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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). 



100 0 

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. 




