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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. 




