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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. 



4 4 

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. 
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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). 


