. The mathematical origin of incommensurability is 

generallyy acknowledged, by Kuhn for philosophy of science and Statman for 

morall  philosophy, for example.4 

'Incommensurability'' was introduced in philosophy of science in 1962 by 

Kuhnn and Feyerabend.5 They advanced the thesis that competing scientific 

theoriestheories may be incommensurable. As Brown, who I follow here, spells out, 

thiss thesis amounts to the following. When some phenomenon is dealt 

withh by incommensurable scientific theories they ascribe different properties 

too it, classify it differently, and associate different problems with it.6 As the 

twoo most well-known examples of incommensurable scientific theories 

Brownn mentions, firstly, Ptolemaic-Aristotelean astronomy and Newtonian 

astronomyy and, secondly, classical physics and relativity theory. Again, it 

shouldd be noted that the notion of incommensurability of philosophy of 

2Berlinn (1969), pp. 167-72, for example, and Williams (1979), pp. 226-30. 
3Broomee (1978), pp. 329-32. 
4Kuhnn (1977), pp. 300-1 and Statman (1995), p. 56 
5Seee Kuhn (1962) and Feyerabend (1962). 
6Brownn (1983), p. 4. 
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sciencee does not readily lead one to conceive of incommensurability in 

morall  philosophy as incomparability. As Brown makes a point of insisting, 

fromm the thesis that two competing scientific theories are incommensurable 

itt does not follow that they are incomparable. They can possibly be compared 

againstt an 'external" standard, i.e. a standard which one can agree on from 

thee standpoints of both theories involved, such as simplicity or prediction 

power.7 7 

[Byy the same token, in moral philosophy Maclntyre has postulated the 

thesiss that certain ethical theories are incommensurable. According to him, 

contemporaryy ethics is the product of quite divergent ethical traditions. It 

includess moral concepts stemming from various cultural contexts, such as 

r ights,, utilit y and justice. By contrast, Maclntyre holds that 

incommensurabilityy does imply incomparability: it is impossible to compare 

conceptss originating from different traditions.8] 

InIn view of the fact that neither in Greek mathematics, nor in philosophy 

off  science incommensurability excludes comparability, Statman opts for a 

definitionn of incommensurability of values as pluralism of values. At least 

hee stipulates that two values are incommensurable if, and only if, they 

cannott be reduced to each other, nor to any third value'9. As for an example 

off  two incommensurable values, Statman refers to freedom (autonomy) and 

justice.. On my view, this is to equate incommensurability with pluralism. 

Forr I take it that pluralism (in the theory of value) is the view that there are 

irreduciblvv many kinds of values, whereas monism is the view that there is 

onlyy one generic good.10 As Statman points out himself, from pluralism of 

valuess incomparability of values does not ensue; as Dancy puts it, fully 

orderedd vector theory can be pluralist.11 Undoubtedly, we can all imagine 

casess in which a maximal "quantity'' of one kind of value is better that a 

minimall  "quantity" of another kind of value. To stay with Statman's 

example,, it is no doubt sometimes better to realise justice than freedom. If 

twoo values can be incomparable (which remains to be shown) this wil l 

thereforee not be due to the fact that they are of different kinds, that they are 

plural.. To be precise, it wil l not be due to this fact alone. This sort of remark 

'Brownn (1983), pp. 21-2. 
8MacIntvree (1981), p. 68. 
9Statmann (1995), p. 61; see also Statman (1996;, p. 138. Cf. Kekes (1992), pp. 37-8; according to 
Kekes,, values are plural because thev are incommensurable (rather than vice versa) 
10Cf.. Dancv (1993), p. 121. 
11 Statman '(1995), 66-8; Dancv (1993), p. 121. 
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iss often made in the debate on incommensurability; in what follows it wil l 

turnn out to be pertinent again more than once. 

Itt is worth noting, if only for curiosity's sake, that in moral philosophy 

theree is to be found a notion of incommensurability that is even more 

similarr to the mathematical notion of incommensurability than Statman's 

(andd more in accordance with the etymology of the word, as 'mensurare' is 

Latinn for 'to measure'). On this notion, two values are incommensurable if 

onee is unable to gauge them by means of a common metric. I found this 

notionn of incommensurability of values in Sunstein (1994); see also Reeve 

(1997).122 According to Sunstein, typical of a metric is, amongst other things, 

thatt it erases qualitative differences between the objects (of value) involved. 

Thiss makes money an important example of a metric, he maintains. Ten 

dollarss and hundred dollars are commensurable as we can say not only that 

thee former is less money than the latter, but also how much it is less. 

Accordingg to Sunstein, on this notion of incommensurabi l i ty, 

incommensurabilityy is a pervasive phenomenon. Most values do not allow 

forr (precise) cardinal ranking. Both Sunstein and Reeve hold, however, that 

incommensurability,, as they see it, does not imply incomparability.13 And 

thiss is right, obviously. A single metric is not required for ordinal ranking. 

Afterr all, even though it is not possible to align e.g. friendship and 

parenthoodd along a common metric, doubtlessly we all know of cases in 

whichh the former (a large "quantity" of friendship) is better that the latter (a 

smalll  "quantity" of parenthood), and vice versa. Thus, supposing (for 

argument'ss sake) that some values are incomparable, this wil l not be 

becausee they cannot be measured metrically (alone). Note that this comment 

iss congenial to the one I concluded the previous paragraph with. 

Thiss mathematical notion of incommensurability differs from the notion 

off  incommensurabil i ty as pluralism in that the former makes 

incommensurabilityy even more widespread. This is because even values of 

thee same kind cannot normally be ranked by means of a single metric, it 

seemss to me. These notions are uninteresting to dilemma, however. I am 

awaree that it is a philosophical puzzle how we assess value -a puzzle which I 

doo not attempt to solve in this thesis. Nonetheless, in practice this generally 

raisess no problems. When resolving conflicts, we are not (necessarily) 

hinderedd by the absence of a common metric or the presence of irreducibly 

12Sunsteinn (1994), p. 796; Reeve (1997) pp. 546-7. 
13Sunsteinn (1994), pp. 798, 808-10 and 856-8; Reeve (1997), pp. 546-7. 
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differentt kinds of values, as my remarks about the relative importance of 

freedom,, justice, friendship and parenthood purport to indicate. So neither 

Statman's,, nor Sunstein's notion of incommensurability poses a threat to 

justifiedd choice in conflict. 

Thus,, both in Greek mathematics and in philosophy of science 

incommensurabilityy does not exclude comparability. But the lesson to be 

drawnn from this is not, as Statman does, that in moral philosophy 

incommensurabilityy has to allow for comparability as well. Our historical 

notee teaches us something different, something more disquieting, viz. that 

theree may be a phenomenon as incomparability of values. Even though it 

mayy be wrong historically speaking, I wil l persist in calling this 

phenomenonn incommensurability of values. As it would certainly not be 

excusablee to neglect incomparability of values in a work on moral 

dilemmas,, I dedicate the next section to it. As I have already announced, I 

shalll  broach the significance of pluralism of values for conflict first. In 

particular,, I wish to rebut the view that we need to be pluralists in the 

theoryy of value to acknowledge conflicts as genuine. Note, however, that I 

havee not committed myself to value monism.14 

Itt is more or less received wisdom that a plurality of values is 

indispensablee for genuine conflict. I regard Stocker as the main 

representativee of this view; it is also entertained by Dancy.15 Stocker 

succinctlyy expresses the view under consideration where he writes: 

II  can be conflicted over whether to betray my friend or my country, and I can be conflicted over 

whetherr to keep a death-bed promise to hold an expensive wake or whether to do something 

moree useful with the money. The ground of the conflict is that whichever option is chosen, 

evenn if it is the better one, it wil l lack something valuable had by the other option. And I can 

bee conflicted by having to endure that lack. If, however, both options are valuable in the very 

samee way, the better one will  lack nothing of value that could be made good by the other. 

Heree there is no lack to endure, nor therefore to be conflicted by. Thus, conflict requires plural 

values.-̂  ^ 

Itt is of paramount importance to sort out what Stocker intends to dispute, 

andd what not. What he contends is that value monists are unable to 

14Ass Urmson recalls, there was a time when saying that one is an intuitionist was tantamount 
too saying that one is a value pluralist, in Urmson (1975), pp. 111-2; cf. Dancy (1991a), p. 413. 
15Stockerr (1990); Dancy (1993), pp. 122-3. 
16Stockerr (1990), p. 241 (my emphasis); see, however, Stocker (1997), pp. 197-201. 
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recognisee conflicts in which one can be rationally conflicted, i.e. -in our 

terms-- conflicts in which one can rationally feel agent-regret, genuine 

conflictss thus. In his view, feeling agent-regret is only rational because the 

valuee one misses out on is of a different kind as the value one realises. For 

valuee monists this never transpires, simply because they hold that 

everythingg is of the same kind of value, whereas for value pluralists this 

mayy happen, since they maintain that values can be of different kinds.17 

Whatt Stocker does not dispute is that value monists can acknowledge 

whatt he calls conflicts of values, that is situations where an action a has 

valuee and an action b has value, while a and b cannot be performed both. 

Indeed,, he explicitly argues that they can. As an example he takes monistic 

hedonism,, which is the view that pleasure is the only kind of value there is. 

Monisticc hedonism is able to recognise conflicts of values as it can allow that 

wee have to choose between two actions which are both valuable as they are 

pleasurable.. My example: the situation that you can spend your money on a 

luxuryy cruise or a special car, while you have not got enough money to do 

both.. I» 

Moreover,, Stocker does not contend that it is not possible for value 

monistss to accept that in conflicts of values feeling regret is rational. 

Contrarily,, he emphatically argues that this is possible. This time by way of 

illustrationn he considers monistic utilitarianism. This is the view that 

utilit yy (however interpreted) is the only kind of value there is. Monistic 

utilitarianismm is able to account for regret in conflicts of values as it allows, 

inn principle, that one regrets that even the most useful actions have 

disvaluablee consequences as well as that the most useful actions are not 

usefullerr than they in fact are. Stocker's example: suppose that a monistic 

utilitarian'ss lif e is lacking in pleasure. However, an increase in pleasure 

wouldd imply a decrease in wisdom and honour. This would make his lif e 

worsee than it is now. But he can imagine circumstances in which his lif e 

couldd be more pleasurable •without this decrease in wisdom and honour. 

Accordingly,, although he is right not to pursue pleasure, he can regret 

rationallyy that his life is not as pleasurable as it could be.19 

Soo Stocker's view is just that value monists are not able to recognise 

genuinee conflicts (as I conceive them). This view is rebuttable, as agent-

17Stockerr (1990), pp. 271-2. 
18Stockerr (1990), pp. 242-3. 
19Stockerr (1990), p. 171; cf. Jackson's feature theory (section 4.2). 
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regrett is not appropriate in conflict because what one misses out on and 

whatt one obtains are of different kinds of values. Rather, it is appropriate 

justt because one misses out on value (while one is required not to).20 And 

thiss is something which value monists can acknowledge, as Stocker argues 

himself,, as we just saw. This raises the question, however, whether value 

monistss are able to account for the fact that the agent can be required to 

performm an action while the performance of this action would imply that 

shee does not do what she ought to do (as in a genuine conflict on my 

conception).. In other words, the question arises whether value monists can 

acceptt pluralism in the theory of reasons, i.e. the view that reasons cannot 

bee reduced to one general reason. Discussion of this question has to wait 

untill chapter 9. 

Inn spite of the fact that I am not committed to value monism, I have an 

interestt in rebutting the view that genuine conflicts necessarily involve 
» ! . , . . , 55 . T „ 1 , . ~ „  T U ; . ; „  l „ „  :C i.i_: „  . . . „ „  :L u 1 i , i : _ „  . . „ 1 
p i u i a ii v a l u e s , l i t i s ia u a . a u s c , n nil» wcric SVJ, n vvuuiu ua i -Mi ic u n v a i u c 

pluralists.. This is because it would mean that they are unable to recognise as 

genuinee conflicts situations in which the agent has strong reasons to realise 

twoo values of the same kind, such as a conflict of two loyal actions. 

However,, there is no good reason to suppose that in such conflicts agent-

regrett is not appropriate. Why would in a conflict of two loyal actions agent-

regrett not be appropriate, whereas in a conflict between a loyal and, say, an 

honestt action it would? And the other way round, if a plurality of values is 

aa prerequisite for genuine conflict, value monists would be able to account 

forr the rationality of agent-regret in conflict by distinguishing between 

differentt subspecies of their single kind of value. Hedonists, for example, 

couldd distinguish between intellectual, aesthetic, sensual pleasure, etc.21 But 

thenn again, this would make agent-regret only rational in conflict if the 

objectss involved are of different kinds of pleasure. However, there is no 

goodd reason to suppose that one cannot be rationally conflicted -to use 

Stocker'ss phrase for a change- about, for instance, missing out on 

intellectuall pleasure, even though in the course of doing the right thing one 

alsoo enjoys intellectual pleasure. 

20Seee also Gowans (1994), pp. 146-50 and Hurka (1996), pp. 561-70. 
21Cf.. Sen (1981), pp. 207-10. 
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6.22 Incomparability of values 

Inn his -very influential- chapter on incommensurability in The Morality of 

FreedomFreedom (1986), Raz defines incommensurability as follows: 'A and B are 

incommensuratee if it is neither true that one is better than the other nor 

truee that they are of equal value'22. So Raz defines incommensurability as 

incomparability.. Such incommensurability would tackle what Chang calls 

thee Trichotomy Thesis. This is the thesis that, in Raz' terms, as for A and B 

eitherr one is better than the other or they are of equal value.23 

Inn the same vein, I wish to define comparability of values as the relation 

betweenn two (or more) values such that either one is more important than 

thee other or they are equally important. Incomparability of values then 

obtainss if of two (or more) values it is neither so that one value is more 

importantt than the other, nor so that they are equally important. Similarly, 

twoo (or more) requirements are comparable if one is stronger than the other 

orr if they are equally strong, whereas they are incomparable if that is not the 

case.24 4 

InIn an early paper, De Sousa attacks the Trichotomy Thesis or, as he calls it, 

thee assumption of connexity, so introducing partially ordered vector theory 

andd thus incomparability. He expresses himself in the vocabulary of classic 

decisionn theory. Thus, he defends that concerning two alternatives we may 

neitherr prefer one to the other nor be indifferent between them and still be 

rational.25 5 

Inn order to show this, De Sousa discusses his example of the Fairly 

Virtuouss Wife (henceforth: the FVW). She is called fairly virtuous by De 

Sousa,, I suppose, because she contemplates a trade-off between virtue and 

moneyy (this is a theme which will recur below). In this example, De Sousa 

playss the role of a man trying to seduce the FVW into spending an 

adulterouss week-end with him in California. For the sake of argument, it is 

determinedd that nothing can prevent her from maintaining her virtue 

exceptt for, maybe, money. So he offers her $1,000. Upon this, she hesitates. 

Wee must conclude, De Sousa stipulates, that she does not prefer $1,000 to 

losingg her virtue or keeping her virtue to $1,000. Instead, given the 

22Razz (1986), p. 322. 
23Changg (1997b), p. 4. 
^Indeterminacy^Indeterminacy of values/requirements exists if values/requirements can be neither 
comparable,, nor incomparable. Cf. Raz (1986), p. 324 and Broome (1997). 
25Dee Sousa (1974), pp. 544-8. 
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assumptionn of connexity, we must conclude that she is indifferent between 

thesee alternatives. De Sousa, still in the role of a man who is attempting to 

enticee the F VW to run off with him, thinks up the following. Everyone 

preferss $1,500 to $1,000. Thus, when he would offer her $500 more, the FVW 

shouldd prefer his money to maintaining her virtue. And so he offers her 

$1,500.. However, to no avail: the FVW does not prefer losing her virtue for 

$1,5000 to keeping it for nothing. Again, she is "indifferent" between these 

alternatives.. According to De Sousa, we must conclude that for the FVW 

$1,0000 and $1,500, on the one hand, and keeping her virtue, on the other 

hand,, are incomparable. 

Thee second half of De Sousa's discussion of the example of the FVW 

standss in need of explanation, especially his move from "indifference" to 

incomparabilityy is not self-explanatory. In what follows I will clarify it as I 

showw that De Sousa's paper suggests a test for incomparability. This test 1 

shalll call De Sousa's test. 

Returningg to the example of the FVW, let me start by pointing out that 

Dee Sousa's discussion encompasses three stages. At the first stage, he 

ascertainss that the FVW does not prefer $1,000 to virtue or vice versa. At the 

secondd stage, he devises a more preferable alternative than $1,000: $1,500. At 

thee third stage, he inspects whether the FVW does prefer $1,500 to 

maintainingg her virtue or not. When this happens not to be the case, he 

concludess that $1,000/$1,500 and keeping her virtue are incomparable for 

thee FVW. 

Thee test for incomparability this suggests works as follows. Obviously, the 

startingg point is that of two alternatives, say A and B, neither one is 

preferredd to the other (otherwise incomparability is not at issue). First we 

havee to imagine a more preferable A, say A plus, and then we have to check 

whetherr A plus is more preferable than B. If it is, we can infer that A and B 

aree comparable, while if it is not, we can infer that they are incomparable. In 

myy terms the test runs as follows. Supposing that of two values -A and B-

neitherr one is more important than the other, if there is an A plus which is 

moree important than B, A and B are comparable, whereas if there is not, 

theyy are incomparable. As far as I am concerned, 'value' and importance' 

cann be replaced by 'requirement' and 'strength' here, of course. 

Dee Sousa's test thus relies upon the two following data. Firstly, (I will 

continuee in my vocabulary) 'to be stronger than or equally strong as' is a 

transitivee relation, and, secondly, a mark of incomparability is the failure of 
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transitivity.. As for transitivity, there is a transitive relation between A plus, 

AA and B, if the relation which exists between A plus and A and between A 

andd B must exist between A plus and B as well. 'To be stronger than or 

equallyy strong as' is a transitive relation. For if A plus is stronger than or 

equallyy strong as A and A stronger than or equally strong as B, A plus must 

alsoo be stronger than or equally strong as B. As for the failure of transitivity 

betweenn incomparables, if A and B are incomparable eo ipso A is not 

strongerr than or equally strong as B or vice versa. There is thus no A plus 

withh which A and B can stand in a transitive relation.26 Now, as 'to be 

strongerr than or equally strong as' is a transitive relation and in case of 

incomparabilityy transitivity fails, if A is not stronger than B and B not 

strongerr than A, and if, moreover, A plus is stronger than A but not 

strongerr than B, then A and B must be incomparable. Or so De Sousa's test 

assumes. . 

However,, this assumption is false. Unfortunately, the data given cannot 

completelyy be relied upon here. There are further data to be taken into 

account.. I have in mind here limited incomparability and rough equality, 

whichh I will explain below. This may not make De Sousa's test theoretically 

unsound,, but it surely hugely diminishes its practical use. 

Withh 'limited incomparability' I am referring to the fact that -supposing 

incomparabilityy exists- even though (say) A and B are incomparable, it is 

possiblee that an A plus is stronger than A as well as stronger than B. Call 

twoo reasons limitedly incomparable if the importance of the value to be 

realisedd by acting upon the one cannot be increased (or decreased) -as De 

Sousa'ss test mandates- beyond a certain limit without this value becoming 

comparablee with the value to be realised by acting upon the other.27 

Forr example, $1,000 and keeping her virtue may be incomparable for the 

FVW.FVW. However, she probably prefers a million dollars to maintaining her 

virtue,, and keeping her virtue to one dollar. (It may be impertinent to 

supposee this. But this is only because it is impertinent to suppose that 

someonee might be persuaded by money to lose his or her virtue in the first 

place.)) Actually, we have encountered examples of limitedly incomparable 

26Thee relation between incomparables is thus not intransitive. An example of an intransitive 
relationn is 'to love'. That I love you and that you love him does mean that I love him too. 
Lookedd at in that light, failure of transitivity is not a mark of incomparabili ty 
(In)transitiviryy is not at stake at all. Cf. Sunstein (1994), p. 806n95. 
2 // Limited incomparabüity has been acknowledged notably by Sinnott-Armstrong, in Sinnott-
Armstrongg (1988), pp. 59-62. 
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valuess before. This was when we were discussing Statman's and Sunstein's 

notionss of incommensurability. 

Thee question arises whether limited incomparability is fatal to De Sousa's 

test.. In my view, it is not. At least in theory it is not, as it just means that 

thee set of A pluses -the possible candidates for the test- is not open. Rather, it 

iss restricted to A pluses that are not considerably stronger than A. In practice, 

however,, limited incomparability is troublesome. We have to discriminate 

betweenn A pluses which are and A pluses which are not considerably 

strongerr than A. But no definite distinction seems to be available here. 

Withh 'rough equality' I am pointing to the fact that it is possible that an A 

pluss is stronger than A, even though A and B are not incomparable, but 

roughlyy equally strong. Call two reasons roughly equally strong if the value 

too be realised by acting upon the one is not more important than the value 

too be realised by acting upon the other or vice versa, while these values are 

nott precisely equally important cither. Values will often be of roughly equal, 

ratherr than precisely equal, importance. One reason for this is that the 

degreess in which we can increase the importance of values are not always 

infinitelyy divisible. So two values need not be precisely equally important at 

somee point when one is surpassing the other in importance.28 

Heree is an example of two roughly equal values. Suppose that I am in a 

supermarkett to buy jam. I can choose out of a supply of twenty jars. They are 

alll similar. However, some are closer at hand than the others, and one of 

themm is closest. Yet, I do not think that this jar has more value than the 

others.. It is not so that the nearer a jar is, the stronger my reason is to buy it. 

Butt I also think that the difference in distance prevents these jars from being 

off precisely equal value. Instead, I think of them as roughly equally-

valuable.. A slightly different example may be derived from the case of the 

FVW.FVW. The FVW's "indifference" between $1,000 and $1,500, on the one 

hand,, and maintaining her virtue, on the other hand, may show that to her 

thesee alternatives are, not incomparable, but roughly equal. Fair enough, in 

thethe abstract the FVW will prefer $1,500 to $1,000. But in the context of the 

decisionn between money and keeping her virtue these sums may well be 

roughlyy equal to her.29 

2 8Razz (1986), p. 323, see also Griffin (1986), pp. 80-1 and (1997), pp. 38-40; Broome is critical 
off Griffin's conception of rough equality, in Broome (1999a). 
2 9Onee might think, as Chang does, that rough equality ('on a par', as she calls it) would 
tacklee the Trichotomy Thesis as well (Chang (1997b), pp. 25-7). However, I am of the opinion 
thatt there 'equalitv' is also understood to mean rough equality'. 
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Thiss raises the question whether rough equality fatal to De Sousa's test. 

Ass De Sousa personally pointed out to me, it is not. For to be a possible 

candidatee for the test an A plus must really be stronger than A, and not 

roughlyy equally strong. Theoretically De Sousa's test thus looks fine.30 

However,, practically rough equality does cause trouble. We need to 

distinguishh between A pluses which are roughly equal in strength to A and 

AA pluses which are really stronger than A. However, no definite distinction 

seemss to be available here either.31 

Despitee the fact that it may be theoretically sound, De Sousa's test does 

nott convince me that there really are pockets of incomparability, in 

particularr because it does not offer a substantial way to distinguish 

incomparabilityy from (rough) equality. It does not follow from this, of 

course,, that incomparable values do not exist. But it means that we have to 

lookk for the source of incomparability. This will not be found without the 

influxx of normative ethics in the debate on incommensurability. So I shall 

nott discuss, for instance, De Sousa's and Raz' -metaethical- views on the 

sourcee of incommensurability.32 I will consider Nagel's view, but only 

becausee there is some similarity between his view and mine. 

Theree are two ways to interpret Nagel's view in 'The Fragmentation of 

Value'' (1979a).33 Standardly, he is interpreted as saying that reasons are 

incomparablee if they are of different types.34 But I interpret him as saying 

thatt we cannot compare, what he calls, agent-centered and outcome-

centeredcentered reasons. It is worth noting that this division anticipates our 

distinctionn between agent-relative and agent-neutral reasons; Nagel's work 

heree has been pioneering. On either reading Nagel's view on the source of 

incommensurabilityy is false. However, my interpretation is more likely to 

bee not only Nagel's true view, but also closer to the truth. 

Butt let us begin at the beginning. According to Nagel, there are indeed 

differentt types of moral reasons or values. Firstly, obligations, which one 

hass to particular people and institutions. We can, for example, think of 

30Butt another worry concerning De Sousa's test is that it presupposes that values are scalar, 
thatt values relate to each other like weights on kitchen scales. In footnotes in chapters 3, 4 
andd 5, I have already distanced myself from this idea 
3 11 Due to limited incomparability and rough equality, together comparables and 
incomparabless will generally form diamond patterns, as Morton shows, in Morton (1991), pp. 
34-5. . 
32Dee Sousa (1974), pp. 547-8; Raz (1986), pp. 326-7. 
33Nagell (1979a), pp. 129-34. 
34Seee Dancy (1993), pp. 261-3, for example. 
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obligationss to one's family here. Secondly, general rights, i.e. everyone's 

rightt to be free to do certain things, such as freedom of speech, as well as to 

bee free from certain things, such as freedom from assault. Thirdly, utility, 

whichh Nagel circumscribes as the consideration that takes into account the 

benefitt and harm to all people. This consideration supports medical 

research,, for instance. Fourthly, so-called perfectionistic values. The 

realisationn of such values is intrinsically valuable. As such, it is valuable 

apartt from its value to any individual directly involved. Nagel's example 

heree is, inter alia, scientific discovery. Fifthly, commitment to one's own 

projects.projects. An example of my own: if you decide to write a thesis, you have to 

doo research. 

Moreover,, according to Nagel, these five types of reasons reflect the 

divisionn between agent-centered and outcome-centered reasons. 

Commitmentt to one's own projects, obligations and rights are all agent-

centered.. Whereas commitment to ones own projects is most personal, as it 

involvess one's own life only, obligations are more personal than rights, 

sincee they derive from the agent's relation to particular people or 

institutions,, while rights apply to everyone. Utility and perfectionistic 

valuess are both outcome-centered, but again not to the same degree. 

Perfectionisticc values are more impersonal than utility, for the former do 

nott even take the effects on people into account, and the latter does. 

Iff pressed to argue against the standard interpretation of Nagel's view on 

thee source of incommensurability, I would appeal to 'The Fragmentation of 

Value'' itself, where he writes that 'it is absurd to hold that obligations can 

neverr outweigh rights, or that utility, however large, can never outweigh 

obligation'35.. In other words, whereas some particular reasons of different 

typess may be incomparable, surely not all of them will. That is to say, 

reasonss are at most limitedly incomparable. Reasons cannot therefore be 

incomparablee (only) because they are of different types. This Nagel seems to 

recognise. . 

Unfortunately,, also his true view (if it is) labours under limited 

incomparability.. Even if some agent-centered reasons and outcome-centered 

reasonss are incomparable, not all of them will. For example, you do not 

havee the right to kill a person even though this would be useful as he or she 

occupyy people's lebensraum. So two reasons are not incomparable because 

onee is agent-centered and the other outcome-centered (alone). Furthermore, 

3 5Nagell (1979a), p. 131. 
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Nagelss view is liable to the objection that agent-centered reasons can also be 

incomparablee to each other. In view of her commitment to her projects, the 

agentt may consider the choice to abandon one project for another as one 

betweenn incomparables, for instance.36 In sum, the division between agent-

centeredd and outcome-centered reasons is neither a sufficient, nor a 

necessaryy condition for incomparability. 

Nevertheless,, Nagel's true view is closer to the truth. This is because my 

ownn view is that the source of incomparability should be sought in the fact 

thatt there are not only agent-neutral but also agent-relative reasons. My 

suggestionn is thus that, though -as we saw in section 2.3- not the source of 

conflict,, agent-relativity is a source of dilemma. To clarify this, I shall 

invokee Raz' notion of constitutive incommensurability.3738 

Althoughh it is in the wind, as it were, the link between constitutive 

incommensurabilityy and incomparability is far from obvious. The notion of 

constitutivee incommensurability is completely different from the notions of 

incommensurabilityy we have considered so far. On the face of it, it has got 

no th ingg to do with incomparabi l i ty . Rather , cons t i tu t ive 

incommensurabilitiess are incomparably more valuable than other values, 

inn part icular money or status. An example of a consti tutive 

incommensurabilityy is the value of standing by your ailing grandmother. 

Shee cannot buy it with money and you cannot do it for money. 

Onn Raz' notion, constitutive incommensurabilities are so-called, I think, 

becausee constitutive of these incommensurabilities is that one regards them 

ass incommensurable (here: incomparably more valuable). To be able to 

engagee in a friendship, for instance, you must consider it to be something 

youu cannot exchange for an increase in salary. With this I agree. But on my 

notionn constitutive incommensurabilities are (also) so-called because they 

aree constitutive of a (morally) good life. As they may be elements of one's 

(moral)) integrity, without them one's integrity could collapse. Friendship is 

ann apt example again. 

Ass said, on my view the source of incomparability lies in agent-relativity. 

Thiss will show as I list the sorts of constitutive incommensurabilities I 

thinkk there are, for they correspond with the origin of agent-relative values. 

3 6Idem:: Dancy (1993), p. 262. 
37Razz (1986), pp. 345-57; cf. Lukes (1997). 
3 8II am not so sure that I fill in this notion in a way that Raz would approve of, however. My 
vieww here can be regarded as an elaboration on Dancy's remarks on incommensurability, in 
Dancyy (1993), pp. 123-5 and 223. 
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Firstly,, projects and commitments, for example Krug's commitment to the 

lifee of a philosopher and Agamemnon's commitment to be a commandor of 

thee Greek fleet. Secondly, relationships between friends and family, for 

examplee Krug's relationship with his friends and son and Agamemnon's 

relationshipp with Iphigenia. Thirdly, absolute deontological constraints, as 

theyy are called. As we have seen in section 2.3, deontologically constrained 

actionss are actions that you just should not do. We can make a distinction 

betweenn threshold and absolute constraints. Treshold constraints may give 

out,, in the sense that it is possible that one ought to perform the actions they 

pertainn to. Absolute constraints never give out, however. An example here 

iss the constraint on killing the innocent and unwilling. So for Jim to kill an 

Indiann would be to breach an absolute constraint.39 

Wee have come to the supposed link between incomparability and 

consti tut ivee incommensurability. This link is that constitutive 

iPiCommePiSurabilitiess are incomparable to each other. Furthermore I am 

inclinedd to think that they can be incomparable to agent-neutral values as 

well.. They can, it seems, if these values are exceptionally important. I am 

thinkingg of the case of Jim and the Indians again. This, then, completes my 

vieww on the source of the incomparability.4041 

Recalll that, in section 2.2, I have made a tripartite distinction with respect 

too conflicts between apparent conflicts, genuine conflicts and epistemic 

conflicts.. Here we can make a similar distinction, as we can distinguish 

betweenn apparent incomparabili ty, genuine (or metaphysical) 

incommensurabi l i tyy and epistemic incomparabi l i ty . Apparent 

incomparabilityy obtains if it seems that the values involved are 

incomparable,, while in fact they are not.42 Metaphysical incomparability 

existss if values are really incomparable. Thirdly, epistemic incomparability 

occurss where one is justified in thinking that the values involved are 

incomparablee even though there are not. There may thus be epistemic 

dilemmas,, beside genuine dilemmas.43 

39Seee Dancy (1993), p. 219. 
4^Seee for a good article that defends the complete comparability of value Regan (1997). 
41Cann partially ordered vector theory be monist7 This hinges on whether value monists could 
acknowledgee constitutive incommensurabilities, which I think they could. 
4 2Ass Millgram emphasises, one should be able to overcome apparent incomparability in the 
processs of deliberation, m Millgram (1997), pp. 156-61; cf. Anderson (1993), pp. 59-64. 
4 3Anotherr question, which is still open, is whether (rough) equality can render conflicts 
dilemmas.. Discussion of this question has to be postponed to chapter 7. 
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Too conclude this chapter, I would like to present a new example of a 

choicee among incomparables, of a dilemma .thus perhaps. This I shall call 

Sartre'ss case. It is a famous example, which will frequently be used in the 

nextt chapter. Sartre's case concerns a student of Sartre. In the Second World 

War,, this student faces a choice between taking care of his mother and 

fightingg against the Nazis. As his brother is killed in the German attack of 

1940,, he is gung ho to take revenge. However, his mother is dependent on 

him,, hurt as she is by the death of her son. Moreover, she is on bad terms 

withh his father, who -to make matters worse- is also prone to collaboration. 

Ass Sartre writes, 

sonn père était brouille avec sa mere, et d'ailleurs inclinait a collaborer, son frère ainé avait 

étéé tué dans 1'offensive aDemande de 1940, et ce jeune homme, avec des sentiments un peu 

primitifs,, mais généreux, désirait le venger. Sa mere vivait seule avec lui, tres affligée par la 

demi-trahisonn de son père et par la mort de son fils ainé, et ne rrouvait de consolation qu'en 

lui.. Ce jeune homme avait le choix, a ce moment-la, entre partir pour l'Angleterre et s'engager 

danss les Forces Francaises Libres -c'est-a- dire, abandonner sa mere- ou demeurer auprès de sa 

mere,, et 1'aider a vivre. ... [I]l se trouvait en face de deux types d'acrions tres différentes: une 

concrete,, immediate, mais ne s'adressant qu'a un individu; ou bien une action qui s'adressait a 

unn ensemble infiniment plus vaste, une collectivité nationale, mais qui était par la-même 

ambigue,, et qui pouvait être interrompue en route. Et, en même temps, il hésitait entre deux 

typess de morales. Dune part, une morale de la sympathie, du dévouement individuel; et 

d'autree part, une moral plus large, mais dune efficacité plus contestable44 

445artree (1959), pp. 39-42. 





Chapterr 7 

Reshapingg dilemmas 

Inn the previous chapter, we started to work with the hypothesis that 

incommensurabilityy of values is significant for dilemma. A conflict 

subjectedd to incommensurability of values may be a dilemma. We 

discoveredd that this hypothesis is fruitful, but only if incommensurability 

off values is understood to mean incom-par ability of values. As I will show 

now,, so understood incommensurability of values is significant for 

dilemmaa indeed. A conflict subjected to incommensurability of values is a 

dilemma. . 

Accordingg to my theory of the resolution of conflict, in order to resolve a 

conflictt it is necessary to compare the importance of the values involved. 

Accordingg to my account of justified choice, justification of choice in 

conflictt is based -partially, at least- on the relative importance of these 

values.. In view of this, incommensurability of values forms a barrier to 

justifiedd choice in conflict, so obstructing the process of conflict resolving. 

InIn a conflict subjected to incommensurability of values, choice cannot be 

justifiedd on the basis of the relative importance of the values involved as 

thee importance of these values cannot be compared. Consequently, in such 

aa conflict choice lacks justification. And this what it means for a conflict to 

bee irresolvable and thus a dilemma.1 

11 As for the question, and a negative answer to it, whether an account of justified choice could 
alloww for incommensurability of values, see Chang (1997b), pp. 10-3; cf. Broome 
(forthcoming). . 
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Inn this chapter, I will show more of the significance of 

incommensurabilityy of values for dilemma. I ask myself what type of 

situationn a dilemma is. We can reformulate this question as follows. How 

too qualify the agent's actions in a dilemma in terms of categories such as 

right'// ought', 'wrong'/'ought not' and 'may'/ 'may not'? For example, is 

aa dilemma a situation in which the agent ought to perform each of the 

actionss (s)he is required to do? What I am after, then, is a conception of 

dilemmaa we can agree with. In what follows, we will closely examine 

severall conceptions of dilemma that can be found in the moral dilemma 

literaturee as well as my own conception of dilemma. 

Onee condition a conception of dilemma has to meet we have just seen. It 

shouldd account for the fact that in a dilemma the agent's choice necessarily 

lackss justification. In other words, a conception of dilemma needs to 

capturee the fact that in a sense the agent inevitably does something wrong. 

Inn view of this we can reject the conception of dilemma of Sinnott-

Armstrong,, for example2, out of hand, even though he is a prominent 

participantt in the moral dilemma debate; he was the first to publish a 

monographyy on moral dilemmas. 

7.11 "Non-overriddenness" 

Accordingg to Sinnott-Armstrongs conception of moral dilemma, a moral 

dilemmaa is a situation in which there are two non-overridden moral 

requirementsrequirements for an agent to adopt each of two alternatives. To understand 

this,, we need to know what he means by non-overridden (2) moral 

requirementss (1). 

(1)) Sinnott-Armstrong's concept of moral requirement is actually fairly 

similarr to mine (see section 4.3). According to him, a moral requirement is 

aa special sort of moral reason. It is the sort of reason one has if it would be 

morallyy wrong not to adopt an alternative unless one has a moral 

justificationn for not adopting it.3 For example, we are morally required not 

25eee also Foot (1983), pp. 395-6. 
•^Moree precisely, 'there is a moral requirement to adopt an alternative if and only if it would 
bee morally wrong not to adopt that same alternative m a situation that is similar to the 
actuall one in all relevant respects except that, if there is a moral justification for not 
adoptingg it in the actual situation, there is no moral justification for not adopting it in the 
otherwisee similar situation', Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), p. 12. 
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too kill as killing is morally wrong unless it can be morally justified. Sinnott-

Armstrongg thus builds in a counterfactual in his concept of moral 

requirement.. The point of this counterfactual is that even if we have a 

morall justification not to adopt an alternative we are morally required to 

adopt,, when we do not adopt it we still violate a moral requirement. 

Supposee that a person A kills a person B, and that A does this to prevent B 

fromm killing him. This may be morally justified. Nevertheless, A violates a 

morall requirement anyway. Killing, after all, would be morally wrong if B 

wass not about to kill A -other things being equal. 

(2)) Sinnott-Armstrorig distinguishes between overriding, overridden and 

non-overriddenn moral requirements. A moral requirement is overriding if 

itit overrides another, conflicting, moral requirement. This takes place if the 

formerr is morally stronger overall than the latter. Contrariwise, a moral 

requirementt is overridden if it is overridden by another, conflicting, moral 

requirement.. This happens if the former is morally weaker overall than the 

latter.. For example, as for the moral requirement not to cause traffic 

accidentss and the moral requirement to pick up one's children on time, if 

theyy conflict, the former is overriding and the latter is overridden, Sinnott-

Armstrongg claims. This is because the former is morally stronger overall 

thann the latter, and the latter thus morally weaker overall than the former. 

AA contrario, a non-overridden moral requirement is a moral requirement 

thatt neither overrides, nor is overridden by another, conflicting, moral 

requirement.4 4 

Wee can now see why we can reject Sinnott-Armstrong's conception of 

dilemmaa out of hand. It does not capture the fact that in a dilemma the 

agentt unavoidably does something wrong. As it stands5, his conception is 

simplyy silent on whether or not it is wrong, in his terms, to violate a non-

overriddenn moral requirement. 

Dilemmass as Sinnott-Armstrong conceives them are not controversial. 

Too be sure, proponents and opponents of (genuine) conflict will disagree 

whetherr conflicts of non-overridden requirements occur. Sinnott-

Armstrong'ss conception of dilemma is at least not so broad as to include 

whatt I have called budget problems (see section 2.3). The agent will leave a 

requirementt unfulfilled. However, friends as well as foes of dilemma could 

agreee that dilemmas as Sinnott-Armstrong conceives them arise. Some of 

4Sinnott-Armstrongg (1988), chs. 1-2 and (1996), pp. 48-9. 
DSee,, however, subsection 7.3.3. 
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themm will surely deny that conflicting requirements can be of incomparable 

strength.. But certainly none of them will deny that it is possible that, due to 

beingg (roughly) equally strong, conflicting requirements are non-

overridden.6 6 

Whatt is controversial, however, is whether there are conflicts that lead 

too wrongdoing, and that is what we will be concerned with in what follows. 

Ass said, in this chapter we will search for a conception of dilemma as we 

deall with the question as to how to characterise the agent's actions in a 

dilemmaa in terms of categories such as 'right'/'ought', 'wrong'/ 'ought not' 

andd 'may/may not'. In this respect, we can distinguish between three 

approaches.. The rest of this chapter is therefore divided into three sections. 

Inn section 7.2, we shall discuss what I call the 'no categories' approach. On 

thiss approach, in dilemma categories, particularly 'wrong', give out. In 

sectionn 7.3, we will examine what I dub the 'traditional categories' 

approach-- On this approach, in dilemma the traditional categories such as 

'ought'' and 'ought not' do apply. Within this approach, we can distinguish 

betweenn three different conceptions of dilemma. Section 7.3 is therefore 

dividedd into three subsections. The issue we will address in section 7.3.1 is 

generallyy regarded as one of the main issues of the moral dilemma debate. 

Thiss is the issue as to whether there can be genuine dilemmas. In section 

7.4,, finally, I will describe my own approach: the 'new categories' approach, 

ass I call it. On this approach, for dilemma new categories have to be 

construed.. That is to say, although the traditional categories do fail, 

categoriess do not expire altogether. As it has to be accounted for that in 

dilemmaa the agent cannot avoid wrongdoing, I particularly have in mind a 

neww category of 'wrong'. 

7.22 No categories 

Inn this section, we will discuss the 'no categories' approach. On this 

approach,, in dilemma categories such as 'ought' and 'ought not' give out. 

Consequently,, there is nothing the agent ought or ought not to do. His 

actionss are beyond assessment, as it were. They are beyond assessment 

becausee the situation he is in is extreme, tragic. 

6Cf.. Conee (1989), pp. 133-4, Quinn (1991), pp. 693-4, Gowans (1992), pp. 253-4 and (1994), pp. 
60-1,, and Brink (1994), p. 247n39. 
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Didd anyone in fact adopt this approach to dilemma? This is unclear. 

Perhapss Wittgenstein did. There is some evidence for this in Rhees' 'Some 

Developmentss in Wittgenstein's View on Ethics' (1965), pp. 21-3. This 

articlee records a conversation Rhees had with Wittgenstein about ethical 

problems.. According to Rhees, it struck Wittgenstein that there are books of 

ethicss in which no genuine ethical or moral problem is to be found. In 

reply,, Rhees asks for Wittgenstein's opinion on Brutus' killing of Caeser, 

whichh he subsequently refuses to give, suggesting that the example is too 

schematicc to allow for meaningful discussion.7 Instead, they take a close 

lookk at the problem of a man who either has to leave his wife or abandon 

hiss work of cancer research. Reportedly, Wittgenstein supposes that this 

mann has a deep love for his wife, but also that he cannot live without his 

work,, so to speak. According to Rhees, he then declares that: 

[h]eree we may say that we have all the materials of a tragedy; and we could only say: 

'Well,, God help you.' Whatever he finally does, the way things then rum out may affect his 

attitude.. He may say, 'Well, thank God I left her: it was better all around.' Or maybe, 

'Thankk God I stuck to her.' Or he may not be able to say 'thank God' at all, but just the 

opposite.. I want to say that this is the solution of an ethical problem.^ 

Perhaps,, by this Wittgenstein means the following. In view of his 

commitmentt to his marriage, this man has a strong reason to stand by his 

wife,, in view of his project of cancer research, a strong reason to continue 

hiss work. The theoretical solution of this conflict consists in the recognition 

thatt there is no right or wrong thing to do. Whatever this man does, the 

resultt may be good. However, it may just as well be bad. This is a matter of 

moralmoral luck, for which Wittgenstein's hand of God is a metaphor, I suppose. 

Inn the remainder of this section, I shall argue against the 'no categories' 

approach.. But I need to make a tripartite distinction first. This is a 

distinctionn between perspectives on an ethical problem. We can distinguish 

betweenn the perspective of the agent, the perspective of a spectator (a passer

by,, so to speak) and the perspective of a philosopher; note, however, that 

thee agent can be become philosophical and the spectator participant. I make 

thiss distinction because which approach it is right to take to an ethical 

77 That is why paying careful attention to a (literary) example, as we did in section 2.1, is 
calledd Wittgensteinian (O'Neill (1986)). 
8Rheess (1965), p. 23. 
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problemm depends on whether one looks at it from the perspective of the 

agent,, a spectator or a philosopher. In particular, from the perspective of a 

spectatorr it could be right to adopt the 'no categories' approach to dilemma, 

ass it would be improper to accuse the agent of wrongdoing. But the agent 

mayy be wrong to take the no categories' approach, since he ought to show 

awarenesss of doing a wrong somehow. 

Whatt we are interested in here, however, is what approach a 

philosopherr should adopt. At least, he or she should not take the 'no 

categories'' approach. His or her conception of dilemma should capture the 

factt that in a dilemma the agent necessarily does a wrong. At any rate 

'wrong'' is thus a category that applies. The task of a philosopher is to specify 

inn which sense the agent does something wrong in a dilemma: in the 

traditionall or in a "new" sense? In other words, we should adopt either the 

'traditionall categories' or the 'new categories' approach. Otherwise we are 

unablee to account for the fact that dilemmas are problematic. 

Anotherr worry concerning the 'no categories' approach is that it 

presupposess the choice-model of the resolution of conflict. It presupposes, it 

seems,, that the agent performs one of the actions (s)he is required to do. 

Onlyy then the suggestion has any plausibility that the agent's actions in a 

dilemmaa are beyond assessment. For in a dilemma surely not any action is 

beyondd assessment, not even from a spectator's perspective. Suppose that in 

Sartre'ss case9 the student in question -"following his instincts" (as Sartre 

recommended)-- would have killed his father and raped his mother. This 

wouldd have been the wrong thing to do, no doubt, also from the 

perspectivee of a spectator. 

7.33 Traditiona l categories 

Myy aim in this section is to pave to way for my own 'new categories' 

approachh to dilemma, and the concomitant conception of dilemma. I hope 

too do this by demonstrating that the 'traditional categories' approach leads 

too implausible conceptions of dilemma. The difference between the 

traditionall and "new" sense of, for example, 'wrong' will show itself as I go 

along. . 

'Seee section 6,2. 
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Onn the 'traditional categories' approach, the traditional categories such as 

'ought'' and 'ought not' do also apply in dilemma. As, at least, a conception 

off dilemma has to capture the fact that in dilemma the agent necessarily 

doess something wrong, only the following two conceptions of dilemma 

seemm worth criticising here -remember, however, that I announced a 

discussionn of three conceptions of dilemma in this section. 

Thee first conception, which we will investigate thoroughly in subsection 

7.3.1,, I label the 'two shapes' conception of dilemma. Its main 

representativee is Dancy. According to the 'two shapes' conception, in 

dilemmaa the agent cannot avert wrongdoing because she ought as well as 

oughtt not to do each of the required actions. The second conception, to be 

examinedd in subsection 7.3.2, is the so-called 'prohibition dilemma' 

conceptionn of dilemma. The most important figure here is Greenspan. 

Accordingg to the 'prohibition dilemma' conception, in dilemma the agent 

iss bound to do something wrong because all her alternatives are 

impermissible.. Thus, according to both conceptions the agent's wrongdoing 

consistss in the fact that she does something she ought not to do. However, 

accordingg to the 'two shapes' conception in doing this she also does 

somethingg she ought to do, whereas according to the 'prohibition dilemma' 

conceptionn this "mitigating circumstance" is not present. 

Lett me, finally, introduce the third conception of dilemma we will 

contemplatee in this section (in subsection 7.3.3). This is what I term the 

'disjunctivee ought' conception. This conception is worth criticising here as 

well.. Not because it captures the fact that in dilemma the agent inevitably 

doess a wrong. On the contrary, it does not. According to the 'disjunctive 

ought'ought' conception, in dilemma one can even avoid wrongdoing in two 

differentt ways: by performing either of the actions one is required to do. 

Rather,, this conception is worth criticising here because it is so popular. 

Remarkably,, it is endorsed by passionate proponents (Sinnott-Armstrong, 

Gowans)) and opponents (McConnell, Conee) of dilemma. What they agree 

onn is not just that dilemmas so conceived are at issue, the question being 

whetherr this type of situation is actually possible. They even agree that it 

reallyy exists. Only friends of dilemma claim that this type of situation is a 

genuinee dilemma, while foes of dilemma naturally deny this. 

Noticee that Sinnott-Armstrong was presented as a representative of the 

'disjunctivee ought' conception, while we have already rejected his 

conceptionn of dilemma in section 7.1. This can be explained as follows. 
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Sinnott-Armstrongg works with two conceptions of dilemma. One run in 

termss of non-overridden requirements, the other in terms of disjunctive 

requirements.. The former is, however, his official conception. This is 

shown,, for example, by the fact that, for approximately sixty pages10, this 

conceptionn is put to the test of the standard system of deontic logic. 

7.3.11 Two shapes 

Inn the moral dilemma debate, dilemmas are frequently conceived of as 

situationss in which one ought to do each of the required actions, say A and 

B.. And the question whether there are dilemmas so conceived is often 

discussedd as the question whether genuine dilemmas are possible. In my 

view,, this discussion is misguided, for the conception of a dilemma as a 

situationn in which one ought to do A and B is incorrect and incomplete. 

Thiss conception is incorrect, as I shall argue below, because dilemmas 

shouldd be conceived in terms of new, and not the traditional, categories. 

Moree important here is, however, that it is incomplete. It is incomplete, 

sincee it does not capture the fact that in a dilemma the agent does 

somethingg wrong whatever he does. According to this conception, as it 

stands,, there is nothing wrong about doing A rather than B or vice versa. It 

shouldd therefore be added that the agent also ought not to do A and not to 

doB. . 

Inn its complete form, this conception can be found in Dancy's section on 

incommensurabilityy of values in his Moral Reasons.11 As we have seen in 

sectionn 4.3, Dancy uses the metaphor of shape of a situation to denote that 

whichh ought to be done in a situation. A (tragic) dilemma, then, is a 

situationn with two shapes. According to one shape, A ought to be done, and 

nott B; according to the other shape, B ought to be done, and not A. This 

showss where the 'two shapes' conception derives its name from. 

Byy way of illustration, Dancy discusses Sartre's case. From the perspective 

off patriotism one cannot see the point of supporting one's ailing mother, 

whereass from the perspective of family love one cannot appreciate the 

valuee of fighting the Nazis. Here comparison with Wittgenstein's drawing 

off a "duck-rabbit" urges itself: 

10SLrmott-Armstrongg (1988), chs. 4-5. 
u Dancyy (1993), pp. 123-5. 
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Fromm one perspective this is a drawing of a duck (and not of a rabbit), while 

fromm another perspective it is a drawing of a rabbit (and not of a duck).12 

However,, in spite of this talk of perspectives, according to the 'two 

shapes'' conception a dilemma is a situation which has two shapes at once. 

Itt is not just a situation which one is right to perceive -successively- as 

havingg different shapes. That may explain why Dancy is worried, I should 

note,, about his commitment to the 'two shapes' conception.13 This worry 

cann be put as follows. It might be right for the agent susceptible to Gestalt 

switchess to experience situations as having two shapes. But can this be right 

forr a philosopher? Can situations really have two shapes? 

Moreover,, there is a weaker and a stronger version of the 'two shapes' 

conception.. On the weaker version, the agent ought to do A and not to do 

B,B, and he ought to do B and not to do A. On the stronger one, the agent 

oughtt to do A as well as B, and he ought not to do A as well as B. 

Doess the stronger version not follow from the weaker one? It does if we 

usee the principle of deontic logic that if one ought to do A and one ought to 

doo B, then one ought to do both A and B, in short the agglomeration 

principle.. Perhaps it can be denied that the agglomeration principle applies 

inn dilemma with an appeal to incommensurability of values.14 If not, talk 

12Seee Wittgenstein (1958), p. 194. 
13Dancyy (1993), pp. 125 and 250. 
14Seee Tannsjö (1985), pp. 116-7. Similarly, Paske rejects "ought implies can" for conflicts of 
deontologicall oughts, on the one hand, and consequential oughts, on the other hand, in Paske 
(1990),, pp. 316-20; see for a critical note McConnell (1993), pp. 248-9. 
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off perspectives is not available anymore here. After all, according to the 

strongerr version of the 'two shapes' conception doing A and B is right (and 

wrong)) from one and the same perspective. 

InIn what follows, we shall take the weaker version as our target. As we 

willl see, if we hit this, the stronger one will go down with it. In the moral 

dilemmaa literature the 'two shapes' conception is severely criticised. Two 

sortss of arguments are levelled at it: arguments based on specific ethical 

theoriess and arguments founded on the standard system of deontic logic. To 

bee precise, these arguments are directed at the 'two shapes' conception in its 

incompleteincomplete form. They make only use of the fact that dilemmas are 

understoodd to involve conflicting oughts {and ought statements), and not 

alsoo of the fact that they are supposed to entail conflicting ought-nots too (as 

II will below). 

II will reproduce arguments of both sorts here. Not because they 

themselvess will lead us to reject the 'two shapes' conception. They do not. 

Itt always seems possible to tamper with whatever ethical theory or deontic 

logicc is adduced. That is to say, it can be revised, or even abandoned. For 

example,, Donagan's rationalism does not admit of conflict, as we have seen 

inn section 3.2. A fortiori, it does not allow for dilemma either. Too bad for 

Donagan'ss rationalism. In other words, the possibility of dilemma can, in 

principle,, also be used as an argument against ethical theory and deontic 

logic.. Another example: as we saw in chapter 1, Williams argues that for 

realistss conflicting ought statements are unacceptable, so that maybe realism 

iss false. In view of this, the dispute on the 'two shapes' conception seems as 

intractablee as that on the possibility of conflict. 

Inn spite of that, as I said, I am going to discuss in depth some arguments 

fromm ethical theory as well as deontic logic now. I am going to do this 

becausee these arguments all have some plausibility. Do they derive their 

plausibilityy from a common characteristic? This would provide us with the 

prospectt of a "master argument" against the 'two shapes' conception, i.e. a 

veryy fundamental argument that goes beyond specific ethical theories and 

thee standard system of deontic logic. 

Lett me begin with an argument from ethical theory: the argument from 

internalism,internalism, as I call it. In its cognitivist guise this argument is developed in 

Greenspann (1995), and in its non-cognitivist guise in Gowans (1994). 

Ass for the pedigree of this argument, it can already be found in 'Ethical 

Consistency',, as Williams charges that Hare's prescriptivism -in The 
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LanguageLanguage of Morals (1952) and Freedom and Reason (1963)- does not 

accountt for the possibility of conflicting moral principles. This charge is 

extendedd by Trigg. He charges that prescriptivists in general and Hare in 

particularr cannot account for the possibility of conflicting moral principles. 

Thiss is because according to them moral principles are action-guiding.15 

Gowans'' argument against the 'two shapes' conception embroiders on 

Trigg'ss theme. The argument is based on his "intention-prescriptivism". 

Thiss is the view that if the agent sincerely believes that he morally ought to 

doo an action A, then he intends to do A. Gowans further appeals to two 

principless of rational intending, as he calls them. The first principle is 

analogouss to the agglomeration principle. It reads: if the agent intends to do 

ann action A and intends to do an action B, then it would be irrational for 

himm not to intend both A and B. The second principle is equivalent to 

"'ought'"'ought' implies 'can'". It reads: if the agent knows that he cannot do an 

actionn A, then it would be irrational for him to intend to do A. 

Thee argument, then, runs as follows. According to the 'two shapes' 

conception,, a dilemma is a situation in which it would be correct for the 

agentt to conclude that he ought to do A and ought to do B, while knowing 

thatt he cannot do A as well as B. According to intention-prescriptivism, this 

conclusionn would cause the agent to intend to do A and intend to do B. 

Accordingg to the principles of rational intending involved, it would then be 

irrationall for him not intend to do A as well as B, but also be irrational to 

intendd A as well as B for he knows that he cannot do A as well as B. 

However,, the agent must either intend or not intend to do both A and B. So 

inn a dilemma the agent, though concluding correctly, is irrational whatever 

hee intends to do. The 'two shapes' conception thus legitimises irrational 

behaviour.. In view of this, it should be rejected, according to Gowans.16 

Greenspan'ss argument against the 'two shapes' conception is congenial 

too this. According to her, cognitivism is the view that a moral judgment 

describess a subject-independent fact of the world, i.e. this fact is independent 

off the particular mind that holds the moral judgment, and internalism the 

vieww that a rational agent necessarily acts on a moral judgment he holds. 

1 5Will iamss (1965), pp. 114-5; Trigg (1971), pp. 41-3. Steiner offers a defence of 
prescnptivism,, in Sterner (1973), pp. 586-91 and (1994), pp. 118-20. However, he does not 
denyy Trigg's charge. 
16Gowanss (1994), pp. 67-72 and 85n4. 
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Internalistt cognitivists make moral motivation subject-independent, i.e. its 

sourcee is independent of the agent involved.17 She argues: 

motivationall force in this sense, if built into the meaning of a moral judgment, would indeed 

seemm to rule out belief in conflicting [ought] judgments on the part of an agent who is fully 

rational.. To hold both of two ought judgments known to be in conflict would be to attempt to 

actt on both of them and hence to attempt to do what one knew to be impossible18 

Thee first thing to notice is that neither Gowans, nor Greespan tries to 

provee that situations with two shapes are impossible. They just attempt to 

showw that it is irrational for the agent to conclude that he ought to do both 

AA and B if he cannot do both A and B. Supposing their arguments are 

sound,, they have thus picked out a consequence of the phenomenon we are 

interestedd in only. However, as I suggested, these arguments are not sound: 

characteristicallv,, we can revise Gowans' and Greenspan's internalism. 

Accordingg to a weaker version of internalism, moral judgments are action-

guidingg in that they necessarily motivate (motivational deficiences such as 

depressionn on part of the agent aside). But they do not necessarily arouse 

thee agent's intention to act (Gowans), let alone that they are necessarily 

actedd upon (Greenspan).19 

Nevertheless,, the argument from internalism possesses (or possessed) 

somee plausibility. To me, it seems irrational indeed for the agent to 

concludee that he ought to both A and B if he cannot do both A and B. What 

givess this argument its plausibility? My hunch is that in making an ought-

statement,, say 'we ought to do A', we commit ourselves not only to do A, 

butbut also not to do an alternative action, say B, As we cannot rationally 

committ ourselves to perform and not to perform an action, we are 

irrationall if we conclude that we ought to do A and B. 

Thiss raises the question why ought-statements commit us to the 

performancee as well as the "non-performance" (omission) of actions. This 

characteristicc of oug/if-statements is, I suspect, the translation of a 

characteristicc of oughts themselves. Let me continue therefore with 

argumentss from deontic logic, which has always been an integral part of the 

morall dilemma debate. 

17Greenspann (1995), p. 19. 
18Greenspann (1995), p. 20. 
19Cf.. Dancv (1996b), p. 640. 
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Inn order to do this, I need to introduce the following logical symbols: 

OO (a): a ought to be done 

PP (a): doing a is permissible 

00 (a): a can be done 

^ct:: it is not the case that a 

(aa & B): a and/or (3 

(aa -> P): if a, then |3 

(aa <-» (3): a if and only if f3 

Symbolically,, a situation with two shapes (in its incomplete form) is a 

casee in which: 

l )O(A) ) 

2)) O (B) 
3)) -0 (A & B) 

AA situation with two shapes does not involve a straightforward 

contradiction,, neither in its incomplete, nor in its complete form. As it 

stands,, (1), (2) and (3) are not contradictory. Furthermore, whereas 'ought' 

andd 'not ought' are opposites, 'ought' and 'ought not' are not. However, by 

meanss of the standard system of deontic logic various contradictions can be 

elicitedd from (1), (2) and (3).20 

Forr example, we could translate Gowans' argument into deontic logic. 

Symbolically,, the agglomeration principle is (O (A) & O (B)) -» O (A & B), 

andd "ought implies can" O (A) —» 0 (A). The argument runs as follows: 

D OO (A) 

2)) O (B) 

3)) -0 (A & B} 

4)) (O (A) & O (B)) -» O (A & B) [agglomeration] 

5)) Hence, O (A & B) [1, 2,4] 

6)) O (A & B) -> 0 (A & B) [ought implies can] 

7)) Hence, 0 (A & B) [5,6] 

8)) Hence, 0 (A & B) & -0 (A & B) [3, 7] 

2 0II take it that there cannot be true contradictions in ethics; see, however, Priest (1986), p. 
100. . 
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Whatt has emerged is in fact a very well-known argument against the 

possibilityy of moral dilemmas that has prompted much discussion. Because 

off it, some have rejected the possibility of dilemma21, while others have 

abandonedd deontic logic22 or revised it. Of the latter, some have simply 

suspendedd with the agglomeration principle23 or "'ought' implies 'can'"24, 

whilee others have proposed a more fundamental adjustment25. 

Onee could thus say that this argument is not uncontroversial. Moreover, 

itt is not helpful either, as it does not do anything to answer the question 

whyy ought -statements behave the way they behave according to me. 

Fortunately,, there are other arguments from deontic logic which should 

nott be so controversial, and, furthermore, help us to answer "our 

question". . 

II am referring to Brink's arguments based on, what he calls, the 

obligationn execution principle, the weak obligation principle, the 

correlativityy principle and the weak impermissibility principle. According 

too the obligation execution principle, if A ought to be done and B's being 

donee excludes A's being done, B ought not to be done; symbolically: (O (A) 

&& (B > -iA)) -> O (->B). The weak obligation principle has it that if A ought 

nott to be done, it is not so that A ought to be done, thus O (->A) —» ->0 (A). 

Accordingg to the correlativity principle, if A ought not to be done, it is not 

soo that doing A is permissible, and vice versa, so O (->A) <-» ->P (A). The 

weakk impermissibility principle says that if it is not so that doing A is 

permissible,, it is not so that A ought to be done, symbolically: ->P (A) -» ->0 

(A). . 

Thee arguments proceed as follows: 

D OO (A) 

2)) O (B) 

3)) -0 (A & B) 

4)) Hence, B -> -A [3] 

5)) (O (A) & (B -» --A)) -> O (-B) [obligation execution] 

6)) Hence, O (-B) [1,4,5] 

21McConnell,, for example, in his 'Moral Dilemmas and Consistency in Ethics' (1987). 
22Dancvv (in personal communication). 
23Notably,, Williams, in Williams (1965), p. 120. 
2 4Lemmonn has already done this already in 1962, in Lemmon (1962); see Gowans (1987), p. 
114n2. . 
2-Seee Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), chs. 4 and 5, for example. 
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7)) O (-.B) -> - O (B) [weak obligation] 

8)) Hence, ^O (B) [6,7] 

9)) Hence, O (B) & -O (B) [2,8] 

l )O(A) ) 

2)0(B) ) 
3)) -0 (A & B) 

4)) Hence, B -» --A [3] 

5)) (O (A) & (B -4 -.A)) -> O (-«B) [obligation execution] 

6)) Hence, O (-B) [1,4,5] 

7)) O (-.B) <-> --P (B) [correlativity] 

8)) Hence, - P (B) [6,7] 

9)) ^P (B) -> - O (B) [weak impermissibility] 

10)) Hence, -O (B) [8,9] 

11)) Hence, O (B) & -O (B) [2,10] 

Brink'ss arguments provide us with the answer to "our question". His 

argumentss indicate that there is a connection between alternative actions as 

farr as their potential status as oughts is concerned. They are connected in 

suchh a way that whether or not A ought to be done depends on whether or 

nott B ought to be done, and vice versa. In particular, there is a connection 

betweenn A and B such that if A ought to be done B ought not to be done.26 

Andd this is why by making an ought-statement we commit ourselves to 

performm one action rather than another. 

Thiss is not sufficient to show that the 'two shapes' conception should be 

rejected,, however. The principles of deontic logic cannot really be relied 

upon.. As we have seen, their authority is not very great. But it is worth 

notingg that, whereas these principles themselves can possibly be disposed 

of,, the intuitions which underlie them could not. For example, without the 

intuitionn that if one has a reason to do A and a reason to do B, one could 

havee reason to do A as well as B, one would be unable to identify a 

situationn as a conflict. Further, without the intuition that the actions that 

oughtt to be done are among the actions which one can perform, one could 

nott recognise a particular action as the (practical) solution of a conflict. 

26Cf.. section 3.1. There I denied that alternative actions are connected in such a way as 
regardss their potential status as values and reasons. 
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Soo Brink's arguments do not prove that a situation cannot have two 

shapes.. Rather, they raise the question why the principles of deontic logic 

involved,, especially the obligation execution principle (which causes most 

off the damage), would be valid. This question can only be answered by 

conceptuall analysis of ought, i.e. the kind of analysis also the principles of 

deonticc logic emanated from. So the dispute on the 'two shapes' conception 

iss essentially a dispute on the concept of ought.27 Conceptual analysis 

revealss -I follow Vallentyne now28- that if A ought to be done, doing B is 

impermissible,, and, moreover, doing A is itself permissible. Here I wish to 

introducee the metaphors of defence' and 'attack', which were suggested to 

mee by Dancy. Let us think of the reason to do A as defending that A ought 

too be done, while attacking that B ought to be done. According to my 

conceptt of ought, if A ought to be done, the reason to do A is decisive in its 

defencee as well as its attack. 

Myy "master argument" against the 'two shapes' conception, then, runs as 

follows.. According to the 'twro shapes' conception, a dilemma is a situation 

inn which A ought to be done and B ought to be done, but also in which A 

oughtt not to be done and B ought not to be done. Well, such a situation is 

impossible,, for it is impossible that the reasons to do A and B are both 

decisivee in their attack, let alone that they are both decisive in their defence 

too.. Such a situation is just as impossible as a chess position in which 

white'ss as well as black's attack is winning, and white's as well as black's 

defencee is sound. In Vallentyne's terms: 

tokenn obligation dilemmas [situations with two shapes], however, are not conceptually 

possible.. For if the agent has an obligation to perform an action token, acl, and an obligation 

too perform an alternative, ac2, then, by the first obligation, acl is permissible and no 

alternativee to acl is permissible, and so ac2 is not permissible. But by the second obligation 

ac22 is permissible, which yields a contradiction. Since the assumption that token obligation 

dilemmass are conceptually possible yields a contradiction, this shows that they are not 

conceptuallyy possible. 

Forr Dancy and others who would like to adhere to the 'two shapes' 

conception,, I can see two possible escape routes. They could argue that my 

27Feldmann (1986), pp. 207-9. 
28Vallentynee (1989), p. 305. 
29Vallentvnee (1989), p. 306. 
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conceptt of ought is false. Alternatively, they could contend that (practical or 

moral)) reality is not coherent. However, Dancy seems to block both routes 

forr himself as he claims -anticipating in fact the "master argument"- that: 

[o]ff course, there are comparative ought-statements [that is, "shape statements"; cf. section 

4.3]] too, as when one asks 'Which of these [actions] ought I to do?'. When we reach that 

stage,, even though our answer is a decision-that rather than a choice, it would indeed be 

incoherentt to decide that I ought to this rather than that and that rather than this. This 

incoherencee seems to me unpuzzling, however: it is like the incoherence of deciding that this 

iss heavier than that and that is heavier than this.30 

Furthermore,, Dancy is aware that in a conflict incommensurability of 

valuess creates an insurmountable competition for salience between the 

reasonss involved.31 How can he then jump to the conclusion that each 

reasonn is most salient?32 As I suggested in section 5.2, this could be blamed 

onn the insidious presence of the choice-model of the resolution of conflict. 

Accordingg to the choice-model, A and B are the only actions under 

consideration.. So they get characterised in terms of 'ought' and 'ought not'. 

Wee can conclude that, as a situation with two shapes is impossible, the 

'twoo shapes' conception is implausible. Let us quickly move on to the 

'prohibitionn dilemma' conception and the 'disjunctive ought' conception. 

Thee question why they are implausible admits of a swift answer, for we can 

usee the machinery we have just installed. 

7.3.22 Prohibitio n dilemma 

Accordingg to Greenspan, the core meaning of ought is negative. By this she 

meanss that the answer to the question 'What ought we to do?', say 'We 

oughtt to do A', rests on the rejection of alternatives to A as impermissible. 

Inn other words, in coming to a conclusion of deliberation we are narrowing 

downn our (permissible) options. Moreover, Greenspan distinguishes 

betweenn positive oughts and negative oughts. Positive ought judgments, 

suchh as 'We ought to do A', embody the claim, not only that alternatives to 

AA are impermissible, but also that A is itself permissible. Greenspan's 

30Dancyy (1993), p. 111. 
31Dancyy (1993), p. 124. 
32Cf.. Conee (1989), pp. 139-40. 
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conceptt of ought is thus similar to mine. However, negative ought 

judgments,, such as 'We ought not to do A', contain only the claim that A is 

impermissible,, and not the claim that any alternative to it, particularly not-

A,A, is permissible. 

Greenspann holds that a dilemma is a situation in which there is no 

answerr to the question 'What ought we to do?': there is no action that 

oughtt to be done. Rather, all actions ought not to be done. Each of our 

optionss is ruled out as impermissible. Instead of 'impermissible' Greenspan 

alsoo speaks of 'prohibited', hence 'prohibition dilemma'.33 

Byy way of illustration Greenspan discusses "Sophie's choice". Sophie 

arrivess in Auschwitz with her son Jan and her daughter Eva. She is asked 

too make a choice between her children. The child she chooses will be sent to 

thee gas chamber, the other to the barracks. If she does not choose, both 

childrenn will be killed. According to Greenspan, in view of the special 

obligationn a mother has to protect her young children, Sophie has three 

options.. Firstly, she can choose to choose or not. Secondly, if she chooses to 

choose,, she can choose Jan or Eva. But these alternatives are all very 

seriouslyy wrong. This makes Sophie's choice a prohibition dilemma: 

Sophiee must either do evil or let (greater) evil happen.34 

II am going to argue now that the 'prohibition dilemma' conception is 

implausiblee as it renders dilemmas too problematic. Fair enough, it 

accountss for the fact that in a dilemma the agent inevitably does something 

wrong.. But the sense of wrong it captures is too strong: the agent does 

somethingg he ought not to do. Greenspan thus conceives dilemmas almost 

ass if they were cases of akrasia, in which the agent does something he ought 

nott to do too. The only difference is that in the former there is a mitigating 

circumstancee in that there is not something else he ought to do, whereas in 

thee latter there is not. In the terms of the "master argument", according to 

thee 'prohibition dilemma' conception the attacks the reasons involved 

producee are decisive. However, in fact, because of the defences these reasons 

alsoo generate they are not. 

33Greenspann (1983), pp. 117-8 and (1995), pp. 38-44; see also Von Wright (1968), pp. 78-81 and 
Vallentynee (1987a), pp. 113-4 and (1989), pp. 301-2. 
34Greenspann (1983), pp. 118-20; see Styron (1979). 
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7.3.33 Disjunctive ought 

Accordingg to the 'disjunctive ought' conception, a "dilemma" is a situation 

inn which one ought to do either of two actions, say A and B (while A and B 

cannott be done both). There is a weaker and a stronger version of this 

conception.. These versions differ on whether or not the agent is required to 

doo A and B. On the weaker version he is not, whereas on the stronger 

versionn he is. Accordingly, on the weaker version if he does what he ought 

too do the agent does everything he is required to do. On the stronger 

versionn in spite of that he leaves a requirement unfulfilled. 

Opponentss of dilemma would wish to subscribe to the weaker version; or 

att least opponents of conflict would, because the stronger version implies 

thee acceptance of conflict. Proponents of dilemma might want to endorse 

thee stronger version. They then end up with something like Sinnott-

Armstrong'ss non-official conception of dilemma. According to this 

conception,, a moral dilemma is a situation which involves three moral 

requirements:: two non-disjunctive ones -to do A and to do B- and one 

disjunctivee one -to do A or B. 

Ass an example Sinnott-Armstrong too discusses Sophie's choice. Sophie 

hass a non-disjunctive moral requirement to choose Jan and a non-

disjunctivee moral requirement to choose Eva, and, furthermore, a 

disjunctivee moral requirement to choose Jan or Eva. Sinnott-Armstrong 

believess that it would not be wrong for Sophie to choose Jan or Eva. For it is 

nott wrong to violate a non-disjunctive moral requirement as there is 

adequatee moral justification for this: it follows from fulfilling the other 

non-disjunctivee moral requirement.35 

II am going to argue now that the 'disjunctive ought' conception is 

implausiblee as it renders dilemmas too unproblematic. This is because it 

doess not capture the fact that in a dilemma the agent does a wrong no 

matterr what. We need not speak about the weaker version for it assimilates 

dilemmass to Buridan's ass cases. As for the stronger version, we can say 

thatt it makes dilemmas even more unproblematic than non-dilemmatic 

conflicts.. In the latter there is (normally) only one way in which the agent 

cann acquit himself of his task, while in the former there are, allegedly, two 

35Sinnott-Armstrongg (1988), pp. 20 and 56; cf. Sinnott-Armstrong (1996), pp. 53-4. On Sinnott-
Armstrongg s view, violating a non-overridden moral requirement is just as permissible as 
violatingg an overridden one. 
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suchh ways. In the terms of the "master argument", according to the 

'disjunctivee ought' conception both the defence and the attack of 

whicheverr reason that the agent acts upon are decisive. But, in fact, because 

off the defence and attack of the other reason present they are not. 

7.44 New categories 

InIn the previous sections I take myself to have shown that neither the no 

categories'' approach, nor the 'traditional categories' approach will do. With 

thee 'no categories' approach we cannot capture any sense of wrongdoing, 

whereass with the 'traditional categories' approach we cannot specify the 

rightt sense of wrongdoing. So I take myself to have established that my own 

neww categories' approach is called for. 

Accordingg to mv conception, a dilemma is a situation in which there is 

noo right thing to do. The agent inevitably does a wrong. She then does a 

wrongg in the sense that her action(s) cannot be fully justified. 

Lett me expand on this as follows. As we have seen, a dilemma is a 

conflictt that labours under incommensurability of values. Two (or more) 

cons t i t u t i vee i ncommmensu rab i l i t i e s are at i ssue. These 

incommensurabilitiess compete for salience. They defend themselves and 

attackk each other, as it were. Neither defence, neither attack is decisive. The 

competitionn for salience is unsurmountable. This means that the situation 

iss shapeless. There is no right thing to do. Nevertheless, the 

incommensurabilitiess remain salient. They continue to attack and to 

defend.. In view of the attack, the agent inevitably does a wrong. In view of 

thee defence, her action(s) can still be justified, though not fully, but to some 

extent,, viz. to the extent that alternative actions cannot be justified.36 

Thiss I regard as a new category of 'wrong'. In my view, 'wrong' 

traditionallyy pertains to actions that are completely unjustified. I have in 

mindd cases of akrasia. There the agent does a wrong while not doing what is 

right.. The wrong in cases of akrasia is worse than the wrong in dilemmas, 

forr in the former there is no defence for what the agent does, while in the 

36Lnn mv view, equality of values does not make conflicts dilemmas, only incommensurability 
off values does. The relevant difference is that incommensurable values compete for salience, 
whilee equal values are equally salient. This has to do with the fact that equal values are 
nott as important as constitutive incommensurabilities. See for a different view Bagnoli 
Traps,, gaps, and ethical theory' (unpublished). 
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latterr there is. Furthermore, actions may be called wrong even though they 

aree completely justified.37 I am referring to resolvable conflicts, where the 

agentt does not act upon a requirement while doing what is right. The 

wrongg in dilemmas is worse than the wrong in resolvable conflicts. For in 

thee former there is attack on what the agent does, while in the latter there is 

not. . 

Onee might think that my conception of dilemma contravenes deontic 

logic.. For example, it seems to violate the principle that either A or not-A is 

permissible.. Note, however, that the standard system of deontic logic makes 

usee of the traditional categories, whereas my conception of dilemma 

appealss to new deontic operators. So my conception of dilemma evades the 

standardd system of deontic logic. As I pointed out in chapter 5, my 

conceptionn of conflict is not in contravention of the standard system of 

deonticc logic either, as its principles apply to oughts, while according to my 

conceptionn conflicts are constituted, not by oughts, but by requirements. In 

brief,, neither my conception of conflict, nor my conception of dilemma 

forcess me to abandon, or at least revise, deontic logic. Of course, the 

suggestionn is that this is a strength. 

Thee remainder of this chapter is devoted to the issue whether dilemmas 

affectt the agent's morality and happiness.38 Obviously, dilemmas pose a 

threatt to the agent's happiness. She faces a choice concerning constitutive 

incommensurabilities.. Her (moral) integrity is thus at stake. Also the 

agentss morality is put at risk by (moral) dilemmas. She will do a wrong, 

afterr all. 

Inn my view, the agent's wrongdoing in dilemmas should, in principle, be 

excusable.excusable. Unlike wrongdoing in cases of akrasia, wrongdoing in dilemmas 

iss the world's fault, and not the agents. Notice that also the virtuous 

personn -our model- could find herself in a dilemma. This means that the 

agentt can, in principle, save her morality. However, there is no reason 

whatsoeverr to suppose that the agent should be able to preserve her 

happiness.. Sometimes the world is nasty. Dilemmas may ruin the agent's 

life.. This could happen to the virtuous person too. Here Sophie's choice is 

ann apt example. 

37Thiss is the sense of 'wrongdoing' Gowans (1994) is dedicated to. 
38Cff Nussbaum (1986), p. 27. 
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Thee question arises as to when the agent's wrongdoing in dilemmas is 

excusable.. My own answer is that it is excusable when the agent does the 

bestt she can, in the way the virtuous person does. In this respect, practical 

philosophyy can give some useful hints. First of all, also in dilemmas some 

actionss are better than others. Numerous actions are still wrong in the 

traditionall -akrasia- sense. I have already illustrated this point in section 7.1 

wheree I said that Sartre's student can do better than to kill his father and 

rapee his mother. Furthermore, not only some actions are better than others, 

doingg nothing at all is unlikely to be among the better actions. For example, 

evenn for Sophie it is better to choose to choose between Jan and Eva, and 

savee one child, than not to choose at all, and lose both. Moreover, the better 

actionss do not necessarily correspond with the actions the dilemmas consist 

of.. They may be substitutional actions of the first or second kind, as we have 

calledd them in section 5.2. The better actions in dilemmas thus take the 

shapee of a compromise, in the same way as the right actions in resolvable 

conflictss do. Finally, also in dilemmas the agent ought to have emotions. It 

iss appropriate not only to feel regret at leaving a requirement unfulfilled, as 

inn resolvable conflicts, but also to feel grief or something close to guilt -let 

uss reserve guilt for cases of akrasia- for doing something wrong.39 

Ass I said, in dilemmas doing nothing at all is unlikely to be among the 

betterr actions. However, due to incommensurability of values the agent 

mayy lapse into indecision. To break the impasse, she should employ an 

indifferentt method of decision, like flipping a coin.40 Such a method does 

nott remove the values' incommensurability, especially it does not make 

onee value more important than the other. It is just a psychological device to 

makee the agent choose -or rather plump*1 for- one value or the other. If, for 

example,, Sartre's student would have stayed with his mother because 

Sartree told him so, the student would not have come down on the side of 

familyy love. 

However,, the agent may only use an indifferent method of decision if 

theree are no what I call second-order reasons. Such reasons do not alter the 

relativee importance of constitutive incommensurabilities either. However, 

second-orderr reasons are not value-neutral. For instance, it is better for 

Sophiee to choose the boy rather than the girl to live. This is because he is 

•^Emotionss are thus part of the "solution" of dilemmas. Paradoxically, they are also part of 
thee problem. For example, torn by guilt and grief, Sophie commits suicide. 
4^Dancyy disagrees, in Dancy (1993), pp. 124-5. 
41Seee Blackburn (1996), p. 129 ff. 
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olderr and blond, so that he has more chance to survive the concentration 

camp.. Yet, Sophie's choice remains a choice among incomparables.42 

42Cf.. Williams (1979), pp. 226-30. A different example that illustrates the idea of second-
orderr reasons is the following. Suppose that a company is looking for a new manager. There 
aree two equally good candidates, two equally good managers. One is a man, the other a 
woman.. If it holds a policy of positive discrimination, the company has a second-order 
reasonn to hire the woman. That this is not a first-order reason is shown by the fact that if the 
womann would have been a shghtly less good candidate, the company should have hired the 
man. . 





Chapterr  8 

Inn defence of realism 

Inn chapters 2 to 7 we have discovered, I have argued, what moral dilemmas 

(i.e.. conflicts and dilemmas) are, while in chapters 8 to 10 we shall "do 

something"" with moral dilemmas. That is to say, we will use features of 

morall dilemmas, especially the possibility of conflict, in arguments against 

meta-ethicall theories, normative ethical theories and theories of applied 

ethics.. So we shall argue against non-cognitivist theories in chapter 8, 

againstt generalist theories in chapter 9, and against theories of euthanasia in 

chapterr 10, or at least against some of them. Obviously, all this is in 

accordancee with the programme of this thesis, which I have outlined in 

chapterr 1. 

InIn this chapter, we thus make a new start. So this is a nice place to look 

backk on what we have already done and to look ahead to what we will still 

do.. I wish to do this in a special way. I would like to dwell on the tension 

betweenn moral experience and ethical theory, which is a tension that -upon 

furtherr reflection- permeates this thesis. By this I mean that throughout this 

thesiss there is a process going on of experience informing theory and of 

theoryy informing experience. For example, experience informs theory as my 

theoryy of moral dilemma accounts for some phenomena. I am referring to 

conflictss and dilemmas themselves. Theory informs experience as my 

theoryy of moral dilemma rejects other phenomena as unreal, some 

experiencee as illusory. I have in mind situations with two shapes, which we 

deemedd impossible on logical grounds, after all. 
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II do not, of course, actually always work through this process. Normally, 

itit is implicit. But it can be made explicit sometimes. In chapter 5, for 

instance,, I begin by appealing to experience, as all good experientalists 

would.. I argue that in conflict people experience agent-regret. I continue by 

developingg a theory. In view of this agent-regret (amongst other things), I 

arguee for the compromise-model of the resolution of conflict. I end by 

acceptingg some phenomena, while rejecting others. In view of the 

compromise-model,, I argue that in conflict people ought to feel agent-regret 

andd not guilt. What I basically say then is: these are the phenomena, so this 

mustt be the theory, and this is the theory, so these "must" be the 

phenomena. . 

Theree may be an air of incoherence to the idea that experience affects 

theoryy as well as that theory affects experience; e.g. the process of moving 

backk and forth between the experience of agent-regret and the compromise-

modell may sound circular. But this idea is in fact fairh7 well-established.^ 

Forr we should not commit ourselves beforehand to either experience or 

theory.. Rather, we have to allow them to interact with each other. In this 

process,, we may arrive at a position which coheres with both experience and 

theory,, that is at a reflective equilibrium. The idea that pervades this thesis 

iss thus the idea of a reflective equilibrium. 

II should not be surprised to find the tension between moral experience 

andd ethical theory everywhere in this thesis. For I have introduced it myself 

ass according to my programme we have to develop a theory of moral 

dilemmaa against the background of ethical theory and moral practice. We 

havee to let the former be influenced by the latter, and the latter be 

influencedd by the former. And as this process will be brought to a climax in 

thee next three chapters, this is a nice place to give the idea of a reflective 

equilibriumm a moment's thought. 

Lett me elucidate that this idea will play an even bigger role in the 

chapterss to come. We shall there put theories of meta-ethics, normative 

ethicss and applied ethics to the test of my theory of moral dilemma. In 

particular,, a vexed question will be whether these theories can be made 

conflict-recognising.conflict-recognising. For example, is it possible for Donagan's rationalism 

andd Hare's utilitarianism to allow for genuine conflict? In doing this, we 

broadenn the search for a reflective equilibrium we engaged in in the 

previouss chapters. We admit more players to the game, so to speak. Of 

See,, for example, Rawls (1971), pp. 19-21. 
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course,, we have been preparing for this ever since we started to unfold 

viewss on conflict at the backcloth of ethical theory, especially in chapters 3 

andd 4. Let me present an overview of the area of tension in the following 

threee chapters. 

Onn the one hand, there is the position on moral dilemmas I have reached 

inn the previous chapters. As this is the product of a process of mutually 

adjustingg experience and theory, in the way I have just explained, I take it 

thiss is a reflective equilibrium. To be sure, this is a theory. But it is a theory 

aboutt phenomena, to wit conflicts and dilemmas. As such, it involves a 

greatt deal of experience. We will consider from now on whether it is 

possiblee to upset this reflective equilibrium. 

Onn the other hand, there are meta-ethical theories, normative ethical 

theoriess and theories of applied ethics. They include the theories I work 

with,, viz. British moral realism and my own theory of euthanasia. In what 

follows,, the issue will be raised whether the experience of moral dilemmas 

leadss us to abandon or, if possible, revise these theories. In chapters 8 and 9, 

forr example, I shall argue that British moral realism, especially its realism 

andd particularism, stands the test of my theory of moral dilemma. 

Moreover,, I will argue that {some forms of) non-cognitivism and 

generalismm do not. So this thesis will gradually turn into an argument for 

somee theories, including British moral realism; in this way, I also mean to 

warrantt the emphasis I am laying on this theory. 

8.11 Realism and non-cognitivism 

Morall dilemmas are as a rule conceived as arguments against realism; we 

willl see some exceptions below. In this chapter, my aim is to turn the tables. 

II shall use moral dilemmas to argue against non-cognitivism. However, 

firstt things first. Here is a brief sketch of the clusters of views I associate with 

realismm and non-cognitivism, which I thus treat as summary notions; I will 

expandd on this sketch in chapter 11. 

Ass I see it, the dispute between realists and non-cognitivists centers 

aroundd the nature of, primarily, moral properties. According to realists, 

suchh properties as values, reasons and oughts are real properties of objects, 

actionss etc, whereas according to non-cognitivists they are not. 

Metaphoricallyy speaking, realists claim that moral properties are part of the 
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fabricc of the world, just like e.g. physical properties, while non-cognitivists 

denyy this.2 This means that realists and non-cognitivists quarrel about the 

realityy of moral dilemmas too. What is ultimately at stake in this chapter, 

then,, is whether moral dilemmas are real or not. So this is the context of the 

discussionn to come of arguments for and, especially, against realism and 

non-cognitivism. . 

Inn chapter 1, I have committed myself to contribute to the development 

off British moral realism. This is the type of realism that can be extracted 

fromm the works of Murdoch, Wiggins, McDowell, Platts, Lovibond and 

especiallyy Dancy.3 However, my argument against non-cognitivism does not 

relvv on anything peculiar to British moral realism. That is why realism is 

definedd below in a manner that does not only include this type of realism. 

II believe that realism is the view that moral judgments are capable of 

truth.. Generally, whether judgments are capable of truth depends on 

whetherr there is something in the world -a reality- for them to be true or. bo 

realismm is the view that there is a moral reality. Non-cognitivism, then, is 

thee view that, because there is no moral reality, moral judgments are not 

capablee of truth. The central tenets of realism are objectivism and 

cognitivism.. Objectivism is the view that moral truths are objective, and 

objectivityy is understood in terms of mind-independence, in a stronger or 

weakerr sense.4 Cognitivism is the view that moral judgments are 

expressionss of beliefs. 

Itt is worth mentioning that the contrast drawn here between realism and 

non-cognitivismm is slightly misleading. This is because of the possibility of 

non-realistt cognitivism. This is the view that moral judgements are 

expressionss of beliefs and that these beliefs can be right or wrong. They can 

bee right or wrong, not because they correspond with or report moral facts, 

butt because they meet certain requirements of moral reasoning. For 

example,, moral judgements are right if they follow from a fair decision 

makingg process.5 The thrust of this chapter is consistent with non-realist 

cognitivism. . 

2Inn this respect, I am influenced by McNaughton's Moral Vision (1988), see especially chs. 2 

andd 3. 
3Seee for a rather good survey of British moral realism: Little (1994a); see also Arnngton 
(1989),, pp. 119-82. 
4Cf,, Dancy (1993), ch. 9; according to Dancy, moral truths are objective m a weak sense. 
5Forr example, Habermas is an important representative of non-realist cognitivism. 
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Ass I said, moral dilemmas are incidentally used to argue in favour of 

realism.. To explain this, I have to reproduce what can be regarded as the 

mainn argument for realism. This is, again, a phenomenological argument. It 

aimss to show that only realism renders our moral experience intelligible. 

Ass Dancy points out, the phenomenological argument consists in fact of 

twoo arguments: a simple and a more complex one. The former is about our 

experiencee of moral properties alone, whereas the latter is also about the 

phenomenologyy of moral choice. According to the simple argument, 

wee take moral value to be part of the fabric of the world; taking our experience at face value, 

wee judge it to be experience of the moral properties of actions and agents in the world. And if 

wee are to work with the presumption that the world is the way our experience represents it to 

uss as being [i.e. if we are to be experientalists], we should take it in the absence of contrary 

considerationss that actions and agents do have the sorts of moral properties we experience in 

them. 6 6 

Accordingg to the more complex argument, 

[i]nn moral choice we struggle to find, not any answer that we can bring ourselves to accept, nor 

anyy answer that we can accept in consistency with previous answers [the best we can get 

withinn the boundaries of a non-cognitivist account of moral choice], but the right answer.7 

II can now explain that moral dilemmas appear in arguments for realism. 

Ass they are phenomena, they can figure in applications of this 

phenomenologicall argument. Indeed, they are considered to be the 

phenomenaa par excellence to support realism. This seems right. For we 

experiencee conflicts and dilemmas as facts about the world (not as facts about 

ourselves).. Moreover, we feel that in such situations of choice, if there is a 

rightt thing to do, the authority this has over us stems from the way the 

worldd is (and not from the way we are ourselves). Wiggins puts this point as 

follows. . 

Theree is powerful phenomenological support for cognitivism and realism in the experience of 

choosingg between commensurable or incommensurable claims. Such support is worth as much as 

6Dancyy (1986), p. 172 (my italics). 
7Dancyy (1986), p. 172 (my italics); cf. McDowell (1980), p. 372. 
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phenomenologicall support ever is worth ... The competing claims present themselves as 

objectivee and real, and continue to do so even after one or other of them wins.^ 

Beforee I round this section off, it is worth noting that Williams makes the 

presentt point too. In his 'Conflicts of Values', he claims: 

inn so far as we are drawn towards the objectivity of ethics by an impression which is borne in 

onn us in moral experience, the experience of ultimate moral conflict is precisely one which 

bringss most irremovably with it the impression of objectivity: that there is nothing that one 

decently,, honourably, adequately, can do in a certain situation seems a kind of truth as firmly 

independentt of the will or inclination as any truth of morality seems.9 

Thiss is noteworthy, since, in his earlier 'Ethical Consistency' and 

'Consistencyy and Realism', Williams had argued that moral dilemmas do 

nott support but undermine realism, as we will see in the next section. 

Too conclude, I declared my aim in this chapter to be turning moral 

dilemmass into arguments against non-cognitivism. The real work still has 

too be done, of course, and will be done in section 8.3. Meanwhile, however, 

wee have shifted the burden of proof. In the face of these applications of the 

phenomenologicall argument, non-cognitivists have to show that their 

viewss account for the experience of moral dilemmas. 

8.22 In defence of realism 

Doo moral dilemmas have implications for realism? This is a question which 

iss with us as long as the moral dilemma debate itself. This is due to 

Williams.. For in 'Ethical Consistency' (1965) and 'Consistency and Realism' 

(1966)) he forcefully argues that moral dilemmas are inimical to realism. It is 

nott entirely clear what Williams is up to in these essays, and his additional 

notee from 1972 in his Problems of the Self is full of signs of unease10. 

Nonetheless,, I follow Foot in thinking that Williams produces two 

8Wigginss (1980), p. 216. See also Nagel (1980), p. 100 and Dancy (1993), p. 125. 
9Williamss (1979), p. 225. 
10Williamss (1973b), pp. 205-6. According to Williams there, 'Ethical Consistency' and 
'Consistencyy and Realism', for example, 'leave an important obscurity about the relations 
betweenn 'inconsistency and 'conflict". We will come back to this below when we discuss 
RaiJton'ss notion of consistencv. 
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argumentss there: one from conflict, and the other from dilemma.11 The 

bulkk of this section is devoted to these arguments as I shall one by one first 

buildd them up and then pull them down, as it were. 

Williams'' argument from conflict consists of two parts. As for its first 

part,, we can partially recycle the argument from agent-regret.12 Also this 

argumentt namely draws on Williams' comparison between conflicts of 

beliefs,, conflicts of desires and moral conflicts. As we have seen, the 

outcomee of this comparison is that moral conflicts are more like conflicts of 

desiress than they are like conflicts of beliefs. In particular, while rejected 

beliefss should be abandoned, rejected oughts and desires need not. In other 

words,, moral conflicts resemble conflicts of desires in that both reasons (for 

action)) and desires may stay on the scene in defeat, whereas they differ from 

conflictss of beliefs in that beliefs do not.13 

Ass for the second part of Williams' argument, we can quote the following 

classicc passage of the moral dilemma debate. 

[M]anyy ethical theories ... eliminate from the scene the 'ought' that is not acted upon. A 

structuree appropriate to conflicts of beliefs is projected on to the moral case; one by which the 

conflictt is basically adventitious, and a resolution of it disembarrasses one of a mistaken view 

thatt for a while confused the situation. Such an approach must be inherent in purely cognitive 

accountss of the matter; since it is just a question of which of the conflicting 'ought' statements 

iss true, and they cannot both be true, to decide correctly for one of them must be to be rid of 

errorr with respect to the other.14 

InIn other words, cognitivism -which is, after all, the view that moral 

judgmentss are expressions of beliefs- assimilates moral conflicts to conflicts 

off beliefs. Consequently, it cannot tolerate defeated oughts (in my terms, 

requirements)) lingering on the scene, in the same way as it cannot defeated 

beliefs. . 

Thiss presents us with a dilemma -Williams' dilemma, as I have called it 

inn section 1.2. For we can conclude that, if cognitivism is true, there cannot 

bee (genuine) conflicts, since then requirements leave the scene when 

defeated,, and that, if conflicts are possible, cognitivism is false, as then even 

inn defeat requirements may stay on the scene. Hence, it is the possibility of 

n Foo tt {1983), p. 392. 
12Seee section 5.1. 
13Williamss (1965), pp. 106-10. 
14Williamss (1965), p. 113 (my emphasis). 
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conflictt which constitutes an argument against cognitivism. Or so Williams 

argues,, I believe. 

Inn the moral dilemma debate, this argument has provoked various 

reactions.. We shall look at Guttenplan's response first, because he 

substantiallyy improves on, at least, my understanding of conflicts of beliefs. 

Havingg done that, we will see Foot's response. She shows us the way to 

dissolvee Williams' dilemma (or at least the present variant of it). 

Guttenplann challenges the first part of Williams' argument. He would 

likee to show that it is no problem for cognitivism that it understands moral 

conflictss and conflicts of beliefs in the same way. As I just suggested, he does 

thiss by criticising Williams' account of conflicts of beliefs. His alternative 

accountt of conflicts of beliefs runs as follows. According to Guttenplan, our 

beliefss are generally based on the evidence we have, on our understanding 

off the way the world is. A conflict of beliefs, then, is a situation in which 

theree is evidence sav that A and that B, while -in view of some other T->ipre 

off evidence, say C- it cannot be that A as well as B. When we discover that 

twoo of our beliefs conflict, our goal is not to reject one in favour of the other. 

Rather,, it is to accommodate these beliefs to our evidence (A, B, C, etc). This 

mayy be done in various ways. There is always the possibility that the false 

belieff has to be abandoned completely. However, it is also possible that some 

variantt of this belief should be retained -to a greater or lesser extent- because 

thee evidence for the belief, though strictly false, remains. If so, Guttenplan 

reasons,, there is no relevant difference between moral conflicts, conflicts of 

desiress and conflicts of beliefs. That is to say, they can all have remainders.15 

Guttenplan'ss account of conflicts of beliefs stands as an improvement on 

thatt of WTilliams. It is worth mentioning that there is a striking similarity 

betwreenn his "accommodation'-model of the resolution of conflicts of beliefs 

andd my own compromise-model of the resolution of practical conflict. 

However,, Guttenplan's account fails as a defence of cognitivism here. On 

thiss account, in spite of the fact that they may "survive" in the form of 

other,, substitutional, beliefs, false beliefs themselves still have to be 

eliminatedd from the scene. This means that Guttenplan has not established 

whatt he wished to, viz. that cognitivists can safely assimilate moral conflicts 

too conflicts of beliefs. 

Soo I turn to Foots reply to Williams' argument now. She questions its 

secondd part. In particular, she disputes Williams claim that cognitivism 

15Guttenplann (1980), pp. 77-8. 
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mustmust assimilate moral conflicts to conflicts of beliefs. According to Foot, on a 

cognitivistt view ought-statements -in her vocabulary, type 1 ought-

statements-statements- could be conflicting as well as true. She grants that this makes 

typee 1 owg/zr-statements different from certain other cognitive statements, 

suchh as statements about the physical world, as these statements cannot be 

bothh true and conflicting. However, she comments that in this respect type 1 

ought-statementsought-statements are similar to statements about engagements. Despite the 

possibilityy of conflict, these statements are, according to her, doubtlessly 

expressionss of beliefs. So cognitivists are not committed to interpret moral 

conflictss in terms of conflicts of beliefs, Foot argues. Rather, moral conflicts 

merelyy reveal a nuance within the category of beliefs.1617 

Ass I have already said, I am on the same track here as Foot. However, I 

willl not go so far as to admit that, in my terms, requirement-statements 

differr from, for example, physical statements in that they could be both 

conflictingg and true. There is simply no need to do so. We may now take 

advantagee of the work we have done in chapter 2. According to the 

conceptionn of conflict I have developed there, what is conflicting in conflicts 

iss not beliefs -neither requirement-statements, nor requirements- but 

actions.actions. So moral conflicts and conflicts of beliefs are totally different types of 

situations.. In view of this, Williams' argument loses its bite completely. 

Moreover,, all this goes to show how right we were not to grasp the horns of 

Williams'' dilemma immediately, but to conceptualise conflict first, as I 

predictedd already in section 1.2. 

Ass we have seen in chapter 1, also Williams' argument from dilemma 

consistss of two parts. As for the first part, this relies heavily on his notion of 

consistencyconsistency (or, rather, inconsistency). On this notion, the significance of 

consistencyy in theoretical discourse is different from that in practical 

discourse.. In particular, with inconsistent assertions, such as 'A is done' and 

'A'A is not done', there must be something wrong, while with inconsistent 

imperatives,, such as 'Do A' and 'Do not do A', there need not. This can be 

clarifiedd as follows. 

Accordingg to Williams, there must be something wrong with 

inconsistentt assertions because their being inconsistent lies in the fact that 

theyy describe incompatible states of affairs. However, assertions aim to 

16Foott (1983), pp. 390-1. 
17Cf.. Dancy (1993), pp. 110-1. There Dancy rhetorically asks: 'why cannot the conflicting 
[non-comparative]] ought statements both be true?'. 
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reflectt what states of affairs there are, i.e. they aim to be true. As there cannot 

bee incompatible states of affairs -it is impossible that A is done and that A is 

nott done- inconsistent assertions cannot both be true. On the other hand, 

theree need not be something wrong with inconsistent imperatives. Their 

beingg inconsistent consists in the fact that they enjoin incompatible states of 

affairs,, that they are not jointly obeyable. Nevertheless, inconsistent 

imperativess can both be true, or at least acceptable (as by definition truth is 

nott available in practical discourse). For there can be situations where we are 

forcedd to two inconsistent imperatives, to 'Do A' and 'Do not do A'. In other 

words,, in Williams' view there can be dilemmas.18 

Ass for the second part of Williams' argument, this zooms in on ethics as 

ann area of practical discourse. According to him, realists are committed to a 

certainn view of consistency of ethical imperatives, of moral judgments. This 

iss because for realists moral judgments are straightforwardly assertions. The 

identicall to that concerning assertions in theoretical discourse. In particular, 

justt as in theoretical discourse, in practical discourse assertions cannot be 

truee as well as inconsistent. Thus, on a realist view consistency demands 

thatt moral judgments can be obeyed jointly.19 

Thiss rekindles what I am calling Williams' dilemma, though, of course, a 

differentt variant of it. For it follows that if realism is true, there cannot be 

dilemmas,, because then moral judgments cannot be both true and 

inconsistent,, and if dilemmas are possible, realism is false, for then 

inconsistentt moral judgments can be acceptable. Hence, it is the possibility of 

dilemmaa this time which forms an argument against realism. At least, 

accordingg to modest Williams, it is a reason to suppose that realism is false. 

Inn the moral dilemma debate, also this argument has generated different 

replies.. Again, it is Foot's response that shows us how we can avert falling 

intoo Williams' trap. But we will start with a discussion of Railton's riposte, 

ass this provides us with an opportunity to lay bare an ambiguity in 

Williams'' notion of consistency which we should not pass over. 

Railtonn casts doubt on Williams' notion of consistency. According to 

him,, dilemmas do not involve inconsistent moral judgments. Fair enough, 

onn a realist view moral judgments purport to reflect what states of affairs 

theree are. Moreover, in a dilemma moral judgments describe incompatible 

18Williamss (1966), 1-20. 
19Williamss (1966), pp. 20-22. 
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statess of affairs, and incompatible states of affairs cannot exist. But these 

statess of affairs are not logically incompatible, they are not contradictory. 

Andd non-contradictory states of affairs can make true, as Railton puts it in 

thee spirit of Sinnott-Armstrong (see section 7.1), conflicting, non-overridden 

claimss of moral obligation.20 

Railtonn is right insofar as he claims that moral judgments enjoining 

incompatiblee states of affairs are not necessarily inconsistent. In that case, 

alsoo a conflict would involve inconsistent moral judgments, as, after all, it is 

aa situation in which we are required to perform mutually exclusive actions. 

However,, our notion of consistency should at least account for the 

possibilityy of conflict. Nevertheless, Railton's riposte fails as a defence of 

realismm here, since, as we have seen, the situation in question is not merely 

aa conflict but a dilemma. 

II therefore move to Foot's response to Williams' argument now. She 

callss into question his conception of dilemma. She happily admits that on a 

realistt view moral judgments cannot be inconsistent as well as true, and, 

moreover,, that dilemmas as Williams conceives them involve inconsistent 

morall judgments. However, this does not mean that the possibility of 

dilemmaa is an argument against realism. According to Foot, this is a non 

sequitursequitur because Williams mistakenly conceives dilemmas as situations in 

which,, in her terminology (see section 4.3), the type 1 oug/zr-statements 

havee to be affirmed as type 2 ought-statements. According to her conception 

off dilemma, however, in dilemma no transition should be made from type 

11 owg/if-statements to type 2 ought-statements (see section 7.1). If so, 

dilemmass would not involve inconsistent moral judgments indeed, just as 

Railtonn argues, but for a different reason.21 

Ass I said, I am again on the same wavelength here as Foot. I am happy to 

bitee the bullet too. Realists cannot swallow dilemmas as Williams conceives 

them.. But the same applies to non-cognitivists. We profit now from the 

workk we have done in the previous chapter. According to Williams, I 

repeat,, a dilemma is a situation in which we are forced to moral judgments 

off the form 'Do A' and 'Do not do A'. In my view, this makes a dilemma a 

situationn with two shapes. However, while we were conceptualising 

dilemmas,, we have discovered that such a situation is impossible. Because 

off this, Williams' dilemma evidently collapses. And this also proves that if 

20Railtonn (1996), pp. 143-5 and 165nll. 
21Foott (1983), pp. 392-6. 
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wee do not yet understand what dilemmas are, we do better not to speculate 

aboutt their implications, as I indicated already in section 1.2.22 

Finally,, 1 would like to say a few words on Railton's argument against 

realismm from, not the possibility, but the frequency of moral dilemmas. This 

argumentt is based on the assumption that in morality there is a certain 

order.. This is the assumption that our values and requirements 

fundamentallyy cohere. Such a moral order is assumed, because without it 

moralityy cannot play the role we ascribe to it. In particular, morality is to 

contributee to our (general and individual) happiness, as, for example, it 

furnishess us with guidance in moral choice. However, if moral dilemmas 

wouldd be pervasive -the stuff of everyday life- our values and requirements 

wouldd fundamentally clash, not cohere. This might lead us to believe that 

inn morality there is not the order we assume. It might make us endorse an 

errorr theory of moral properties, that is a theory which says that there is no 

unifiedd set of phenomena to play the role we attribute to them.23 

Thiss argument is very interesting as it is possibly an instance of practice 

informingg theory, although we should not take it for granted that the 

frequencyy of moral dilemmas really bears on realism. However, whether 

morall dilemmas are so frequent as to render realism false is, ultimately, an 

empiricall question, which I will not address here. Suffice it to say then that 

inn section 8.1 I have taken the view that the experience of moral dilemmas 

ratherr supports realism. Indeed, I have argued that they are the phenomena 

parpar excellence to make us think that moral properties are real.24 

8.33 Against non-cognitivism 

InIn the previous section, we have investigated arguments against realism. 

Thesee arguments were directed against the realist and the cognitivist view 

indeed.. In this section, we shall examine arguments not so much against 

non-cognitivism.. Rather, these arguments are levelled at desire-based 

theoriess of reasons.25 We will nevertheless be arguing against non-

22Seee for more on Williams' arguments against realism Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), pp. 196-200 
andd Gowans (1994), pp. 142-5. 
23Railtonn (1996), pp. 160-3. 
24Forr completeness sake, I note that Sinnott-Armstrong offers some more arguments against 
realismm from moral dilemmas, in Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), ch. 7. 
—— Also the phenomenological argument for realism (section 8.1} is in fact an argument against 
desire-basedd theories of reasons. It really pretends to show that morality is not a construct of 
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cognitivismm since it is likely that non-cognitivists will have a desire-based 

theory.26 6 

Withh respect to desire-based theories of reasons, I distinguish between 

threee versions. These theories differ on what desires are reason-giving: 

actual,, potential or ideal desires. I do not know of any adherent of actual 

desire-basedd theory, but potential desire-based theory is developed by 

Williams277 and ideal desire-based theory is Smith's theory of reasons.28 

Inn what follows, I shall expound these theories. In the course of doing 

this,, I will develop my first, most secure, argument against non-

cognitivism.. As these words suggest, I have a second, less secure, argument, 

whichh I will formulate at the end of this section. 

Thee present argument is based on the fact that realists and non-

cognitivistss thus give different answers to the question what it is to have a 

reason.. Accordingly, as we will see, the situations that realists regard as 

conflicts,, which are after all constituted by reasons, are not the same as those 

thatt non-cognitivists consider to be conflicts. The argument essentially is 

thatt non-cognitivists do not designate the right situations as conflicts. There 

aree situations which they suppose to be conflicts which however are not. 

Moreover,, there are situations which are conflicts but which they cannot 

acknowledgee as such. So the non-cognitivists' definition of conflicts is at the 

samee time too broad and too narrow. 

Thiss is clearest in the case of actual desire-based theory. According to this 

theory,, one has a reason to do, say, A, if one (actually) has a desire, in the 

sensee that doing A satisfies this desire (or at least furthers its satisfaction). 

Forr example, I desire to drink this glass of "liquid", so I have a reason to 

drinkk it. A conflict, then, is a situation in which one has two (or more) 

strongg desires that one cannot subserve both. My argument against such 

non-cognitivismm would run as follows. On the one hand, conflicts of desires 

needd not be conflicts (as I conceive them), since one may strongly desire to 

do,, say, A, while one is not required to do A at all. So it is allowed that one's 

delusionss bring about conflicts. On the other hand, conflicts do not have to 

bee conflicts of desires, as one may have a strong reason to do A, even though 

ourr desires; for example, that some things are morally valuable is not because we want them 
too be morally valuable. 
26Seee chapter 11. 
27Seee his 'Internal and external reasons' (1980), for example. 
28Lnn his The Moral Problem (1994), ch. 5. 
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onee does not have a strong desire to do A. Thus, it is permitted that one's 

ignorancee prevents one from being in a conflict. 

Lett me illustrate this argument with reference to the desires of the 

Nietzscheann Übermensch. As Nietzsche puts it in Beyond Good and Evil 

(1967),, the Übermensch is a person who has the Will to Power or the Will to 

Life.. And according to Nietzsche 'life itself is essentially appropriation, 

injury,, conquest of the strange and weak, suppression, severity, obtrusion of 

peculiarr forms, incorporation, and at the least, putting it mildest, 

exploitation'29.. Thus, a conflict of desires the Übermensch could be in is, for 

example,, the situation of having to choose between appropriation and 

injurv.. Furthermore, a conflict of desires he will not experience is, for 

instance,, the situation that he can only prevent injury by injuring himself. 

However,, the former will not be, while the latter may be a conflict.30 

Accordingg to Williams' potential desire-based theory, one has a reason to 

doo A if one could arrive at the judgment that one has a reason to do A via a 

soundsound deliberative route, as Williams calls it, from one's (actual) 

motivationall set. The idea of sound deliberation, in other words Williams' 

notionn of rationality, is crucial here. At least, it includes the idea that one's 

actuall desires can be improved on as errors of fact and reasoning may be 

corrected.. But there are limits. Not every error is eligible for correction; for 

example,, only ignorance whose relevance to what one does is 'fairly close 

andd immediate' in the sense that 'the ignorance forms part of the 

explanationn of what [one] actually does'31. For example, although I desire to 

drinkk this glass of "liquid", I do not have reason to do so, because it is not a 

glasss of water, as I suppose, but a glass of poison. Moreover, Williams' idea 

off sound deliberation contains the idea that by sound deliberation, that is to 

sayy by the excercise of imagination, one can create new desires and destroy 

oldd ones. Again, there are limits. As one is unable to dissociate oneself from 

one'ss prudential and moral presuppositions, there are desires which one 

cannott get, and desires which one cannot get rid of. Suppose that you desire 

too be a good chess player. However, you could lose this desire, for example, if 

29Nietzschee (1967), p. 226, 
30Thatt is not to sav that the virtuous person could not face a choice between appropriation 
andd injurv, under some description of the actions involved. Recall Mill's example of a conflict 
wheree the agent could only cure someone by stealing medicme or food (section 3.3) However, 
evenn with regard to this example the virtuous person and the Nietzschean Übermensch would 
nott be in the same conflict. The critical difference is that the former would steal to help 
someonee else, whereas the latter would to help himself, so to speak. 
31Wilhamss (1980), p. 19. 
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youu would vividly imagine the so many better things you could be. One 

corollaryy would be that you do not have reason to buy chess books anymore. 

Too apply my argument against non-cognitivism to Williams' theory of 

reasons,, I need to spell out that from his work here a distinction ensues 

betweenn two "sorts" of reasons. This is the distinction between what he calls 

internalinternal and external reasons. Internal reasons are reasons that are suitably 

relatedd to components of one's motivational set, in the way Williams 

envisages.. External reasons, then, are reasons that one cannot judge to have 

byy a sound deliberative route from one's actual desires. Non-cognitivists 

suchh as Williams and realists differ in opinion about the existence of 

externall reasons. As we have seen, in Williams' view there are, by 

definition,, no external reasons. However, realists allow, in principle, for 

externall reasons. For them at least some requirements exist irrespective of 

one'ss motivational set, for example, the absolute constraint on killing the 

innocentt and unwilling.32 

Obviously,, to the extent that Williams improves on actual desire-based 

theoryy he saps the power of my argument against non-cognitivism. Yet, 

theree is some power left. This is because of the limits that there are to what 

one'ss potential desires are. As we have just seen, one's reasons are 

construedd from one's possibly defective motivational set, in the sense that 

theyy perhaps derive from incorrigible errors of fact and reasoning or false 

prudentiall and moral presuppositions. As a consequence, once more there 

mayy be delusions that count as conflicts. Furthermore, one's ignorance 

couldd still preclude one from being in a conflict, at least in a conflict of 

externall reasons. 

Accordingg to Smith's ideal desire-based theory, one has a reason to do A 

iff one would desire to do A if one were fully rational. As we will see now, 

Smithh s notion of full rationality is congenial to Williams' idea of sound 

deliberation.. In order to be fully rational one must namely satisfy the 

followingg three conditions: firstly, one must have no false beliefs; secondly, 

onee must have all relevant beliefs; and, thirdly, one must deliberate 

correctly.. Nevertheless, Smith's notion of rationality diverges from that of 

Williams.. On Smith's notion, one's actual desires can be improved upon by 

correctingg all of one's beliefs. What is more, though Smith agrees with 

Williamss that by means of deliberation one can both gain and lose desires, 

hee disagrees with him about how this can be done. Whereas Williams 

32Cf.. Dancy (1993), pp. 253-7. 
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proposess the excercise of imagination, Smith suggests the procedure of 

systematicc justification of one's desires. That is to say, he recommends that 

onee tries 'to integrate the object of desire involved into a more coherent and 

unifiedd desiderative profile and evaluative outlook'33. According to Smith, 

thee desires imagination and systematic justification would add to and 

removee from one's motivational set may not be the same. For imagination 

iss liable to distorting influences, and this is exactly what systematic 

reasoningg should sort out. For instance, by vividly imagining what it would 

bee like to kill someone, one could create a desire never to kill. However, a 

desiree to kill (when this would be very useful) may be part of a 

systematicallyy justifiable set of desires, according to Smith. 

Itt may be suspected that my argument against non-cognitivism does not 

workk with regard to Smith's theory of reasons. Indeed, it can hardly be 

arguedd that according to this theory one's delusions could count as conflicts 

orr that one's ignorance may prevent one from being in a conflict. This is 

because,, in practice, the ideal desires one has will almost coincide with the 

reasonss one has on a realist view. Nonetheless, my argument still works. 

Butt it does so in a more subtle way than before. It runs as follows. As we 

havee seen, my argument charges that non-cognitivists are like headless 

chickenss as they call situations conflicts that are not, and cannot call 

situationss conflicts that are. Now, it appears that they can only duck this 

chargee by committing themselves to an implausible view on what a human 

beingg ideally is. This is what Smith does. On his view, a fully rational 

personn is someone who is omniscient and infallible. However, the human 

conditionn is rather different. That is why an ethical theory should not take 

Smith'ss fully rational person as its model. Note that from the outset I 

presumedd that the virtuous person, to put it into my parlance, is, though 

perfectt as far as character and intellect is concerned, not omniscient and 

infallible.34 4 

This,, then, constitutes my more secure argument against non-cognitivism. 

Ass promised, I will give another, less secure, one now. Though less secure, 

thiss argument is worth discussing. For one thing, it is more trenchant. 

Thee present argument consists of two parts. The first part is about conflict. 

II will argue that non-cognitivists have trouble discerning (genuine) conflicts 

33Snuthh (1994), p. 159. 
i4Seee for criticism on Smith's notion of rationality* also Dancy (1996c), pp. 175-8. 
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att all. The second part of the argument is about dilemma. I will claim that 

non-cognitivistss have difficulty acknowledging (genuine) incomparability 

(andd thus dilemmas). As I shall explain, these problems stem from the 

naturee of desires. Thus, our project here is to inquire into whether the 

naturee of desires commits non-cognitivists to something nasty. 

Lett me start with conflict. As will be clear by now, in order to recognise 

conflictss (as genuine) one has to make a distinction between, on the one 

hand,, that which constitutes a conflict, and, on the other hand, that which 

constitutess the resolution of a conflict. Moreover, this distinction must be 

suchh that the former is independent of the latter, in the way I explained in 

chapterss 3 and 4. As I said in section 3.1, to sustain this distinction a certain 

conceptionn of a reason is needed. According to this conception, whether one 

hass a reason to do something is relatively unaffected by the fact that one has 

aa reason to do something else too. This can be summarised as follows: to 

acknowledgee conflicts one's conception of a reason must have limited 

comparativecomparative content. 

Inn my view, the nature of desires and values is such that desire-based 

reasonss have more comparative content than value-based reasons. For 

one'ss desire to do something is readily weakened by the fact that doing it 

impliess that one cannot do something else that one desires to do. The more 

iff one has a stronger desire to do the latter. Because of this, the weaker desire 

mayy be undermined or even destroyed.35 However, with values this is 

different.. That something is of value is rarely influenced by the fact that 

theree is something else of value too, while one cannot realise both. And this 

iss not altered by the fact that one ought to realise one of them. The things 

involvedd remain of value, in the same way and to the same degree. 

Fromm this, we can infer that it is hard for non-cognitivists to keep 

conflictss genuine, as they, with their desire-based theory, cannot always 

sustainn "our distinction". 

Lett me end with dilemma. I wonder whether the nature of desires 

excludess the possibility of incomparability of desire-based reasons. For there 

too be incomparability on a non-cognitivist view, it must be possible that, 

whilee one does not desire one thing stronger than another, one does not 

35wee have seen an illustrative example of this in section 4.2. Suppose that you want to drink 
winee and to mark logic exercises. You cannot do both (not properly anyway). Suppose that you 
decidee to go without the wine. Do you then still want to drink wine? Perhaps not. For if 
anyonee would ask you whether you want to drink wine, a naturall reply would be that you do 
nott because you are going to mark logic exercises. See Jackson (1985b), pp. 106-7. 
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desiree them equally strong. However, if iron is not pulled to one magnet 

ratherr than another, it stills in the middle, equidistant from both of them. Is 

itt not the same with the "desirer" and the desired? 



Chapterr  9 

Ann argument for  deontic pluralism 

Inn this chapter I shall argue against generalism, and in the last chapter I 

havee argued against non-cognitivism, while in the next chapter I will argue 

againstt theories of euthanasia. All these arguments rest on my theory of 

morall dilemma, on features which this theory says moral dilemmas possess. 

Too be sure, I insist that the theories I argue against should be revised or, if 

thiss is not possible, even abandoned. Yet, in some way I also find it 

deplorablee that these theories are irreconcilable with my theory of moral 

dilemma.. This is not because they are theories I am attached to. They are 

not.. Rather, it is because of the idea of a reflective equilibrium, which I 

acceptedd in the preamble of the last chapter. 

Ass I put it there, in chapters 8, 9 and 10 we widen the search for a 

reflectivee equilibrium. This is done by confronting my theory of moral 

dilemma,, a position which I take to be a reflective equilibrium, with 

initiallyy intuitively plausible theories of meta-ethics and normative ethics 

andd with practice. Obviously, I wish my theory of moral dilemma to be 

broadlyy based; I would like my reflective equilibrium concerning moral 

dilemmass to be stable. It is in this respect, then, that I find it somewhat 

deplorablee that theories of meta-ethics, normative ethics and applied ethics 

aree inconsistent with my theory of moral dilemma: the more theories are 

compatiblee with it, the more stable my reflective equilibrium with regard to 

morall dilemmas is. 
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9.11 Particularism and generalism 

Standardly,, it is the possibility of dilemma that is used to argue against the 

possibilityy or, at least, the importance of moral theory. But I will make an 

attemptt in this chapter to show that the possibility of conflict constitutes an 

argumentt against generalism in the theory of reasons, in particular against 

Kantianismm and utilitarianism. 

Allegedly,, the possibility of dilemma is a weapon for anti-theorists in 

normativee ethics. This is due to the assumption that, in principle, moral 

theoryy should provide us with the right answer to every moral question, in 

casucasu with a right action in every moral problem. However, this assumption 

iss thwarted by the possibility of dilemma. As dilemmas are, as we know, 

irresolvable,, the possibility of dilemma proves it to be impossible for moral 

theoryy to cough up a right action in each and every moral problem.1 Now, 

morall theorists can try to disarm anti-theorists by questioning the 

conceptionn of moral theory that they assume, especially the assumption that 

morall theory has to supply us with the right answer to every moral 

question.22 But we will not explore these suggestions, because a stronger 

argumentt against generalism can be elicited from the possibility of conflict 

anyway. . 

Too begin with, however, I present us with a dilemma. This is that neither 

particularists,, nor generalists are able to acknowledge the possibility of 

(genuine)) conflict (further also The Dilemma). 

Att the bottom of The Dilemma is what I have occasionally been calling 

ourr distinction. This is the distinction between what constitutes a conflict 

andd what constitutes the resolution of a conflict, in my case the distinction 

betweenn what we are required to do and what we ought to do. Moreover, 

theree is a relationship of independence between requirements and oughts. 

Thatt is to say, in spite of being defeated in the competition to become 

oughts,oughts, so to speak, requirements may remain on the scene, i.e. we are still 

subjectedd to them, in the same way and to the same degree as before. 

Ourr distinction is at the bottom of The Dilemma because in order to 

recognisee conflicts as genuine this is the distinction we must make. For a 

conflictt is genuine if it is constituted by reasons which do not cease to be 

TCf.. Carke & Simpson (1989a), pp. 8-9. 
2Seee for this Louden (1992). 
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requirementss once they are defeated; otherwise, it is just an apparent 

conflict.3 3 

II can now be more specific about The Dilemma. It is that neither 

particularists,, nor generalists can recognise (genuine) conflicts as they fail to 

makee our distinction, especially they do not manage to keep defeated 

requirementss on the scene. 

Inn this section, I wish to make a prima facie case for The Dilemma. Before 

doingg this, obviously, I have to insert an overview of the debate between 

particularistss and generalists. Actually, as yet there is not much of a debate 

aboutt particularism and generalism. Only very recently particularist 

intuitionss started to receive a serious defence, at least in philosophical ethics 

(ass opposed to christian ethics). This is done notably by Dancy first in his 'On 

Morall Properties' (1981) and 'Ethical Particularism and Morally Relevant 

Properties'' (1983); later, he worked this material up into chapters 4 to 6 of his 

MoralMoral Reasons (1993); and, as I read on his website, Dancy now plans to 

writee a full-scale book on particularism. Thus, a meta-ethical counterpart to 

generalismm is just very much in the making. The debate between 

particularistss and generalists is therefore still in its infancy. So what I shall 

doo is to draw the lines along which I believe the debate concerning 

particularismm and generalism should take place.4 

Ass I see it, particularists and generalist disagree about the role of moral 

ruless (or principles -I use these terms interchangeably) in ethics, in 

particularr about what I will call the heuristic and justificatory role of rules. 

Ruless have an heuristic role in decision-making, when they guide us in our 

searchh for the right answer to a moral question. The justificatory role is to 

justifyy the decisions we make, the answers we give to moral questions. Let 

uss take the rule 'Stealing is wrong' as an example. Suppose that we ask 

whetherr we may steal, for example, food in order to prevent ourselves from 

starving.. 'Stealing is wrong' then plays a heuristic role as it helps us to 

answerr this question in the negative. This rule has its justificatory role as, if 

wee decide not to steal, it supports this decision. 

Inn order to make clear that particularists and generalists differ of opinion 

aboutt the heuristic and justificatory role of rules, it is best to spell out the 

33 All this has been explained in chapters 2 to 5. 
4Ass I present it, the dispute between particularists and generalists is about the role of moral 
ruless in ethics. At a deeper level, however, it is a dispute about rationality in moral 
judgment.. Put roughly, whereas generalists appeal to a subsumptive conception of rationality, 
particularistss maybe endorse a narrative conception of rationality (see Dancy (1993), p. 113). 
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differencee between the particularist and the generalist conception of a rule. 

Onn the particularist conception, a rule specifies a feature of an action, say 

stealing,, as behaving in such a way that it can make this action wrong, or at 

leastt prima facie wrong (in a Rossian sense5). However, on the generalist 

conception,, a rule specifies a feature of an action as behaving in such a way 

thatt it will  (or must) render this action (prima facie) wrong. 

Thee disagreement between particularists and generalists about the 

heuristicc role of rules rests on the fact that on a particularist view that an 

actionn is a stealing, for example, does not necessarily mean that it is (prima 

facie)facie) wrong, whereas on a generalist view it does. Consequently, on the 

formerr view rules do not help us to our decisions about the (prima facie) 

wrongnesss of actions, while on the latter view they do. Also the difference 

betweenn particularism and generalism concerning the justificatory role of 

ruless is based on the fact that on a particularist view the features which rules 

specifyy may make the actions that possess them (prima facie) wrong, but just 

asas well they may not, whereas on a generalist view these features are always 

(prima(prima facie) wrong-making. Accordingly, on the former view rules cannot 

bee appealed to in defence of an answer to a moral question, whereas on the 

latterr view they can. We can summarise the difference between the 

particularistt and generalist view on rules as follows: generalists claim that 

ruless are endowed with authority, while particularists deny this. 

Whatt we have considered so far is, in effect, the generalist position and 

thee particularist criticism to it. Evidently, I would have liked to produce a 

full-blownn particularism here, in the form of an alternative account of 

decision-makingg and moral justification. But, as I said, that is still in the 

future.. Let me just note that the starting point of this account will be that 

decision-makingg as well as moral justification are based on the features of 

thee particular case at hand only. Moral justification is laying out the 

favourablee light in which the action can be seen. It is to give the reasons that 

speakk in favour of the action. Appeal will be made to the virtuous person as 

aa model, especially to his moral sensitivity and perception. Finally, it is 

noteworthyy that on this account, although rules will have no justificatory 

rolee whatsoever, they could play some heuristic role. Generalisations show7 

uss which features of actions are possibly salient, thus bringing a situation's 

5Seee section 4.1. 
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practicallyy relevant features to the forefront of our mind, in the same way 

"precedents"" and imaginary cases (such as literary examples)6 do.7 

Lett me present my prima facie case for The Dilemma. Why may 

particularistss and generalists not recognise (genuine) conflicts; why can they 

nott keep defeated requirements on the scene? As for particularism, it may 

seemm that features of actions are practically relevant only insofar as they 

relatee to that which ought to be done -in terms of salience and shape, it may 

seemm that features of actions are salient only insofar as they contribute to the 

shapee of a situation- while, as we have seen, defeated requirements are just 

defeatedd in the competition to become oughts. As for generalism, it may 

lookk as if rules specify features as behaving in such a way that they render 

thee actions they pertain to oughts (or, as in our example of stealing, ought-

nots),, so that as soon as requirements are defeated there is nothing to back 

themm up. 

II hasten to add the following reply: 'If these are the horns of The 

Dilemma,, there is an obvious escape route. This, moreover, you have 

indicatedd yourself where you spoke of prima facie wrongness in the 

generalistt conception of a rule. For it is possible to slip through the horns of 

Thee Dilemma by going for a Ross-style deontic pluralism. This form of 

generalismm has it that, while our oughts (duties proper) are essentially 

unprincipled,, our requirements (prima facie duties) are supported by a 

pluralityy of principles'.8 

Thiss is right, of course. So I should be more precise about my target in this 

chapter.. It is the form of generalism which posits one supreme principle of 

morality,, in particular Kantianism and utilitarianism. In other words, my 

targett is monism in the theory of reasons. This is the view that all reasons 

aree reducible to one general reason, i.e. the reason why actions ought to be 

donee is always the same consideration, for example maximisation of the 

good,, as in case of a utilitarian theory. 

6See,, however, Dancy (1985). 
7Inn chapters 6 and 7 we have worked with the idea that there exist invariably relevant 
featuress as there are absolute deontological constraints. There are actions which are always 
forbiddenn and, furthermore, which it can never be right to do. According to Shafer-Landau, 
thee existence of invariably relevant features refutes particularism, in Shafer-Landau (1996), 
pp.. 588-91. In my view, it does not, because that there are such features does not imply that 
ruless have authority, or even that there is one rule which has. See for a different solution 
Dancyy (1993), pp. 228-30 and (unpublished). 
8Seee section 4.1. 
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Justt as in the previous chapter, in this chapter my strategy will be to 

defendd the British moral realist, that is particularism position first and then 

too attack the alternative, here: (monistic) generalist, position. This will be 

donee in sections 9.2 and 9.3 respectively. As we have seen in the preamble of 

thiss chapter, ultimately, I am not out to refute fa form of) generalism. I 

wouldd rather find or develop both conflict-recognising particularism and 

generalism,, since this would stabilise my reflective equilibrium concerning 

morall dilemmas. And I shall indeed make some efforts in that direction by 

graspingg both horns of The Dilemma. 

9.22 In defence of particularism 

Thee object of this section is to defend particularism against the charge that it 

cannott acknowledge the possibility of conflict as it is unable to keep defeated 

requirementss on the scene. As we have seen, this charge is based on the idea 

thatt on a particularist view, since features of actions are salient only insofar 

ass they reveal the shape of a situation, requirements must lose their initial 

saliencee in defeat. I can think of three reasons why this should be so, to wit 

thee truth of generalism, the idea of holism, and, most importantly, the 

notionn of practical relevance. In what follows, we will take these arguments 

head-on.. Here is, however, a preliminary remark. 

Att first sight, one might think that particularists seem to be in a better 

positionn than generalists when it comes to acknowledging that defeated 

requirementss may remain on the scene. By nature, as it were, particularists 

aree keen on codifving the various ways in which reasons actually behave. 

Thatt is why they claim that in moral judgment our main task is to look 

reallyy closely at the case before us; so as to see all of its features for what they 

are.. Thus, if there are requirements which act in such a manner that they 

stayy on the scene in defeat, from a particularist perspective we should be able 

too observe that. 

Onn the other hand, generalists suggest that in moral judgment we (also) 

lookk at principles, which is a looking away from the case at hand. This 

makess us run the risk of missing what is really at stake. For looking back at 

thee case, after having looked away, we may overlook the practical relevance 

off some features or at least the sense in which they are relevant. In this way, 

fromm a generalist perspective we may not see that there are defeated 
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requirementss on the scene. In the next section, I hope to show that 

somethingg like this is essentially the case. 

Lett us turn to the argument from the truth of generalism now. According 

too this argument, particularists are unable to keep defeated requirements on 

thee scene because, if they are to remain on the scene in defeat, requirements 

needd support from rules. This argument is so-called since it assumes that 

theree are features which generally behave as reasons for action. In particular, 

thee assumption is that where a defeated requirement remains on the scene, 

thiss is because the consideration that is supposed to be that requirement is 

behavingg in the same way there as it does everywhere else, that is it counts 

forr (or against) action. It is as if defeated requirements are allowed on the 

scenee due to their capability to be successful in other cases alone. Basically, 

thee argument is thus that particularists are not generalists. This is true, of 

course.. But it hardly counts as any sort of argument here. 

Soo we move to the argument from the idea of holism. This argument is 

so-calledd because it is grounded on the idea of holism in the theory of 

reasons.. Among other things, this idea implies that what we have reason to 

doo depends on what we have most reason to do, and vice versa, in the sense 

thatt what features of a situation are salient depends on its shape, and vice 

versa.. In connection with this, we can draw a distinction between 

statementss which are based on part of the features of a case and statements 

whichh are made in the light of all of a case's features. The former can be 

characterisedd as provisional, the latter as definitive, because it is always 

possiblee that the former have to be rejected in view of the latter. 

Accordingg to the argument from the idea of holism, on a particularist 

vieww this distinction also applies to requirement-statements and ought-

statements.statements. That is to say, requirement-statements are made by reference to 

somee of the features of a conflict, while ought-statements are all-things-

considered.. Moreover, in the face of ought-statements defeated 

requirement-statementss should thus be withdrawn. 

Particularistss are committed to holism indeed.9 This is because they give 

heedd to the fact that the roles which the same features of actions play differ 

fromm case to case. In one case some feature can be a reason to do A, while in 

anotherr case it can be a "no-reason-at-all" or even a reason against doing A. 

9Generalistss can be holists too. As for a description of how particularist intuitions can 
graduallyy drive generalists to holism, see Dancy (1993), pp. 79-81. An example here is Den 
Hartogh'ss default generalism, in his 'General and particular considerations in applied 
ethics'' (forthcoming). 
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Forr example, 'respecting the truth' may be a reason to confess to her that 

youu broke the vase, but it may also be no reason at all to inform a murderer 

aboutt the whereabouts of his intended victim, instead it is a reason against 

tellingg him. It is even possible that the same features are at the same time a 

reasonn in favour as well as against an action. For instance, the fact that you 

havee already done some thing twice could be a reason to do it a third time, 

butt at the same time a reason not to.10 

However,, holism does not prevent particularists from acknowledging the 

possibilityy of genuine defeated requirements, for on a particularist view 

requirement-statements,, including defeated requirement-statements, are 

alsoo everything-considered, in the same way as ougfrf-statements.11 This is 

shownn by the fact that in a different case the feature forming the defeated 

requirementt could be successful or a "no-reason-at-all". Let me explain this. 

Iff a defeated requirement-statement would not be everything-considered, 

thee feature supposedly forming the defeated requirement could still be 

successfull or a "no-reason-at-all". This is because of features of the case in 

questionn that have not been considered yet. As a result, if a defeated 

requirement-statementt is everything-considered, this means that, while in a 

differentt case the feature forming the defeated requirement could be 

successfull or a "no-reason-at-all", in the present case it cannot. Of course, 

theree are provisional requirement-statements too which, if defeated, have 

thee status of false beliefs and should thus be abandoned. 

Thee argument from the idea of holism rests on a questionable 

assumption,, which it is worth unravelling. This is the assumption that 

requirementss and oughts belong to two subsequent phases of moral inquiry. 

Fairr enough, requirements and oughts can be described as respectively input 

andd output of deliberation in a way. But requirement-statements cannot be 

madee earlier in time than ought-statements, when we do not have all 

knowledgee at our disposal. This is a direct consequence of the idea of 

holism. . 

Finally,, we come to the argument from the notion of practical relevance. 

Accordingg to this argument, particularists do not manage to keep defeated 

requirementss on the scene because on their view features of a case are only 

salientt if they are practically relevant, while defeated requirements are non-

10Iss euthanasia such a janus-like feature too7 See for different answers to this question 
chapterr 10. 
nCf.. Foot (1983), pp. 385-6. 
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insistent,insistent, that is we can discount them. The underlying notion of practical 

relevancee is that features of a case are salient to the extent that they relate to 

whatt we ought to do. 

Too offer resistance to this argument, we need to wheel in a new notion of 

practicall relevance. On this new notion, features are also salient if they 

oughtt to be taken up in other forms of conduct than actions, such as 

emotions,, dispositions and attitudes. This means that defeated requirements 

aree practically relevant indeed for they form the foundation of "ought-to-

feels",, amongst other things12. In view of this, the metaphysics of moral 

propertiess I have given in section 4.3 stands in need of modification. The 

shapee of a situation reveals not only what ought to be done, but also what 

oughtt to be felt, and so on.13 

II admit that the practical relevance of defeated requirements is "thin", as 

theyy are reasons for action. But I insist that it is not too thin to keep them on 

thee scene. However, here a slight worry remains as it now seems that 

defeatedd requirements stay on the scene only through their relationship 

withh oughts, while our distinction supposes that defeated requirements exist 

independentlyy of oughts. 

9.33 Against generalism 

InIn this section, I will argue against generalism by means of the possibility of 

conflict.. In section 9.1, I declared my target to be the form of generalism that 

putss forward one fundamental principle of morality, as opposed to the form 

off generalism that invokes a multiplicity of fundamental principles of 

morality.. It is worthwhile stressing that on the targeted generalism the 

fundamentall principle of morality functions as a criterion for the Tightness 

andd wrongness, and not the prima facie Tightness and wrongness, of actions. 

InIn other words, it operates as an authority which produces oughts, and not 

requirements.. As examples of this form of generalism we will discuss 

Kantianismm and utilitarianism. Thus, when I speak of the fundamental 

12Ass we have seen in subsection 5.2.1, in addition, we ought to have the disposition to make 
amendss and the attitude of reluctance. 
13Thus,, as we went along, we have enriched this metaphysics in two respects. We have made 
itt account for, firstly, the possibility of conflict, and, secondly, the compromise-model of the 
resolutionn of conflict. 
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principlee of morality I have in mind the categorical imperative and the 

principlee of utility. 

II said that my argument against generalism would be that generalists 

cannott acknowledge the possibility of conflict as they are unable to keep 

defeatedd requirements on the scene. The prima facie case I made for this 

argumentt was that on a generalist view, as rules are -as we have seen-

""  ought-directed", so to speak, requirements lack the necessary support to 

remainn on the scene in defeat. 

Thiss prima facie case for my argument might seem so strong that the 

prospectss of a conflict-recognising generalism look bleak. Also, it should not 

bee forgotten that "conflict-recognisingness" alone will not bring universal 

happiness.. What we are ultimately after is a generalist theory of moral 

dilemmaa which is plausible all over. This I shall call the plausibility-

condition.. So we are faced with a difficult problem. Nevertheless, I hope to 

demonstratee that we can make good progress in solving this problem, 

althoughh the upshot of our discussions will be that we have not solved it 

satisfactorily. . 

InIn what follows, we steadily move towards a plausible generalist theory of 

morall dilemma, without thus reaching it. As will become clear, this is 

becausee we consider one-level generalism first (subsection 9.3.1) and then 

double-levell generalism {subsection 9.3.2), as I call these views. I can best 

explainn wrhat I mean by one-level generalism by contrasting it with double-

levell generalism, and I will therefore begin with clarifying wThat I take the 

latterr to be. 

Double-levell generalism is the view that there are two levels of moral 

thinkingg -the one a higher level and the other a lower one, as it were. At the 

higherr level our thinking is governed by the fundamental principle of 

morality,, and at the lower by -most importantly- rules or dispositions (i.e. 

internalisedd rules). The connection between these rules and dispositions, on 

thee one hand, and the fundamental principle of morality, on the other 

hand,, is that the former are derived from the latter. For example, if Kant is 

rightt that the categorical imperative forbids lying sec, double-level 

generalistss would say that it generates the rule 'Lying is wrong' and/or the 

dispositionn not to lie. 

Typicall of double-level generalism is, furthermore, that, although they 

owee their existence entirely to the fundamental principle of morality, 

corollaryy rules and dispositions succeed somehow in playing a role of their 
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own.. And this is what warrants my talk of two levels of thinking here. 

Thesee rules and dispositions play a role of their own as the fundamental 

principlee of morality has delegated to them, what I have called, its heuristic 

andd justificatory role. That is, they guide us in our thinking, and we appeal 

too them when we justify what we think, or at least if we are not mistaken. In 

thiss respect, in subsection 9.3.2 we will make a further distinction between 

double-levell generalism which, in exceptional cases, still refers us back to 

thee higher level of thinking, and double-level generalism which does not. 

Thatt on double-level generalism rules and dispositions play a role of their 

ownn is proven by the fact that they may make us do things which from the 

perspectivee of the fundamental principle of morality we would look upon 

ass wrong. For example, the disposition not to lie could have caused us to tell 

thee truth to the Nazis about the hiding place of Anne Frank. 

Byy contrast, one-level generalism is the view that there is only one level 

off moral thinking. This is the level the fundamental principle of morality 

playss on, which thus fully retains its heuristic and justificatory role.14 That 

iss not to say that on this view we cannot deduce rules (or dispositions) from 

thee fundamental principle of morality. For example, the principle of utility 

mayy approve of the rule 'Lying to a would-be murderer about where his 

victimm is is right'. However, such rules merely purport to specify what the 

fundamentall principle of morality enjoins. They just aim to make more 

concretee what this inevitably abstract principle or the underlying concept 

suchh as maximisation of the good amounts to. Such rules do not have a role 

off their own to play at all, and talk of two levels of thinking would therefore 

bee unwarranted. This is shown by the fact that there is no slack. The rules 

cannott say of an action that is right if that action is forbidden by the 

fundamentall principle of morality. 

9.3.11 One-level generalism 

Heree I want to argue against one-level generalism, in particular against 

Kantiann and utilitarian versions of this view. 

^ 11 should mention the possibility- of a one-level generalism that abolishes the fundamental 
principlee of morality altogether as a criterion for the lightness and wrongness of particular 
actions,, for example rule-consequentialism. This is the view that we submit ourselves to rules 
orr dispositions gathered from that principle alone. 



164 4 

Off one-level Kantianism we have already encountered an excellent 

examplee in Donagan's rationalism.15 To recapitulate, on this view there is a 

fundamentall principle of morality reading: Act always so that you respect 

everyy human being, yourself or another, as being a rational creature. 

Donagan'ss theory of morality is also exemplary here in that from that 

principlee rules (precepts) are inferred which, as Donagan puts it, 'merely 

purportt to make explicit the content of a concept in that principle, namely, 

thatt of respect for every human being as being a rational creature'16. As 

Donagann realises full well, as we saw, this means that these rules will be 

exceptionless:: they will not conflict with the fundamental principle of 

morality,, nor with each other. 

Myy case against generalism thus seems to hold good with respect to 

Donagan'ss Kantianism. For one to be in a (moral) conflict is to be in a 

conflictt of beliefs, of beliefs about which of two (or more) actions would be 

respectingg every human being as being a rational creature. Resolving a 

conflictt therefore leaves one with a true and a false belief. And a false belief 

-needlesss to say- one should abandon. In other words, from the perspective 

off Donagan's categorical imperative there is no reason whatsoever to 

performm the rejected action, let alone that one is required to do it. Thus, one-

levell Kantians cannot recognise genuine conflicts as they do not keep 

defeatedd requirements on the scene indeed. 

Inn spite of this, there is a reason to adjust my case against Kantianism, 

includingg Donagan's, which is that, in principle, it allows for gaps. By this I 

meann that there can be situations in which there is no action whose 

performancee would be, in Donagan's terminology, respecting every human 

beingg as being a rational creature. Perhaps, this will be the case in all 

exampless of conflicts and dilemmas I have given in this thesis, for all these 

exampless involve claims that cannot be respected all. On a Kantian view, in 

suchh situations whatever one does one does something wrong (in the 

traditionall sense17). In other words, Kantianism allows for prohibition 

dilemmas.18 8 

15Seee section 3.2. 
^Donagann (1977), p. 143. 
•''Seee section 7.4. 
18Cf.. Hill (1996), pp. 179-80. However, Hill seems to conflate two different notions of gaps. 
Onn his first notion, which is irrelevant here, gaps are situations in which the categorical 
imperativee fails to determine what is, in his terms, obligatory, forbidden, or neither; gaps 
aree thus cases of indeterminacy, as I have called it in chapter 6. On Hills second notion of 
gaps,, which is applicable here, gaps are situations where there is no maxim (i.e. the 
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Unfortunately,, this barely brings Kantians in a better position. First, in 

subsectionn 7.3.2 we have seen that the prohibition dilemma conception of 

dilemmaa renders dilemmas too problematic. Second, not all situations 

Kantianss regard as prohibition dilemmas will indeed be dilemmas, some of 

themm will be resolvable conflicts; for example, it may be right to break a 

promise.. Nevertheless, I have to restate my case against one-level 

Kantianismm as follows: either it can recognise genuine conflicts, but then it 

cannott resolve them19, or it can resolve conflicts, but then they are not 

genuine. . 

II have a similar story about one-level utilitarianism.20 Nonetheless, this 

storyy is worth laying out since there exist some interesting discrepancies. I 

takee it that one-level utilitarianism is the view that there is a fundamental 

principlee of morality in the guise of the principle of utility, i.e. the principle 

thatt bids us to maximise the good (however interpreted).21 On this view, the 

possibilityy of conflict cannot be acknowledged as defeated requirements 

shouldd be eliminated from the scene as, again, defeated requirement-

statementss have the status of false beliefs, now about which action 

maximisess the good. There is a distinction between actions that maximise 

thee good, and actions that do not. The principle of utility highlights the 

former,, thereby putting the latter in an unfavourable light. From the 

perspectivee of this principle, there cannot be a reason at all, let alone a 

strongg one, then to perform actions which do not maximise the good. 

Whatt has been bogging Kantianism and utilitarianism down? My 

diagnosiss is that it is their monism in the theory of reasons. This is, I 

reiterate,, the view that all reasons can be traced back to one general reason. 

Onn Donagan's view this general reason was respect for every human being 

ass being a rational creature, and on the utilitarian view which we are 

discussingg at the moment it is maximisation of the good. Thus, there is a 

criterionn for what ought to be done only, and not, beside this, a 

(independent)) criterion for what reasons, including requirements, there are. 

subjectivee principle on which agents (intend to) act) to pass the test of the categorical 
imperative. . 
19Notee that in irresolvable conflicts there are no defeated requirements. 
2 00 A contemporary representative here is Sheng, see Sheng (1991). 
2 11 How about a one-level utilitarian inferring a set of exceptionless rules from the principle of 
utility?? I cannot see that happening. A one-level utilitarian will be tied to the idea of 
holismm in the theory of reasons, which I have explained in the previous section. She has to 
repudiate,, for example, Donagan s precept that, put roughly, lying is wrong unless there is no 
'freee communcation' (see section 3.2), for she cannot rule out that there are forced lyings that 
maximisee the good. 
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Whilee the monist can talk about the Tightness and wrongness of actions 

allright,, she simply lacks the means to speak of the "requiredness" of wrong 

actions.. But this is precisely what she needs if she is to account for the 

possibilityy of conflict.22 

Iff this diagnosis is right, to recognise conflicts as genuine we should be 

pluralistss in the theory of reasons, whether Ross- or particularist-style; we 

havee to take the view that there exists no general reason to which all 

reasonss can be reduced. This is perhaps surprising since, in section 6.1, I 

brokee a lance for the position that we need not be pluralists in the theory of 

valuevalue to acknowledge the possibility of conflict. 

Ass wTith one-level Kantianism, I have to restate my case against one-level 

utilitarianism.. This is because it could admit of ties (or traps): cases in which 

theree are two (or more) different actions which maximise the good. Unlike 

Railton,, Slote understands that then utilitarians would want to distinguish 

betweenn Buridan's ass cases, which we have discussed in section 2.3, and 

genuinee conflicts ('moral dilemmas').23 

Too this end, firstly Slote submits a distinction between ties which involve 

actionss with overall good consequences and those which involve actions 

withh overall bad consequences, what he calls tied least evils.24 The latter are 

morall dilemmas, while the former are not. Subsequently, Slote introduces 

thee following account of right-making characteristics: an action is right if, 

firstly,, it produces consequences which are at least as good as any alternative 

and,, secondly, the consequences produced are overall good. (Interestingly, 

McConnelll points out that there is an alternative account which says that an 

actionn is right if, on balance, it produces better consequences than any 

alternative.255 With this account, utilitarians could allow for gaps, to wit in 

thee case of ties.26) Finally, Slote appeals to a notion of benevolence which 

incorporatess the desire not only to do what it best but also to do well by, 

help,, people.27 In sum, "tied least evils" (as opposed to Buridan's ass cases) 

^Cf.. Gowans (1994), pp. 155-8. 
23Railtonn (1992), p. 729; Slote (1985), p. 161. 
24Forr the sake of argument, I accept this proposal of Slote (and the one still to come). But I am 
nott so sure that a distinction between good and bad /evil sits happily with any utilitarian 
project. . 
2 5 I nn McConnell (1981), p. 250. There McConnell also gives himself a hard time, 
paradoxically,, trving to avoid utilitarianism being conflict-recognising, that is to say to 
avoidd traps. 
26Cf.. Railton (1992), p. 729nl5. 
2 /Slotee argues that Bentham's utilitarianism is an example here, in Slote (1985), p. 162; see 
Benthamm (1987), pp. 65-6. 
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aree dilemmatic, in Slote's view, because in these cases benevolence, as he 

conceivess it, will be thwarted.28 

Inn view of this, I can specify my argument against one-level 

utilitarianismm as follows. I stick by my view that it does not recognise the 

genuinenesss of resolvable conflicts as it has not got the tools to retain the 

fulll force of defeated requirements. But I admit that, in the form of ties, one-

levell utilitarianism could acknowledge the possibility of irresolvable 

conflicts.. However, if it does, it flouts what I dubbed the plausibility-

condition.. At the very least, this is because not all tied least evils will indeed 

bee irresolvable conflicts, some will still be Buridan's ass cases. I am referring 

too what is known in the moral dilemma literature as the fireman-example. 

Thiss is the case of a fireman who, going through a burning building, 

discernss two people of whom he can rescue only one.29 In my view, the 

firemann is required to save either person, not each of them, so it is a 

Buridan'ss ass case. According to Slote's utilitarianism, however, it is a tied 

leastt evils, a moral dilemma, for one person will not be helped out. 

[Ass an aside, I wish to point out that here we run into a possible 

explanationn of why in the moral dilemma debate conflict and dilemma are 

nott always kept apart. In particular, conflict is not understood as the basic 

category,, and dilemma as a special category. This explanation is that the only 

conflictss Kantians and utilitarians can see are dilemmas.] 

Butt that is not the whole story. Let us return, once more, to section 6.1. As 

wee have seen, even Stocker, who holds that a plurality of values is 

indispensablee for genuine conflict, maintains that monists in the theory of 

valuee are able to acknowledge the possibility of conflicts of values. That is to 

say,, it is possible for them recognise that, in spite of doing what is right, one 

couldd miss out on value. The thought I wish to pursue now is that one-

levell utilitarians can make use of this possibility to come to a theory of 

resolvablee conflict -their weak spot so far- which is similar to mine. After 

all,, on my view resolvable conflicts are problematic because one necessarily 

missess out on (considerable) value.30 

Thee aforementioned thought is prompted by Slote's utilitarian theory of 

whatt he calls moral cost.31 As an example of situation of moral cost he gives 

28Slotee (1985), pp. 161-5. 
29Gowanss (1994), p. 179n6; cf. section 3.2. 
30Kantianismm drops back here. It has no theory of value underlying its theory of moral 
duties,, so there is no analogue of the theory I am outlining now. Cf. chapter 11. 
31Slotee (1985), pp. 165-7. 
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aa dirty hands case. This is the case of an official who, while doing the right 

thing,, say, in avoiding a disaster, incurs a moral cost as he has to harm 

someone.. Slote's theory of moral cost is, again, based on his notion of 

benevolence.. On this notion, benevolence encompasses not only, as we 

havee seen above, the desires to do what is best and to help people, but also 

thee desire not to leave anyone (any individual!) worse off, whether by way 

off commission or omission. By hypothesis, one-level utilitarians can 

accountt for cases which, even though one does what is right as one 

maximisess the good, are still problematic. They are problematic in the sense 

thatt one misses out on value as one leaves someone worse off. This event, 

moreover,, has the character of incurring a moral cost. Perhaps, it is easier to 

seee that such cases might be problematic if you remember that, as Sen 

suggests,, value monists can acknowledge the fact that what one gets and 

whatt one loses need not be of the same (sub)kind of value.32 Consequently, 

inn such cases one is not compensated in kind for what one misses out on by 

doingg what is right. 

Too close this subsection, I would like to raise some doubts about whether 

Slote'ss theory of moral cost is similar to my theory of resolvable conflict 

indeed.. The first thing to notice is that my theory says that in a genuine 

conflictt one misses out on value because one fails to act upon a 

requirement.. What makes such a situation problematic is thus not only that 

theree is a value one does not realise but also that one is required to realise 

thiss value. However, such a thing is not the case on Slote's view, for it is 

onlyy active in the field of the theory of value. From this, it follows that with 

Slote'ss theory of moral cost a one-level utilitarian could still not capture the 

precisee way in which a genuine conflict is problematic. 

9.3.22 Double-level generalism 

Ass I  said, in this subsection we will draw a distinction within the class of 

double-levell generalist theories. This is necessary because double-level 

generalistss differ of opinion about the reason why two levels of moral 

thinkingg should be invoked. What is more, as we will see, this difference of 

opinionn is relevant to our issue. 

Accordingg to some, this is a moral reason. They believe that their theories 

are,, as it is called, indirectly self-defeating. That is to say, 'it is true that, if we 

'-Thiss we have seen in section 6.1. 
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tryy to achieve the aims that [these theories] gives us, these aims will be 

worsee achieved'33. In view of this, perhaps surprisingly, we should not 

thinkk in terms of the aims of these theories. Instead, we have to develop a 

sett of standing dispositions which promote these aims best, e.g. the 

dispositionn to be loyal. According to other double-level generalists, there is 

nott a moral but, let us call it, a pragmatic reason to install two levels of 

thinking.. On their view, the fundamental principle of morality is of little 

useuse in everyday life. We cannot appeal to it every time we make a moral 

decision.. This is due to pragmatic considerations, for example it may be hard 

too know what the fundamental principle of morality says. That is why we 

needd to derive a set of relatively general and simple rules from it, e.g. the 

rulee not to kill the innocent. There is a similarity between indirectly self-

defeatingg theories and pragmatic double-level generalism. This is that on 

bothh theories if we always try to use the fundamental principle of morality 

thiss leads to wrong results. However, there is a difference between these 

theories.. In the absence of pragmatic considerations to refrain from 

appealingg to the fundamental principle of morality, those who believe in 

pragmaticc double level generalism would prefer that we use it, while those 

whoo believe in indirectly self-defeating theories would not. 

Inn the remainder of this chapter, we will discuss pragmatic double-level 

generalismm first and indirectly self-defeating theories last. The reason is that 

inn consideration of our aim the latter looks more promising than the 

former.. As indirectly self-defeating theories advance a plurality of 

dispositionss for a moral reason, they seem monist in name only. And, as we 

havee seen, it appears to be their monism that prevents generalist theories 

fromm being conflict-recognising. 

Thee main representative of pragmatic double-level generalism in the 

utilitariann camp is Hare, while in the Kantian camp this is Hill. As for 

Hare'ss view on conflict, I can largely confine myself to referring to section 

3.3.. However, I need to give a brief description of Hill's view here. 

Hill'ss Kantianism is based on Kant's "kingdom of ends" formula of the 

categoricall imperative. This runs something like this: Act as if you are by 

yourr maxims at all times a lawgiving member of the universal kingdom of 

ends.344 A kingdom of ends Kant defines as 'a systematic union of various 

33Dancyy (1997a), p. 1. 
34Seee Kant (1996), p. 87. 
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rationall beings through common laws'35. According to Hill, this imperative 

requiress us to obey that set of rules that we would work out as legislating 

memberss of a kingdom of ends, that is under ideal legislative conditions. 

Thesee conditions are fivefold, and Hill summarises them as follows: 'The 

memberss are rational and have autonomy in certain senses. They "abstract 

fromm personal differences". They make only "universal laws". They are 

"endss in themselves" and recognize each other as such'36. 

Consequently,, Hill's Kantianism is a theory with (at least) two levels of 

reflection,, as he calls it. At the higher level, there is the categorical 

imperative,, in the "kindom of ends" formula (Hill believes that this 

formulaa expresses the main ideas also of the other formulas of the 

categoricall imperative Kant has produced). Hill thus regards the categorical 

imperativee as a higher-order moral principle. At the lower level of 

reflection,, there are the rules that emanate from the categorical imperative. 

Thesee rules are fairly general and simple. Nevertheless, they are capable of 

generating,, what Hill calls, first-order moral duties.37 

Howw does this Kantianism bear on conflict? Hill is convinced that there 

cann be conflicts of first-order duties. However, with Donagan he maintains 

thatt Kantians cannot accept 'genuine moral dilemmas', which he conceives 

off as situations in which the categorical imperative enjoins two (or more) 

actionss that cannot both be performed. This is due to the fact that on a 

Kantiann view having a moral duty means being under a practical command 

off reason, and it cannot be the case that reason issues incompatible practical 

commands.. But at the lower level of reflection, there can thus be moral 

conflicts.. As genuine moral dilemmas, i.e. situations with two shapes38, are 

impossible,, Hill reasons, these conflicts must then be resolvable, in the 

sensee that they are rendered apparent by their resolution.39 And the 

resolutionn of conflicts takes place at the higher level of reflection (or 

deliberation).40 0 

Obviously,, Hills view has many points in common with that of Hare. 

Onn both views, there is one supreme principle of morality- From that 

principlee a set of quite general and simple rules has to be inferred. These 

35Kantt (1996), p. 83, 
36Hilll (1992a), p. 753. See for a full account of this Hill (1992b), pp. 59-61. 
37Hilll (1992b), ch. 3 and (1992a), pp. 752-5. 
3°Seee subsection 7.3.1. 
39Itt will be clear bv now that this sort of reasoning is not good. 
40Hilll (1992a), pp.' 753-5 and (1996), p. 173-5. 
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ruless could produce conflicts. Finally, conflicts are resolved by means of the 

fundamentall principle of morality. That principle, though in normal cases it 

yieldss the floor to corollary rules, reclaims its authority in cases of conflict, as 

ann umpire. However, there may very well be an interesting difference 

betweenn Hill's and Hare's views. For, as we have seen in section 3.3, on 

Hare'ss view defeated prima facie principles may remain on the scene, while 

onn Hill's view, it seems to me, defeated rules do not. This difference would 

ensuee from the fact that prima facie principles stay on the scene in defeat if 

thiss is useful, if the principle of utility commands it, while such a 

considerationn is foreign to a Kantian view. 

Timee has come to judge pragmatic double-level generalism on whether it 

iss or can be conflict-recognising. Let me begin by making the point that 

double-levell generalists seem to be in a better position than one-level 

generalistss here indeed. In contrast with the latter, the former find a 

criterionn for the constituents of conflict in the presence of corollary rules 

andd dispositions. Nevertheless, pragmatic double-level generalism does not 

andd cannot acknowledge the possibility of conflict. This is not because on 

suchh a view rules will quit the scene in defeat. As I just said, at least on a 

utilitariann view this need not be. Rather, it is because what defeated rules 

producee -on Hare's view, prima facie oughts; on Hill's view, first-order 

duties-- are not full-blown requirements.41 How could they be? Defeated 

ruless succumb to the pressure of the fundamental principle of morality. As 

itt resolves a conflict, it decides, put roughly, in favour of one rule and 

againstt another, so that there is no reason, let alone a requirement, to follow 

thee rejected rule. At the end of the day, my argument against one-level 

generalismm therefore applies to pragmatic double-level generalism as well. 

InIn particular, it cannot recognise resolvable conflicts as genuine. 

Havingg dealt with pragmatic double-level generalism, this should have 

beenn the place to discuss whether indirectly self-defeating theories can be 

foundd or developed that are conflict-recognising. However, there is reason 

too delay this discussion, since I fear that it is not possible for Kantianism to 

bee indirectly self-defeating. Of course, there is a perfectly general worry that 

noo theory can at the same time say what our goal is and tell us not to strive 

Seee also section 33. 
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afterr it. Surely, this is queer. One may take the view, after a lot of arguing, 

thatt this amounts to self-refutation.42 But here I set this worry aside. 

Myy worry concerns Kantianism in particular. For, according to the 

definitionn I quoted above, indirectly self-defeating theories, among other 

things,, give us aims that we can reach -and this is what triggered off my 

worry-- to a greater or lesser extent (they can be 'worse achieved). Now, it is 

intelligiblee how such a thing may be true (in principle) with respect to 

utilitarianism.. This is the view that our objective is to maximise, in the 

sensee of promote, the good, which is something that can be better or worse 

donee indeed. But can it apply to Kantianism? It seems to me that either you 

obeyy or you fail to obey the categorical imperative, that there are no degrees 

too which you can fail to obey the categorical imperative. 

Anyway,, this worry stimulates me to delve into forms of double-level 

Kantianismm that are different from Hill's -less natural or more 

sophisticated,, depending on how you look at it. I am alluding to Herman's 

ass well as Korsgaard's Kantianism in the theory of moral dilemma, which, 

ass I hope to show, happen to deserve our attention in their own right. 

Herman'ss theory I call a form of double-level Kantianism as she 

distinguishess between two stages of moral deliberation. This is because she 

makess a distinction, in her The Practice of Moral Judgment' (1985), 

betweenn rules of moral salience, on the one hand, and the categorical 

imperativee procedure, on the other. In her 'Obligation and Performance: A 

Kantiann Account of Moral Conflict' (1990), she gives a similar 

interpretationn of Kant's distinction, which we have seen in section 3.2, 

betweenn grounds of obligation and obligations.43 

Accordingg to Herman, a distinction has to be made between rules of 

morall salience and the categorical imperative procedure. The categorical 

imperativee procedure assesses our maxims. When a maxim of us is 

rejected,, our duty is not to act on it. The crux is that this procedure can be 

gott to run only if we are able to describe our intended actions in a morally 

appropriatee way. This requires knowledge of what characteristics of actions 

aree morally relevant (salient). This is knowledge that is independent of 

(priorr to) the categorical imperative procedure. Herman regards this as 

knowledgee of rules, hence her term 'rules of moral salience'.44 

42Thiss is Dancy's position, in Dancy (1993), ch. 13 and (1997a); cf. Den Hartogh (1985), ch. 29. 
43Bothh articles are collected in Herman's The Practice of Moral Judgment (1993). 
4 4Hermann (1985), pp. 415-8. 
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Korsgaard'ss theory can be called a form of double-level Kantianism for a 

quitee different reason. In her 'The Right to Lie: Kant on Dealing with Evil' 

(1986)45,, she draws a distinction between ideal conditions and non-ideal, 

thatt is evil, conditions. This is based on her view that different 

circumstancess demand different principles. 

Thee distinction is made possible, Korsgaard argues (throughout her 

article),, by a discrepancy between the "end-in-itself" formula, for which I 

referr to section 3.2, and the "universal law" formula of the categorical 

imperative,, which runs as follows: 'I ought never to act except in such a 

wayy that I could also will that my maxim should become a universal law'46. 

InIn particular, the "end-in-itself" formula is stricter than the "universal law" 

formula.. Whereas the former forbids all coercion and deception, the latter 

doess not. What is more, in the case of evil the "ends-in-itself" formula 

leadss to counter-intuitive results. 

Korsgaardd illustrates this point by reference to an example drawn from 

Kant'ss essay 'On a supposed right to lie from philantropy', which we have 

discussedd in section 3.2. The question is whether we may lie to prevent a 

murder.. According to Korsgaard, the "end-in-itself" formula says that we 

oughtt not to, while the "universal law" formula -rightly- says that we may 

orr even ought to. Some practices of lying could be willed as a universal law, 

includingg this one. 

Fromm this, Korsgaard concludes that, although in ideal circumstances 

bothh the "end-in-itself" formula and the "universal law" formula of the 

categoricall imperative are applicable, in non-ideal circumstances only the 

latterr is.47 

Accordingg to Herman, 'the phenomenon of moral conflict is an ordinary 

partt of moral experience'48. On her view, a moral conflict is a situation in 

whichh more than one rule of moral salience (or ground of obligation) 

applies.. Moral conflict is thus situated in the agent's maxim. The problem is 

howw to include in the description of the proposed action all of the morally 

relevantt features the rules of moral salience adduce. On a Kantian view, 

Hermann claims, this is a resolvable problem, or at least it is presumed that it 

is;; there is something that one has an obligation to do. 

4 : iReprintedd in Korsgaard's Creating the Kingdom of Ends (1996). 
4 6Kantt (1996), p. 57. 
47Thiss is on p. 346 of Korsgaard (1986). 
4 8Hermann (1990), p. 314. 
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Ass it stands, Herman's theory is not conflict-recognising. This is not 

becausee defeated rules of moral salience or grounds of obligation do not 

remainn on the scene. (My impression is that, in Herman's view, while the 

formerr do, the latter do not.49) Rather, it is because what rules of moral 

saliencee produce or, more precisely, what they do not produce. They do not 

producee moral duties, either actual or prima facie ones (in Ross' terms). In 

thee same way, Herman argues that grounds of obligation do not themselves 

obligatee in any way.5051 

Ass it stands, Korsgaard's theory is not conflict-recognising either. This is 

simplyy because it says that in the case of evil the "end-in-itself" formula of 

thee categorical imperative is inapplicable. This is, however, the formula 

thatt could reveal moral conflicts. For the "universal law1' formula only 

showss what is right, the resolution of conflict, so to speak. 

Lett me therefore make an attempt to render both Herman's and 

Korsgaard'ss theory conflict-recognising. As for Herman's theory, I propose 

thatt we regard rules of moral salience as reason-giving. As such, they may 

generatee requirements. It is then possible that the outcome of the categorical 

imperativee procedure is that we ought to do, say, A, while according to a 

defeatedd rule of moral salience we are still required to do B. This proposal is 

inspiredd by Herman's claim that the categorical imperative procedure and 

ruless of moral salience are independent sources of moral knowledge. 

Ass for Korsgaard's theory, I suggest that we declare the "end-in-itself" 

formulaa of the categorical imperative to be applicable also in non-ideal 

conditions.. There will then be cases in which whatever one will do one will 

faill to treat a human being as an end-in-itself. And some of these cases we 

mayy want to call genuine conflicts. 

InIn sum, I suggest that we find a criterion for that which constitutes a 

conflictt on Herman's theory in rules of moral salience and on Korsgaard's 

4 9Hermann (1985), p. 422 and (1990), p. 318. 
5 0Hermann (1985), pp. 418-22 and (1990), pp. 316-24. 
5 11 Interestingly, Herman takes up the issue whether her theory can still account for agent-
regrett and compensation (in case of, say, a broken promise^. In other words, can it incorporate 
whatt I call the compromise-model of the resolution of conflict (see subsection 5.2.1)? On a 
Kantiann view, Herman maintains, agent-regret is not rational, although regret, compunction 
andd repugnance may be natural. Nevertheless, compensation, she holds, can be appropriate. 
Nott because of the presence of a defeated requirement. But because of the future deliberative 
significancee of, sav, an unkept promise, not as a residue, but as a moral feature of the 
circumstancess in which the agent [then] stands' (Herman (1985), p. 422). 5ee Herman (1985), 
p.. 422 and, especially, (1990), pp. 324-30. As for my argument against this, suffice it to refer to 
subsectionn 5.2.2. 
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theoryy in the "end-in-itself" formula of the categorical imperative, and a 

criterionn for that which constitutes the resolution of conflict on Herman's 

theoryy in the categorical imperative procedure and on Korsgaard's theory in 

thee "universal law" formula of the categorical imperative. Moreover, these 

criteriaa are independent of each other in the relevant sense. 

Cann this -admittedly, wild- interpretation of Herman's and Korsgaard's 

theoryy be sustained? I do not think it can. This is due to the fact that, 

accordingg to Herman, while the categorical imperative procedure and rules 

off moral salience may be independent of each other in some sense, what 

countss here is that they both represent aspects or interpretations of the 

categoricall imperative. That is to say, 'they express the same fundamental 

conceptt (the Moral Law)', which is 'a principle (or law) of pure practical 

reasonn that determines the will a priori'52. And, according to Korsgaard, 

despitee the aforementioned discrepancy, the "universal law" formula and 

thee "end-in-itself" formula of the categorical imperative are 'expressions of 

thee same basic theory of value: that your rational nature is the source of 

justifyingg power of your reasons, and so of the goodness of your ends'53. 

Suchh being the case, supposing that on Herman's and Korsgaard's views 

theree can be defeated requirements, they just reflect false beliefs: mistaken 

expressionss of the categorical imperative. So, again, we can conclude that 

defeatedd rules -in the form of rules of moral salience or of the categorical 

imperativee in the "end-in-itself" formula- succumb to the pressure of the 

fundamentall principle of morality. Thus, Herman's as well as Korsgaard's 

double-levell Kantianism are, nor can be conflict-recognising. 

Thee rest of this chapter consists in a discussion of the "conflict-

recognisingness"" of indirectly self-defeating theories. By way of illustration, 

II point to Parfit's consequentialism.54 As we have seen, on indirectly self-

defeatingg theories there are two levels of moral thinking. At the higher 

level,, there is the fundamental principle of morality. Amongst other 

things,, it operates as a criterion for the Tightness and wrongness of 

particularr actions. At the lower level of thinking, there is a set of 

dispositionss approved of by the fundamental principle of morality. What is 

importantt now is that the fundamental principle approves of these 

D2Hermann (1985), pp. 427 (my italics) and 426, respectively. 
53Korsgaardd (1986), p. 338 (my italics). 
54Parfitt (1984), pp. 24-8. 
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dispositionss for a moral reason. If we let ourselves by guided by this set of 

dispositionss rather than by the fundamental principle directly, so to speak, 

wee act in accordance with that principle better. In view of this, these 

dispositionss are, in Railtons helpful phrase55, sturdy. They can hardly be 

destroyedd by what the fundamental principle of morality enjoins in 

particularr cases. They render actions (morally) unthinkable. 

Thiss is important now because it is this sturdiness of dispositions that 

makess indirectly self-defeating theories conflict-recognising. My 

explanationn runs like this. The first thing to notice is that the presence of 

thee set of dispositions provides indirectly self-defeating theories with a 

criterionn for requirements. For if you should have a disposition to do A, say 

too keep your promises, you are required to do A (and ought to do A, other 

thingss being equal). And, of course, indirectly self-defeating theories possess 

aa criterion for oughts in the presence of their fundamental principle of 

morality.. Fair enough, in this respect indirectly self-defeating theories are 

onn a par, as we saw earlier, with pragmatic double-level generalist theories. 

Butt the critical difference is that on indirectly self-defeating theories 

dispositionss are shielded by their sturdiness from the pressure of the 

fundamentall principle of morality which, as we have just seen, rules on 

pragmaticc double-level generalist theories found so hard to withstand. On 

indirectlyy self-defeating theories defeated dispositions and thus defeated 

requirementss may therefore remain on the scene. 

Whatt sorts of conflicts can there be on indirectly self-defeating theories? 

Firstt of all, there will be conflicts of dispositions. Suppose that you are 

primee minister and father of a nine-year old daughter, and that, according 

thee supreme principle of morality, in view of the former you should have 

thee disposition to carry out your duties as a prime minister, and in view of 

thee latter a strong love for your daughter. These dispositions, for example, 

generatee a conflict in case her birthday coincides with a Cabinet's meeting. 

Eitherr you do not act upon your disposition to chair the weekly meetings or 

youu fail to do what your strong love for your daughter commits you to. 

Secondly,, there can be conflicts produced by a disposition, on the one hand, 

andd the fundamental principle of morality, on the other hand. For example, 

terroristss hold hostage the Cabinet Ministers as well as your daughter. 

Rememberr that you are prime minister. The terrorists ask you whom they 

shouldd kill if you do not comply with their whims. Let us say, they want 

"Rail tonn (1984), p. 157, 
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youu to release their leader. Suppose that this is not an option. This amounts 

too a conflict if due to your love for your daughter you need to protect her, 

butt according to the fundamental principle of morality you should save 

yourr ministers. You have to give up either your daughter or the Cabinet. 

Thirdly,, the fundamental principle of morality can create conflicts on its 

own,, so to speak. I am referring to subsection 9.3.1. There we have seen that 

one-levell generalists can recognise irresolvable conflicts in the form of traps 

orr gaps. 

II am going to argue now that indirectly self-defeating theories are 

possiblyy committed to an implausible theory of moral dilemma. Firstly, 

theyy may not designate the right situations as conflicts. Secondly, they may 

bringg about that the agent performs are actions that are wrong. 

Lett me clarify my first point. On the one hand, it is possible that, for 

example,, some conflicts of dispositions are not really conflicts. This is 

becausee dispositions will be relatively general and simple and so cover cases 

whichh they in fact should not. How common this scenario is, depends on 

thee notion of disposition involved. At any rate, dispositions cannot be so 

specificc and complicated that conflicts do not occur, it seems to me. Here is a 

crudee example. The fundamental principle may endorse the disposition not 

too kill innocent people. However, there may be cases in which there is no 

reasonn at all against killing an innocent person. I am alluding to 

euthanasia.. On the other hand, it is possible that there are situations which 

aree conflicts but not, for example, conflicts of dispositions. This could 

happenn in case of novel situations. In medical ethics, for instance, as a 

resultt of advanced techniques options crop up which used to be 

inconceivable. . 

Lett me explain my second point. As we have seen, the fundamental 

principlee of morality says what the agent ought to do, while the agent will 

virtuallyy always do what his sturdy dispositions require. Now, it remains to 

bee seen whether what the agent will do is not wrong. At the very least, as 

theree can be conflicts generated by the fundamental principle of morality, 

onn the one hand, and a disposition, on the other hand, it is possible that the 

agentt can barely avoid wrongdoing in terms of the fundamental principle 

off morality itself.56 Besides, it seems problematic that in conflicts of 

dispositionss the agent will, I suppose, do as the stronger disposition 

requires.. And I take it that one disposition is stronger (or weaker) than 

56Cf.. Parfit's account of blameless wrongdoing, in Parfit (1984), pp. 31-5. 
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anotherr if it pertains to a type of action that is the agent is more (or less) 

disposedd to do. It may be that this is not the action that the fundamental 

principlee of morality prescribes. Moreover, it is possible that the case at 

handd is one in which it is beyond doubt that one ought to act upon the 

weakerweaker disposition. 

Thus,, while indirectly self-defeating theories are conflict-recognising, 

theyy do not meet what I am calling the plausibility-condition. The final 

pointt I would like to make is that this is due to their generalism, in 

particularr to their monism. As dispositions need shielding from the 

pressuree of the fundamental principle of morality, they get a role of their 

ownn too much. 



Chapterr  10 

Thee moralit y of euthanasia 

10.11 The legal status of euthanasia 

InIn this chapter an exercise in applied ethics will be conducted. The idea of 

thee exercise is twofold. On the one hand, I intend to "apply" my theory of 

morall dilemma to actual practical problems. I am interested in which, if 

any,, practical purposes the theory serves.1 On the other hand, I mean to put 

myy theory of moral dilemma to the test of practice. Would an exercise in 

appliedd ethics lead to me to abandon, or at least revise, my theory? In brief, 

thee idea of the exercise in applied ethics is for my theory of moral dilemma 

too influence and be influenced by actual practical problems. This, of course, 

iss the idea of a reflective equilibrium.2 

Thee area of applied ethics we will enter is medical ethics, and the 

problemss we shall discuss are problems of euthanasia. Our focus will be on 

thee Dutch debate. 

InIn order to be able to conduct this excercise in applied ethics, I have to 

supplementt my theory of moral dilemma with normative ethics, in 

additionn to the account of agent-neutral and agent-relative reasons we have 

seenn in section 2.3. In particular, I need to give my opinion about the 

connectionn between euthanasia and the duty of beneficence (section 10.2), 

respectt for autonomy (section 10.3) and the values of life (section 10.4). This 

^Seee section 1.4. 
^Seee chapter 8. 
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supplementationn will amount to a philosophical theory of euthanasia. By 

thiss I mean a theory that answers the question about the morality of 

euthanasia.. What justifies euthanasia morally? 

Inn the Netherlands, the euthanasia debate revolves around the law, around 

thee issue what the law is (to be) on euthanasia. It is significant that the most 

influentiall participant is a health care lawyer: Leenen. In view of this, it is 

bestt to introduce the debate by a brief discussion of the legal status of 

euthanasia.3 3 

Itt needs to be noted right away that there is a discrepancy between the 

Dutchh definition of euthanasia and that of the rest of the world.4 In the 

Netherlands,, euthanasia stands for terminating a person's life on his 

request.request. Everywhere else, it means terminating a person's life in his 

interest.interest.55 In other words, according to the Dutch only voluntary, and not 

non-voluntary,, euthanasia is really euthanasia. 

InIn this chapter, I will work with the narrower definition. In principle, I 

havee no objection to the wider definition, however. Why not circumscribe 

terminatingg the life of a severely defective newborn baby as euthanasia? But 

terminatingg a person's life should be regarded as euthanasia only if it is 

performedd on his behalf -whether this is interpreted in terms of his request 

orr his interest, or both. Euthanasia is meant to be a good or rather the least 

worst 66 death. That is why I object to Harris' description of economic 

measuress taken by the government in the area of health care provision as 

'thee government's euthanasia programme'.7 I object to this, even though as 

aa result of these decisions resources are lacking to continue or prolong 

patients'' lives. 

Itt seems to me that many people have the idea that the Dutch have 

legalisedd euthanasia. I am not so sure. As we have just seen, we should 

distinguishh between voluntary and non-voluntary euthanasia. The legal 

statuss of voluntary euthanasia is clearer than that of non-voluntary 

euthanasia.. The difference is that there is a case of voluntary euthanasia -to 

whichh I will come back below- that will not be prosecuted, while there exists 

noo such case of non-voluntary euthanasia. The law concerning non-

3Forr a discussion at length, see Leenen (1994), ch. 11 and Griffiths (1998), ch. 3. 
4Too a large extent, this is due to Leenen; e.g. Leenen (1994), p. 266. 
5Forr instance, Beauchamp and Davidson (1983), pp. 447-8. 
6Wee owe this term to Battin (1994). 
7 Hamss (1985), pp. 85-6. 
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voluntaryy euthanasia is in statu nascendi. ̂ As for voluntary euthanasia, 

theree is reason to believe that it is legal, although, while some sources of 

laww indicate this, others do not, as I will show now. 

Firstt and foremost, the Dutch Criminal Code renders voluntary 

euthanasiaa a serious offence. According to article 293, 'a person who takes 

thee life of another person at that other person's express and earnest request 

iss liable to a term of imprisonment of not more than twelve years or a fine 

off the fifth category'. The legal foundation is respect for human life, in the 

terminologyy I will use: the non-personal aspect of the value of life. Though 

aa serious offence, euthanasia is a lesser form of homicide than for instance 

murderr (article 289). The legislator has taken into account that, due to the 

person'ss 'express and earnest request', it cannot be considered to be an 

assaultt on that person. Euthanasia is a "victimless" crime. 

Whyy do people nevertheless have the idea that euthanasia is legal? Some 

doo because it has happened that physicians have been discharged, even 

thoughh they had taken 'the life of another person at that other persons 

expresss and earnest request'. This is not untrue. They have been discharged 

onn the basis of the defence of necessity. That is, on the basis of article 40 of 

thee same Criminal Code, which provides that a 'person who commits an 

offencee as a result of a force he could not be expected to resist is not 

criminallyy liable'. In particular, according to the courts these physicians had 

actedd due to a conflict of duties.9 However, this does not establish a 

differencee between euthanasia and other offences. In principle, the defence 

off necessity is available in case of all offences. 

Otherss have the idea that euthanasia is legal since with respect to this 

offencee all forms of legal discretion have been exercised that Dutch law 

offers.. I have especially in mind the prosecutors' discretion not to prosecute 

(articlee 167 of the Code of Criminal Procedure). Also relevant are the 

discretionn of the courts to impose a light punishment (with a minimum of 

onee day or five guilders), to partly or wholly suspend a sentence and, finally, 

too find a defendant guilty but not impose punishment (articles 9a, 10, 14a 

andd 23 of the Criminal Code). However, this does not imply that euthanasia 

iss legal. On the contrary, the discretion exists only if it is an offence. For a 

8II confine myself to referring to Griffiths (1998), pp. 119-39. 
9Forr example, Hof 's-Gravenhage 11 september 1986, NJ {Nederlandse Jurisprudentie) 
1987,, 608. 
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personn who is "suspected" of an act that is not against the law cannot be 

prosecutedd and sentenced at all. 

Inn spite of all this, there is reason to believe that euthanasia is legal in the 

Netherlands.. For the courts have developed general requirements for a 

successfull defence of necessity.10 Moreover, these requirements have been 

codified,, albeit in an unorthodox way. 

II am referring to the so-called requirements of careful practice. We can 

distinguishh between procedural and substantive requirements. One 

procedurall requirement is that a doctor should not report death due to 

euthanasiaa as a "natural death". The substantive requirements primarily 

concernn the patient's request and his condition. The request must be 

explicit,, voluntary and well-considered, and the condition an unbearable 

andd hopeless suffering. If these (substantive) requirements are met, I speak 

off a standard case of euthanasia. 

Ass said, the requirements of careful practice have been codified. That is to 

say,, around the requirement that doctors should not report death due to 

euthanasiaa as a "natural death" a reporting procedure has been built in the 

Laww on the Disposal of Corpses and an accompanying Order in Council. 

Furthermore,, pursuant to this legislation a form is issued including a list of 

so-calledd points requiring attention, which largely correspond to the 

requirementss of careful practice. 

Doess this change of the Law on the Disposal of Corpses amount to an 

exceptionn to the Criminal Code? In other words, do the points requiring 

attentionn have an informative or normative character? A doctor who 

reportss a death due to euthanasia has to supply information on these points. 

Thiss indicates that they are informative, i.e. they define the contours of a 

successfull appeal to necessity. This is the position of the Christian 

Democraticc Appeal (CDA), which was a government party at the time the 

laww was changed. However, the other government party, the Labor Party 

(PvdA),, took the position that the points requiring attention are normative. 

Thee law allows the standard case of euthanasia.11 

Too sum up, in the Netherlands the legal status of euthanasia is 

surroundedd with a great deal of indeterminacy. It is telling that over the 

yearss various legislative proposals have been presented and that this did not 

10Mostt important are HR 27 november 1984, NJ 1985, 106 (the Schoonheim case) and HR 
211 jurii 1994, NJ 1994, 656 (the Chabot case). 
i : 5eee Den Hartogh (1995), pp. 177-8. 
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comee to an end in 1993, with the change of the Law on the Disposal of 

Corpses.. The most recent bill, which emanates from the current 

government,, stems from 1998.12 

Lett us zoom in on this bill now, so as to arrive at the main theme of this 

chapter,, the morality of euthanasia. The bill makes a straightforward 

exceptionn to the Criminal Code. The question that uncovers that theme asks 

whatt morally justifies this exception. The bill continues to penalise 'a 

personn who takes the life of another person at that other person's express 

andd earnest request'. However, it decriminalises 'the termination of life . . . 

carriedd out at a patient's express and earnest request because of a hopeless 

emergencyy situation, that he is in, by a physician'. The physician ought to 

meett a number of requirements, one of wrhich is that he ought to 'be 

convincedd that the patient's request is voluntary and well-considered'. 

Itt is worth noting that the bill demands a hopeless emergency situation, 

whilee the requirements of careful practice and points requiring attention 

demandd unbearable and hopeless suffering. So it seems that one of the 

objectss of the bill is to create a new standard case of euthanasia. But we may 

bee deceived. The intention of the bill is to allow euthanasia, not only in case 

off hopeless and unbearable suffering, but also in case of loss of human 

dignity.1 33 However, the Supreme Court has interpreted hopeless and 

unbearablee suffering as encompassing loss of human dignity, in the 

SchoonheimSchoonheim case. Thus, 'hopeless emergency situation' and 'unbearable 

andd hopeless suffering' could well be synonyms. Anyway, one of the 

consequencess of my own theory of euthanasia, as will emerge in subsection 

10.3.2,, is that the distinction between the standard case and other cases of 

euthanasiaa is problematised. 

Ass for the question what morally justifies the bill's exception to the 

Criminall Code, two answers leap to mind. It could be the condition of the 

patientt or it could be his request. In other words, it may be the doctor's duty 

off beneficence or respect for the patient's autonomy. The first answer is Den 

Hartogh's14 ,, the second is mine. The bulk of this chapter is structured as a 

discussionn between him and me. 

AA third answer would be that, while apart beneficence and autonomy are 

necessaryy conditions, together they form a sufficient condition for legitimate 

12Cf.. the "Van Boxtel Bil]" (1998), pp. 570-1, which is identical. 
13Cf.. the Van Boxtel BUI (1998), pp. 575-6. 
^Exceptt where otherwise specified, I am referring to Den Hartogh (1996a). 
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euthanasia.. That is to say, the demand of a hopeless emergency situation 

restrictss respect for autonomy: not every autonomous request for 

euthanasiaa can be acceded to. And the demand of an explicit, voluntary and 

well-consideredd request limits the duty of beneficence: euthanasia cannot be 

performedd every time this is in the patient's interest. However, if 

euthanasiaa is morally justified, this is because of both beneficence and 

autonomy,, because of the patient's condition as well as his request.15 

Iss this the proverbial golden mean? On the face of it, it is not, for it unites 

thee objections to both alternative theories of euthanasia in itself. In brief, 

thesee objections are that neither beneficence, nor autonomy can be the 

morall justification of euthanasia. But we will have reason to reconsider the 

thirdd aswer below. 

Lett me point out that no philosophical theory of euthanasia underlies 

thee bill. Rather, it denies itself each answer, it seems. For it cannot refer to 

thee doctor's duty to beneficence, since it declares that for euthanasia there is 

noo medical indication and no medical-professional standard. Euthanasia is 

nott normal medical practice and it does not fall within the medical 

exception,, i.e. it is not treatment that if given on medical grounds and in a 

medicallyy sound fashion is not subjected to criminal law. Euthanasia is not 

aa matter of medicine, but of ethics and law.16 However, it seems that the bill 

cannott appeal to respect for autonomy either, for, beside an explicit, 

voluntaryy and well-considered request, it requires a hopeless emergency 

situation,, as we saw. The question is why?17 

10.22 The duty of beneficence 

Myy goal in this section is to discuss a powerful argument that the duty of 

beneficencee is not able to morally justify euthanasia. This argument can be 

l DThiss is Jacobs' answer, in his 'Euthanasia in the Netherlands and in principle' 
(unpublished). . 
I6Cf.. the Van Boxtel Bill (1998), p. 573. The hand of Leenen is clear; see Leenen (1994), 
pp.. 278-9. 
17Thee philosophical superficiality of the bill is characteristic of the Dutch euthanasia 
debate.. For example, the Dutch Society for Voluntary Euthanasia (NVVE) is now 
arguingg for more than twenty-five years for the legalisation of euthanasia. But it has 
neverr produced profound philosophical foundations; see e.g. Schraven (1998), pp. 143-51. 
AA notable exception is Den Hartogh. I will try to follow in his footsteps here. 
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attributedd to Leenen. To begin with, let me indicate how to place this 

discussionn in the Dutch debate on euthanasia. 

Denn Hartogh maintains that there is a dominant view on the morality of 

euthanasia,, among health care lawyers such as Leenen and other advocates 

off euthanasia such as the NVVE. On this view, the moral justification of 

euthanasiaa rests on respect for autonomy. I doubt that this is an accurate 

picture,, but I will not go into that now; see subsection 10.3.1. Let me just 

notee that at least Den Hartogh is right not to impute this view to physicians 

orr their associations.18 

Furthermore,, Den Hartogh holds that he has developed an alternative 

vieww on the morality of euthanasia. On this view, the moral justification of 

euthanasiaa lies in the duty of beneficence, specifically in the duty of 

compassion.compassion. Again, I doubt that this is an accurate picture, even though I 

acknowledgee that Den Hartogh might merely mean that he has contributed 

too the development of the view in question. For Kuitert, a theologian 

whosee involvement in the euthanasia debate stems from the beginning of 

thee eighties, has already written that autonomy is not, has never been and 

willl not be the reason to perform euthanasia. Instead, this is a medical-

professionall reason. Thus, not the patient's request, but the doctor's 

professionall judgment ultimately justifies euthanasia.19 

Denn Hartogh's strategy is twofold. On the one hand, he attacks the 

dominantt viewr as he argues that respect for autonomy cannot morally 

justifyy euthanasia. This is the subject of the next section. On the other hand, 

hee defends his own view where he claims that the duty of beneficence can 

bee the moral justification of euthanasia. This is the subject of this section. 

Wee must make a distinction now between the general duty of 

beneficencee and the medical-ethical duty of beneficence. The general duty of 

beneficencee is the duty one person could have, under circumstances, to 

promotee another person's well-being. For example, if a small child falls into 

aa canal, you can expect to have a duty to save it. The medical-ethical duty of 

beneficencee is the duty of a doctor to promote the welfare of his patient. 

Normally,, if a doctor can save a patient's life by operating him, he is obliged 

too do so, for example. 

Heree we are concerned with the medical-ethical duty of beneficence. This 

iss shown by the fact that, if we would be concerned with the general duty of 

18Seee KKMG (Royal Dutch Medical Association) (1995), pp. 14-6. 
19Kuitertt (1993), pp. 64-6. See also Spreeuwenberg (1981), pp. 250-4. Cf. Bok (1975), p. 3. 
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beneficence,, we would be unable to explain why it is widely held that only 

doctors,, and not nurses, may perform euthanasia (or there must be a 

practicall reason I do not know of).20 However, we will see in subsection 

10.3.44 that one of the consequences of my theory of euthanasia is that this 

differencee between doctors and nurses is problematised. 

Accordingg to Beauchamp's and Childress authoritative companion of 

medicall ethics, Principles of Biomedical Ethics, the whole of medical ethics 

cann be derived from four principles. One of these principles is the principle 

off beneficence, the others are the principles of non-maleficence, justice and 

respectt for autonomy. What is more, the principle of beneficence sees to the 

aimm as well as the justification of medicine. It is to promote the welfare of 

pa t i en t s . 2 11 This goes to show that we must not think of the duty of 

beneficencee too lightly here. 

Still,, there is a powerful argument that it cannot produce the moral 

justificationn of euthanasia. This argument consists of two premises. The 

firstt premise is a dogma of Dutch health care law. This could be called 

Leenen'ss dogma. For he has supported it vigorously from the first version 

off his companion of health care law, in 1978, to the last, in 1996.22 

Inn short, Leenen's dogma says that doctors ought to make their decisions 

aboutt treatment on the basis of the medical-professional standard. This 

standardd abstracts from the quality of life of (individual) patients. Doctors 

shouldd not and cannot judge the quality of life of their patients. 

Inn Leenen's view, the medical-professional standard is able to abstract 

fromm qualitv-of-life judgments because it is defined by medical-scientific 

knowledgee and the experience of the medical profession. In particular, there 

iss medical treatment if the following two conditions are fulfilled: there is a 

medicall indication, that is the treatment is a means to a medical end, and 

thee treatment is given in a medically approved manner.23 

Accordingg to Leenen, there are two reasons why the medical-professional 

standardd has to abstract from quality-of-life judgments, a moral one and a 

methodologicall one. The moral reason is that doctors should not judge the 

qualityy of life of their patients. This is because no one is good enough to 

judgee someone else's quality of life. The methodological reason is that it is 

20Seee e.g. the Van Boxtel Bill (1998), p. 575. 
21Beauchampp and Childress (1989), pp. 15 and 194-6. 
22Leenenn (1978), pp. 238-45 and (1996), pp. 32-42. 
23Leenenn (1996), pp. 32 and 34, for example. I am aware that this is not particularly 
helpful. . 
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impossiblee for doctors to judge the quality of life of their patients. This is 

impossiblee because quality of life is a notion that cannot be made 

operational.. We are unable to judge a person's quality of life. A fortiori, we 

aree unable to generalise quality-of-life judgments. This is due to the fact that 

aa person's quality of life is determined by many, often subjective, factors, 

suchh as her character and view on life.24 

Thee second premise of the argument establishes the connection between 

Leenen'ss dogma, on the one hand, and euthanasia, on the other hand. The 

connectionn is that, if doctors would take decisions whether to perform 

euthanasiaa or not by means of the principle of beneficence, they could not 

abstractt from the quality of life, especially the meaning of life, of their 

patients.. This is because, although they are in otherwise similar positions, 

onee person may welcome every single new day, whereas another person 

mayy curse it. Imagine a person who lives for her family. Despite the 

'hopelesss emergency situation' she is in, she may desire to continue living 

ass long as she can. However, for a person who is fond of her body physical 

deteriorationn may induce her to a explicit, voluntary and well-considered 

deathh wish. Thus, as for euthanasia -as opposed to other "treatments", at 

leastt in Leenen's view- it is vitally important who the patient is. 

Thee conclusion of the argument is that, as according to the first premise 

thee medical-professional standard abstracts from quality-of-life judgments 

andd according to the second premise in case of euthanasia quality-of-life 

judgmentss cannot be abstracted from, there is no medical-professional 

standardd for euthanasia. And so there is no medical indication for 

euthanasiaa and no medically approved way of performing it. We must say, 

too put it briefly, all the sorts of things that the most recent bill regarding 

euthanasiaa says, as we have seen in the last paragraph to the previous 

section,, and that is why I suspected that the bill endorses the argument 

underr discussion. In other words, the conclusion of this argument is that as 

euthanasiaa is not medical treatment, it is impossible for a doctor to perform 

itt in his capacity of a doctor, and so the (medical-ethical) duty of beneficence 

cannott generate the moral justification of euthanasia. 

But,, as I indicated earlier, Den Hartogh defends the view that it can. 

Thus,, he has to attack this argument, especially Leenen's dogma -the other 

partss of the argument look self-evident. 

24E.g.. Leenen (1985), pp. 153-6. 
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Leenen'ss dogma is attacked by medical ethicists such as, in chronological 

order,, Musschenga, Jacobs and Den Hartogh.25 Their central thought is, if I 

understandd them well, that medical treatment is justified because it 

promotess a patient's quality of life, and that it is justified insofar as it 

promotess a patient's quality of life. In view of this, a doctor ought to make 

hiss decisions about medical treatment on the basis of a judgment about the 

qualityy of life of his patient. As a rule, this judgment is implicit. It is a 

properr assumption that, if medical treatment is possible, it is desirable. 

Normally,, pneumonias ought to be cured. However, there are exceptions to 

thiss rule. Then, a doctor cannot escape from passing an explicit quality-of-

lifee judgment on his patient. Such exceptions arise with the question of so* 

calledd medically futile treatment.26 This is treatment that, if initiated or 

continued,, could keep a patient alive longer, but is nonetheless futile. 

Oughtt a pneumonia be cured in a patient at an advanced stage of cancer? 

Suchh a question can only be answered on the grounds of an explicit quality-

of-lifee judgment. A positive answer means that the patient has sufficient 

qualityy of life left, a negative answer that he has not. 

Iff this attack on Leenen's dogma would be successful, this would show 

thatt there is no principled difference between euthanasia and other medical 

treatments.. They all require quality-of-life judgments. The duty of 

beneficencee could then morally justify euthanasia in the same way as it does 

otherr medical treatments. 

Butt is this attack on the dogma successful? Leenen himself defends it as 

follows.. To begin with, he shares the medical ethicists' central thought: 

medicinee is aimed at quality of life.27 Still, he insists that medical decisions 

cann be taken on purely medical grounds. As for decisions about medically 

futilee treatment, there are three criteria. First, the treatment does not 

contributee to the solution of a medical problem or the maintenance or 

improvementt of the patient's medical condition. Second, the treatment 

doess not bear a proper proportion to its end. Finally, a certain minimum 

levell cannot be reached anymore. And decisions about whether or not these 

criteriaa are met are medical decisions. The medical-professional standard 

25Musschengaa (1987a), Jacobs (1991) and Den Hartogh (1992). 
26Soo the battle about Leenen's dogma is not fought over euthanasia. Illustratively, Den 
Hartoghh regards the duty of beneficence as the moral justification of euthanasia, 
Musschengaa respect for autonomy (Musschenga (1987b), p. 159), and Jacobs both. 
27Thiss may seem a truism. Yet, some believe that a doctor is a medical mechanic, that 
hee carries out repairs on humans like a mechanic does on machines. 
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applies.. In other words, Leenen says that quality of life is not a criterion for 

medicallyy futile treatment. To be precise, and this is of the utmost 

importancee here, he says that quality of life is not an independent criterion. 

However,, it can be relevant as a "bound factor". He supposes that quality of 

lifee will regularly be relevant to the question whether the patient is still able 

too achieve a minimum level, for example.28 

Timee has come to evaluate the argument under discussion. My own 

vieww is that it cannot be maintained. Leenen's specifications of his dogma 

aree concessions. They are concessions that signify the collapse of his dogma. 

Seemingly,, the medical ethicists are absolutely right when they say that 

doctorss cannot avoid making quality-of-life judgments, either implicitly or 

explicitly.. I do not understand what difference it could make that these 

judgmentss decide about the use of medical treatment in an indirect way, 

andd not in a direct way. This would lead me to the conclusion that the 

professionall duty of beneficence could morally justify medical euthanasia. 

Apparently,, we suppose that doctors can and may decide on medical 

treatment,, including possible medically futile treatment, on the basis of 

judgmentss about the quality of life of their patients. Why could we not 

supposee the same with regard to euthanasia? 

However,, it is one thing to say that the duty of beneficence can be the 

morall justification and quite another thing to say that it is the best moral 

justificationn of euthanasia. In my view, it is not, not because it cannot, but 

forr reasons that have to do with respect for autonomy, as I will explain 

below. . 

Ass I just said, the argument under discussion does not hold. Yet, there is 

ann element of truth in Leenen's methodological and moral objections to the 

usee of the notion of quality of life in medicine. I will not go so far to say, as 

hee does, that a doctor cannot and should not assess the quality of life of his 

patient,, if only because it now seems that he must. As for Leenen's 

methodologicall objection, a quality-of-life judgment need not be subjective, 

inn the sense that a doctor can only project his own desires and interests onto 

hiss patient. As Leenen underlines himself, quality of life is determined by 

28Leenenn (1994), pp. 308-13. I am not sure what Leenen means by quality of life being a 
boundd factor rather than an independent criterion. He refers to Sutonus. According to 
Leenen,, Sutonus claims that, whereas free value judgments do not belong in medicine, 
boundd value judgments do. Such judgments are bound by the patient in question as well as 
hiss situation and bound by the medical profession, that is related to the goals of 
medicine;; Leenen (1994), p. 310nl25. Of course they are, everyone can agree-
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many,, often subjective, factors. A doctor has to take these factors into 

account.. As a result, a quality-of-life judgment can be sufficiently objective. 

Ass for Leenens moral objection, I am certain that there is a morally 

acceptablee way for a doctor to convey a quality-of-life judgment to his 

patient. . 

Nevertheless,, it is problematic that doctors cannot get round making 

explicitt quality-of-life judgments. This is because knowledge about quality of 

lifee differs from medical knowledge such as how to cure a pneumonia. 

Thus,, all other things being equal, the more it can be avoided that doctors 

mustt make explicit quality-of-life judgments, the better. In the present 

context,, this is a weighty consideration. For, perhaps, if not the duty of 

beneficence,, but respect for autonomy would be the moral justification of 

euthanasia,, doctors could evade explicit quality-of-life judgments, at least in 

casee of euthanasia. 

10.33 Respect for  autonomy 

10.3.11 The dominant view 

Inn the previous section, I have said that I doubt whether it gives an accurate 

picturee to say, as Den Hartogh does, that there is a dominant view on the 

moralityy of euthanasia, that this is the view that the moral justification of 

euthanasiaa lies in respect for autonomy, and that this view is shared by 

healthh care lawyers and other advocates of euthanasia. 

Onee reason to doubt this is that Den Hartogh himself is ambiguous about 

thee dominant view. Is it the view that euthanasia is morally justified solely 

byy the patient's request, i.e. irrespective of her reasons for it?29 Or is it the 

vieww that euthanasia is morally justifiable if the patient's request is based on 

thee belief that her life has no value anymore?30 These are different views, 

forr it is possible to request "euthanasia", while knowing that one's life lost 

itss value only temporarily, if, for example, one lies in agony in the dentist's 

chair.. Or is the dominant view that euthanasia is morally justified if the 

patientt requests it and her life has lost its value indeed?31 This third view 

29Denn Hartogh (1995), p. 180. 
30Denn Hartogh (1996a), p. 150. 
31Denn Hartogh (1994), p. 211. 
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differss from the second view, for it is possible that one believes that ones 

lifee has no value anymore when in fact it has. Imagine a disaster happens to 

youu which makes you think that your life is without value. However, it 

mayy be possible to have therapy, so as to leave the past behind.32 

Forr now, let me define the view that the moral justification of 

euthanasiaa lies in respect for autonomy as the view that the moral 

justificationn of euthanasia runs through the concept of autonomy, through 

thee patient's request. (I will expand on this in the next subsection. A 

questionn waiting to be answered is: what are the conditions for an 

autonomouss request?) In other words, it is not the view that the moral 

justificationn of euthanasia (also) derives from the concept of beneficence, 

fromm the patient's condition. For that would be the view that the moral 

justificationn of euthanasia rests on the duty of beneficence, of course. 

Thee main reason to doubt that Den Hartoghs picture is accurate is that 

thee health care lawyers and other advocates of euthanasia he refers to do not 

seemm committed to the view that the moral justification of euthanasia runs 

throughh the concept of autonomy, and not through that of beneficence. This 

iss because they appeal not only to the patient's request, but also to his 

condition.. Let us look at the material Den Hartogh bases his case on. 

Sporkenn and Roscam Abbing are two early participants of the Dutch 

debatee on euthanasia (late sixties, early seventies). Sporken invokes respect 

forr autonomy as he claims that euthanasia may not be performed without 

thee consent or rather the request of the patient. The opinion of the doctor 

and /o rr the relatives that the patient's life has lost its meaning fails to 

warrantt the conclusion that it is in her interest to die. But Sporken appeals 

too the patient's condition too. He stipulates that euthanasia comes up for 

discussionn only if the patient suffers so much that it is becoming 

increasinglyy more difficult to die with dignity.33 And Roscam Abbing 

invokess respect for autonomy as he claims that people have a basic right to 

decidee on their own lives and that this includes, in principle, the right to 

physician-assistedd suicide34. But Roscam Abbing appeals to the patients 

conditionn too. He stipulates that the right to assistance with suicide is 

32Cf.. the Chabot case (in which this was an issue); for an eyewitness account see Chabot 
(1993). . 
33Sporkenn (1969), p. 222. 
34Thee Dutch treat euthanasia and assistance with suicide the same-
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amenablee to all kinds of limitations. It is out of the question, for example, if 

thee patient would cause herself harm.35 

Twoo legislative proposals for euthanasia are the proposal of the State 

Commissionn on Euthanasia (1985) and the proposal of the NVVE (1996).36 

Bothh propose a new article 293. It remains an offence to terminate 'the life of 

anotherr person at that other person's express and earnest request'. In this 

way,, respect for autonomy is taken into account. However, according to the 

Statee Commission this act 'is not punishable if the termination of life is 

performedd by a doctor in the context of careful treatment on a person who is 

inn a hopeless emergency situation', while according to the N W E it is not 'if 

donee by or in close consultation and cooperation with a doctor in the 

contextt of careful treatment, and the person concerned is suffering 

unbearably'.. In this way, the patient's condition is brought in. 

Finally,, Leenen's argument for the legalisation of euthanasia is also full 

off references to both respect for autonomy or, as he calls it, self-

determinationn and the patient's condition. Curiously, his starting point is 

respectt for life. According to him, respect for life does not coincide with 

respectt for biological life. Respect for life extends to respect for humanness, 

inn all its aspects. Humanness exceeds biological life. To a large extent, it is 

alsoo determined by spiritual and ethical values. Respect for biological life 

onlyy could result in inhumanity. Respect for life therefore includes respect 

forr self-determination and human dignity. What does respect for life mean 

att the end of life? According to Leenen, it implies that a human being 

shouldd be able to die as dignified as possible, in a way that preserves his 

autonomyy as much as possible. It means that a doctor releases his patient 

fromm her suffering if this is what she wants.3738 

Wee can conclude that if this material contains a dominant view, it states 

noo more than that, beside the patient's request, his condition such as loss of 

dignityy is relevant to the morality of euthanasia. The question is why? This 

iss the question the debate on the moral justification of euthanasia should be 

about.. As yet, none of the answers I will consider is ruled out. This I will 

demonstratee now. 

35Roscamm Abbing (1972), pp. 16-7. 
36Bothh are printed in Griffiths (1998), pp. 314-6 and 318-20. 
37Leenenn (1994), pp. 261-2. 
3 8 Maybe ,, Leenen himself would say that his argument for the legalisation of 
euthanasiaa is based on respect for autonomy (only). He is a champion of respect for 
autonomyy in medicine. This is shown, for example, by his valediction; Leenen (1990), pp. 
10-11 and 23-4. 
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Onn the one hand, the requirement that the person who requests 

euthanasiaa is in a certain condition might indicate that beside autonomy 

beneficencee is relevant to the morality of euthanasia. This can be interpreted 

inn two distinct ways. The first interpretation, which is Den Hartogh's, is that 

thee moral justification of euthanasia is generated by beneficence alone, 

whilee autonomy produces a side-contraint39 that forbids involuntary 

"euthanasia",, i.e. terminating a person's life against her will in spite of the 

factt that this would be in her interest. This interpretation will be evaluated 

inn subsection 10.3.4. The second interpretation, which I have outlined in 

sectionn 10.1, is that only together beneficence and autonomy are a sufficient 

conditionn for legitimate euthanasia, while apart they are just necessary 

conditions. . 

Onn the other hand, autonomy might still be able to morally justify 

euthanasiaa on its own. There are two different explanations of why the 

patientt nevertheless "needs" to be in a certain condition. My own 

explanationn would be that this is due to the values of life; see section 10.4. 

Thee alternative explanation is that a request for euthanasia is only 

autonomouss if the patient bases it on the fact that she is in a particular state, 

andd to this topic -the conditions for an autonomous request- we turn now. 

10.3.22 The concept of autonomy 

Theree is an obvious argument against respect for autonomy as the moral 

justificationn of euthanasia. It is that respect for autonomy entails respect not 

onlyy for good but also for bad decisions. In the context of euthanasia, this 

impliess that doctors respect requests for euthanasia, irrespective of whether 

theyy are made on good or ill grounds. Thus, they would be morally justified 

too accede to good as well as bad requests. Surely, this result is undesirable. 

Wee do not want our doctors to kill people if they do not have good reasons 

too die. However, if a bad decision does not suffice to empower a doctor to 

performm euthanasia, a good decision does not either. After all, the quality 

(i.e.. outcome) of decisions is irrelevant to respect for autonomy. So respect 

forr autonomy better not be the moral justification of euthanasia. 

39II borrow this term from Nozick, see Nozick (1974), pp. 28-33. 
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Myy aim in this subsection is to discuss why this argument is obvious, but 

mightt be harmless in practice; discussion of why it is harmless in theory has 

too be postponed until section 10.4.40 

Thee argument is obvious because, in the Netherlands, health care 

lawyerss have established a formal or procedural concept of autonomy. A 

decisionn by a patient, notably the consent to or refusal of medical treatment, 

iss autonomous if he is a competent individual. Competence is explained in 

termss of certain decision-making capacities. In particular, the patient should 

bee able to understand and communicate as well as to reason and 

deliberate.411 In other words, it is not a substantive concept of autonomy. It is 

nott so that a decision by a patient is autonomous if it has a certain content. It 

needd not be taken for good reasons.42 

Itt is noteworthy that this is supported by a liberal concept of autonomy.43 

Thiss can be found in the works of Frankfurt and G. Dworkin. They have 

hierarchicall theories, as they make a distinction between two levels of 

reflection.. In Frankfurt's terms, this is the distinction between first-order 

desires,, on the one hand, and second-order desires, on the other. First-order 

desiress are desires to perform or not to perform a certain action, say the 

desiree to smoke. A second-order desire is a desire that refers to a first-order 

desire,, say the desire not to have the desire to smoke. Frankfurt 

distinguishess between second-order desires that are desires to have a certain 

first-orderr desire and those that are desires for a certain first-order desire to 

formm the will. The difference between a desire sec and the will is that the 

willl is effective, i.e. it motivates the agent all the way to action. The latter 

second-orderr reasons Frankfurt calls second-order volitions.44 

Ass G. Dworkin puts it, the full formula of autonomy consists of 

authenticityy and procedural independence. Authenticity means that the 

agentt identifies with his desires, i.e. his first-order desires are consistent 

withh his second-order volitions; to be precise, the agent has the capacity to 

questionn whether he identifies with his desires. And procedural 

40Denn Hartogh does not make use of it, or at least not directly; see subsection 10.3.3. 
4 :Seee Van de Klippe (1990), p. 131, Legemaate (1992), p. 192, Dillman and Legemaate 
(1992),, p. 834, Berghmans (1993), pp. 72-3 and KNMG (1997), pp. 48-9. Cf. Buchanan and 
Brockk (1989), ch. 1. 
42This,, more Kantian, concept of autonomy is argued for by Wijsbek, m Wijsbek (1996). p. 
1117.. And Manschot pleads for a Socratic concept of autonomy, m Manschot (1992), pp. 
15-99 and (1994), pp. 109-13. 
43Seee Chrisrman (1989) for the overview of the debate on autonomy I have used. 
44Frankfurtt (1971), pp. 7-10. 
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independencee implies that the agent's process of identification is genuinely 

hiss own, instead of being subverted by, for example, hypnotic suggestion.45 

Thee reason Frankfurt's and G. Dworkin's concept of autonomy is liberal 

iss that their formula of autonomy does not predicate the content of the 

autonomouss agent's desires. They can have any particular content. As a 

result,, the agent need not identify with his desires for good reasons. There is 

aa contingent relationship between a person's autonomy and his interest: 

excercisingg his autonomy may be conducive to his interest, while it may just 

ass well be not.46 

Too recapitulate, the obvious objection to seeking the moral justification 

off euthanasia in respect for autonomy is that a consequence would be that a 

doctorr can perform bad "euthanasias" and that we do not want that. This is 

duee to the fact that the Dutch assess a patients competence in a formal way, 

basingg themselves on a liberal concept of autonomy. It militates against 

suchh a concept to cop out and weigh a patient's reasons for a decision. A 

doctorr ought to respect a patient's decision, regardless of its quality.47 

Thoughh obvious, I have said, this objection might be harmless. This is 

becausee it is hard to imagine that a request for euthanasia can really be 

autonomouss if it is based on ill grounds, for example the "patient" lost his 

dog.. Competence in matters of life and death can only express itself in a 

goodd decision, I suspect. This is not to apply a substantive test for autonomy. 

Thee quality of a decision does not determine whether the decision is 

autonomous.. However, it indicates that the procedural requirements are 

nott met. Thus, if a person aks a doctor to kill him as his dog ran away, there 

iss reason to believe he lacks understanding.48 

Nevertheless,, if respect for (procedural) autonomy would be chosen as 

thee moral justification of euthanasia, the distinction between the standard 

casee of euthanasia and other cases of euthanasia collapses, as I said it would 

inn section 10.1. Remember that the standard case of euthanasia is the case 

thatt a doctor performs euthanasia at a patient's explicit, voluntary and well-

consideredd -in one word: autonomous- request, in view of his hopeless and 

unbearablee suffering -if you like: hopeless emergency situation. This 

distinctionn collapses, for hopeless and unbearable suffering may not be the 

45Dworkinn (1988), pp. 15 and 18. 
46Frankiurtt (1971), pp. 14-7 and Dworkin (1988), p. 29. The same is true on Feinberg's 
view,, see Femberg (1986a), pp. 57-62. 
47Forr a similar remark concerning suicide see Jacobs (1985), pp. 22-3. 
48Cf.. Den Hartogh (1996a), pp. 155, 160 and 164. 
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onlyy good reason for requesting euthanasia. More precise, there may be 

otherr circumstances in which the patient can pass the test of procedural 

competence.. Other such circumstances may be the prospect of hopeless and 

unbearablee suffering, in case of AIDS or cancer, and the prospect of severe 

dementia,, in case of Alzheimer's disease49, and being tired of living, 

throughh with life, in case of a very elderly person. My point is that if the 

morall justification of euthanasia is chosen to be respect for autonomy, it is 

impossiblee to lay down in advance the circumstances a doctor can perform 

euthanasiaa in. I will come back to this where I discuss narrative identity, in 

subsectionn 10.3.4.50 

10.3.33 Volenti non fit iniuria 

Inn this subsection, I will undertake to refute Den Hartoghs arguments 

againstt what he calls the dominant view. These arguments purport to show 

thatt respect for autonomy cannot morally justify euthanasia. 

Ass Den Hartogh presents it, his main argument is that the dominant 

vieww is ultimately based on the principle volenti non fit iniuria, that is no 

wrongg is done to the consenting person. This is due to the fact that on the 

dominantt view, according to Den Hartogh, the right to life is absolute, i.e. 

noo one may dispose of someone else's life. However, the right to life is 

alienable,alienable, in the sense that one can transfer ones right to life to someone 

else.. Moreover, the right to life is exercisable: one may dispose of ones own 

lifee as one likes, for better or for worse. One may kill oneself, even though 

thiss would in fact be, say, a cry for help. Now, if one alienates one's right to 

life,, one also transfers the right to exercise it. In this way, one can authorise 

someonee else to kill one. Ex hypothesi, no wrong was done to a patient who 

iss killed after having requested euthanasia.51 

Denn Hartogh gives two reasons for believing that the volenti-principle 

breakss down under this burden. Suppose that you make a bet with your 

enemy.. You will toss a coin. Heads will mean that you obtain his fortune, 

tailss that he acquires your right to life. According to Den Hartogh, that this 

49Thesee categories differ because a demented person does not suffer, for he has no self 
anymore;; see Battin (1994), ch. 7. 
50Thee practical relevance of the theoretical difference between respect for autonomy 
andd the duty of beneficence, fading in the previous paragraph, is restored m this one. For 
euthanasiaa on the non-sick and non-suffering cannot be morally justified by means of the 
dutvv of beneficence, let alone by Den Hartogh s duty of compassion. 
51Denn Hartogh (1996a), pp. 150-1. 
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contractt would be morally and legally void shows that one cannot "simply" 

decidee to give one's life away and therefore that the right to life is not 

alienable.522 However, my suggestion would be that the iw/eMfz-principle is 

nott at stake here. After all, no harm is involved in the mere placing of the 

bett (as opposed to one of its possible consequences). My suggestion is that 

thee reason why neither morality nor law endorses such a contract is that is 

soo offensive. 

Thee other reason is that according to Den Hartogh the right to personal 

freedomm and the right to bodily integrity are inalienable. For example, it is 

impermissiblee to assault a person even with his consent. Thus, a doctor is 

nott empowered to amputate his patient's leg by the mere request. According 

too Den Hartogh, this proves that the right to life is inalienable too, because if 

onee cannot "just" waive the right to bodily integrity, the same is true of the 

rightt to life, since life is more precious than bodily integrity (or personal 

freedom).533 As I see it, Den Hartogh again confuses two distinct liberty-

limitingg principles. The first is the harm to self principle, which says that 

one'ss liberty can be limited to prevent that one harms oneself; the second, 

thee offense principle, says that it can be limited to prevent that one is 

offensivee to others.54 I am of the liberal view that, in principle, one may 

disposee of one's right to personal freedom or bodily integrity if no offense to 

otherss is involved, irrespective of whether it implies harm to self. Thus, 

volentivolenti non fit iniuria. 

Itt might be thought that this argument is unavailable to Den Hartogh 

anyway.. This is because if the right to life is inalienable, euthanasia cannot 

bee morally justified at all, not even on the basis of the duty of beneficence. 

However,, this is a non sequitur, as Den Hartogh points out himself. Part of 

thee meaning of a right is that it protects a good, for example the right to 

bodilyy integrity protects bodily integrity and the right to life life. If one does 

nott have an interest anymore in the protected good, one's right -to be 

precise,, the corresponding duty of others- ceases to exist. This means that if 

itt is in one's interest that one's leg is amputated, as otherwise gangreen wrill 

spreadd through one's body, one's consent can authorise a doctor to perform 

52Denn Hartogh (1996a), pp. 153-4. 
53Denn Hartogh (1994), p. 212 and (1996a), p. 154. 
54See,, for example, Feinberg (1986b). 
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thatt operation. In the same way, if it is in one's interest to die, one's request 

cann empower a doctor to give euthanasia.0D 

Lett me make an attempt to resuscitate Den Hartogh's argument. 

Standardly,, respect for autonomy is conceived as respect for someone else's 

decisionss in the sense that one does not intervene with them, regardless of 

theirr quality. Here, however, respect for autonomy means, not that the 

doctorr does not intervene with his patient's decision to die, but that he 

executesexecutes this decision: he has to kill him. This slack we should try to 

capitalisee on. Thus, the patient has to provide the doctor with the moral 

powerr to execute his request for euthanasia. To that end, he has to alienate 

hiss right to life. However, as the right to life is exercisable, this would imply 

thatt the doctor can dispose of the patient's life. He can then do the same 

thmgss with it as the patient could, that is both good and bad things.D6 

Myy argument against this is as follows. Suppose you own a piece of land 

thatt you want to give your neighbour the right to cross. For this purpose, 

youu do not have to alienate your piece of land, not even the part of it you 

wantt your neighbour to have the right to cross. Instead, you can give him 

rightt of way. Similarly, to authorise his doctor to perform euthanasia, a 

patientt need not proceed to alienating his right to life. Instead, he can 

confinee himself to giving the doctor the right to exercise his right to life for 

him.. In other words, the right to life is not necessarily absolute. In my 

scenario,, one retains the right to life, while someone else obtains a limited 

rightt to dispose of one's life, limited, that is, in accordance with ones own 

decisions.57 7 

Denn Hartogh's second argument against the dominant view draws on the 

standardd conception of respect for autonomy as non-interference with 

others'' decisions. In his terms, respect for autonomy calls into being 

negativee duties (duties to omit) only, and no positive duties (duties to act). 

However,, a doctor may have the moral duty to perform euthanasia, a 

55Denn Hartogh (1992), p. 112. However, a problem Den Hartogh still has to solve is that 
havingg no interest in life is not synonymous with having an interest in death, i.e. that it 
iss in one's interest to die. This is due to the possibility of being indifferent to life 
Moreover,, it mav be in one s interest to die, although one still has an interest in life. I am 
referringg to the person who has the prospect of, for example, severe dementia. 
56Thiss is the -indirect- way in which Den Hartogh still makes use of the argument we 
havee discussed in the previous subsection. 
-7Ass Leenen puts it, one's basic rights cannot turn against oneself, including the right to 
life;; Leenen (1988), pp. 33-4. 
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positivee duty that is. We can therefore conclude that respect for autonomy 

cannott be the moral justification of euthanasia.58 

Thiss argument is flawed in more than one respect. First of all, we are not 

arguingg about whether a doctor can have a moral duty to perform 

euthanasia.. Instead, we are arguing about whether a doctor can have a 

morall permission to perform euthanasia. In all modestv, our concern is 

howw such a permission is justified best. Moreover, it is false that respect for 

autonomyy does not bring into being positive duties, because it does. An 

examplee in medical ethics would be the doctor's duty to inform his patient. 

Hee has to inform him about the medical treatment he intends to give, so as 

too enable the patient to consent to or refuse this treatment in an 

autonomouss way. Apart from this, there is a general worry about whether a 

categoricall distinction between acts and omissions can be upheld. After all, 

everyy act can be described as an omission,, and the other way round; e.g. the 

actt of doing A is the omisssion of noi-A, and vice versa.59 

Finally,, Den Hartogh claims that the dominant view is contradicted by the 

Dutchh law on euthanasia. As we have seen in section 10.1, doctors can 

successfullyy appeal to necessity in the sense of a conflict of duties, if they 

wouldd be prosecuted for euthanasia, at least in the standard case. Now, Den 

Hartoghh claims that it is impossible to contruct a conflict of duties by means 

off respect for autonomy, for if the right to life is alienable and exercisable, a 

doctorr does not violate his patient's right to life by executing his request for 

euthanasia.. Furthermore, in the Chabot case the Supreme Court has 

declaredd that the conflict is between the values of life, on the one hand, and 

thee doctor's duty of beneficence, in particular the duty to relieve suffering, 

onn the other hand.60 

Myy counter-argument is this. The Chabot case is better interpreted as a 

recognitionn of the value of autonomy, for it concerns a woman who was not 

sickk and so not a patient.61 But it is understandable that the Supreme Court 

ll 88DenDen Hartogh (1995), p. 181 and (1996a), p. 164. 
D9Denn Hartogh could improve on this argument by distinguishing between positive 
dutiess to enable a person to make an autonomous decision, on the one hand, and positive 
dutiess to carry out a person's autonomous decision, on the other hand. Mv example is a 
positivee duty of the former sort, whereas the duty to perform euthanasia is one of the 
latter.. However, I do not see why it should be a matter of principle that respect for 
autonomyy does not create positive duties to cam' out a person's autonomous decision. 
60Denn Hartogh (1995), pp. 181-2 and (1996a), pp. 166-7. 
61 '[T]hee principled basis on which Dutch euthanasia law rests seems with the decision 
inn the Chabot case to have taken a hesitant step awav from the doctor-centered 
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didd not mention respect for autonomy as one of the conflicting duties. After 

all,, in rendering euthanasia a lesser form of homicide than for example 

manslaughterr (article 287), the legislator has already taken the express and 

earnestt request' of the "victim" into account. 

Moree importantly, Den Hartogh overlooks the difference between a 

morall conflict and a legal conflict. A legal conflict is a situation in which the 

laww protects two goods that cannot be protected both. In case of euthanasia, 

theree certainly is a legal conflict. Beside whatever good turns out to be 

involvedd in performing euthanasia, the law protects the non-personal 

valuee of life, as I said in section 10.1 -not the personal one as Den Hartogh's 

argumentt presupposes.62 It remains to be seen whether there is a moral 

conflictt too. For this, I refer to section 10.5. 

Oddlv,, presupposing that life merely has personal value, on Den 

Hartogh'ss view euthanasia would not involve a conflict either. This is 

becausee on his view the doctor's duty of beneficence just leads to euthanasia 

iff the patient's life has no personal value anymore.63 So when it comes to 

recognisingg euthanasia as a (genuine) conflict Den Hartogh's view and the 

dominantt view are in an equally bad position.64 

10.3.44 The values of autonomy 

Inn this subsection, I would like to explain why I prefer the view that the 

morall justification of euthanasia lies in respect for autonomy to Den 

Hartogh'ss view that it rests on the duty of beneficence. In order to explain 

this,, I am going to set side by side the importance of autonomy on Den 

Hartogh'ss view and the values of autonomy according to him. 

Ass we saw in subsection 10.3.1, on Den Hartogh's view autonomy is still 

relevant,, because it produces a side-constraint against involuntary 

euthanasia.. Moreover, it is important because a patients autonomous 

decisionss are a source of knowledge for a doctor. They inform him about 

approachh that has dominated legal development up to now and toward giving 
somewhatt greater weight to the principle of autonomy (Griffiths f 1998), p. 153). 
6 2However,, Schalken argues that in case of euthanasia there is no legal conflict: 
Schalkenn (1995), pp. 73-9. 
63Denn Hartogh (1995), pp. 179-80 and (1996a), p. 156. 
6 4Or,, rather, thev are in an equally good position. For Den Hartogh also claims that 
euthanasiaa does not involve a conflict whatsoever. There is one norm. This is that the 
laww allows (the standard case of) euthanasia, in Den Hartogh (1995), pp. 177-9. 
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whatt is in the patient's interest.65 Beside this, Den Hartogh could say -I am 

nott sure that he does- that what is in a person's interest is constituted, 

partly,, by what that person autonomously wants, i.e. it is in his interest that 

hiss autonomy is honoured. 

Ass for the values of autonomy, respect for autonomy contributes to a 

person'ss welfare. This is because, generally, a person knows best himself 

whatt is in his interest. Thus, respect for autonomy gives one a better life. 

Second,, respect for autonomy maintains a person's authenticity, his 

narrativee identity. For he makes his own decisions. So respect for autonomy 

givess one a life of one's own. Third, respect for autonomy makes one a 

person,, so to speak. This is because one can direct one's own life, instead of 

beingg ruled by others, as an object. Respect for life therefore gives one a life 

too live to begin with.66 

Myy reason for preferring the view that the moral justification of 

euthanasiaa lies in respect for autonomy to Den Hartogh's view is simply 

that,, if respect for autonomy is so valuable indeed, with regard to such a 

seriouss affair as euthanasia, it should be more important than a side-

contraint,, it should be the justification.67 

Off the values of autonomy 'narrative unity' plays a dominant role with 

regardd to euthanasia. Often, the reason why people request euthanasia is 

thatt their biographical life is ending, while their biological life would 

continue.6 88 At least, this is the case if the "patient" wants euthanasia in 

circumstancess such as I mentioned in subsection 10.3.2. For example, the 

reasonn why people ask for euthanasia in the face of the prospect of severe 

dementiaa is that they wish not to become a different person as they used to 

be.6 99 However, there is no need to group all reasons for a request for 

euthanasiaa together under the heading of narrative unity. The welfare 

argumentt plays a role concerning the standard case. After all, in that case the 

patientt is already suffering hopelessly and unbearably. 

Notee that writh respect to euthanasia the values of autonomy play their 

roless in a peculiar way. Let us take the welfare argument as an example. To 

6 5Denn Hartogh (1996a), p. 164. 
6 6Denn Hartogh (1996a), pp. 151-3; cf. Frankfurt (1971), pp. 17-20, Feinberg (1986a), pp. 
31-44,, Dworkin (1988), pp. 29-33, Christman (1989), pp. 18-9, Buchanan and Brock (1989), 

D.. 29-40. 
Thee Dutch seem to acknowledge this; see for empirical evidence Van Holsteyn and 

Trappenburgg (1996), pp. 145-8. 
6 8Wee owe these terms to Rachels; Rachels (1986), pp. 24-7. 
69Cf.. the title of Wijsbek (1996). 
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venturee a 'philosophical" remark, no welfare can be won by death., only 

miseryy can be lost, but, once it is lost, there is no one to have lost it, as the 

personn who w7as in misery is dead. 

InIn order to accentuate autonomy, it is better to advocate assistance with 

suicidee than euthanasia. In case of euthanasia, of course the doctor 

terminatess the patient's life, w7hereas in case of assistance with suicide this is 

donee by the patient himself, wrhile the doctor provides him with the 

appropriatee means. Assisted suicide has more advantages. Because a doctor 

doess not have to terminate the patient's life himself, assistance with suicide 

iss less of a burden on him.70 Furthermore, one may hope to curb 

overzealouss doctors this way.71 

Ass I said in section 10.1, one of the consequences of my viewT on the 

moralityy of euthanasia is that the distinction here between doctors and 

nursess is problematised. By this I mean that since it is not the duty of 

beneficencee that is the moral justification of euthanasia, there is no 

principledd difference between doctors and nurses. Further, what is to be 

advocatedd is not euthanasia but assisted suicide, and this is something that 

nott only doctors but also nurses (or even pharmacists and their assistants) 

shouldd be capable of doing. 

10.44 The values of lif e 

Inn the previous sections, we have discussed what morality has to say in 

favourr of euthanasia. However, that is only one side of the matter. The 

otherr side is what morality has to say against euthanasia. This we will 

discusss in this section In other words, we have seen, I will suppose from 

noww on, that in some cases there are moral reasons for performing 

euthanasia.. Are there also moral reasons against performing euthanasia in 

thesee cases? If so, euthanasia would only be morally justified when the 

reasonss in favour override (defeat) these reasons against. That is why this 

questionn is relevant to our issue, the morality' of euthanasia. 

Judgingg bv the Dutch debate, morality has very little to say against 

euthanasia.. Opponents of euthanasia primarily appeal to the so-called 

•• ^That euthanasia (and assisted suicide) involves a burden is proven bv, for example, 
Chabott (1993.) and (1996), Keizer f1994) and Pool (1996). 
71Seee Griffiths (1998), pp. 111-4; cf. Battin (1994), ch 12. 
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slipperyslippery slope argument. This keeps it open whether there are morally 

justifiedd cases of euthanasia (which is why it is not a moral argument}. 

However,, the slippery slope argument purports to show that, if we tolerate 

thatt euthanasia is performed in some cases, it follows that it is also 

performedd in other cases in which we do not accept it. In particular, 

allowingg voluntary euthanasia leads to the practice of non-voluntary 

euthanasia.. Opponents of euthanasia see this happening in the Netherlands 

already.72 2 

Abroad,, however, there is a grim moral debate on euthanasia. A good 

examplee is Harris' and Finnis' exchange of papers.73 Harris presents a liberal 

accountt of euthanasia which says that euthanasia is morally and should be 

legallyy permitted. According to him, '[i]f the harm of ending a life is 

principallyy a harm to the individual whose life it is and if this harm must 

inn turn be understood principally as the harm of depriving that individual 

off something that they value and want, then voluntary euthanasia will not 

bee wrong on this account'.74 But Finnis issues a philosophical case against 

euthanasia.. According to him, euthanasia is morally impermissible because 

humann bodily life is 'not merely instrumental good, but an intrinsic and 

basicc human good'.73 

Now,, this is a thought I wish to pursue. To be precise, I wish to pursue 

thee thought that morality has to say against euthanasia that euthanasia 

violatess respect for life. 

Interestingly,, wre have encountered 'respect for life' before, however as 

ann argument for rather than against euthanasia. This was in subsection 

10.3.1,, where I explained Leenen's view on euthanasia. We saw there that 

hiss view is that respect for life means respect for humanness in all its 

aspects,, including self-determination and human dignity, so that, 

ultimately,, it is not respect for self-determination but respect for life that 

supportss euthanasia. R. Dworkin goes even further. What he says boils 

downn to the claim that his argument for euthanasia 'can . . . best be 

understoodd as a special application of his general commitment to the 

sanctitysanctity of life'.76 

7 2Seee for a tenacious defence of the slippery slope argument, applied to the 
Netherlands,, Keown (1995a), ch. 16, and for an illuminating attack Feinberg (1992), ch. 
11. . 
73Pnntedd in Keown (1995b), pp. 6-71. 
7 4 Hamss (1995), p. 10. 
75Finniss (1995), p. 32. 
76Dworkinn (1993), p. 215 (my italics). 
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Thesee are both amusing examples of sophistry. It is one of tricks of a 

lawyerr to change his confrere's arguments in his own direction. This time 

thee trick cuts both ways. To be sure, it robs the opponents of euthanasia of a 

veryy important argument. But, at the same time, Leenen and R. Dworkin 

deprivee themselves of the possibility of seeing that morality tells against 

euthanasiaa too. As a consequence, they could not recognise euthanasia as a 

genuinee conflict or dilemma. And this is of interest, as I will show in the 

nextt section. 

Soonerr or later, I must face a big question here. Why respect life? Looking 

behindd this moral imperative to the values that back it up, as I usually do77, 

thiss question can be reformulated. What are the values of life? In my 

answer,, I make a distinction between personal value and non-personal 

value.. I am sure that life can have personal value, i.e. that life can have 

valuee for the person who lives it. This is because life is associated with 

pleasantt experiences and with interests worthy of consideration. 

Butt I am insecure about whether life also has non-personal value. My 

intuitionn is that it has. In particular, my intuition is that a human being, 

suchh as a newborn baby, who does not have pleasant experiences and 

interestss worthy of consideration or, more precise, who lacks the capacity to 

assesss these experiences and interests as such, has the same moral standing 

ass a human being who possesses this capacity. Obviously, this intuition 

requiress a theoretical account. A major issue this account has to address is 

whyy the life of a newborn baby has non-personal value, while the life of a 

fetuss has not, or if the latter has too, why the life of an embryo or a zygote or 

ann unfertilised egg, which is all human life, have not. 

Thus,, my intuition that, in some cases, human life has non-personal 

valuee requires a theoretical account. I apologise that I cannot offer such an 

accountt here. Allow me just to note that I am drawn to a secular account, 

andd not a religious one; I do not believe that life is a gift from God, for 

instance.. Furthermore, this secular account is unable to destroy the 

intuitionn that a newborn baby has the same moral standing as a person 

whosee life has personal value. I therefore reject accounts according to which 

thee life of a newborn baby only has non-personal value because it has 

Thiss habit stems from section 2.2. 
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relationall value due to its biological and cultural relationship with some 

concreteconcrete others, such as its mother.78 

Ass said, the thought I wish to pursue here is that morality tells against 

euthanasiaa as euthanasia conflicts with respect for life. In other words, the 

valuess of life generate moral reasons against performing euthanasia. As a 

consequence,, euthanasia is morally justified only if respect for autonomy 

(and/orr the duty of beneficence) overrides respect for life. I am of the 

opinionn that the reasons against euthanasia can be overridden by the 

reasonss for euthanasia. This is the case if the personal value of a patient's 

lifee has decreased. At any rate, it is the case if personal value is practically 

absent.. If ever, this is when the patient is suffering unbearably and 

hopelessly.. It need not be wrong after all to demand that the patient is in a 

hopelesss emergency situation as the most recent bill on euthanasia in the 

Netherlandss does, as we have seen in section 10.1. 

Soo on my view the patient's condition matters to the morality of 

euthanasia,, even though the moral justification of euthanasia is based on 

respectt for autonomy. It matters because the decrease of the patient's interest 

inn life is a necessary condition for legitimate euthanasia. It would be a 

mistakee to think that the patient's condition is relevant to the morality of 

euthanasiaa on my view because it is a reason for performing euthanasia, in 

otherr words because it is part of the moral justification of euthanasia. I do 

nott appeal to the duty of beneficence whatsoever. Thinking this would be 

thee same mistake as thinking that if there is, for example, war in Croatia 

asylumm seekers have reason to stay in the Netherlands, so that if there is no 

warr in Croatia they have reason to go back. Schematically, the mistake is: if 

actionn A is permissible in circumstances C, then C is a reason for A. 

Thiss is my explanation of why euthanasia is morally justified in the 

standardd case. I have suggested, in subsection 10.3.2, that a patient can make 

ann autonomous request for euthanasia, not only if he is suffering 

unbearablyy and hopelessly, but also in other circumstances such as the 

prospectt of severe dementia. On my view, this means that in these cases 

respectt for autonomy counts in favour of euthanasia, that there are moral 

reasonss for performing euthanasia. Nothing more, nothing less. It does not 

showw that euthanasia is morally justified in these cases, for respect for life 

78Cf.. Den Hartogh (1993), pp. 30-4 and (1997), pp. 58-62. For a discussion of this point, 
seee Zwart (1995,, pp. 126-30, Den Hartogh (1996b), pp. 398-409 and Zwart (1996), pp. 
410-15. . 
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countss against euthanasia. Moreover, it counts against euthanasia in a more 

pressingg way than in the standard case, because in these cases not only the 

non-personall value but also the personal value of life is involved. We may 

assumee that one's personal value of life is decreased if one is informed 

aboutt the prospect of severe dementia, but one can still have pleasant 

experiencess and interests worthy of consideration. I will say a few words 

moree on these cases in the next section. 

Finally,, I started by saying that the view that the moral justification of 

euthanasiaa lies in respect for autonomy as well as the duty of beneficence, 

whichh I called the 'third answer', unites the objections to both alternative 

theoriess in itself. These objections are that neither beneficence, nor 

autonomyy can be the moral justification of euthanasia. Now that we know 

thatt these objections are wrong, we have reason to reconsider the third 

answer.. One argument against it is that it does not lead to the right results. 

Euthanasiaa could only result from a doctor-patient relationship, while we 

havee seen that the person who performs eeuthanasia, or rather assisted 

suicide,, need not be a doctor and, more importantly, the person who 

requestss euthanasia not a patient. A more principled argument against the 

thirdd answer is that it assumes that the doctor and the patient relate to each 

otherr like parties to a contract, so that both have to have "consideration" (as 

Englishh contract law says) for their "euthanasia-contract" to be valid. 

However,, the doctor-patient relationship is different. The patient should be 

att the centre of attention, for he is the one who is principally concerned. 

10.55 Between theory and practice 

Inn this section, I wish to draw a conclusion concerning the interaction 

betweenn theory and practice that has been brought about here, that is to 

determinee the impact of my theory of moral dilemma upon our discussion 

off euthanasia, and the other way round. Secondarily, I would like to argue 

againstt theories of euthanasia by means of my theory of moral dilemma. 

Lett us begin with the impact of my theory of moral dilemma upon our 

discussionn of euthanasia. As we have seen, this theory argues for, among 

otherr things, the possibility of genuine conflict and dilemma and the 

compromise-modell of the resolution of conflict. These are the tenets of the 

theoryy that have benefitted me most to understand the interplay between 
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thee duty of beneficence, respect for autonomy and the values of life with 

respectt to euthanasia. This can be shown as follows. 

Thee first tenet, the possibility of genuine conflict and dilemma, has 

helpedd me to describe the performance of euthanasia as a course of action 

theree can be reasons for -reasons that spring from the values of autonomy-

whereass it is also a course of action there can be reasons against -reasons that 

originatee from the values of life. Moreover, it made me sensitive to the 

possibilityy that, while the reasons against may be overridden (defeated) by 

thee reasons in favour, they could remain on the scene. In particular, it made 

mee sensitive to the fact that to accept that in some cases euthanasia is 

morallyy justified, as respect for autonomy overrides respect for life, you do 

nott have to defend that in these cases the patient's life need not be 

respected.. You do not have to defend that his life lost its value or meaning, 

or,, even worse, that he is not a person anymore. 

Quitee the opposite is true. This is where the second tenet, the 

compromise-modell of the resolution of conflict, comes in. According to my 

theoryy of euthanasia, also the values of life have roles to play with regard to 

thee moral justification of euthanasia, although respect for autonomy plays 

thee principal role, of course. 

Firstt of all, as for the question which cases of euthanasia are morally 

justified,, this is settled by respect for autonomy and the values of life 

together.. Respect for autonomy produces the justification of euthanasia, but 

thee values of life generate a side-constraint. A doctor cannot accede to every 

autonomouss request for euthanasia. The value of the patient's life has to be 

decreased.. This is the crux of my theory of euthanasia, for it explains why 

thee patient's condition is relevant to the morality of euthanasia, although 

thee moral justification of euthanasia is based on respect for autonomy only. 

InIn the second place, and this is new, what the doctor may do in a case of 

morallyy justified euthanasia is determined by not only respect for autonomy 

butt also the values of life. The first thing to note is that we speak of a moral 

permissionn to perform euthanasia. This can be seen as a true compromise 

betweenn respect for autonomy, on the one hand, and respect for life, on the 

otherr hand. For this sort of permission differs from the sort of permission 

onee has if morality grants one a "moral holiday" in that euthanasia is not a 

morallyy indifferent action. This is why after declining an autonomous 

requestt for euthanasia, in my opinion, a doctor is obliged to refer his patient 

too a colleague. 
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Furthermore,, the so-called rules of careful practice and points requiring 

attentionn that govern euthanasia in the Netherlands, and such rules will 

governn euthanasia wherever the law would allow it, can be regarded as 

expressionss of both respect for autonomy and respect for life. For example, 

thee reason that the rules demand that the doctor does not report euthanasia 

ass a "natural death", that he places himself under public scrutiny, can be 

consideredd to be an expression of respect for life. 

Finally,, I have mentioned in subsection 10.3.4 that, generally, doctors 

experiencee performing euthanasia as a burden. The emotion involved 

seemss to me similar to agent-regret.79 Doctors ought to feel agent-regret 

indeed.. Euthanasia should not become a routine. Again, this is due to the 

valuess of life. 

Lett us move to the impact of our discussion of euthanasia upon my 

theoryy of moral dilemma. Does this discussion bear evidence that genuine 

conflictss and dilemmas are possible as this theory argues? This is a question 

wee have not yet answered. To be sure, we have seen that there can be 

reasonss for and against euthanasia. However, for euthanasia to be a genuine 

conflictt these reasons must be sufficiently strong. They must be 

requirements,, with the character of claims.80 And it remains to be seen 

whether,, while respect for autonomy requires a doctor to perform 

euthanasia,, respect for life puts a claim on him to refrain from doing it. 

Iff euthanasia would be a genuine conflict, it would be a conflict between 

ann agent-neutral reason, on the one hand, and an agent-relative reason, on 

thee other; in other words, it would be a paradigmatic conflict, as I called it in 

sectionn 2.3. In case of euthanasia a doctor has an agent-neutral reason to 

respectt autonomy, for the reason to perform euthanasia is that a certain 

outcomee is established, i.e. that the patient's autonomy is respected; this 

doess not rule out that the doctor's motive for performing euthanasia better 

bee compassion, or at least beneficence. But he has an agent-relative reason to 

respectt life, because there is a deontological constraint on killing the 

innocent.. Especially for a doctor this is morally unthinkable, as it were, since 

hee is supposed to promote the quality of life of his patient. 

Inn order to answer the question whether euthanasia can be a genuine 

conflictt or dilemma, we must make a distinction between the standard case 

off euthanasia and the non-standard cases of euthanasia I have described in 

'"Seee chapter 5. 
80Seee section 2.2. 
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subsectionn 10.3.2. This is because in the standard case, due to the fact that the 

patientt is suffering unbearably and hopelessly, his life has virtually no 

personall value anymore, whereas in the non-standard cases it still has, for 

examplee because the patient "merely" has the prospect of hopeless and 

unbearablee suffering. In view of this, I doubt whether in the standard case 

respectt for life puts a claim on the doctor not to perform euthanasia. Can the 

non-personall value of life effect this on its own? Thus, I doubt whether the 

standardd case is a genuine conflict. If it is, it is an easily resolvable one, in 

favourr of respect for autonomy. However, I am inclined to think that the 

non-standardd cases of euthanasia are not only genuine conflicts, but 

dilemmas.. I am inclined to think that there the agent-neutral respect for 

au tonomyy and the agent-relat ive respect for life const i tu te 

incommensurablee reasons81 . This is because the patient's life still has 

personall value. It may be that the crucial thing here is that because the 

patient'ss life still has personal value the non-personal value of his life 

increases.. It could be that it is especially valuable for us to preserve a 

person'ss life if it is still valuable for him. 

Att last, let us turn to an argument against theories of euthanasia that is 

basedd on my theory of moral dilemma. The point is that a theory of 

euthanasiaa should be able to acknowledge that euthanasia can be a genuine 

conflict,, possibly a dilemma. However, Leenen's and Den Hartogh's 

theoriess of euthanasia fail to do this. It is obvious that Leenen's theory does, 

forr respect for autonomy is not opposed to respect for life, rather the former 

followss naturally from the latter. With Den Hartogh's theory, things are 

moree complex. This theory can recognise the standard case of euthanasia as 

aa genuine conflict between the duty of beneficence, on the one hand, and 

thee non-personal value, in particular relational value, of life, on the other 

hand;; again, it may doubted whether the non-personal value of life is 

importantt enough to require the doctor to refrain from performing 

euthanasia.. However, Den Hartogh's theory cannot acknowledge that the 

non-standardd cases of euthanasia are genuine conflicts or even dilemmas. 

Thiss is not because of respect for life, but because of the doctor's duty of 

beneficence.. As it stands, Den Hartogh's theory has it that with regard to 

euthanasiaa the doctor's duty of beneficence comes into being only if his 

patient'ss life lost all personal value, as we have seen in subsection 10.3.3. 

Seee chapter 6. 





Chapterr 11 

Reasonss and values 

Towardd the end of his article 'Reasons and Motivation' (1997), Parfit 

introducess a distinction between value-based and desire-based reasons. He 

takess the view that all reasons are value-based, that no reasons are desire-

based. . 

Inn the previous chapters, I have regularly assumed that there is a relation 

betweenn reasons and values. This is clearest where I discuss the significance 

off incommensurability of values for what the agent has reason to do.1 In 

thiss chapter, I will generally continue to assume this. My primary aim is to 

examinee what this assumption involves. Is it unproblematic or 

controversial?? Secondarily, in consideration of Parfit's distinction between 

value-basedd and desire-based reasons, I will pursue the suggestion that 

reasonss are based on values. 

Myy main interest here is reasons for action. However, Parfit applies his 

distinctionn between value-based and desire-based reasons to reasons for 

havingg desires. On value-based theories, reasons to desire are based on 

values.. They are provided by the fact that something is worth achieving or 

preventing.. On desire-based theories, reasons to have desires are based on 

otherr desires. So any chain of reasons must end with some desire that we 

havee no reason to have. 

Inn chapters 6 and 7. See also chapter 2, for example. 
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Itt seems, however, that Parfit's distinction between value-based and 

desire-basedd theories also applies to reasons for action. For his discussion of 

itt suggests that it coincides with the distinction between internalism and 

externalismm about reasons for action that he makes in the beginning of his 

article.. Instead of internalism and externalism I will speak of Humeanism 

andd anti-Humeanism here.2 

11.11 Practical reasoning 

Lett me give my definitions of Humeanism and anti-Humeanism. We can 

makee a distinction between the following versions of Humeanism: 

Narroww Humeanism (NH): the agent has a reason to 

doo something if and because doing it would satisfy a 

desiree he has, or at least would contribute to the 

satisfactionn of a desire he has.3 

Widee Humeanism (WH): the agent has a reason to do 

somethingg if and because he can arrive at the 

judgementt that he has a reason to do that thing via a 

soundd deliberative route from his motivational set. 

Whatt makes WH wider than NH is that, firstly, the agent's motivational 

sett does not onlv contain desires, but also 'dispositions of evaluation, 

patternss of emotional reaction, personal loyalties, and various projects, as 

thevv mav be abstractly called, embodying commitments of the agent'4. I am 

usingg 'desire' here as a term of art including all these things. Secondly, as we 

havee seen in section 8.3, a sound deliberative route involves knowledge of 

thee relevant facts, including correction of false beliefs, and rational 

deliberation,, i.e. not only purely causal instrumental reasoning. For 

example,, by rational deliberation, in particular the exercise of imagination, 

thee agent can create new desires and destroy old ones. 

-Inn chapter 4 the term internalism was reserved for the view that moral judgements are 
action-guiding g 
3Onn a weaker version, this is only a necessary condition. I will come back to this later. 
4Williamss (1981), p. 105. 
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Byy contrast, anti-Humeanism is the view that it is not a necessary 

conditionn for the existence of a reason for action, let alone a sufficient one, 

thatt there is something that satisfies a desire of the agent or would do so if 

hee would have known the relevant facts and deliberated rationally. Anti-

Humeanss are divided among themselves about what the conditions for the 

existencee of a reason for action are instead, as we will see. 

Supposingg that the distinction between desire-based theories and value-

basedd theories and the distinction between internalism and externalism and 

thee distinction between Humeanism and anti-Humeanism represent three 

wayss of making the same distinction, we can say that Humeanism is the 

vieww that all reasons are internal. They are desire-based. Anti-Humeanism, 

onn the other hand, is the view that all reasons are external. They are value-

based. . 

Whatt does this mean for my assumption that there is a relation between 

reasonss and values? Does it commit me to anti-Humeanism? I will explain 

beloww that it does not. First we need to consider a mixed view. This is the 

vieww that while some (or most) reasons are value-based, others are desire-

based.. Discussing such a view means arguing for or against desire-based or 

value-basedd reasons, but, as we will see, not necessarily for or against 

Humeanismm and anti-Humeanism. 

Parfitt suggests the possibility of the mixed view where he writes that 

'accordingg to Externalists, at least some reasons are not internal'5. However, 

hee says this because he thinks that the fact that the agent has an external 

reasonn does not rule out that he has an internal one.6 That is to say, the fact 

thatt something is worth achieving or preventing leaves open that achieving 

orr preventing it fulfils a desire of the agent or would do so with full 

knowledgee and rational deliberation. In other words, Parfit believes that 

externall reasons can collapse into internal ones. But this is a mistake, I 

believe,, for these reasons are utterly distinct; they are different 

"metaphysicall beasts". 

Iss there a principled reason to reject the mixed view? One might think 

thatt it implies a hybrid theory of meta-ethics that cannot be true. I.e. it 

impliess a theory according to which some reasons (the value-based) are real, 

whereass others (the desire-based) are not. Discussion of this has to be 

postponedd to section 11.3. 

^Parfitt (1997), p. 100. 
6Parfitt (1997), pp. 115-6, 
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Lett us then take the mixed view head-on. Note that I assume that there is 

aa relation between reasons and values, suggesting this means that reasons 

aree based on values. My starting point is therefore that I have to be 

convincedd that there are desire-based reasons too. What the value-based 

theoristt needs here is examples. I will discuss three. 

(1)) The agent desires something that he knows is not 

good. . 

(2)) The agent desires something that he believes to be 

goodd but that is not good at all. 

(3)) The agent desires something that is good but that it 

iss good is due to the fact that he desires it. 

Thee value-based theorist is not impressed by (1) and (2) whatsoever. His 

ripostee is that in such cases the agent has no reason at all to satisfy his desire. 

Hiss response to (3) is more complicated. Consider the following situation. 

Youu happen to love long, hot showers; I hate them. You have a reason to 

takee long, hot showers; I have not. Does this not mean that we have a 

reasonn to take long, hot showers if and because we love (desire) them? In 

otherr words, is this not a desire-based reason? 

Thee value-based theorist's answer to this is that we have reason to take 

long,, hot showers if and because that is good. However, it is possible for him 

too allow that what is good for you may not be good for me. Some values 

havee subjective conditions. One such condition may be the agent's desires. 

Thiss enables the value-based theorist to maintain that you, who loves long, 

hott showers, have a reason to take them. This is because they are good for 

you.. And part of why they are good for you, in terms of health for example, 

iss that you love them. Moreover, the strength of your desire may affect the 

strengthh of your reason. If you strongly desire to take long, hot showers, you 

mayy have a strong reason to do so. And about me the value-based theorist 

cann hold that I do not have a reason to take long, hot showers. They are bad 

forr me because I hate them.7 

Thee value-based theorist can give a similar treatment to reasons that 

dependd on desires that it would have been better not to have. Suppose that I 

' II assume that long, hot showers are not good for everybody 
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amm working and a desire creeps up to enjoy myself differently- I can fulfil 

thiss desire by going to the cinema. However, I actually ought to work. It is 

possiblee for the value-based theorist to say that I have a reason to go the 

cinema,, his rationale being that now that I have this desire it is better for me 

too fulfil it. Yet, my reason is not desire-based. Note that (good) enjoyment is 

aa value. My reason is value-based if and because seeing a film is good 

enjoymentt and I will enjoy it. 

Itt is significant that the value-based theorist is able to allow that goodness 

andd thus reasons have subjective conditions.8 What we have reason to do 

mayy depend on our identity and on time and place, in other words what the 

agentt has reason to do could be determined by who he is, where he is and 

whenn he is there. This is important because the popularity of Humeanism 

mayy be due to the presupposition that the value-based theorist cannot allow 

forr this. It even seems that (wide) Humeanism is the dominant view, at 

leastt in economics and decision theory.9 This could change with the 

publicationn of important new books.10 

Lett me now explain that the assumption that there is a relation between 

reasonss and values does not necessarily commit me to anti-Humeanism. 

Thiss is not because we can combine Humeanism and anti-Humeanism. As 

itt stands, this cannot be done for they both give necessary and sufficient 

conditionss for the existence of a reason. However, we can change these 

viewss so as to capture the spirit of both. The result is the following view. 

Humeanismm and anti-Humeanism combined (HC): the 

agentt has a reason to do something: 

(a)) if doing it would satisfy a desire he has or would 

havee had if he would have known the relevant facts 

andd deliberated rationally; and 

(b)) if and because doing it is good. 

HCC is a combination of Humeanism and anti-Humeanism as the spirit of 

thee former is captured in (a) and that of the latter in (b). Both (a) and (b) 

producee a necessary condition for having a reason, while (b) also generates a 

sCf.. Scanlon (1998), pp. 41-9. 
9See,, however, Raz (1975), McDowell (1980) and Bond (1983). 
105canlonn (1998), Dancy (forthcoming) and Parfit (forthcoming). 
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justificationn for a reason statement (by which I mean a statement of the sort 

'Thee agent has a reason to do an action'). 

However,, the theoretical possibility of HC is not why I believe the 

contrastt drawn between Humeanism and desire-based theories, on the one 

hand,, and anti-Humeanism and value-based theories, on the other hand, is 

false.. The reason is that anti-Humeans do not have the monopoly on 

values.. Also Humeans can and will assert that there are things (acts, states of 

affairs,, objects, etc) that bear value. What they disagree about with anti-

Humeanss is merely how value should be understood. On the Humean 

view,, valuable for the agent is that which he desires or what he would 

desiree with full knowledge and rational deliberation, whereas on the anti-

Humeann view it is not. This means that Humeans can hold that reasons are 

relatedd to values, even that they are based on values. Whether it is very 

likelyy that they will do this is a separate question with probably a negative 

answer.. To explain the agent what he has reason to do, Humeans can 

directlyy appeal to his desires; they do not need to do this via his values. 

Theree is another reason why the contrast under consideration is false. 

Thiss is that there are two fundamentally different versions of anti-

Humeanism:: what we could call the Aristotelian version and the Kantian 

one.111 It is inconsistent with neither to assume that there is a relation 

betweenn reasons and values. However, the crucial difference between them 

iss that while for Aristotelians reasons may be based on values, for Kantians 

thee opposite is true: reason confers value on the world12. 

Somethingg else that has to be taken into account is that the word 'reason 

forr action' itself is ambiguous. It can mean various things depending on the 

contextt it is used in. For our purposes here, it is most relevant that it can 

meann reason in favour of an action' and reason why an action is, will be or 

hass been performed'. The former reasons are called normative (or 

justifying)) reasons. Normative reasons speak in favour of actions. They 

showw what there is to be said for these actions. Put metaphorically, 

normativee reasons reveal the favourable light13 in which actions stand. The 

latterr reasons are called motivating (or explanatory) reasons.14 Motivating 

n S e ee Cullity and Gaut (1997a), pp. 3-5. 
-2Forr example, Korsgaard (1983), p. 181, see Gaut (1997), pp. 161-5. 
: 3Thiss is McDowell's term, in McDowell (1978), p. 14. 
14Scanlonn calls them operative reasons, in Scanlon (1998), pp. 18-9. In my view, this is not the 
rightt term. It suggests that normative reasons are, as it were, put into operation. However, as 
wee will see, motivating and normative reasons can come apart. 
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reasonss explain actions. They show what motivates the agent. Motivating 

reasonss reveal the light in which the agent acts (or will act or has acted). 

Soo far we have clearly been discussing views on normative reasons. 

However,, we also have to consider views on motivating reasons. The 

questionn we need to face is whether there is a relation between motivating 

reasonss and values, especially whether motivating reasons are based on 

values.. To answer this, a distinction has to be made between two theories of 

motivation.. They provide us with the terms in which to answer the 

questionn before us. It is not that they give different answers. 

Humeann theory of motivation: motivation is the result 

off a desire and a means-end belief.15 

Anti-Humeann theory of motivation: motivation is the 

resultt of what the agent believes; desire is the state of 

beingg motivated.16 

Takee my motivation to write this chapter as an example. According to the 

Humeann theory of motivation, I am motivated to do this because I desire to 

doo this and think I know how it can be done (by typing these letters). 

Accordingg to the anti-Humean theory of motivation, I am motivated 

becausee of features I believe writing this chapter has, say that it means 

progress. . 

[Forr completeness' sake, note that in between the Humean and anti-

Humeann theory of motivation, there is the theory that differs from the 

formerr in that not only means-end beliefs, but also other beliefs have 

motivatingg power, for example beliefs about the agents future well-being. 

Onn the other hand, it differs from the anti-Humean theory of motivation in 

thatt what motivates the agent is not what he believes but his beliefs (and 

desires).177 I can leave this theory aside in my answer to the present question 

aboutt the relation between motivating reasons and values.] 

Ass one would expect, there are connections between normative and 

motivatingg reasons. Consider an anti-Humean theory about normative and 

motivatingg reasons. According to such a theory, the same fact can be a 

l 5E.g.. Smith (1994), ch. 4. 
16Dancyy (1993), pp. 32-3 and (1995). 
17Cf,, Nagel (1970) and McDowell (1978). 
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normativee as well as a motivating reason, for example that she is in pain. 

Thiss can be both a reason in favour of helping her and a reason why she is 

helped.. In that case, the light in which the agent acts is the favourable light 

inn which the action stands. Consider next a Humean theory about 

normativee and motivating reasons. According to such a theory, the same 

factt can figure in the specification of both a normative and a motivating 

reason.. For example, the reason in favour of helping her and the reason 

whvv the agent helps her is that he desires to end her pain. In spite of the 

ambiguityy of the word reason for action', theories about normative and 

motivatingg reasons are logically independent. Thus, you can be a Humean 

aboutt motivation and an anti-Humean about normative reasons.18 Again, 

whetherr such a position is verv plausible is a different question. 

Lett us answer the question whether it is possible that motivating reasons 

andd values come apart. There are two ways in which this can indeed 

happen. . 

(1)) In Humean terms, can we desire something bad, despite the badness? 

Too be precise, can we desire something bad for badness sake, or at least not 

forr goodness' sake? In anti-Humean terms, if it motivates us can what we 

believee be bad? More precisely, can we desire something bad while we 

believee it to be bad, or at least not good? This is an old dispute. Most people, 

fromm ancient Greek to contemporary philosophers, believe that this is 

impossible.. Their argument is that if we intentionally perform an action, 

thiss must be with an eye to something good, however bad it is what we do. 

Thiss eye to something good is then the real explanation of our action (and 

thuss the motivating reason). Suppose that I desire to smash my expensive 

rackett against the wall of the squash court. 1 am angry because I missed an 

easyy shot. The argument is that what motivates me then is something like 

releasee from anger, which is valuable. However, this seems strained to 

me.199 It seems to me possible to desire something bad not for goodness' sake 

orr something bad that is believed not to be good in any way. Fair enough, it 

mayy be that we always have an eye to something that is good in the abstract. 

Butt in some cases it is just not good in the concrete. So release from anger 

mayy generally be good, but when it involves breaking an expensive squash 

rackett it probably is not, which is something I can recognise, whilst being 

motivatedd to do it. 

s \ 'o tablyy Smith (1994;, chs. 4 and 5. 
9Cf.. Stocker (1979), pp. 746-9. 
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(2)) Note that we can have false beliefs. As a result, in Humean terms we 

cann desire something and falsely believe that it is good. If so, we can 

obviouslyy be motivated without values in the offing. In anti-Humean 

terms,, it is possible that what motivates us is something that we falsely 

believee to be the case. Of course, this need not be something of value.20 

Thee possibility of false beliefs suggests a way in which normative reasons 

couldd come apart from values. I go to work by train. So everyday I walk to 

thee station. One day, unbeknownst to me, there is a strike (so that there will 

bee no trains). Do I have a reason to try to take the train? Surely, I am 

justifiedd in believing this. But walking to the station is good for nothing. 

Aboutt such a case it is best to say that I have no reason whatsoever to take 

thee train. Nevertheless, due to my justified belief to the contrary my attempt 

wouldd not be irrational. To be precise, it would be subjectively rational, i.e. 

rationall relative to what I believe.21 This means that I can justify myself. I 

havee an excuse. This may make a difference in case I do not show up at 

workk in time. 

Whatt can we conclude? Firstly, to explain the assumption that there is a 

relationn between reasons and values it is necessary to distinguish between 

normativee and motivating reasons. So far we have not found a reason to 

believee that the link between normative reasons and values must be 

severed.. However, we have just seen that when motivating reasons come 

apartt from normative ones, values need not be involved at all. This does 

nott threaten my assumption. For this is chiefly about normative reasons. It 

iss only about motivating reasons where motivation tracks normativity. 

Secondly,, the assumption that there is a relation between (normative) 

reasonss and values rules out none of the theories about practical reasoning 

considered.. However, Kantians cannot swallow the meatier thesis that 

reasonss are based on values.22 

Now,, this conclusion is slightly misleading. For there is more to the 

assumptionn that there is a relation between reasons and values than the 

' °Theree is some pressure on the anti-Humean to concede that in case of false beliefs what 
motivatess us is not what we falsely believe but our false beliefs. He might not want to admit 
thatt because of Williams constraint on a theory of motivation that the true /false distinction 
iss not allowed to alter the form of the explanation of an action (Williams (1981), p. 102). 
However,, this constraint seems worthless if it implies that features of a non-existing world 
havee motivational power. It is already notoriously hard to establish that we are motivated 
byy features of the existing world (rather than by our desires). 
2 lParfitt (1984), p. 153. 
2 2 \~ote,, however, that I have suggested that Humeans (about normative reasons) and 
Kantianss cannot give the right account of moral dilemmas in chapters 8 and 9, respectively. 
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conclusionn suggests. It is not for nothing that the suggestion is to cash the 

assumptionn out by saying that reasons are based on values. One thought 

behindd the assumption is that reasons derive normative force from their 

connectionn with values.23 And if this is what the assumption that there is a 

relationn between reasons and values involves, Kantianism has to be left 

behindd here. 

'Reasonn for action' may be a fundamental, even the most fundamental, 

normativee concept24, but reasons themselves are not self-explanatory. The 

thingss that are reasons are mundane facts such as that she is suffering.25 

Supposee you tell me that I have a reason to help her and that I would like to 

knoww why. It will not do then to answer me that she is suffering. This is 

becausee not all sufferings are reasons to help. Some sufferings are necessary 

too reach a goal, others are goals themselves, for example criminal 

punishmentt (insofar as it is retribution). Hence, the mere fact that she is 

sufferingg cannot amount to a reason. This should not be mistaken for 

somethingg like the amoralist's challenge. The amoralist agrees that there are 

morall reasons, that morality (the system, say) generates reasons. However, 

hee disagrees that they have normative force. Instead, my challenge is what 

thee source of normativity is. So we have it that you tell me that I have a 

reasonn to help her, that I would like to know why and that it will not do 

thenn to answer me that she is suffering. The reason that this will not do is 

thatt what I really wish to hear is why that she is suffering is a reason. The 

wordd that has a chance of persuading me is that it is bad {a disvalue) that she 

iss suffering; her suffering is neither instrumentally, nor intrinsically 

valuable. . 

InIn brief, my argument for the thesis that reasons are based on values has 

threee steps. The first step is that reasons are ordinary features of situations 

suchh as that a person is in pain. The second is the particularist intuition that 

nott always if for instance a person is in pain this is a reason to help him.26 

Thee third step is that the difference between cases in which it is a reason and 

casess in which it is not is made by the fact that in the former it is bad that he 

~^Cf.. Raz (1997), pp. 110-1: "Values "control" reasons in that one can have reasons for an 
actionn only if its performance is, or is likely to produce, or contribute to producing, good or if it 
iss likely to contribute toward averting something bad' (my emphasis). 
24Parfitt (1997), p. 121; Scanlon (1998), p. 17. 
25Dancyy (1993), p. 115. 
26Iff you do not share this intuition about pain, try the fact that it is getting crowded; in some 
situations,, for example if there is a party, this is a reason to stay, whereas in other 
situations,, sav vou need to think, it is a reason to leave. 
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iss in pain, while in the latter it is not. Let us face the following counter

argument.. If you specify the circumstances in which a fact obtains, it will be 

clearr whether this fact is a reason or not without the help of values. So the 

painn of an innocent child is a reason to help her, while the pain of a 

criminall in prison is not. This counter-argument fails. Fair enough, 

descriptionn of the context of a feature of a situation shows that for example a 

person'ss pain in one case may be different from his pain in another case. 

However,, you still need an account of value to tell you why this difference 

iss relevant in the sense that in one case it is a reason to help, while in the 

otherr it is not. Without the anchor that values could provide, reasons 

wouldd hang in the air and reason statements would be bluff.27 

11.22 Normative ethics 

Wee are assuming that there is a relation between reasons and values. Our 

questionn is what this means. The suggestion I am pursuing is that it means 

thatt reasons are based on values. Also in this section we will consider 

whetherr there are reasons without values. However, first we will discuss 

whetherr there are values without reasons. 

Thiss discussion is important. But its importance is limited: it cannot 

decidee whether reasons are based on values. If there would be no values 

withoutt reasons, reasons could still be reasons due to something else than 

theirr relation with values. The discussion cannot even decide whether 

reasonss are necessarily related to values. That there are no values without 

reasonss does not imply that there are no reasons without values. The 

importancee of the discussion consists in the fact that if there are no values 

withoutt reasons those who deny that there are reasons because there are 

valuess incur an explanatory debt; they have to explain how it is possible that 

itt is not so that, even though they always go together, there are reasons 

becausee there are values. On the other hand, if there are values without 

reasonss those who claim the opposite will have a hard time answering the 

questionn when exactly there are reasons because there are values. 

27Thiss is not the crJy possible argument for the view that values do work in the explanation 
off reasons. A further argument is that a substantive account of value can order and unify the 
heterogenouss lot that reasons seems to be, i.e. as they are ordinary facts, there are many, 
differentt reasons. 
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Mvv starting point is that there are no values without reasons. Mv strategy 

iss to confront myself with potential counter-examples. I can think of two. 

(1)) The first sort of counter-example are such things as the wThite cliffs at 

Dover.. Thev bear value. However, that does not give us reason to realise 

them.. About this sort of counter-example I wish to say that there is no 

objectionn to the term 'realising value as a summary notion. But it should 

bee clear that one can realise value -as far as action is concerned- not only by 

promotingg it, but also by honouring or respecting it.28 Even this does not 

exhaustt the possibilities. For one can also express and appreciate value.29 [As 

ann aside, I would like to point out that as values can be mixed30, mixed 

responsess may be required (or called for). The same fact may be a reason to 

promotee and to honour, for instance. An example of a. mixed value is 

playingg football. Ideally, it is enjoyment but also nealthy.] In the face of this, 

thee sort of counter-example under consideration dissolves. Of course, we do 

nott have reason to promote the white cliffs at Dover, if this is to be 

understoodd as making more (this may be literally impossible). However, we 

havee reason to honour, express and appreciate their value. Note that we can 

makee a distinction here between values (or at least what bears value) that 

naturee offers us directly and those that someone else has brought into 

existence.. The white cliffs at Dover are an example of the former, while 

Mozart'ss Klavierkonzert No. 9 is an example of the latter. 

(2)) The second sort of potential counter-example are bad things that 

happenn while nobody can do anything about them. Say, one is on a deserted 

islandd and runs out of water. This sort of counter-example makes use of an 

ideaa that I believe is correct. This is that reasons are more than values 

connectedd with agents. Put metaphorically, values desire to be realised.31 So 

thevv are looking for agents to do that. But they may not always find one, or 

att least not one in a suitable position as everybody has many much better 

otherr things to do. A reason, on the other hand, is always a reason for 

somebody.. Concerning this sort of counter-example, two comments can be 

made.. First of all, there are very weak reasons. These reasons do not shout 

orr even call for action. Rather, thev whisper, very softly: 'Do this!?'. Even if 

thee agent has nothing better to do it would not be wrong not to act upon 

suchh reasons. I suggest that they are the reasons one has if one is not in a 

2SSeee McNaughton and Rawling (1992). 
29Swantonn (1995), pp. 48-50; cf. Anderson (1993), pp. 1-5 and 10. 
30Razz (1991), pp. 83-5. 
31Cf.. section 2.2. 
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suitablee position to realise the values underlying these reasons. Secondly, 

supposingg that it is possible that bad things happen that nobody can do 

anythingg about, this would not undermine the view that there are no 

valuess without reasons. For this view is about values that can be realised by 

actionss anyway. 

Soo I conclude that there are no values without reasons. But are there 

reasonss without values? Let us approach this question next by considering 

howhow reasons might be related to values. The first thing to notice is that, 

strictlyy speaking, the term 'value-based reason' involves an assumption 

aboutt the relation between reasons and values, in particular about the 

structuree of this relation. It assumes that reasons are based, grounded on 

values.. Further, values themselves are "attached" to that which is valuable 

suchh as states of affairs.32 In view of these three layers, we can call this the 

layer-cakee account of goodness. 

Theree are two ways to interpret this account. 

(1)) Values add to the reasons that are given by the things that are 

valuable.. Suppose you have a headache. The reason to swallow a painkiller 

is,, on this interpretation, not only the painfulness of the headache but also 

thee badness of painfulness.33 As this is clearly false, this interpretation is 

inferiorr to the second one. 

(2)) Values lie in between reasons and bearers of value because the reason-

givingg force of, for example, states of affairs is channelled through values. 

Neitherr states of affairs, nor values generate reasons by themselves. Instead, 

theyy do it together. There are two ways to read this. 

(a)) There is identity between a valuable state of affairs -or, rather, a better 

orr the best state of affairs- and being a reason.34 

fb)) Being a better or the best state of affairs makes it the case that the agent 

hass a reason. Or at least, it makes it the case that the agent has the reason he 

has,, since he would also have a reason to promote this state of affairs if it 

wouldd have been worse than promoting an alternative state of affairs35. 

Thee difference between these readings can be brought out as follows. 

Firstly,, if there is identity between being valuable and having a reason, there 

couldd never be values without reasons. However, if the relation is making 

3 2Moree precise, there has to be a further relation between values and the features that are 
supposedd to be or give reasons; these features bear value. 
33Thiss view is attributed to Moore (1912). 
^Cf.. Moore (1903), p. 18. 
3=lDuee to the fact that there are no values without reasons. 
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itt the case', this is left open. This is not very interesting as we have already 

decidedd that there are no values without reasons. More interesting may be 

that,, secondly, if there is identity it is categorically impossible for reason-

givingg features not to be valuable. However, if there is "making-it-the-case", 

theree could be features that are reason-giving for another reason than their 

relationn with values. That is to say, there could be reasons without values. 

Thiss may turn out to be uninteresting too, as it is possible that we have to 

decidee that there are no such reasons. Nevertheless, I prefer the second 

readingg to the first one. This is because of my argument for the view that 

theree is a relation between reasons and values that I gave at the end of the 

previouss section. If values are to explain the normativity of reasons, they 

betterr not be identical with them. 

Iss the layer-cake account true, on interpretation (2b)? In my view, it is for 

somee reasons but not for others. The reasons for which it is true are (some) 

reasonss to promote states of affairs. This is easiest to see in the case of 

reasonss to maximise or satisfice36. This is because they involve comparisons 

off the value of states of affairs. When one state of affairs is better than the 

others,, this gives the agent a reason to promote this state of affairs rather 

thann another. Thus, what gives him this reason is this state of affairs 

combinedd with its "betterness". Betterness is part of his reason. Consider the 

reasonn to give to one charity rather than another. There is this reason 

because,, say, this organisation helps people and does it better than the 

others. . 

Lett us now7 turn to a category of reasons for which the layer-cake account 

iss false. Also these reasons are related to values. However, values do not 

playy an intermediary role. Rather, the reasons in question are provided by 

bearerss of value directly. Values enter this account as for these, for example, 

objectss to be valuable means that they are reason-giving. Values endow 

thesee features with reason-giving force. In comparison with the layer-cake 

account,, values pass the buck, leave it, to the objects to generate reasons. Call 

thiss the buck-passing account of goodness.37 

Thee buck-passing account can similarly be interpretated in two ways. 

(a)) There is identity between being valuable and being reason-giving. 

(b')) To be valuable makes it the case that features are reason-giving. 

36Seee Slote <1989j, p. Iff. 
J / II borrow this term from Scanion, in Scanlon (1998), pp. 11 and 96-8. Note, however, that 
Scanlonss buck-passmg account of goodness differs from mine in that values do not any work in 
explainingg reasons. 
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II believe that the buck-passing account, on interpretation (b')38, is true at 

leastt for some options. These are reasons to do something even though it 

wouldd agent-neutrally be better to do something else in terms of the states of 

affairss you can promote.39 Take the reason to work on some ground-project 

youu have, e.g. scientific research. The reason to do this is that this is your 

ground-project.. However, you only have reason to do this if and because the 

scientificc research you are doing is good (for you). 

Whatt does this all mean for my suggestion that reasons are based on 

values?? On the buck-passing account, reasons are not exactly based on 

values,, or at least not in the straightforward way that layer-cake reasons are. 

Yet,, if we employ the term 'value-based reason' as a summary notion, 

keepingg in mind that it can indicate different things, there is no danger in 

callingg buck-passing reasons value-based too. 

Att this point we need to face a serious challenge. By carving up some of 

thee reasons we have (reasons to promote and options), we have managed to 

declaree that the layer-cake as well as the buck-passing account of goodness is 

true.. Some reasons are based on values indeed. The challenge is that here 

wee appear to be settling the dispute between consequentialism and 

deontologyy in favour of the former. This is because, whereas 

consequentialistss can accept that reasons are based on values, pure 

deontologistss such as Kantians cannot, as we have seen in section 11.1. 

However,, the decision between these theories surely has to be made at a 

moree fundamental level than that of the relation between reasons and 

values.. A related worry is that we seem to be distinguishing between 

consequentialismm and deontology here on the basis of accounts of the 

relationn between reasons and values. However, the differences in these 

accountss ensue from a distinction between them at a more fundamental 

level.400 Besides, looking at the relation between reasons and values from 

thatt level it is impossible to tell the difference between the layer-cake and 

thee buck-passing account. 

Thee easy reply here is that this is all true but beside the point. 

Deliberately,, we have confined ourselves to a more "superficial" level. We 

havee emphasised that our investigation starts from the assumption that 

valuess contribute to the explanation of reasons (rather than vice versa). We 

38Seee above for my reason for preferring this interpretation to interpretation (a) as well as 
forr the difference between these interpretations. 
39Seee section 2.3. 
40Nozickk (1968), pp. 1-7, Vallentyne (1987b), pp. 21-4 and Broome (1991), ch. 1 and (1992). 
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cann therefore readily admit that, whatever may be true on this assumption, 

thesee truths are too superficial to bear on the differences in merit and 

structuree between consequentialism and deontology. However, there is a 

moree satisfactory replv here. This is available because in order to examine 

consequentialistt and deontological factors, we need not go down to the 

foundationss of these theories.41 We can thus invite deontologists to present 

uss with reasons they do not consider to be value-based. Undoubtedly, these 

willl be examples of deontological constraints on actions such as on killing 

peoplee wrho are innocent (and unwilling).42 

Itt is obvious that values need not enter the explanation of deontological 

constraintss if they take the form of deontological rules, such as 'It is 

forbiddenn to kill innocent people . Consider Jims choice between killing 

onee person himself and letting twenty people be killed by someone else.43 

Hiss reason for eschewing killing is then that there is a rule that forbids it. It 

iss not that killing is, in Parfit's vocabulary, worth preventing. If this, i.e. that 

itt is wTorth preventing, would be the reason to refrain from killing, it would 

bee something Jim is required, not forbidden, to do. For this is how he can 

preventt nineteen killings more. 

II am going to make three attempts now to show that deontological 

constraintss are value-based. 

(1)) The first attempt points to the fact that the rules deontologists impose 

onn us require justification. Why is it forbidden to kill people who are 

innocent?? Why is it (sometimes) permissible to kill people who are not 

innocent?? My proposal here is that the justification of deontological rules 

needss to be run in terms of values. It is better that no killing of innocent 

peoplee takes place. It is not (necessarily) bad that people who are not 

innocentt are killed. 

Thiss attempt to make deontological constraints value-based cannot 

succeed,, however. First of all, while some deontological theories such as 

Kantianismm do offer a justification of the rules they impose on us44, others 

suchh as some divine command theories do not -the thought there may be 

thatt God does not owe us an explanation of His rules. Secondly, even if a 

justificationn of deontological rules is given m terms of values, it is still the 

41Kagann (1998), pp. 17-22. 
4^Seee section 2.3. 
4%eee section 2.3. 
44Seee Hurley (1997), pp. 120-2, and the literature mentioned there. 
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rule,, not the underlying value, that gives the reason for, for instance, not 
killing. . 

(2)) The second attempt is based on the observation that there are two 

wayss of being a generalist about deontological constraints. On the one hand, 

theree is deductive generalism.45 On this view, to judge whether one has 

reasonn to do something, one has to subsume the action in question under a 

rule.. For example, the rule forbids killing. This action is a killing. This 

actionn is forbidden. One the other hand, there is non-deductive 

generalism.466 This view is non-deductive because to conclude that an 

action,, say a killing, is forbidden, we need not apply a rule. From the fact 

thatt an action is a killing, we can directly conclude that it is forbidden. This 

iss still generalism because from this fact we can also conclude that killing 

alwayss makes an action forbidden. It is a small step from non-deductive 

generalismm to particularism about deontological constraints. For 

particularistss agree with non-deductive generalists that we do not need to 

applyy rules to conclude than an action is forbidden. However, they disagree 

withh them that there are actions that are necessarily forbidden. 

Thiss shows that there are at least two ways to interpret deontological 

constraints.. One is that they are rule-based, the other is that they are feature-

based,, that is they are entirely based on features that actions can have such as 

killing.. Moreover, as yet it seems to be an open question which 

interpretationn is right. Of course, this is not to show that deontological 

constraintss are value-based at all. However, it weakens the rule-based 

theorist'ss control over deontological constraints, so that to that extent the 

secondd attempt can be called a success. 

(3)) The third attempt to establish that deontological constraints are value-

basedd starts with a by now familiar thought. This is that, supposing that 

deontologicall constraints are not rule-based, features of actions alone do not 

explainn enough of the normativity of deontological constraints. I want to 

hearr why there is this particular reason, a deontological constraint, not to 

killl people who are innocent, to be precise why this reason does not extend 

too people who are not innocent. The thought I am pursuing is that killing 

innocentt people is bad, wThile killing people who are not innocent is not, or 

att least killing innocent people is bad in a way in which killing people who 

aree not innocent is not. We have alreadv seen that we cannot refer to the 

°E-g.. Donagan (1977); see section 3.2. 
^6Rosss (1939), pp. 168-71. 
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factt that killing innocent people is worth preventing alone. If this would be 

so,, we would only have a reason not to kill when we cannot prevent more 

killingss bv others, quod non. Thus it seems we have to appeal to another 

sortt of value than agent-neutral value. 

Theree are at least two possibilities here. We can try to develop a notion of 

agent-relativee value.47 This is the sort of value for which it is essential that I 

amm the agent. To refrain from killing, for example, is especially valuable for 

me.. Another possibility is to go along with Kamm's notion of victim-

focusedd value.48 The value involved here is human inviolability. On this 

notion,, there is a deontological constraint on, for example, killing someone 

evenn if this would prevent other people from being killed because due to 

humann inviolability people do not deserve to be sacrificed for others. Note 

thatt a value-based account of deontological constraints would not be a layer-

cakee but a buck-passing one. 

Whatt to conclude? Consistency seems to require us to be buck-passers 

aboutt deontological constraints as well. Having said that, the remarks above 

weree too sketchy to establish that deontological constraints are based on 

valuess indeed. However, they reinforce the conclusion that at the moment 

thee basis of deontological constraints is uncertain. In this way, the third 

attemptt to make deontological constraints value-based is successful up to a 

point. . 

Butt perhaps there is another way out. Deontological constraints are 

elusive.. Defenders of deontological constraints have to solve the Scheffler 

problem: : 

Howw could it be wrong to harm one person to prevent greater harm to others? How are we to 

understandd the value that rights assign to certain kinds of human inviolability, which makes 

thiss consequence morally intelligible.49 

II believe that it is clear that there are deontological constraints on beliefs and 

attitudes.. We have reason to believe and to feel that some actions are 

forbidden.500 But do deontological constraints also give us reasons for (or, 

47Senn (1982), p. 38. 
4 8Kammm (1996), pp. 184-8, 260-1 and 275-80. See also Nagel (1995), pp. 86 and 89-90. For 
criticismm of value-based deontological constraints see McNaughton and Rawlmg (1998), pp. 
48-53. . 
49Schefflerr (1982), p. 89 (my italics). 
^Seee section 3.3. 
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rather,, against) action? Suppose they do, it may be impossible to explain this 

inn terms of values (or rules, for that matter). Then we only have features to 

pointt to, for example in the case of killing the innocence of the victim. This 

wouldd mean that the assumption that there is a relation between reasons 

andd values does not hold for deontological constraints. However, due to 

theirr elusiveness, this concession would not be fatal.51 

11.33 Meta-ethics 

Onee might think that the distinction between value-based and desire-based 

reasonss follows from the difference between realism (about reasons for 

action)) and non-cognitivism. That is to say, if you are a realist, you will have 

aa value-based theory of reasons, whereas if you are a non-cognitivist, you 

willl have a desire-based one. So one might think that it begs the question to 

assumee that there is a relation between reasons and values such that, as it 

noww seems, at least some reasons are based on values. In this section, my 

aimm is to explain that, though understandable, this thought is strictly 

speakingg mistaken. 

Itt is important to see where the thought is coming from. What do realists 

andd non-cognitivists believe? One answer is that realists believe that 

reasonss statements are true or false in view of practical reality. This need not 

bee a Platonic world of Ideas or Forms.52 However, it should be independent 

of,, for example, what the agent contingently desires.53 By contrast, then, 

non-cognitivistss believe that reason statements do not correspond or report 

factss about the world. Instead, they are expressions of desires. Non-

cognitivismm does not have to be as crude as Ayer's emotivism54. It can be as 

sophisticatedd as Blackburn's projectivism55 or Gibbard's expressivism56. 

Iff this is one's answer, it is understandable that one thinks that realists 

willl have a value-based theory and non-cognitivists a desire-based one. For 

bothh a realist desire-based theory and a non-cognitivist value-based one then 

seemm a contradictio in terminis. Realists cannot have a desire-based theory 

5 iThiss seems at least a better account of valueless deontological constraints such as reasons of 
etiquette,, e.g. the reason not to wnte in the first person when one invites people to a wedding. 
52Nagell (1986), p. 139. 
53Cf.. Norman (1997), pp. 118-20. 
54Ayerr (1936). 
55Blackbumm (1984). 
56Gibbardd (1990). 
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forr on their view what the agent has reason to do is independent of what he 

happenss to desire. Non-cognitivists cannot have a value-based theory 

becausee they believe that there really are no values. On the other hand, 

realismm and value-based theory suit each other well. If there is practical 

realityy consisting of reasons and values, it would be unproblematic for 

reasonss to be based on values. The same applies to the combination of non-

cognitivismm and desire-based theory. There might seem to be a small step 

fromm the claim that reason statements are expressions of desires to the claim 

thatt the agent's desires determine what he has reason to do.57 

Whyy do I nevertheless think that, strictly speaking, it is a mistake to 

identifyy realists with value-based theorists and non-cognitivists with desire-

basedd theorists? Let me note first that I believe that this is not only a mistake 

inn case of realism and non-cognitivism. Any theory you like about the status 

off reasons and values or the meaning of reasons and value statements is, in 

principle,, compatible with either a desire-based or a value-based theory of 

reasons.. Does this include scepticism? This is the view that reason 

statementss are expressions of beliefs. However, these beliefs are always false. 

Thiss is because there is nothing, no practical reality for instance, that can 

makee them true.58 Scepticism is a special case. For on this view there are no 

reasons.. So the question where they are based on does not even arise. 

(1)) One consideration as to why it is not entirely right to associate realism 

withh value-based theory and non-cognitivism with desire-based theory is 

thee following. The claim that reasons are based on values or that they are 

basedd on desires itself can be understood in either a cognitivist or a non-

cognitivistt way. That is to say, the claim about what reasons are based on can 

bee the expression of a belief (that can be true or false) or the expression of a 

desire.. So it is consistent to say one is a non-cognitivist and that reasons are 

basedd on values. The other way round, it is consistent to say that one is a 

realistt (or a non-realist cognitivist59) and that reasons are based on desires. 

Thiss consideration is not the complete answer. This is because we are not 

interestedd in the meaning of the claim that reasons are based on desires or 

values,, but in the status of value-based and desire-based reasons themselves. 

Cann a value-based reason be the expression of a desire? Can a desire-based 

57Itt is telling that nowadays, with the resurrection of realism, the relation between reasons 
andd values is discussed again, while during the reign of non-cognitivism, after the second 
worldd war, it was not. 
58Mackiee (1977). 
-9Seee below. 
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reasonn be real? Yet, the above consideration is part of the answer. For it 

indicatess that the distinction between value-based and desire-based reasons 

iss made at a "superficial" level. It reveals that there is a deeper level this 

distinctionn has no impact on. What I need to show now is that there is no 

deeperr level it necessarily has impact on. 

(2)) To recapitulate, we have seen in section 11.1 that the distinction 

betweenn value-based and desire-based theories does not coincide with the 

distinctionn between Humeanism and anti-Humeanism. This is because anti-

Humeanss do not have the monopoly on values. Also Humeans can and 

willl assert that there are things (acts, states of affairs, objects, etc) that bear 

value.. What they disagree about with anti-Humeans is merely how value 

shouldd be understood. On the Humean view, valuable for the agent is that 

whichh he desires or would desire with full knowledge and rational 

deliberation,, whereas on the anti-Humean view it is not.60 This means that 

Humeanss can maintain that reasons are related to values, even that they are 

basedd on values. 

(3)) Moreover, desires could enter a value-based theory because we have 

leftt it open so far what is valuable. This could be things like moral goodness, 

knowledgee and aesthetic experiences, but also desire fulfilment. We have to 

makee a distinction here on the basis of whose desires are at stake. If these are 

thee desires of the agent, the third level (3) would collapse into the second 

onee (2). However, this is not necessarily so because according to some well-

knownn theories what is valuable consists also in satisfaction of desires of 

otherss than the agent. Take utilitarianism for example. Suppose that we 

oughtt to maximise utility. Now, maximal utility can be interpreted as a 

functionn of everyone's desires. 

(4)) Even if we take the view that what is valuable is not desire fulfilment 

butt things like moral goodness, knowledge and aesthetic experiences, the 

groundd of value could still be non-cognitive. To be sure, the ground can be 

cognitive:: these things are valuable and that explains why they appeal to 

humann beings. They are good, period. But there is another possibility. This 

iss that moral goodness, knowledge and aesthetic experiences appeal to 

humann beings and that this is why they are valuable. In other words, they 

aree good in virtue of our conative nature. They therefore depend on our 

capacitiess and limitations in that respect. 

^Theyy might have a dispositionalist account of value, see e.g. Johnston (1989), 
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Too sum up, there are four levels at which desires can appear in a value-

basedd theory: 

(1)) the claim that reasons are based on values is the expression of a desire; 

(2)) what is valuable is constituted by the agent's desires in the sense that 

whatt is valuable for the agent is what he desires or would desire with full 

knowledgee and rational deliberation; 

(3)) what is valuable consists in the fulfilment of, for instance, everyone's 

desires;; and, 

(4)) what is valuable depends on what human beings can desire. 

Howw can values enter a desire-based theory? Of course, on the most 

superficiall level, desires are all that matter. The agent has a reason to do 

somethingg if and because he desires to do that thing or can be brought to 

desiree it by knowledge of the relevant facts and rational deliberation. 

However,, at all the deeper levels I have just invoked the desire-based 

theoristt can say that values are all that matter: 

(1')) the claim that reasons are based on desires expresses a value judgment. 

Itt is better that we do what we desire to do or would desire to do with full 

informationn and rational deliberation; 

(2')) what is valuable does not depend on the agent's desires; 

(3')) value is not made up by the desires of others either; and, 

(4)) human being's conative nature does not determine what is valuable. 

Notee that I am trying to map combinations of views that are logically 

possible.. More than one such a combination of views may be plausible, 

althoughh of course only one of them can be true. However, some of these 

combinationss of views are implausible. In my view, the one I have just 

givenn (1', 2', 3' and 4' in combination with a desire-based theory) is such an 

implausiblee combination of views. 

Lett us now give a direct answer to the question whether realists could 

havee a desire-based theory. The answer is that they can. This is because 

desiress are real, even if they are contingent. They are natural properties of 

thee world. So one way to combine realism with a desire-based theory is to 

reducee practical properties, i.e. reasons, to natural properties. That is to say, 

havingg a desire is identical with (or something of that sort) having a reason. 

Itt is the same fact. What emerges is a naturalist kind of realism or American 
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morall realism.61 It appears that the realism I have defined in the beginning 

off this section is a non-naturalist kind of realism or British moral realism.62 

Ass for the combination of non-cognitivism and value-based theory, this 

wouldd not be a problem either. As I said, non-cognitivism is the view that 

reason-statementss are expressions of desires. Now, the same goes for values. 

Soo what we do when we say that someone has a reason or that something is 

valuablee is to attribute a reason to someone and a value to something. Non-

cognitivistss differ in opinion about what it means to do this. Whatever their 

particularr view about this, they would be free to say that we also attribute 

reason-givingg force to values. Consider Blackburn's projectivism. This 

quasi-realismm is able to mimic everything that is relevant here that realism 

does.. Projectivists may say that we project reasons and values onto the 

worldd and that we project a relation between reasons and values onto the 

worldd such that reasons are based on values. 

Finally,, I need to consider non-realist cognitivism. It would be odd if at 

bothh extremes -realism and non-cognitivism- we could choose between a 

value-basedd and a desire-based theory, while in case of the view in the 

middlee -non-realist cognitivism- we cannot. My view is that also non-realist 

cognitivistss can choose between a value-based and a desire-based theory. 

However,, it is relevant what normative ethic it is combined with. This is no 

surprisee for we have found that the view that reasons are based on values is 

moree than anything a normative ethical position. 

Non-realistt cognitivism is the view that reason statements express beliefs 

andd that these beliefs can be right or wrong. They can be right or wrong, not 

becausee they correspond with or report facts about reasons, but because they 

meett certain requirements of practical reasoning. There are various ways to 

bee a non-realist cognitivist. Suppose that you are a Kantian. In that case, 

desire-basedd theory is not available. For, on a Kantian view, the agent's 

morall duties do not depend on what he happens to desire at all. Note that 

wee have already seen that also a value-based theory, as I conceive it, is 

inconsistentt with Kantianism. Other non-realist cognitivists include 

contractarians.. They have a view about moral principles. However, this 

vieww leaves it entirely open whether what you have reason to do, say follow 

thesee principles, depends on your contingent desires or on what is good 

(relativelyy independent of these desires). 

61Littlee (1994b), pp. 145-7. 
62Littlee (1994a), pp. 226-7. 
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Wee can conclude that, strictly speaking, the distinction between value-

basedd and desire-based reasons does not follow from the difference between 

realismm and non-cognitivism. Any theory you like about the status of 

reasonss and values or the meaning of reasons and value statements is, in 

principle,, compatible with either a desire-based or a value-based theory of 

reasons.. Technically, realism, non-cognitivism and non-realist cognitivism 

couldd be combined with either a value-based or a desire-based theory. 



Chapterr 12 

Thee problem of moral dilemmas solved 

12.11 The main aim 

Ass we have seen, Williams has set the agenda of the moral dilemma debate. 

Hee has done this by creating problems for ethical theories such as moral 

realism,, the standard system of deontic logic and utilitarianism as he argues 

thatt they are inconsistent with the possibility of moral dilemmas. That 

Williamss has set the agenda of the moral dilemma debate in this way is 

shownn by the fact that a great deal of the debate revolves around these 

problems.. In particular, people argue for and against the possibility of moral 

dilemmas.. In the first chapter of this thesis, I have indicated that each of the 

problemss Williams poses is an instance of a more general problem. This is 

that,, on the face of it, moral experience and ethical theory contradict each 

otherr over the possibility of moral dilemmas. That is to say, moral 

dilemmass are a common feature of our moral experience, whereas ethical 

theoryy shows that moral dilemmas are impossible. This is -in a nutshell-

whatt one may call the problem of moral dilemmas. In this, last, chapter of 

thee thesis I wish to spell out, by way of conclusion, how we have solved this 

problem. . 

Admittedly,, it is not obvious that there is an issue here. For most people, 

includingg most philosophers, believe that there are moral dilemmas. One 

reasonn for this is surely that there seem to be many examples of moral 

dilemmas.. We can divide these examples into three sorts. Firstly, there are 
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classicc examples of moral dilemmas. They include Sophie's choice, Sartre's 

casee and Agamemnon's predicament. Secondly, areas of applied ethics such 

ass medical ethics are apparently full of moral dilemmas. Think of 

euthanasia,, for example. Thirdly, there are ordinary cases of moral 

dilemmas.. The most familiar one is the case of the conflicting promises. 

Youu have promised him to do this and her to do that. And, as it happens, 

youu cannot do both. 

Ass most people believe that there are moral dilemmas, the question 

arisess whether there really is such a thing as the problem of moral 

dilemmas.. Why can ethical theory not be rejected out of hand if it is 

inconsistentt with the possibility of moral dilemmas? To show that there is 

ann issue here, we need a plausible argument against the possibility of moral 

dilemmas.. It does not suffice to give an argument based on a particular 

ethicall theory, except perhaps for people who hold that theory. If, for 

example,, utilitarianism conflicts with the possibility of moral dilemmas, 

thiss speaks against utilitarianism rather than against the possibility of moral 

dilemmas,, as even utilitarians might agree. The argument we need does not 

relyy on one single ethical theory. Instead, it combines a series of different 

arguments.. Moreover, these arguments all possess some plausibility. It 

shouldd not be possible to ignore them altogether. Finally, the reason these 

argumentss can be combined and possess some plausibility is that they have a 

commonn characteristic. The argument that meets these desiderata is a 

masterr argument. 

Suchh an argument against the possibility of moral dilemmas was 

providedd in chapter 7. This argument consists of five different arguments, 

twoo from internalism and three from deontic logic. The characteristic these 

argumentss have in common that unites and enforces them is a certain 

conceptt of ought. According to this concept, if A ought to be done, doing B is 

impermissible,, and, moreover, doing A is itself permissible. On this concept 

off ought, it is impossible that there are moral dilemmas as standardly 

defined.. That is, it is impossible that there are situations in which the agent 

oughtt to do A and ought to do B, while he cannot do both A and B. For this 

impliess that doing A is permissible and impermissible and that doing B is 

permissiblee and impermissible, which are contradictions. 

Onee could say that the main aim of this thesis has been to solve the 

problemm of moral dilemmas. This problem is that, apparently, moral 

experiencee shows that moral dilemmas are simply a fact of life, while ethical 
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theoryy generally resists the idea that there can be moral dilemmas. The 

problemm gets its bite as we realise that, amongst other things, the threat is 

thatt either we abandon our conviction that there are moral dilemmas or we 

jettisonn the logic of practical reasoning. 

InIn chapter 1, I have explained how we would try to solve the problem of 

morall dilemmas. For this, I have formulated a programme with a couple of 

do'ss and don'ts. Note that to solve this problem we have to reach 

conclusionss about moral experience and ethical theory. We have to know to 

whatt extent moral experience is right that there are moral dilemmas and to 

whatt extent ethical theory is right that moral dilemmas are impossible. In 

vieww of this, my programme was as follows. On the one hand, I have 

thoughtt it important to investigate whether there are moral dilemmas 

withoutt letting ourselves be influenced too much by ethical theory. So we 

weree not allowed to reason from the supposed truth of, say, utilitarianism to 

thee impossibility of moral dilemmas. On the other hand, I did want to get 

ethicall theory involved from the beginning. That is why in chapters 3 and 4 

wee have discussed views on conflict in a way that does justice to the 

particularr ethical theories they are embedded in. The result of this 

programmee was that the first half of the thesis -chapters 2 to 7- was devoted 

too the question whether we should redescribe the experience of moral 

dilemmass under pressure of ethical theory. The second half of the thesis 

-chapterss 7 to 11- was concerned with the question whether ethical theory 

hass to be abandoned in the face of the possibility of moral dilemmas. 

12.22 The possibility of moral dilemmas 

Lett me summarise the argument in chapters 2 to 7. In these chapters we 

havee worked towards the conclusion that there are moral dilemmas. How 

didd we reach this conclusion? A crucial step in the argument has been to 

analysee moral dilemmas, that is to break them down. The rationale behind 

thiss is that moral dilemmas are extreme cases. To understand moral 

dilemmass we have to understand what they are extreme cases of. As we saw, 

morall dilemmas are extreme cases of conflict. Basically, they are situations 

inn which the agent has reason to do A and reason to do B, while he cannot 

doo A as well as B. This raises the question as to why moral dilemmas are 
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extremee cases of conflict. The answer I gave is that this is due to 

incommensurabilityy of values. This means that, even though they are not 

equallyy strong, neither reason is stronger than the other. 

Thiss led us to discuss conflicts first. We are faced with the challenge that 

ethicall theory says that moral dilemmas are, amongst other things, logically 

impossible.. Is this because they are cases of conflict? One might think this, 

havingg considered the logic of conflicts of beliefs. A conflict of beliefs is a 

situationn in which one believes that A and believes that B, while A and B 

cannott be both the case. This implies that at least one belief is false. 

Accordingg to the logic of conflicts of beliefs, it is impossible to have the true 

beliefss that A and that B if A and B cannot be both the case. Thus, there 

cannott be genuine conflicts of beliefs. Can the conflicts moral dilemmas 

consistt of be genuine? We have seen that they can. For what is conflicting in 

aa conflict of reasons for action is not beliefs about reasons, not even reasons 

themselves.. The conflict in such a conflict consists in the fact that the 

actionss the agent has reason to do are alternatives: he can do either action, 

butt not both. As a consequence, the logic of conflicts of reasons differs from 

thee logic of conflicts of beliefs. Of course, it is possible that the agent cannot 

performm all actions jointly that he can perform severally. This happens all 

thee time. Hence, moral dilemmas are not logically impossible because they 

containn conflicts. 

Itt is only to be expected that the logical possibility of genuine conflict is 

actuahsed.. This is because of the tension between agent-neutral and agent-

relativee reasons inherent in the moral life. Often, we have an agent-relative 

reasonn to refrain from doing what we have an agent-neutral reason to do. 

Thiss expectation is fulfilled indeed. Or so I have argued. Retrospectively, we 

cann say that my argument has a negative and a positive part. The negative 

partt creates room for the view that there are genuine conflicts. This is done 

byy showing that alternative views on conflict apply to other types of 

situationss than genuine conflicts. These views can be divided into two 

kinds.. The first kind of view tries to explain genuine conflicts away. There 

aree different ways to do this. We have considered the silencing view 

(McDowell),, the rationalist view (Donagan) and the pragmatist view (Hare). 

Thee punchline is thus that there is a type of situation that each of them is 

truee of. However, they are all false for genuine conflicts. For example, the 

silencingg view has a niche where there is an absolute deontological 
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constraintt on an action that one has no reason to perform. But such 

situationss are not genuine conflicts. 

Thee second kind of alternative view on conflicts, which is called feature 

theory,, is actually congenial to my own view. We can regard both views as 

tryingg to express Sir W. D. Ross' intuition that in the face of conflicts of 

dutiess a distinction has to be made between prima facie and actual duties. 

Accordingg to feature theory, conflicts consist of two features of an action, 

onee that detracts from its value and another that adds to its value, while the 

solutionn of a conflict is the action that adds to the value of the world. Ross' 

intuitionn is captured in a distinction between negative features and oughts. 

Againstt feature theory I have argued, again, that there are such situations, 

butt that they are not genuine conflicts. For characteristic of genuine conflicts 

iss that they are constituted by (pro tanto) reasons. That is why we need what 

cann be called reasons theory. On this theory, Ross' intuition is incorporated 

inn a distinction between what we have reason to do and what we have most 

reasonn to do. To be precise, this distinction represents the general structure 

off practical reasoning in conflicts of reasons. For our discussion of moral 

dilemmas,, we need a particular instance of the distinction. This is because 

theree are weak and strong reasons. Some reasons merely call for, wThile 

otherss require action. Moral dilemmas, if they are truly dilemmatic, consist 

off strong reasons, of reasons that require. So the distinction we need is 

betweenn reasons that require, or requirements as I have also called them, 

andd oughts. 

Thee positive part of my argument for the existence of genuine conflict 

claimss that there are phenomena that can only be explained and justified if 

theree are genuine conflicts. Special attention has been given to the emotion 

forr which Williams has coined the term 'agent-regret'. This is a feeling of 

regrett towards one's own past actions, even though one has done the right 

thing.. My first point was that there are situations in which this emotion is 

naturall and that the right explanation of this is that one has failed to fulfil a 

requirement.. This means that these situations involve requirements for 

incompatiblee actions, one because of which one did the right thing and 

anotherr because of which one feels agent-regret. In other words, it means 

thatt there are genuine conflicts. My second point was that there are 

situationss in which agent-regret is rational and that the right justification of 

thiss is that one has not met a requirement. This implies that these situations 

aree genuine conflicts. First of all, there is a requirement in virtue of which 
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onee has done the right thing. But there also is an unfulfilled requirement 

thatt makes it rational to have agent-regret. Hence, these situations contain 

requirementss for mutually exclusive actions. 

Too recapitulate, I am explaining how we have worked towards the 

conclusionn that there are moral dilemmas. We are halfway now. For we 

havee arrived at the conclusion that there are genuine conflicts. Remember 

thatt moral dilemmas are genuine conflicts that labour under 

incommensurabilityy of values. What remains to be shown is how we 

arrivedd at the conclusion that incommensurability of values renders 

genuinee conflicts moral dilemmas indeed. We have distinguished between 

twoo not ions of incommensurabi l i ty . On the first no t ion , 

incommensurabilityy merely is pluralism of values. Pluralism turned out 

nott to make genuine conflicts moral dilemmas. A plurality of values is not 

evenn required for genuine conflicts in which agent-regret is natural and 

rational.. On the second notion, however, incommensurability means 

incomparabilityy of values. That is to say, in case of a genuine conflict of 

incommensurablee values one reason is not stronger than the other, even 

thoughh they are not equally strong either. Incomparability looked as if it 

couldd turn genuine conflicts into moral dilemmas. So we confronted 

ourselvess with the question whether incommensurable, i.e. incomparable, 

valuess exist. The answer was affirmative. At the least, incommensurable 

valuess are values that are central to one's life. They are borne by things that 

aree constitutive of one's (moral) well-being. That is why I have named them 

c o n s t i t u t i v ee i n c o m m e n s u r a b i l i t i e s . N o w , c o n s t i t u t i v e 

incommensurabilitiess are incomparable to each other. Further, these agent-

relativee values can be incomparable to agent-neutral values if the latter are 

alsoo exceptionally important. 

Thiss brought us to the issue why genuine conflicts in which the agent has 

too choose between constitutive incommensurabilities are moral dilemmas. 

Thiss issue was settled on the basis of my theory of the solution of conflict. 

Thiss theory is comparativist. In order to solve a genuine conflict, it is 

necessaryy to compare the importance of the values involved. Therefore, if a 

conflictt concerns incomparable values it cannot be solved. In other words, a 

justifiedd choice in genuine conflicts rests on, amongst other things, the 

comparativee importance of the values involved. Thus, with a choice 

betweenn incomparables, choice inevitably lacks justification. This, then, is 

whatt it means for a genuine conflict suffering from incommensurability of 
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valuess to be a moral dilemma. It is unsolvable; whatever the choice, it 

cannott be fully justified. 

12.33 The master  argument 

Lett us consider our research results so far in the light of the problem of 

morall dilemmas. Drawing on theoretical as well as experiental 

considerations,, we have reached the conclusion that the experience of moral 

dilemmass should be done justice to. This entails that we should reject as a 

solutionn of the problem of moral dilemmas that the appearance of moral 

dilemmass is altogether illusory. It may seem then that up to here we have 

nott been solving the problem of moral dilemmas at all. Rather, that the 

experiencee of moral dilemmas should be done justice to intensifies the 

problem.. The impression may be that we really have to abandon ethical 

theoryy insofar as it is inconsistent with the possibility of moral dilemmas. 

Soo we have to reject the master argument and everything it stands for: 

appealingg versions of internalism, the standard system of deontic logic and 

ourr concept of ought. 

However,, this impression is mistaken. For in chapter 7 we have 

discoveredd that we can do justice to the experience of moral dilemmas by 

redescribingg it in such a way that it escapes the master argument. Recall that 

thiss argument starts from the standard definition of moral dilemmas: a 

morall dilemma is a situation in which the agent ought to do A and ought to 

doo B, while he cannot do both A and B. However, we have found that this 

definitionn of moral dilemmas is wrong. Note that we have not defined 

morall dilemmas yet. We just have it that a moral dilemma is constituted by 

incommensurable,, thus undefeated, reasons. And there is nothing 

contradictoryy about having undefeated reasons for alternative actions. 

What,, did we decide, is the right definition of moral dilemmas? We have 

madee a distinction between three approaches to moral dilemmas: the no 

categoriess approach, the traditional categories approach and the new 

categoriess approach. Each approach brings its own definitions of moral 

dilemmass along. For example, the traditional categories approach offers the 

choicee between the two shapes definition, which is an improvement on the 

standardd definition, the prohibition dilemma definition and the disjunctive 

oughtought definition. To decide between these definitions, we have imposed two 
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constraintss on a definition of moral dilemmas. The first constraint is given 

byy the master argument, in particular by the concept of ought underlying it. 

Itt should not be possible to elicit contradictions from a definition of moral 

dilemmas.. The second constraint is that a definition of moral dilemmas 

makess clear that due to incommensurability of values moral dilemmas are 

unsolvable.. It has to show that the agent is going to do wrong in the sense 

thatt he cannot fully justify his behaviour. 

Wee have decided that none of the definitions of the no categories and the 

traditionall categories approach meets both these constraints. Accordingly, 

mvv own new categories approach and the concomitant definition must be 

correct.. On this definition, a moral dilemma is still a situation in w'hich the 

agentt ought to do A and ought to do B, while he cannot do A as well as B, as 

onn the standard definition. However, here 'ought' is not understood in the 

traditionall way, but in a new way. Traditionally, if the agent does not do 

whatt he ought to do, his act is wrong in the sense that it is completely 

unjustified.. But in a moral dilemma his act is wrong in the sense that it 

cannott be fully justified. My definition of moral dilemmas meets both 

constraintss formulated above. Firstly, the master argument cannot make 

contradictionss out of this definition as the argument uses the traditional 

conceptt of ought. Secondly, my definition expresses the right sense of 

wrongdoingg in a moral dilemma: lack (not the absence) of justification. 

Thiss discussion of the definition of moral dilemmas brought us to the 

conclusionn that ethical theory can, in principle, allow for the possibility of 

morall dilemmas. Everyone can agree that it is impossible that there are true 

contradictionss in ethics. We have just seen that it does not follow from the 

possibilityy of moral dilemmas that there are. How did this get us closer to 

thee solution of the problem of moral dilemmas? We have drawn two 

conclusionss so far. The first is that the experience of moral dilemmas should 

bee done justice to. This conclusion may have seemed the end of ethical 

theorv.. However, it was not. For we have redefined moral dilemmas in 

suchh a way that ethical theory can, in principle, accept the possibility of 

morall dilemmas. This is the second conclusion we have come to. Thus, 

insteadd of ethical theory, moral experience has had to do a concession: it had 

too be redescnbed. But this concession is marginal because the new definition 

off moral dilemmas captures everything it needs to. 

Onee might think that, with these two conclusions, we have solved the 

problemm of moral dilemmas. After all, we can preserve the logic of practical 
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reasoningg while retaining the belief that there are moral dilemmas. 

However,, there is more to the problem of moral dilemmas than the 

apparentt conflict between the master argument, on the one hand, and a 

wealthh of examples of moral dilemmas, on the other hand. As we have 

seen,, Williams also uses the possibility of moral dilemmas as ammunition 

againstt particular ethical theories such as moral realism and utilitarianism. 

Thee two conclusions we have reached so far are therefore only two thirds of 

thee solution of the problem of moral dilemmas. For a complete solution, we 

havee to arrive at a conclusion about where the possibility of moral 

dilemmass leaves particular ethical theories. Obviously, we could not 

considerr all possible theories. We have only assessed theories that I regard as 

initiallyy plausible as each reflects an intuition that every ethical theory 

shouldd incorporate. Furthermore, there was no need to question whether 

thesee theories can accept all properties of moral dilemmas. We could largely 

confinee ourselves to the question whether a theory could recognise genuine 

conflicts.. For often this turned out to be an insurmountable problem. If so, 

wee did not always bother to ask whether the theory under consideration 

wouldd also fail to acknowledge incommensurability of values, for example. 

12.44 Particular  ethical theories 

Inn chapters 8 to 11, we have divided the territory of ethical theory into meta-

ethics,, normative ethics and applied ethics. The first question we have 

discussedd is whether, as Williams claims, moral realism is inconsistent with 

thee possibility of moral dilemmas. This question has special meaning to me. 

Thiss is because of the subsidiary aim of this thesis. The main aim is, of 

course,, to solve the problem of moral dilemmas. But there is a subsidiary 

aim.. This is to develop a form of ethical intuitionism concerning moral 

dilemmas.. The point is that this theory has a realist feel to it. It is worth 

emphasisingg that I have not committed myself to intuitionism. To be sure, I 

havee used elements of this theory such as a particular account of the 

distinctionn between agent-neutral and agent-relative reasons. However, 

intuitionistss do not have the monopoly on this distinction or any of the 

otherr elements used. Also, even though some types of ethical theory cannot 

endorsee my view on moral dilemmas, it is not only intuitionism that can. 

Yet,, I do recommend this theory. For the Aristotelian kind of take on ethics 
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itt exemplifies seems to me to sit particularly well with the possibility of 

morall dilemmas. 

Returningg to Williams' claim that the possibility of moral dilemmas 

constitutess an argument against realism, we have found that this claim is 

basedd on misconceptions about moral dilemmas. In fact, Williams gestures 

att two arguments. The first is that cognitivists must assimilate moral 

conflictss to conflicts of beliefs. Consequently, on their view moral conflicts 

cannott be genuine. The flaw in this argument is that, as we have already 

seen,, conflicts of reasons and conflicts of beliefs are completely different 

kindss of situations. Williams' second argument is that realists will picture 

morall dilemmas as situations with two shapes. However, moral reality is 

monomorphicc This argument is flawed because we have decided that 

morall dilemmas are shapeless. Having defended intuitionism in this way, I 

attackedd the diametrically opposed view. This is the non-cognitivist, or at 

leastt Humean, view that reasons derive from the agent's actual desires. First 

off all, I launched the phenomenological argument for anti-Humeanism, 

accompaniedd by the claim that moral dilemmas are the phenomena par 

excellenceexcellence to figure in this argument. Secondly, I pointed out that a result of 

thee Humean view on reasons is that they are like headless chickens with 

regardd to the identification of situations as genuine conflicts. They call 

situationss conflicts that are not and cannot call situations conflicts that are. 

Thirdly,, I argued that there is something in the nature of desires that 

preventss Humeans from acknowledging genuine conflicts and 

incommensurabilityy of values at all. 

Thee next question was whether utilitarians and Kantians can recognise 

morall dilemmas, in particular genuine conflicts. Utilitarianism and 

Kantianismm were introduced as the most important representatives of 

monismm in the theory of reasons. This is the view that the reason why 

actionss ought to be done is always the same consideration. In case of 

utilitarianism,, this consideration is maximisation of utility. Throughout 

thiss thesis I have made a point of insisting that to recognise genuine 

conflictss you need our reasons theory. You need to make our distinction 

betweenn requirements and oughts. Characteristic of this distinction is the 

relationshipp of independence between requirements and oughts. In spite of 

beingg defeated in the competition to become oughts, requirements may 

remainn on the scene. That is, the agent is still subjected to them. 
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Soo the question became whether utilitarians and Kantians can keep 

defeatedd requirements on the scene. We went at great lengths to try to show 

thatt they could, even though the appearances were against them. At the end 

off the day, we had to confirm that they could not, however. We started with 

singlee level forms of utilitarianism and Kantianism. We verified that on 

thesee theories requirements leave the scene in defeat. Yet, we made some 

progresss by establishing that utilitarians as well as Kantians can leave 

dilemmaticc traps and gaps. We continued with two level forms of 

utilitarianismm and Kantianism. The best we got was a theory that gave 

practicall reasoning the required layer-cake structure. However, this was 

actuallyy worthless as the distinction that brought that structure about was 

utterlyy distinct from "our distinction". 

Thiss motivated us to believe that we have to be deontic pluralists, i.e. to 

takee the view that reasons are heterogeneous. There are two possibilities 

here.. We can be pluralists in the standard Rossian sense: reasons are 

supportedd by a limited amount of fundamental principles. Alternatively, we 

cann have a particularist style of pluralism. According to particularists, 

principless do not have a role to play in ethics, or at least they have no -in 

onee word- authority. For the development of inruitionism regarding moral 

dilemmas,, it is irrelevant what sort of pluralists we are. Both Rossian 

generalismm and particularism are intuitionist in origin. However, the 

intuitionismm that I feel most affinity with is particularist. Moreover, for the 

solutionn of the problem of moral dilemmas, the difference between these 

pluralismss may be relevant. This is because Rossian generalism is 

emphaticallyy designed to make our distinction, or at least the distinction 

betweenn prima facie and actual duties. As for particularism, it remains to be 

seenn whether it can keep defeated requirements on the scene. That is why I 

thoughtt up reasons why this may be impossible, only to reject them one by 

one. . 

Thee exercise in applied ethics we did concerned medical ethics, especially 

euthanasia.. This exercise illustrated the healthy tension between ethical 

theoryy and moral experience that permeates this thesis. The idea is that we 

shouldd not commit ourselves beforehand to either theory or experience. 

Instead,, we have to allow the two to interact with each other. The outcome 

off this process is, hopefully, a view on moral dilemmas that coheres with 

bothh theory and experience. The effect of this idea, which is the idea of a 

reflectivee equilibrium, was made explicit in the preamble of chapter 8. Our 
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exercisee in applied ethics illustrated this idea as follows. On the one hand, 

wee began with the fear that a study of real problems would show that there 

aree less moral dilemmas than one might have thought. That if we describe 

purportedd examples of moral dilemmas in a way that respects their nuances 

andd details, we would find that they are not moral dilemmas whatsoever. 

Too some extent, this fear turned out to be justified. The (practically) legal 

casee of euthanasia is presumably no moral dilemma, as we saw. However, 

wee also saw that some illegal cases are, or at least according to my theory of 

euthanasia.. On the other hand, discussion of euthanasia revealed the 

practicall relevance of the possibility of moral dilemmas. If a theory of 

euthanasiaa was not able to recognise that euthanasia may be a moral 

dilemma,, this was therefore a reason to abandon or, if possible, to revise it. 

Finally,, at various places in this thesis we touched upon a more 

fundamentall issue than that of moral dilemmas, viz. the relation between 

reasonss and values. This is clearest where we moved from 

incommensurabilityy of values to the shapelessness of moral dilemmas. It is 

fairr to say that we have assumed there that reasons are based on values. In 

thee previous chapter, I have defended this assumption. This, of course, to 

protectt my view on moral dilemmas from an attack from below. A desired 

side-effectt is that the intuitionism I am contributing to gets more body. To 

beginn with, I have defended the assumption that reasons are based on 

valuess by giving an argument for it. This is essentially that reasons are 

mundanee facts, e.g. that she is in pain. However, that she is in pain is not 

alwayss a reason to help her. To distinguish between facts that are reasons 

andd those that are not, we need values. That she is in pain is a reason (to 

helpp her) if it is bad that she is, and it is no reason if it is not. Furthermore, I 

havee argued that the assumption is uncontroversial as, theoretically, we can 

alll agree that reasons are based on values, irrespective of our particular 

ethicall theories -whether Humean or anti-Humean, consequentialist or 

deontologist,, and cognitivist or non-cognitivist. 

12.55 The end 

Too sum up, the main aim of this thesis has been to solve the problem of 

morall dilemmas. This is that, on the face of it, moral experience and ethical 

theorvv contradict each other over the possibility of moral dilemmas. That is 
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too say, moral dilemmas are a common feature of our moral experience, 

whereass ethical theory shows that moral dilemmas are impossible. The 

solutionn this thesis offers consists of three conclusions. Firstly, there are 

morall dilemmas. The experience of moral dilemmas should be done justice 

to.. Secondly,, ethical theory can, in principle, do this. There is nothing in the 

logicc of practical reasoning that prevents it, for example. Thirdly, some 

ethicall theories cannot allow for the possibility of moral dilemmas, 

however.. These theories include utilitarianism and Kantianism. 
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SamenvattingSamenvatting in het Nederlands 

Bernardd Williams heeft de agenda van het debat over morele dilemma's bepaald. Hij heeft 

ditt gedaan door problemen te creëren voor ethische theorieën, zoals het moreel realisme, het 

standaardsysteemm van de deontische logica en het utilisme, waar hij betoogt dat deze 

theorieënn onverenigbaar zijn met de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's. Dat Williams op 

dezee manier de agenda van het debat over morele dilemma's heeft bepaald, blijkt uit het feit 

datt een groot deel van dit debat over deze problemen gaat. In het bijzonder wordt 

geargumenteerdd voor of tegen de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's. Welnu, elk van de 

problemenn die Williams geformuleerd heeft, lijkt een instantie te zijn van een algemener 

probleem.. Dit probleem is dat de morele ervaring en ethische theorie elkaar klaarblijkelijk 

tegensprekenn op het punt van de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's. Dat wil zeggen, morele 

dilemma'ss zijn een bekend verschijnsel in onze morele ervaring, terwijl ethische theorie 

bewijstt dat morele dilemma's onmogelijk zijn. Dit is, in een notendop, wat ik het probleem van 

morelee dilemma's noem, hetgeen het belangrijkste probleem is dat deze dissertatie beoogt op 

tee lossen. 

Hett spreekt niet voor zich dat dit een interessante kwestie is, want tegenwoordig geloven 

dee meeste mensen, inclusief de meeste filosofen, vermoedelijk dat er morele dilemma's zijn. 

Eénn reden daarvoor is dat er veel voorbeelden van morele dilemma's lijken te zijn. \\7e kunnen 

dezee voorbeelden indelen in drie soorten. Ten eerste zijn er klassieke voorbeelden van morele 

dilemmaa s zoals Sophie's keuze en Agamemnon 's probleem. Ten tweede, terreinen van 

toegepastee ethiek, zoals de medische ethiek, zouden wemelen van de morele dilemma 's. Te 

denkenn valt aan euthanasie bijvoorbeeld. Ten derde zijn er "gewone" voorbeelden van morele 

dilemma's.. Het bekendste voorbeeld is dat van de conflicterende beloften. Je hebt hem beloofd 

omm dit te doen en haar beloofd om dat te doen, maar het komt toevallig zo uit dat je niet 

allebeii kunt doen. 

Aangenomenn dat de meeste mensen menen dat er morele dilemma 's zijn, komt de vraag op of 

err wel zoiets is als het probleem van morele dilemma's. Waarom kan ethische theorie niet 

eenvoudigg verworpen worden als het onverenigbaar is met de mogelijkheid van morele 

dilemma's?? Om te laten zien dat dit een interessante kwestie is, hebben we een geloofwaardig 

argumentt nodig tegen de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's. Het zou hier niet volstaan om 

eenn argument te geven dat gebaseerd is op één bepaalde ethische theorie, behalve misschien 

voorr de mensen die die theorie aanhangen. Mocht, bijvoorbeeld, het utilisme in strijd zijn met 

dee mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's, dan pleit dit eerder tegen het utilisme dan tegen de 
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mogelijkheidd van morele dilemma's, zoal; zelfs utilisten zouden kunnen beamen. Het 

argumentt dat we behoeven, berust met op éen enkele ethische theorie. In plaats daarvan 

combineertt het een aantal verschillende argumenten. Bovendien beschikken deze argumenten 

overr enige geloofwaardigheid. Het moet niet mogelijk zijn ze volledig te negeren. De reden, 

tenslotte,, dat deze argumenten gecombineerd kunnen worden en over enige geloofwaardigheid 

kunnenn beschikken is dat ze een gemeenschappelijke karakteristiek hebben. Het argument dat 

aann deze desiderata voldoet is een fundamenteel argument. 

Zonn argument tegen de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's is gegeven in hoofdstuk 7. Dit 

argumentt bestaat uit vijf deelargumenten; twee daarvan zijn gebaseerd op het mtemahsme en 

dee overige drie op de deontische logica. De gemeenschappelijke karakteristiek van deze 

argumenten,, die hun verenigt en versterkt, is een bepaalde notie van behoren'. Volgens deze 

notiee is het zo dat ais A (een bepaalde handeling of handelwijze) gedaan behoort te worden, 

BB niet gedaan mag worden en, bovendien, A wel gedaan mag worden. Gegeven deze notie van 

'behorenn is het onmogeluk dat er morele dilemma's zijn als deze gedefinieerd worden, zoals 

voorr de hand ligt, als situaties waarm de actor A behoort te doen en B behoort te doen, maar 

niett zowel A als B kan doen. Immers, dit impliceert dat A wel en met gedaan mag worden en 

datt B wel en niet gedaan mag worden, hetgeen contradicties zijn. 

Samenvattend,, het belangrijkste probleem dat deze dissertatie beoogt op te lossen is het 

probleemm van morele dilemma's. Dit is het probleem dat de morele ervaring kennelijk leert 

datt morele dilemma's simpelweg bij het leven horen, terwijl ethische theorie zich in het 

algemeenn verzet tegen de gedachte dat er morele dilemma's kunnen zijn. Dat dit werkelijk een 

probleemm is, wordt duidelijk als we beseffen dat we dreigen te moeten kiezen tussen de 

overtuigingg dat er morele dilemmas zijn en (onder andere) de logica van het praktisch 

redeneren. . 

Inn hoofdstuk 1 heb ik uiteengezet hoe we het probleem van morele dilemma's zouden proberen 

opp te lessen. Hiervoor heb ik een soort van programma geformuleerd met een aantal geboden en 

verboden.. Om het probleem van morele dilemma's op te lossen, dienen we conclusies te 

bereikenn met betrekking tot de morele ervaring en ethische theorie. We moeten weten in 

hoeverree de morele ervaring mist is dat er morele dilemma's zijn en in hoeverre ethische 

theoriee gelijk heeft dat ze onmogelijk zijn. Met het oog hierop was mijn programma als volgt. 

Aann de ene kant meende ik dat het belangrijk was om ter discussie te stellen of morele 

dilemma'ss zich voordoen zonder ons al te zeer te laten beïnvloeden door ethische theorie. Dus 

hett was niet toegestaan om te redeneren van de vermeende waarheid van, zeg, het utilisme 

naarr de onmogelijkheid van morele dilemma s. Aan de andere kant wilde ik ethische theorie 

vanaff het begin in onze beschouwingen betrekken. Daarom hebben we m de hoofdstukken 3 en 

44 visies op conflicten bediscussieerd op een manier die recht deed aan de verschillende 
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ethischee theorieën waarin zij ingebed zijn. Het gevolg van dit programma was dat de eerste 

helftt van de dissertatie -hoofdstukken 2 tot en met 7- de vraag betreft of we onze morele 

ervaringg van morele dilemma's onder druk van ethische theorie moeten herbeschrijven, 

terwijll de tweede helft -hoofdstuk 7 tot en met 11- betrekking heeft op de vraag of m het licht 

vann de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma 's ethische theorie verlaten dient te worden. 

Hett betoog in de hoofdstukken 2 tot en met 7 kan als volgt worden samengevat. In deze 

hoofdstukkenn hebben we naar de conclusie toegewerkt dat er morele dilemma's zijn. Hoe 

hebbenn we deze conclusie bereikt? Een cruciale stap in het betoog is geweest dat we morele 

dilemma'ss zijn gaan analyseren in de zin dat we ze zijn gaan ontleden. Het idee daarachter is 

datt morele dilemma's extreme situaties zijn. Om morele dilemma's te begrijpen moeten we 

begrijpenn waar ze extreme situaties van zijn. We hebben gezien dat morele dilemma's extreme 

situatiess van conflicten zijn. In essentie zijn het situaties waarin de actor reden heeft om A te 

doenn en reden heeft om B te doen, terwijl hij A en B niet allebei kan doen. Dit doet de vraag 

rijzenn waarom morele dilemma's extreme situaties van conflicten zijn. Mijn antwoord hierop 

wass dat dit te wijten is aan incommensurabiliteit van waarden. Dit betekent dat, hoewel de 

betrokkenn redenen niet even sterk zijn, de ene niet sterker is dan de ander. 

Ditt bracht ons ertoe om eerst conflicten te bespreken. De uitdaging is dat ethische theorie zou 

zeggenn dat morele dilemma's (onder andere) logisch onmogelijk zijn. Komt dit doordat het 

conflictenn zijn? Dit is een begrijpelijke gedachte, gelet op de logica van conflicten van 

overtuigingen.. Een conflict van overtuigingen is een situatie waarin iemand meent dat A het 

gevall is en dat B het geval is, terwijl niet zowel A als B het geval kunnen zijn. Hieruit volgt 

datt tenminste één overtuiging onwaar is. Op grond van de logica van conflicten van 

overtuigingenn is het onmogelijk om de ware overtuiging te hebben dat A het geval is en de 

waree overtuiging dat B het geval is indien A en B niet beide het geval kunnen zijn. Er kunnen 

duss geen echte conflicten van overtuigingen bestaan. Kunnen de conflicten waaruit morele 

dilemma'ss opgebouwd zijn echt zijn? We hebben gezien dat dit mogelijk is, want datgene wat 

conflicteertt in een conflict van redenen voor handelen is niet overtuigingen omtrent redenen en 

zelfss niet redenen zelf. Het conflict "in" zon conflict is gelegen in het feit dat de handelingen 

diee de actor reden heeft te doen alternatieven zijn: hij kan elk van de handelingen 

afzonderlijkk doen, maar niet tegelijkertijd. Als gevolg daarvan verschilt de logica van 

conflictenn van redenen van die van conflicten van overtuigingen. Natuurlijk is het mogelijk 

datt de actor niet alle handelingen samen kan doen die hij apart kan doen. Dit gebeurt de hele 

tijd.. Dus zijn morele dilemma's in elk geval niet logisch onmogelijk omdat ze conflicten 

bevatten. . 
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Hett valt slechts te verwachten dat de logische mogelijkheid van echte conflicten ook 

wordtt verwezenlijkt. Dit is te danken aan de spanning russen actor-neutrale en actor-relatieve 

redenenn die inherent is aan het morele leven. Vaak is het zo dat we een actor-relatieve reden 

hebbenn om iets niet te doen wat we een actor-neutrale reden hebben om wel te doen. Ik heb 

beargumenteerdd dat de verwachting dat echte conflicten voorkomen inderdaad wordt 

vervuld.. Mijn argument heeft een negatief en een positief gedeelte. Het negatieve gedeelte 

maaktt ruimte voor de visie dat er echte conflicten zijn. Het doet dit door te laten zien dat 

alternatievee visies op conflicten van toepassing zijn op andere typen situaties dan echte 

conflicten.. Deze visies kunnen opgedeeld worden in twee soorten. De eerste soort tracht echte 

conflictenn weg te verklaren. Dit kan op verschillende manieren geprobeerd worden. We 

hebbenn de silencing visie, de rationalistische visie en de pragmatische visie bekeken. De clou 

iss dus dat er tvpen situaties zijn waarvoor deze visies juist zijn, maar dat ze allen onjuist zijn 

voorr echte conflicten. De silencing visie heeft bijvoorbeeld een niche waar er een absolute 

deontologischee restrictie bestaat ten aanzien van een handeling waar verder geen reden voor 

is.. Zo'n situatie is echter geen echt conflict. 

Dee tweede.soort van alternatieve visie op conflicten, die de karakteristiektheorie 

genoemdd wordt, is verwant aan mijn eigen visie. We kunnen beide visies beschouwen als een 

pogingg om uitdrukking te geven aan de intuïtie van Sir W. D. Ross dat met het oog op 

conflictenn van plichten een onderscheid gemaakt moet worden tussen prima facie en 

daadwerkelijkee plichten. Volgens de karakteristiektheorie bestaan conflicten uit twee 

karakteristiekenn van een handeling waarbij de ene karakteristiek afdoet aan de waarde van 

dee handelmg en de andere daaraan bijdraagt, terwijl de oplossing van een conflict de 

handelingg is die bijdraagt aan de waarde van de wereld. Ross' intuïtie is hier geïncorporeerd 

inn een onderscheid tussen negatieve karakteristieken, aan de ene kant, en "behorens", aan de 

anderee kant. Tegen de karaktenstiektheone heb ik weer ingebracht dat er inderdaad zulke 

situatiess zijn, maar dat dat geen echte conflicten zijn. Kenmerkend voor echte conflicten is 

immerss dat ze geconstitueerd worden door {pro tanto) redenen. 

Daaromm hebben we de redenentheorie nodig, zoals ik het genoemd heb. In deze theorie is 

Ross'' intuïtie gevangen in een onderscheid tussen datgene wat we reden hebben om te doen, aan 

dee ene kant, en datgene wat we het meeste reden hebben om te doen, aan de andere kant. Om 

preciess te zijn, dit onderscheid geeft de algemene structuur weer van het redeneren in 

conflictenn van redenen Voor onze beschouwingen over morele dilemma's moeten we een 

specifiekee variant gebruiken van het onderscheid. Dit wegens het feit dat er zwakke en 

sterkee redenen zijn. Daar waar sommige redenen alleen vragen om handelen, vereisen andere 

hett Morele dilemma's, indien ze inderdaad een dilemmatisch karakter hebben, worden 

gevormdd door sterke redenen, door redenen die vereisen. Het onderscheid dat we daarom 
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behoevenn is dat tussen redenen die vereisen, of vereisten zoals ik ze benoemd heb, aan de ene 

kant,, en behorens, aan de andere kant. 

Volgenss het positieve gedeelte van mijn argument voor het bestaan van echte conflicten, 

zijnn er verschijnselen die alleen verklaard en gerechtvaardigd kunnen worden als er echte 

conflictenn zijn. Bijzondere aandacht is gegeven aan de emotie waarvoor Williams de term 

'actor-spijt'' bedacht heeft. Dit is een gevoel van spijt jegens je eigen handelen, ook al heb je 

hett juiste gedaan. Mijn eerste punt is dat er situaties zijn waarin deze emotie natuurlijk is en 

datt de beste verklaring daarvan is dat je niet voldaan hebt aan een vereiste. Dit betekent dat 

dezee situaties vereisten voor onverenigbare handelingen inhouden: één waardoor je het juiste 

gedaann hebt en een tweede waardoor je actor-spijt voelt. Met andere woorden, het betekent 

datt er echte conflicten zijn. Mijn tweede punt is dat er situaties zijn waarin actor-spijt 

rationeell is en dat de beste rechtvaardiging daarvan is dat je niet voldaan hebt aan een 

vereiste.. Dit impliceert dat deze situaties echte conflicten zijn. Allereerst bestaat er een 

vereistee krachtens welke je het juiste gedaan hebt. Maar er is ook een onvervuld vereiste dat 

hett rationeel maakt om actor-spijt te hebben. Deze situaties herbergen dus vereisten om 

elkaarr uitsluitende handelingen te doen. 

Recapitulerend,, ik ben bezig uiteen te zetten hoe we naar de conclusie toegewerkt hebben 

datt er morele dilemma's zijn. We zijn nu halverwege. We hebben immers de conclusie bereikt 

datt er echte conflicten zijn, terwijl we weten dat morele dilemma's echte conflicten zijn die 

onderworpenn zijn aan incommensurabiliteit van waarden. Wat nu aangetoond moet worden is 

hoee we tot de conclusie gekomen zijn dat incommensurabiliteit van waarden inderdaad morele 

dilemma'ss maakt van echte conflicten. We hebben twee verschillende noties van 

incommensurabiliteitt onderscheiden. Volgens de eerste notie komt incommensurabiliteit 

slechtss neer op pluralisme van waarden. Het bleek dat pluralisme echte conflicten niet tot 

morelee dilemma's kon maken. Een pluraliteit van waarden is niet eens nodig voor het bestaan 

vann echte conflicten waarin actor-spijt natuurlijk en rationeel is. Op grond van de tweede 

notiee betekent incommensurabiliteit onvergelijkbaarheid van waarden. Dat wil zeggen dat in 

hett geval van een echt conflict van incommensurabele waarden de ene reden in kwestie niet 

sterkerr is dan de andere, hoewel ze ook niet even sterk zijn. Onvergelijkbaarheid, was de 

gedachtee toen, kon er best wel eens voor zorgen dat echte conflicten morele dilemma's worden. 

Duss confronteerden we onszelf met de vraag of incommensurabele, i.e. onvergelijkbare, 

waardenn bestaan. Het antwoord was bevestigend. Incommensurabele waarden zijn tenminste 

dee centrale waarden in iemands leven. Ze worden gedragen door dingen die constitutief zijn 

voorr iemands (morele) weizijn. Daarom heb ik ze constitutieve incommensurabiliteiten 

genoemd.. Constitutieve incommensurabiliteiten kunnen niet met elkaar vergeleken worden. 

Bovendienn zijn deze actor-relatieve waarden met te vergelijken met actor-neutrale waarden 

inn het geval dat die ook buitengewoon zwaarwichtig zijn. 
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Ditt bracht ons tot de kwestie waarom echte conflicten waarin de actor moet kjezen tussen 

constitutievee incommensurabiliteiten morele dilemmas zouden zijn. Deze kwestie is beslist op 

basiss van mijn theorie over de oplossing van conflicten. Deze theorie is comparativistisch. 

Datt wil zeggen, om een echt conflict op te lossen, is het noodzakelijk om het belang van de 

betrokkenn waarden te vergelijken. Als gevolg daarvan kan een conflict dat onvergelijkbare 

waardenn betreft met opgelost worden Met andere woorden, een gerechtvaardigde keuze in 

echtee conflicten berust, onder andere, op het relatieve belang van de waarden in kwestie. Dus 

eenn keuze tussen "onvergehjkbaarheden ontbeert onherroepelijk een zekere rechtvaardiging. 

Ditt maakt duidelijk wat het betekent voor een echt conflict dat lijdt aan 

incommensurabiliteitt van waarden om een moreel dilemma te zijn. Het is onoplosbaar; wat de 

keuzee ook moge ziin, het kan niet volkdiz gerechtvaardigd worden. 

Latenn we onze onderzoeksresultaten tot nu toe beoordelen m h^t licht van het probleem van 

morelee dilemma's. Vertrouwend op overwegingen van zowel theoretische als meer empirische 

aardd hebben we geconcludeerd dat we recht moeten doen aan de ervaring van morele 

dilemma's.. Hieruit volgt dat we als oplossing van het probleem van morele dilemma's kunnen 

verwerpenn dat de schijn van morele dilemma's geheel bedriegt. Men zou kunnen denken dat we 

daardoorr vooralsnog het probleem van morele dilemma's helemaal met aan het oplossen zijn, 

maarr dat integendeel het feit dat we recht moeten doen aan de ervaring van morele 

dilemma'ss het probleem juist intensiveert. De indruk zou kunnen bestaan dat we ethische 

theonee werkelijk hebben op te geven voor zover het inconsistent is met de mogelijkheid van 

morelee dilemma's. Dus we dienen het fundamentele argument van hoofdstuk 7 verwerpen en 

alless waar het op gebaseerd is: aantrekkelijke versies van het mternalisme, het 

standaardsvsteemm van de deontische logica en onze notie van 'behoren . 

Dezee indruk is echter niet terecht, want in hoofdstuk 7 hebben we ook ontdekt dat we recht 

kunnenn doen aan de ervaring van morele dilemma's door het zo te herbeschrijven dat het "het 

fundamentelee argument ontwijkt. Dit argument is gebaseerd op de standaarddefinitie van 

morelee dilemma's als situaties waarin de actor A behoort te doen en B behoort te doen, maar A 

enn B niet beide kan doen. Maar deze definitie is met correct. Merk op dat we morele dilemma's 

nogg niet gedefinieerd hebben. We hebben slechts vastgesteld dat morele dilemma's 

geconstitueerdd worden door incommensurabele, dat wil zeggen niet-verslagen (undefeated), 

redenen.. En het is met contradictoir met-verslagen redenen voor alternatieve handelingen te 

hebben. . 

Watt hebben we besloten dat de correcte definitie van morele dilemma's is? We hebben een 

onderscheidd gemaakt tussen drie benaderingen van morele dilemma's: de geen categorieën 

benadering,, de traditionele categorieën benadering en de nieuwe categorieën benadering. 

Iederee benadering brengt zijn eigen definities van morele dilemma's met zich mee. De 
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traditionelee categorieën benadering biedt keuze uit de twee gedaanten definitie, dat een 

verbeteringg is van de standaarddefinitie, de verbodsdilemma definitie en de disjunctief 

behorenn definitie. Om uit deze definities te kiezen hebben we twee voorwaarden gesteld aan 

eenn definitie van morele dilemma's. De eerste voorwaarde is gegeven met het fundamentele 

argument,, m het bijzonder met de notie van behoren die daaraan ten grondslag ligt. Het moet 

niett mogelijk zijn contradicties af te leiden van een definitie van morele dilemma's. De 

tweedee voorwaarde is dat een definitie van morele dilemma's duidelijk maakt dat morele 

dilemma'ss door incommensurabiliteit van waarden onoplosbaar zijn. Het moet laten zien dat, 

geconfronteerdd met een moreel dilemma, de actor iets verkeerd gaat doen in de zin dat hij zijn 

gedragg niet ten volle kan rechtvaardigen. 

Wee hebben besloten dat geen van de definities van de geen categorieën benadering en de 

traditionelee categorieën benadering aan beide van deze voorwaaiden voldoet. Dus moet mijn 

eigenn nieuwe categorieën benadering en de daarbij behorende definitie correct zijn. Volgens 

dezee definitie is een moreel dilemma nog steeds een situatie waarin de actor A behoort te doen 

enn B behoort te doen, terwijl hij A en B niet allebei kan doen, evenals volgens de 

standaarddefinitiee Het verschil is echter dat hier behoren' niet op de traditionele wijze 

begrepenn wordt, maar op een nieuwe wijze. Traditioneel is het 20 dat als de actor niet doet 

watt hij behoort te doen, zijn handelen verkeerd is in de zin dat het volledig 

ongerechtvaardigdd is, zoals bij akrasia. Maar in een moreel dilemma is zijn handelen 

verkeerdd in dier voege dat het niet volkomen gerechtvaardigd kan worden. Mijn definitie van 

morelee dilemma 's voldoet aan beide van de bovenstaande voorwaarden. Ten eerste kan het 

fundamentelee argument geen contradicties afleiden uit deze definitie omdat dit argument de 

traditionelee notie van behoren gebruikt. Ten tweede geeft mijn definitie uitdrukking aan de 

juistee wijze van verkeerd handelen in een moreel dilemma: gebrek aan (maar niet 

afwezigheidd van) rechtvaardiging. 

Dezee zoektocht naar de correcte definitie van morele dilemma's leidde ons tot de conclusie 

datt ethische theorie in principe de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's kan toelaten, 

ledereenn kan ermee instemmen dat het onmogelijk is dat er ware contradicties zijn in de 

ethiek.. Zoeven hebben we echter gezien dat het niet volgt uit de mogelijkheid van morele 

dilemma'ss dat ze er wel zijn. Hoe brengt dit ons dichter bij de oplossing var. het probleem van 

morelee dilemma's? We hebben tot nu toe twee conclusies getrokken. De eerste is dat we recht 

moetenn doen aan de ervaring van morele dilemma's. Deze conclusie leek wellicht het einde 

vann ethische theorie te betekenen. Maar dat is niet zo, want we hebben morele dilemma's op 

zonn manier hergedefinieerd dat ethische theorie in principe de mogelijkheid van morele 

dilemma'ss kan aanvaarden. Dit is de tweede conclusie die we bereikt hebben. Dus in plaats 

vann ethische theorie heeft de morele ervaring een concessie moeten doen: het diende 
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herbeschrevenn te worden. Deze concessie is echter marginaal aangezien de nieuwe definitie 

well het dilemmatische karakter van morele dilemma 's weet te ondervangen. 

Menn zou kunnen menen dat we met deze twee conclusies het probleem van morele dilemma's 

opgelostt hebben. Immers, we kunnen zowel de logica van het praktisch redeneren als de 

overtuigingg dat er morele dilemma's zijn behouden. Maar het probleem van morele dilemma's 

omvatt meer dan de schijnbare tegenstelling tussen het fundamentele argument, aan de ene 

kant,, en een overvloed aan voorbeelden van morele dilemma's, aan de andere kant. Zoals we 

hebbenn gezien, gebruikt Williams de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's ook om te 

argumenterenn tegen specifieke ethische theorieën zoals het moreel realisme en het utilisme. 

Dee twee conclusies die'we tot dusver bereikt hebben vormen daarom slechts tweederde van de 

oplossingg van het probleem van morele dilemma's. Voor een complete oplossing moeten we tot 

eenn conclusie komen over wat de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's betekent voor specifieke 

ethischee theorieën. We konden natuurlijk niet alle mogelijke theorieën nalopen. We hebben 

alleenn die theorieën beoordeeld die intuïtief plausibel zijn aangezien ze ieder een intuïtie 

articulerenn die elke ethische theorie dient te incorporeren. Bovendien was het niet 

noodzakelijkk om te onderzoeken of deze theorieën alle eigenschappen van morele dilemma's 

kunnenn accepteren. We konden ons grotendeels beperken tot de kwestie of een theorie het 

bestaann van echte conflicten kan erkennen, want vaak bleek dit een onoverkomelijk obstakel 

tee zijn. Waarsdit zo was, zijn we niet altijd ingegaan op de vraag of de theorie in kwestie ook 

incommensurabiliteitt van waarden, bijvoorbeeld, niet kan onderkennen. 

Inn de hoofdstukken 8 tot en met 11 hebben we het domein van de ethische theorie verdeeld in 

meta-ethiek,, normatieve ethiek en toegepaste ethiek. De eerste vraag die we behandeld 

hebbenn is of, zoals Williams betoogd heeft, het moreel realisme conflicteert met de 

mogelijkheidd van morele dilemma's. Deze vraag heeft een bijzondere betekenis voor mij. Dit 

heeftt te maken met het nevendoel van dit proefschrift. Het hoofddoel is vanzelfsprekend om 

hett probleem van morele dilemma 's op te lossen. Er is echter een nevendoel en dat is om bij te 

dragenn aan de ontwikkeling van een vorm van ethisch intuïtionisme met betrekking tot morele 

dilemma's.. Het feit wil dat deze theorie een realistisch karakter heeft. Het verdient nadruk 

datt ik mij niet aan deze theorie gecommitteerd heb. Wreliswaar heb ik elementen ervan 

gebruiktt zoals een bepaalde visie op het onderscheid tussen actor-neutrale en actor-relatieve 

redenen,, maar intuitionisten hebben niet het monopolie op dit onderscheid, noch op één van de 

anderee elementen die ik gebruikt heb. Verder is het zo dat hoewel sommige typen ethische 

theorieënn mijn visie op morele dilemma 's niet kunnen onderschrijven, het niet alleen het 

intuïtionismee is dat dat wel kan. Toch beveel ik deze theorie aan, want met name de 

Aristotelischh aandoende kijk op ethiek waaraan het gestalte geeft lijkt me zich 

buitengewoonn goed te verhouden met de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's. 
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Latenn we terugkeren naar Williams' claim dat de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's een 

argumentt oplevert tegen het realisme. We hebben ontdekt dat deze claim gebaseerd is op 

onjuistee veronderstellingen omtrent morele dilemma's. In feite duidt Williams op twee 

argumenten.. Het eerste is dat cognitivisten morele conflicten moeten beschouwen als conflicten 

vann overtuigingen. De consequentie hiervan is dat morele conflicten op grond van de 

cognihvistischee visie niet echt kunnen zijn. De zwakte van dit argument is dat, zoals we reeds 

gezienn hebben, conflicten van redenen en conflicten van overtuigingen totaal verschillende 

typenn situaties zijn. Williams' tweede argument is dat realisten zich morele dilemma's zullen 

voorstellenn als situaties met twee gedaanten. Echter, de morele werkelijkheid moet 

eenvormigg zijn. Dit argument is zwak omdat we besloten hebben dat morele dilemma's 

gedaantelooss zijn. Nadat ik op deze wijze het intuitionisme verdedigd heb, heb ik de 

diametraall tegenovergestelde visie aangevallen. Dit is de non-cognitivistische, althans 

Humeaanse,, visie dat redenen voortgebracht worden door de bestaande verlangens van de 

actor.. Allereerst heb ik het fenomenologisch argument voor anti-Humeanisme aangevoerd, 

vergezeldd van de bewering dat morele dilemma's de verschijnselen bij uitstek zijn om in dit 

argumentt te figureren. Vervolgens heb ik aangegeven dat een resultaat van hun visie op 

redenenn is dat Humeanen situaties conflicten noemen die geen conflicten zijn en situaties geen 

conflictenn kunnen noemen die wel conflicten zijn. Tenslotte heb ik betoogd dat de aard van 

verlangenss verhindert dat Humeanen echte conflicten en incommensurabiliteit van waarden 

kunnenn onderkennen. 

Dee volgende vraag was of utilisten en Kantianen het bestaan van morele dilemma's en in 

hett bnzonder van echte conflicten kunnen erkennen. Het utiüsme en het Kanhanisme werden 

opgevoerdd als de voornaamste vertegenwoordigers van het monisme in de theorie van redenen 

voorr handelen. Dit is de visie dat de reden waarom handelingen gedaan behoren te worden 

steedss dezelfde is. In het geval van het utilisme, bijvoorbeeld, is deze overweging 

maximalisatiee van utiliteit. Door het hele proefschrift heen heb ik er de nadruk op gelegd 

datt om het bestaan van echte conflicten te erkennen je onze redenentheorie nodig hebt. Je moet 

onss onderscheid kunnen maken tussen vereisten en behorens. Kenmerkend voor dit onderscheid 

iss dat er een onafhankelijkheidsrelatie bestaat tussen vereisten en behorens. Ondanks het feit 

datt een eis, als het ware, verslagen is in de competitie om een behoren te worden, blijft het op 

hett toneel. Dat wil zeggen dat de actor er nog steeds aan onderworpen is. 

Duss werd de vraag of utilisten en Kantianen verslagen eisen op het toneel kunnen houden. 

Hoewell dit moeilijk leek, hebben we er ons voor ingezet om het voor elkaar te krijgen dat ze 

ditt kunnen, maar we hebben uiteindelijk toch moeten vaststellen dat dat met lukt. We zijn 

begonnenn met één niveau versies van het utilisme en het Kantianisme. We bevestigden de 

hypothesee dat bij deze theorieën verslagen eisen het toneel verlaten, maar we boekten enige 

vooruitgangg waar we ondervonden dat zowel utilisten als Kantianen dilemmatische vallen 
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kunnenn zetter, of gaten kunnen laten. We gingen verder met twee niveaus versies van het 

utilismee en het Kantianisme. Het beste dat we toen kregen was een theorie die aan het 

praktischh redeneren de gewenste gelaagde structuur geeft. Maar dit was van weinig belang 

aangezienn deze structuur totstandgebracht wordt door een onderscheid dat volslagen anders is 

alss ons onderscheid russen vereisten en behorens. 

Ditt deed ons geloven dat we deontisch pluraüsten moeten zijn, i.e. dat redenen heterogeen 

zijn.. Er bestaan dan twee mogelijkheden. We kunnen pluralisten zijn op de normale, 

Rossiaansee manier: redenen worden ondersteund door een beperkt aantal fundamentele 

principes.. Het alternatief is een particulanstische vorm van het pluralisme. Volgens 

particularistenn is er in de ethiek geen rol voor principes weggelegd, althans ze hebben geen -in 

éénn woord- autoriteit. Voor het ontwikkelen van een vorm van mtuitiomsme aangaande 

morelee dilemma's is het irrelevant wat voor soort pluralisten we zijn. Zowel het Rossiaanse 

generalismee als het particularisme zijn van oorsprong intuitionistisch. Het intuïtionisme 

waarmeee ik de meeste affiniteit heb is echter particulanstisch. Bovendien zou het verschil 

tussenn deze pluralismes relevant kunnen zijn voor de oplossing van het probleem van morele 

dilemma's.. Dit komt doordat het Rossiaans generalisme nadrukkelijk ontworpen is om ons 

onderscheidd te maken, althans dat russen prima facie en daadwerkelijke plichten, terwijl we 

bijj het particularisme nog moeten zien of verslagen eisen op het toneel kunnen blijven. Daarom 

hebb ik argumenten bedacht waarom dit niet zou kunnen, om ze vervolgens allemaal te 

verwerpen. . 

Dee oefening in toegepaste ethiek die we verricht hebben betrof medische ethiek, met name 

euthanasie.. Deze oefening illustreerde op treffende wijze dat een gezonde spanning tussen 

ethischee theorie en de morele ervaring dit proefschrift doortrekt. De gedachte is dat we ons 

niett op voorhand moeten committeren aan theorie of ervaring. In plaats daarvan moeten we 

dee twee met elkaar laten reageren. Het resultaat van dit proces is, hopelijk, een visie op 

morelee dilemma's die in overeenstemming is met zowel theorie als ervaring De uitwerking 

vann deze gedachte, welke die van het reflectief equilibrium is, werd expliciet gemaakt in het 

voorwoordd van hoofdstuk 8. Onze oefening in toegepaste ethiek illustreerde deze gedachte als 

volgt.. Aan de ene kant begonnen we met de vrees dat een studie van echte praktische 

problemenn zou tonen dat er minder morele dilemma's zijn dan men over het algemeen denkt; 

datt als we zogenaamde voorbeelden van morele dilemma's zouden beschrijven op een manier 

diee hun nuances en details eerbiedigt, we er zouden achterkomen dat het eigenlijk geen morele 

dilemma'ss zijn. Tot op zekere hoogte werd deze vrees bewaarheid. Het (praktisch) legale 

gevall van euthanasie is vermoedelijk geen moreel dilemma, althans niet op grond van mijn 

theoriee over euthanasie. Aan de andere kant legde onze discussie over euthanasie de 

praktischee relevantie bloot van de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's. Daarom was het feit 
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datt een theorie over euthanasie niet in staat is te erkennen dat euthanasie een moreel 

dilemmaa kan zijn een grond om deze theorie te verwerpen of herzien. 

Opp verscheidene plekken in deze dissertatie raken we aan een fundamentelere kwestie 

dann die van morele dilemma's, namelijk het verband tussen redenen en waarden. Dit is het 

duidelijkstt waar we het hebben over de significantie van incommensurabiliteit van waarden 

voorr wat de actor reden heeft om te doen (in de hoofdstukken 6 en 7). We lijken daar te 

veronderstellenn dat redenen gebaseerd zijn op waarden. Ik heb deze veronderstelling 

verdedigdd om mijn visie op morele dilemma's te beschermen tegen aanvallen van onderaf'. 

Eenn gewenst neveneffect is dat tegelijkertijd het ïntuïtiomsme dat ik tracht verder te 

ontwikkelenn meer inhoud heeft gekregen. Om te beginnen heb ik de veronderstelling dat 

redenenn gebaseerd zijn op waarden verdedigd door er een argument voor te geven. In essentie is 

hett argument dat redenen gewone feiten zijn, bijvoorbeeld dat zij pijn lijdt. 'Dat zij pijn lijdt' is 

echterr niet altijd een reden (om haar te helpen). Om de gevallen waarin bepaalde feiten 

redenenn zijn te onderscheiden van de gevallen waarin ze dat niet zijn, hebben we waarden 

nodig.. 'Dat zij pijn lijdt' is een reden als het slecht is dat ze pijn lijdt, en het is geen reden als 

datt niet zo is. Bovendien heb ik betoogd dat de veronderstelling onproblematisch is omdat we 

hett er allemaal over eens kunnen zijn dat redenen gebaseerd zijn op waarden, ongeacht onze 

specifiekee ethische theorieën -of deze nu Humeaans of anti-Humeaans, consequenrialistisch 

off deontologisch, en cognitivistisch of non-cognitivistisch zijn. 

Zoalss ik in het slothoofdstuk, hoofdstuk 12, heb aangegeven, kunnen we concluderen dat 

hett belangrijkste probleem dat deze dissertatie probeert op te lossen het probleem van morele 

dilemma'ss is. Dit is het probleem dat de morele ervaring en ethische theorie elkaar, naar het 

schijnt,, tegenspreken met betrekking tot de mogelijkheid van morele dilemma's. Dat wil 

zeggen,, morele dilemma's zijn een bekend verschijnsel in onze morele ervaring, terwijl 

ethischee theorie bewijst dat morele dilemma's onmogelijk zijn. De oplossing die deze 

dissertatiee biedt komt neer op de volgende drie conclusies. Ten eerste zijn er morele dilemma 's. 

Datt betekent dat er recht gedaan moet worden aan de ervaring van morele dilemmas. Ten 

tweede,, ethische theorie kan dat in principe ook doen. De logica van het praktisch redeneren 

belemmertt dit in ieder geval niet. Maar, ten derde, sommige typen ethische theorieën kunnen 

dee mogelijkheid var, morele dilemma's niet onderkennen. Dat geldt bijvoorbeeld voor het 

utilismee en het Kantiamsme. 





Stellingen n 

bij:: Jurriaan de Haan, The Possibility of Moral Dilemmas. 

1.. Er bestaan geen ware contradicties in de ethiek. 

2.. Er zijn belangen die zo fundamenteel zijn dat ze niet tegen elkaar 

afgewogenn kunnen worden. 

3.. Euthanasie is geen kwestie van barmhartigheid, maar van respect voor 

autonomie. . 

4.. Er is niet één bepaald principe dat ons kan vertellen wat juist en verkeerd 

is. . 

5.. Kenmerkend voor echte problemen is dat tegenargumenten 

onverminderdd van kracht blijven. 

6.. Dezelfde emoties vormen soms zowel deel van het probleem als deel van 

dee oplossing van het probleem. 

7.. Dat we morele problemen hebben, duidt erop dat er een zekere morele 

werkelijkheidd is. 

8.. We hebben reden dingen te doen als en omdat er dingen zijn die belangrijk 

zijnn om te doen. 

9.. Ethische theorievorming is het product van de wisselwerking tussen 

theoriee en ervaring. 

10.. Luxe problemen zijn ook problemen. 
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