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Chapterr 7 

Reshapingg dilemmas 

Inn the previous chapter, we started to work with the hypothesis that 

incommensurabilityy of values is significant for dilemma. A conflict 

subjectedd to incommensurability of values may be a dilemma. We 

discoveredd that this hypothesis is fruitful, but only if incommensurability 

off values is understood to mean incom-par ability of values. As I will show 

now,, so understood incommensurability of values is significant for 

dilemmaa indeed. A conflict subjected to incommensurability of values is a 

dilemma. . 

Accordingg to my theory of the resolution of conflict, in order to resolve a 

conflictt it is necessary to compare the importance of the values involved. 

Accordingg to my account of justified choice, justification of choice in 

conflictt is based -partially, at least- on the relative importance of these 

values.. In view of this, incommensurability of values forms a barrier to 

justifiedd choice in conflict, so obstructing the process of conflict resolving. 

InIn a conflict subjected to incommensurability of values, choice cannot be 

justifiedd on the basis of the relative importance of the values involved as 

thee importance of these values cannot be compared. Consequently, in such 

aa conflict choice lacks justification. And this what it means for a conflict to 

bee irresolvable and thus a dilemma.1 

11 As for the question, and a negative answer to it, whether an account of justified choice could 
alloww for incommensurability of values, see Chang (1997b), pp. 10-3; cf. Broome 
(forthcoming). . 
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Inn this chapter, I will show more of the significance of 

incommensurabilityy of values for dilemma. I ask myself what type of 

situationn a dilemma is. We can reformulate this question as follows. How 

too qualify the agent's actions in a dilemma in terms of categories such as 

right'// ought', 'wrong'/'ought not' and 'may'/ 'may not'? For example, is 

aa dilemma a situation in which the agent ought to perform each of the 

actionss (s)he is required to do? What I am after, then, is a conception of 

dilemmaa we can agree with. In what follows, we will closely examine 

severall conceptions of dilemma that can be found in the moral dilemma 

literaturee as well as my own conception of dilemma. 

Onee condition a conception of dilemma has to meet we have just seen. It 

shouldd account for the fact that in a dilemma the agent's choice necessarily 

lackss justification. In other words, a conception of dilemma needs to 

capturee the fact that in a sense the agent inevitably does something wrong. 

Inn view of this we can reject the conception of dilemma of Sinnott-

Armstrong,, for example2, out of hand, even though he is a prominent 

participantt in the moral dilemma debate; he was the first to publish a 

monographyy on moral dilemmas. 

7.11 "Non-overriddenness" 

Accordingg to Sinnott-Armstrongs conception of moral dilemma, a moral 

dilemmaa is a situation in which there are two non-overridden moral 

requirementsrequirements for an agent to adopt each of two alternatives. To understand 

this,, we need to know what he means by non-overridden (2) moral 

requirementss (1). 

(1)) Sinnott-Armstrong's concept of moral requirement is actually fairly 

similarr to mine (see section 4.3). According to him, a moral requirement is 

aa special sort of moral reason. It is the sort of reason one has if it would be 

morallyy wrong not to adopt an alternative unless one has a moral 

justificationn for not adopting it.3 For example, we are morally required not 

25eee also Foot (1983), pp. 395-6. 
•^Moree precisely, 'there is a moral requirement to adopt an alternative if and only if it would 
bee morally wrong not to adopt that same alternative m a situation that is similar to the 
actuall one in all relevant respects except that, if there is a moral justification for not 
adoptingg it in the actual situation, there is no moral justification for not adopting it in the 
otherwisee similar situation', Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), p. 12. 
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too kill as killing is morally wrong unless it can be morally justified. Sinnott-

Armstrongg thus builds in a counterfactual in his concept of moral 

requirement.. The point of this counterfactual is that even if we have a 

morall justification not to adopt an alternative we are morally required to 

adopt,, when we do not adopt it we still violate a moral requirement. 

Supposee that a person A kills a person B, and that A does this to prevent B 

fromm killing him. This may be morally justified. Nevertheless, A violates a 

morall requirement anyway. Killing, after all, would be morally wrong if B 

wass not about to kill A -other things being equal. 

(2)) Sinnott-Armstrorig distinguishes between overriding, overridden and 

non-overriddenn moral requirements. A moral requirement is overriding if 

itit overrides another, conflicting, moral requirement. This takes place if the 

formerr is morally stronger overall than the latter. Contrariwise, a moral 

requirementt is overridden if it is overridden by another, conflicting, moral 

requirement.. This happens if the former is morally weaker overall than the 

latter.. For example, as for the moral requirement not to cause traffic 

accidentss and the moral requirement to pick up one's children on time, if 

theyy conflict, the former is overriding and the latter is overridden, Sinnott-

Armstrongg claims. This is because the former is morally stronger overall 

thann the latter, and the latter thus morally weaker overall than the former. 

AA contrario, a non-overridden moral requirement is a moral requirement 

thatt neither overrides, nor is overridden by another, conflicting, moral 

requirement.4 4 

Wee can now see why we can reject Sinnott-Armstrong's conception of 

dilemmaa out of hand. It does not capture the fact that in a dilemma the 

agentt unavoidably does something wrong. As it stands5, his conception is 

simplyy silent on whether or not it is wrong, in his terms, to violate a non-

overriddenn moral requirement. 

Dilemmass as Sinnott-Armstrong conceives them are not controversial. 

Too be sure, proponents and opponents of (genuine) conflict will disagree 

whetherr conflicts of non-overridden requirements occur. Sinnott-

Armstrong'ss conception of dilemma is at least not so broad as to include 

whatt I have called budget problems (see section 2.3). The agent will leave a 

requirementt unfulfilled. However, friends as well as foes of dilemma could 

agreee that dilemmas as Sinnott-Armstrong conceives them arise. Some of 

4Sinnott-Armstrongg (1988), chs. 1-2 and (1996), pp. 48-9. 
DSee,, however, subsection 7.3.3. 
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themm will surely deny that conflicting requirements can be of incomparable 

strength.. But certainly none of them will deny that it is possible that, due to 

beingg (roughly) equally strong, conflicting requirements are non-

overridden.6 6 

Whatt is controversial, however, is whether there are conflicts that lead 

too wrongdoing, and that is what we will be concerned with in what follows. 

Ass said, in this chapter we will search for a conception of dilemma as we 

deall with the question as to how to characterise the agent's actions in a 

dilemmaa in terms of categories such as 'right'/'ought', 'wrong'/ 'ought not' 

andd 'may/may not'. In this respect, we can distinguish between three 

approaches.. The rest of this chapter is therefore divided into three sections. 

Inn section 7.2, we shall discuss what I call the 'no categories' approach. On 

thiss approach, in dilemma categories, particularly 'wrong', give out. In 

sectionn 7.3, we will examine what I dub the 'traditional categories' 

approach-- On this approach, in dilemma the traditional categories such as 

'ought'' and 'ought not' do apply. Within this approach, we can distinguish 

betweenn three different conceptions of dilemma. Section 7.3 is therefore 

dividedd into three subsections. The issue we will address in section 7.3.1 is 

generallyy regarded as one of the main issues of the moral dilemma debate. 

Thiss is the issue as to whether there can be genuine dilemmas. In section 

7.4,, finally, I will describe my own approach: the 'new categories' approach, 

ass I call it. On this approach, for dilemma new categories have to be 

construed.. That is to say, although the traditional categories do fail, 

categoriess do not expire altogether. As it has to be accounted for that in 

dilemmaa the agent cannot avoid wrongdoing, I particularly have in mind a 

neww category of 'wrong'. 

7.22 No categories 

Inn this section, we will discuss the 'no categories' approach. On this 

approach,, in dilemma categories such as 'ought' and 'ought not' give out. 

Consequently,, there is nothing the agent ought or ought not to do. His 

actionss are beyond assessment, as it were. They are beyond assessment 

becausee the situation he is in is extreme, tragic. 

6Cf.. Conee (1989), pp. 133-4, Quinn (1991), pp. 693-4, Gowans (1992), pp. 253-4 and (1994), pp. 
60-1,, and Brink (1994), p. 247n39. 
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Didd anyone in fact adopt this approach to dilemma? This is unclear. 

Perhapss Wittgenstein did. There is some evidence for this in Rhees' 'Some 

Developmentss in Wittgenstein's View on Ethics' (1965), pp. 21-3. This 

articlee records a conversation Rhees had with Wittgenstein about ethical 

problems.. According to Rhees, it struck Wittgenstein that there are books of 

ethicss in which no genuine ethical or moral problem is to be found. In 

reply,, Rhees asks for Wittgenstein's opinion on Brutus' killing of Caeser, 

whichh he subsequently refuses to give, suggesting that the example is too 

schematicc to allow for meaningful discussion.7 Instead, they take a close 

lookk at the problem of a man who either has to leave his wife or abandon 

hiss work of cancer research. Reportedly, Wittgenstein supposes that this 

mann has a deep love for his wife, but also that he cannot live without his 

work,, so to speak. According to Rhees, he then declares that: 

[h]eree we may say that we have all the materials of a tragedy; and we could only say: 

'Well,, God help you.' Whatever he finally does, the way things then rum out may affect his 

attitude.. He may say, 'Well, thank God I left her: it was better all around.' Or maybe, 

'Thankk God I stuck to her.' Or he may not be able to say 'thank God' at all, but just the 

opposite.. I want to say that this is the solution of an ethical problem.^ 

Perhaps,, by this Wittgenstein means the following. In view of his 

commitmentt to his marriage, this man has a strong reason to stand by his 

wife,, in view of his project of cancer research, a strong reason to continue 

hiss work. The theoretical solution of this conflict consists in the recognition 

thatt there is no right or wrong thing to do. Whatever this man does, the 

resultt may be good. However, it may just as well be bad. This is a matter of 

moralmoral luck, for which Wittgenstein's hand of God is a metaphor, I suppose. 

Inn the remainder of this section, I shall argue against the 'no categories' 

approach.. But I need to make a tripartite distinction first. This is a 

distinctionn between perspectives on an ethical problem. We can distinguish 

betweenn the perspective of the agent, the perspective of a spectator (a passer

by,, so to speak) and the perspective of a philosopher; note, however, that 

thee agent can be become philosophical and the spectator participant. I make 

thiss distinction because which approach it is right to take to an ethical 

77 That is why paying careful attention to a (literary) example, as we did in section 2.1, is 
calledd Wittgensteinian (O'Neill (1986)). 
8Rheess (1965), p. 23. 



116 6 

problemm depends on whether one looks at it from the perspective of the 

agent,, a spectator or a philosopher. In particular, from the perspective of a 

spectatorr it could be right to adopt the 'no categories' approach to dilemma, 

ass it would be improper to accuse the agent of wrongdoing. But the agent 

mayy be wrong to take the no categories' approach, since he ought to show 

awarenesss of doing a wrong somehow. 

Whatt we are interested in here, however, is what approach a 

philosopherr should adopt. At least, he or she should not take the 'no 

categories'' approach. His or her conception of dilemma should capture the 

factt that in a dilemma the agent necessarily does a wrong. At any rate 

'wrong'' is thus a category that applies. The task of a philosopher is to specify 

inn which sense the agent does something wrong in a dilemma: in the 

traditionall or in a "new" sense? In other words, we should adopt either the 

'traditionall categories' or the 'new categories' approach. Otherwise we are 

unablee to account for the fact that dilemmas are problematic. 

Anotherr worry concerning the 'no categories' approach is that it 

presupposess the choice-model of the resolution of conflict. It presupposes, it 

seems,, that the agent performs one of the actions (s)he is required to do. 

Onlyy then the suggestion has any plausibility that the agent's actions in a 

dilemmaa are beyond assessment. For in a dilemma surely not any action is 

beyondd assessment, not even from a spectator's perspective. Suppose that in 

Sartre'ss case9 the student in question -"following his instincts" (as Sartre 

recommended)-- would have killed his father and raped his mother. This 

wouldd have been the wrong thing to do, no doubt, also from the 

perspectivee of a spectator. 

7.33 Traditiona l categories 

Myy aim in this section is to pave to way for my own 'new categories' 

approachh to dilemma, and the concomitant conception of dilemma. I hope 

too do this by demonstrating that the 'traditional categories' approach leads 

too implausible conceptions of dilemma. The difference between the 

traditionall and "new" sense of, for example, 'wrong' will show itself as I go 

along. . 

'Seee section 6,2. 
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Onn the 'traditional categories' approach, the traditional categories such as 

'ought'' and 'ought not' do also apply in dilemma. As, at least, a conception 

off dilemma has to capture the fact that in dilemma the agent necessarily 

doess something wrong, only the following two conceptions of dilemma 

seemm worth criticising here -remember, however, that I announced a 

discussionn of three conceptions of dilemma in this section. 

Thee first conception, which we will investigate thoroughly in subsection 

7.3.1,, I label the 'two shapes' conception of dilemma. Its main 

representativee is Dancy. According to the 'two shapes' conception, in 

dilemmaa the agent cannot avert wrongdoing because she ought as well as 

oughtt not to do each of the required actions. The second conception, to be 

examinedd in subsection 7.3.2, is the so-called 'prohibition dilemma' 

conceptionn of dilemma. The most important figure here is Greenspan. 

Accordingg to the 'prohibition dilemma' conception, in dilemma the agent 

iss bound to do something wrong because all her alternatives are 

impermissible.. Thus, according to both conceptions the agent's wrongdoing 

consistss in the fact that she does something she ought not to do. However, 

accordingg to the 'two shapes' conception in doing this she also does 

somethingg she ought to do, whereas according to the 'prohibition dilemma' 

conceptionn this "mitigating circumstance" is not present. 

Lett me, finally, introduce the third conception of dilemma we will 

contemplatee in this section (in subsection 7.3.3). This is what I term the 

'disjunctivee ought' conception. This conception is worth criticising here as 

well.. Not because it captures the fact that in dilemma the agent inevitably 

doess a wrong. On the contrary, it does not. According to the 'disjunctive 

ought'ought' conception, in dilemma one can even avoid wrongdoing in two 

differentt ways: by performing either of the actions one is required to do. 

Rather,, this conception is worth criticising here because it is so popular. 

Remarkably,, it is endorsed by passionate proponents (Sinnott-Armstrong, 

Gowans)) and opponents (McConnell, Conee) of dilemma. What they agree 

onn is not just that dilemmas so conceived are at issue, the question being 

whetherr this type of situation is actually possible. They even agree that it 

reallyy exists. Only friends of dilemma claim that this type of situation is a 

genuinee dilemma, while foes of dilemma naturally deny this. 

Noticee that Sinnott-Armstrong was presented as a representative of the 

'disjunctivee ought' conception, while we have already rejected his 

conceptionn of dilemma in section 7.1. This can be explained as follows. 
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Sinnott-Armstrongg works with two conceptions of dilemma. One run in 

termss of non-overridden requirements, the other in terms of disjunctive 

requirements.. The former is, however, his official conception. This is 

shown,, for example, by the fact that, for approximately sixty pages10, this 

conceptionn is put to the test of the standard system of deontic logic. 

7.3.11 Two shapes 

Inn the moral dilemma debate, dilemmas are frequently conceived of as 

situationss in which one ought to do each of the required actions, say A and 

B.. And the question whether there are dilemmas so conceived is often 

discussedd as the question whether genuine dilemmas are possible. In my 

view,, this discussion is misguided, for the conception of a dilemma as a 

situationn in which one ought to do A and B is incorrect and incomplete. 

Thiss conception is incorrect, as I shall argue below, because dilemmas 

shouldd be conceived in terms of new, and not the traditional, categories. 

Moree important here is, however, that it is incomplete. It is incomplete, 

sincee it does not capture the fact that in a dilemma the agent does 

somethingg wrong whatever he does. According to this conception, as it 

stands,, there is nothing wrong about doing A rather than B or vice versa. It 

shouldd therefore be added that the agent also ought not to do A and not to 

doB. . 

Inn its complete form, this conception can be found in Dancy's section on 

incommensurabilityy of values in his Moral Reasons.11 As we have seen in 

sectionn 4.3, Dancy uses the metaphor of shape of a situation to denote that 

whichh ought to be done in a situation. A (tragic) dilemma, then, is a 

situationn with two shapes. According to one shape, A ought to be done, and 

nott B; according to the other shape, B ought to be done, and not A. This 

showss where the 'two shapes' conception derives its name from. 

Byy way of illustration, Dancy discusses Sartre's case. From the perspective 

off patriotism one cannot see the point of supporting one's ailing mother, 

whereass from the perspective of family love one cannot appreciate the 

valuee of fighting the Nazis. Here comparison with Wittgenstein's drawing 

off a "duck-rabbit" urges itself: 

10SLrmott-Armstrongg (1988), chs. 4-5. 
u Dancyy (1993), pp. 123-5. 
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Fromm one perspective this is a drawing of a duck (and not of a rabbit), while 

fromm another perspective it is a drawing of a rabbit (and not of a duck).12 

However,, in spite of this talk of perspectives, according to the 'two 

shapes'' conception a dilemma is a situation which has two shapes at once. 

Itt is not just a situation which one is right to perceive -successively- as 

havingg different shapes. That may explain why Dancy is worried, I should 

note,, about his commitment to the 'two shapes' conception.13 This worry 

cann be put as follows. It might be right for the agent susceptible to Gestalt 

switchess to experience situations as having two shapes. But can this be right 

forr a philosopher? Can situations really have two shapes? 

Moreover,, there is a weaker and a stronger version of the 'two shapes' 

conception.. On the weaker version, the agent ought to do A and not to do 

B,B, and he ought to do B and not to do A. On the stronger one, the agent 

oughtt to do A as well as B, and he ought not to do A as well as B. 

Doess the stronger version not follow from the weaker one? It does if we 

usee the principle of deontic logic that if one ought to do A and one ought to 

doo B, then one ought to do both A and B, in short the agglomeration 

principle.. Perhaps it can be denied that the agglomeration principle applies 

inn dilemma with an appeal to incommensurability of values.14 If not, talk 

12Seee Wittgenstein (1958), p. 194. 
13Dancyy (1993), pp. 125 and 250. 
14Seee Tannsjö (1985), pp. 116-7. Similarly, Paske rejects "ought implies can" for conflicts of 
deontologicall oughts, on the one hand, and consequential oughts, on the other hand, in Paske 
(1990),, pp. 316-20; see for a critical note McConnell (1993), pp. 248-9. 
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off perspectives is not available anymore here. After all, according to the 

strongerr version of the 'two shapes' conception doing A and B is right (and 

wrong)) from one and the same perspective. 

InIn what follows, we shall take the weaker version as our target. As we 

willl see, if we hit this, the stronger one will go down with it. In the moral 

dilemmaa literature the 'two shapes' conception is severely criticised. Two 

sortss of arguments are levelled at it: arguments based on specific ethical 

theoriess and arguments founded on the standard system of deontic logic. To 

bee precise, these arguments are directed at the 'two shapes' conception in its 

incompleteincomplete form. They make only use of the fact that dilemmas are 

understoodd to involve conflicting oughts {and ought statements), and not 

alsoo of the fact that they are supposed to entail conflicting ought-nots too (as 

II will below). 

II will reproduce arguments of both sorts here. Not because they 

themselvess will lead us to reject the 'two shapes' conception. They do not. 

Itt always seems possible to tamper with whatever ethical theory or deontic 

logicc is adduced. That is to say, it can be revised, or even abandoned. For 

example,, Donagan's rationalism does not admit of conflict, as we have seen 

inn section 3.2. A fortiori, it does not allow for dilemma either. Too bad for 

Donagan'ss rationalism. In other words, the possibility of dilemma can, in 

principle,, also be used as an argument against ethical theory and deontic 

logic.. Another example: as we saw in chapter 1, Williams argues that for 

realistss conflicting ought statements are unacceptable, so that maybe realism 

iss false. In view of this, the dispute on the 'two shapes' conception seems as 

intractablee as that on the possibility of conflict. 

Inn spite of that, as I said, I am going to discuss in depth some arguments 

fromm ethical theory as well as deontic logic now. I am going to do this 

becausee these arguments all have some plausibility. Do they derive their 

plausibilityy from a common characteristic? This would provide us with the 

prospectt of a "master argument" against the 'two shapes' conception, i.e. a 

veryy fundamental argument that goes beyond specific ethical theories and 

thee standard system of deontic logic. 

Lett me begin with an argument from ethical theory: the argument from 

internalism,internalism, as I call it. In its cognitivist guise this argument is developed in 

Greenspann (1995), and in its non-cognitivist guise in Gowans (1994). 

Ass for the pedigree of this argument, it can already be found in 'Ethical 

Consistency',, as Williams charges that Hare's prescriptivism -in The 
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LanguageLanguage of Morals (1952) and Freedom and Reason (1963)- does not 

accountt for the possibility of conflicting moral principles. This charge is 

extendedd by Trigg. He charges that prescriptivists in general and Hare in 

particularr cannot account for the possibility of conflicting moral principles. 

Thiss is because according to them moral principles are action-guiding.15 

Gowans'' argument against the 'two shapes' conception embroiders on 

Trigg'ss theme. The argument is based on his "intention-prescriptivism". 

Thiss is the view that if the agent sincerely believes that he morally ought to 

doo an action A, then he intends to do A. Gowans further appeals to two 

principless of rational intending, as he calls them. The first principle is 

analogouss to the agglomeration principle. It reads: if the agent intends to do 

ann action A and intends to do an action B, then it would be irrational for 

himm not to intend both A and B. The second principle is equivalent to 

"'ought'"'ought' implies 'can'". It reads: if the agent knows that he cannot do an 

actionn A, then it would be irrational for him to intend to do A. 

Thee argument, then, runs as follows. According to the 'two shapes' 

conception,, a dilemma is a situation in which it would be correct for the 

agentt to conclude that he ought to do A and ought to do B, while knowing 

thatt he cannot do A as well as B. According to intention-prescriptivism, this 

conclusionn would cause the agent to intend to do A and intend to do B. 

Accordingg to the principles of rational intending involved, it would then be 

irrationall for him not intend to do A as well as B, but also be irrational to 

intendd A as well as B for he knows that he cannot do A as well as B. 

However,, the agent must either intend or not intend to do both A and B. So 

inn a dilemma the agent, though concluding correctly, is irrational whatever 

hee intends to do. The 'two shapes' conception thus legitimises irrational 

behaviour.. In view of this, it should be rejected, according to Gowans.16 

Greenspan'ss argument against the 'two shapes' conception is congenial 

too this. According to her, cognitivism is the view that a moral judgment 

describess a subject-independent fact of the world, i.e. this fact is independent 

off the particular mind that holds the moral judgment, and internalism the 

vieww that a rational agent necessarily acts on a moral judgment he holds. 

1 5Will iamss (1965), pp. 114-5; Trigg (1971), pp. 41-3. Steiner offers a defence of 
prescnptivism,, in Sterner (1973), pp. 586-91 and (1994), pp. 118-20. However, he does not 
denyy Trigg's charge. 
16Gowanss (1994), pp. 67-72 and 85n4. 
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Internalistt cognitivists make moral motivation subject-independent, i.e. its 

sourcee is independent of the agent involved.17 She argues: 

motivationall force in this sense, if built into the meaning of a moral judgment, would indeed 

seemm to rule out belief in conflicting [ought] judgments on the part of an agent who is fully 

rational.. To hold both of two ought judgments known to be in conflict would be to attempt to 

actt on both of them and hence to attempt to do what one knew to be impossible18 

Thee first thing to notice is that neither Gowans, nor Greespan tries to 

provee that situations with two shapes are impossible. They just attempt to 

showw that it is irrational for the agent to conclude that he ought to do both 

AA and B if he cannot do both A and B. Supposing their arguments are 

sound,, they have thus picked out a consequence of the phenomenon we are 

interestedd in only. However, as I suggested, these arguments are not sound: 

characteristicallv,, we can revise Gowans' and Greenspan's internalism. 

Accordingg to a weaker version of internalism, moral judgments are action-

guidingg in that they necessarily motivate (motivational deficiences such as 

depressionn on part of the agent aside). But they do not necessarily arouse 

thee agent's intention to act (Gowans), let alone that they are necessarily 

actedd upon (Greenspan).19 

Nevertheless,, the argument from internalism possesses (or possessed) 

somee plausibility. To me, it seems irrational indeed for the agent to 

concludee that he ought to both A and B if he cannot do both A and B. What 

givess this argument its plausibility? My hunch is that in making an ought-

statement,, say 'we ought to do A', we commit ourselves not only to do A, 

butbut also not to do an alternative action, say B, As we cannot rationally 

committ ourselves to perform and not to perform an action, we are 

irrationall if we conclude that we ought to do A and B. 

Thiss raises the question why ought-statements commit us to the 

performancee as well as the "non-performance" (omission) of actions. This 

characteristicc of oug/if-statements is, I suspect, the translation of a 

characteristicc of oughts themselves. Let me continue therefore with 

argumentss from deontic logic, which has always been an integral part of the 

morall dilemma debate. 

17Greenspann (1995), p. 19. 
18Greenspann (1995), p. 20. 
19Cf.. Dancv (1996b), p. 640. 
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Inn order to do this, I need to introduce the following logical symbols: 

OO (a): a ought to be done 

PP (a): doing a is permissible 

00 (a): a can be done 

^ct:: it is not the case that a 

(aa & B): a and/or (3 

(aa -> P): if a, then |3 

(aa <-» (3): a if and only if f3 

Symbolically,, a situation with two shapes (in its incomplete form) is a 

casee in which: 

l )O(A) ) 

2)) O (B) 
3)) -0 (A & B) 

AA situation with two shapes does not involve a straightforward 

contradiction,, neither in its incomplete, nor in its complete form. As it 

stands,, (1), (2) and (3) are not contradictory. Furthermore, whereas 'ought' 

andd 'not ought' are opposites, 'ought' and 'ought not' are not. However, by 

meanss of the standard system of deontic logic various contradictions can be 

elicitedd from (1), (2) and (3).20 

Forr example, we could translate Gowans' argument into deontic logic. 

Symbolically,, the agglomeration principle is (O (A) & O (B)) -» O (A & B), 

andd "ought implies can" O (A) —» 0 (A). The argument runs as follows: 

D OO (A) 

2)) O (B) 

3)) -0 (A & B} 

4)) (O (A) & O (B)) -» O (A & B) [agglomeration] 

5)) Hence, O (A & B) [1, 2,4] 

6)) O (A & B) -> 0 (A & B) [ought implies can] 

7)) Hence, 0 (A & B) [5,6] 

8)) Hence, 0 (A & B) & -0 (A & B) [3, 7] 

2 0II take it that there cannot be true contradictions in ethics; see, however, Priest (1986), p. 
100. . 
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Whatt has emerged is in fact a very well-known argument against the 

possibilityy of moral dilemmas that has prompted much discussion. Because 

off it, some have rejected the possibility of dilemma21, while others have 

abandonedd deontic logic22 or revised it. Of the latter, some have simply 

suspendedd with the agglomeration principle23 or "'ought' implies 'can'"24, 

whilee others have proposed a more fundamental adjustment25. 

Onee could thus say that this argument is not uncontroversial. Moreover, 

itt is not helpful either, as it does not do anything to answer the question 

whyy ought -statements behave the way they behave according to me. 

Fortunately,, there are other arguments from deontic logic which should 

nott be so controversial, and, furthermore, help us to answer "our 

question". . 

II am referring to Brink's arguments based on, what he calls, the 

obligationn execution principle, the weak obligation principle, the 

correlativityy principle and the weak impermissibility principle. According 

too the obligation execution principle, if A ought to be done and B's being 

donee excludes A's being done, B ought not to be done; symbolically: (O (A) 

&& (B > -iA)) -> O (->B). The weak obligation principle has it that if A ought 

nott to be done, it is not so that A ought to be done, thus O (->A) —» ->0 (A). 

Accordingg to the correlativity principle, if A ought not to be done, it is not 

soo that doing A is permissible, and vice versa, so O (->A) <-» ->P (A). The 

weakk impermissibility principle says that if it is not so that doing A is 

permissible,, it is not so that A ought to be done, symbolically: ->P (A) -» ->0 

(A). . 

Thee arguments proceed as follows: 

D OO (A) 

2)) O (B) 

3)) -0 (A & B) 

4)) Hence, B -> -A [3] 

5)) (O (A) & (B -» --A)) -> O (-B) [obligation execution] 

6)) Hence, O (-B) [1,4,5] 

21McConnell,, for example, in his 'Moral Dilemmas and Consistency in Ethics' (1987). 
22Dancvv (in personal communication). 
23Notably,, Williams, in Williams (1965), p. 120. 
2 4Lemmonn has already done this already in 1962, in Lemmon (1962); see Gowans (1987), p. 
114n2. . 
2-Seee Sinnott-Armstrong (1988), chs. 4 and 5, for example. 
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7)) O (-.B) -> - O (B) [weak obligation] 

8)) Hence, ^O (B) [6,7] 

9)) Hence, O (B) & -O (B) [2,8] 

l )O(A) ) 

2)0(B) ) 
3)) -0 (A & B) 

4)) Hence, B -» --A [3] 

5)) (O (A) & (B -4 -.A)) -> O (-«B) [obligation execution] 

6)) Hence, O (-B) [1,4,5] 

7)) O (-.B) <-> --P (B) [correlativity] 

8)) Hence, - P (B) [6,7] 

9)) ^P (B) -> - O (B) [weak impermissibility] 

10)) Hence, -O (B) [8,9] 

11)) Hence, O (B) & -O (B) [2,10] 

Brink'ss arguments provide us with the answer to "our question". His 

argumentss indicate that there is a connection between alternative actions as 

farr as their potential status as oughts is concerned. They are connected in 

suchh a way that whether or not A ought to be done depends on whether or 

nott B ought to be done, and vice versa. In particular, there is a connection 

betweenn A and B such that if A ought to be done B ought not to be done.26 

Andd this is why by making an ought-statement we commit ourselves to 

performm one action rather than another. 

Thiss is not sufficient to show that the 'two shapes' conception should be 

rejected,, however. The principles of deontic logic cannot really be relied 

upon.. As we have seen, their authority is not very great. But it is worth 

notingg that, whereas these principles themselves can possibly be disposed 

of,, the intuitions which underlie them could not. For example, without the 

intuitionn that if one has a reason to do A and a reason to do B, one could 

havee reason to do A as well as B, one would be unable to identify a 

situationn as a conflict. Further, without the intuition that the actions that 

oughtt to be done are among the actions which one can perform, one could 

nott recognise a particular action as the (practical) solution of a conflict. 

26Cf.. section 3.1. There I denied that alternative actions are connected in such a way as 
regardss their potential status as values and reasons. 
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Soo Brink's arguments do not prove that a situation cannot have two 

shapes.. Rather, they raise the question why the principles of deontic logic 

involved,, especially the obligation execution principle (which causes most 

off the damage), would be valid. This question can only be answered by 

conceptuall analysis of ought, i.e. the kind of analysis also the principles of 

deonticc logic emanated from. So the dispute on the 'two shapes' conception 

iss essentially a dispute on the concept of ought.27 Conceptual analysis 

revealss -I follow Vallentyne now28- that if A ought to be done, doing B is 

impermissible,, and, moreover, doing A is itself permissible. Here I wish to 

introducee the metaphors of defence' and 'attack', which were suggested to 

mee by Dancy. Let us think of the reason to do A as defending that A ought 

too be done, while attacking that B ought to be done. According to my 

conceptt of ought, if A ought to be done, the reason to do A is decisive in its 

defencee as well as its attack. 

Myy "master argument" against the 'two shapes' conception, then, runs as 

follows.. According to the 'twro shapes' conception, a dilemma is a situation 

inn which A ought to be done and B ought to be done, but also in which A 

oughtt not to be done and B ought not to be done. Well, such a situation is 

impossible,, for it is impossible that the reasons to do A and B are both 

decisivee in their attack, let alone that they are both decisive in their defence 

too.. Such a situation is just as impossible as a chess position in which 

white'ss as well as black's attack is winning, and white's as well as black's 

defencee is sound. In Vallentyne's terms: 

tokenn obligation dilemmas [situations with two shapes], however, are not conceptually 

possible.. For if the agent has an obligation to perform an action token, acl, and an obligation 

too perform an alternative, ac2, then, by the first obligation, acl is permissible and no 

alternativee to acl is permissible, and so ac2 is not permissible. But by the second obligation 

ac22 is permissible, which yields a contradiction. Since the assumption that token obligation 

dilemmass are conceptually possible yields a contradiction, this shows that they are not 

conceptuallyy possible. 

Forr Dancy and others who would like to adhere to the 'two shapes' 

conception,, I can see two possible escape routes. They could argue that my 

27Feldmann (1986), pp. 207-9. 
28Vallentynee (1989), p. 305. 
29Vallentvnee (1989), p. 306. 
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conceptt of ought is false. Alternatively, they could contend that (practical or 

moral)) reality is not coherent. However, Dancy seems to block both routes 

forr himself as he claims -anticipating in fact the "master argument"- that: 

[o]ff course, there are comparative ought-statements [that is, "shape statements"; cf. section 

4.3]] too, as when one asks 'Which of these [actions] ought I to do?'. When we reach that 

stage,, even though our answer is a decision-that rather than a choice, it would indeed be 

incoherentt to decide that I ought to this rather than that and that rather than this. This 

incoherencee seems to me unpuzzling, however: it is like the incoherence of deciding that this 

iss heavier than that and that is heavier than this.30 

Furthermore,, Dancy is aware that in a conflict incommensurability of 

valuess creates an insurmountable competition for salience between the 

reasonss involved.31 How can he then jump to the conclusion that each 

reasonn is most salient?32 As I suggested in section 5.2, this could be blamed 

onn the insidious presence of the choice-model of the resolution of conflict. 

Accordingg to the choice-model, A and B are the only actions under 

consideration.. So they get characterised in terms of 'ought' and 'ought not'. 

Wee can conclude that, as a situation with two shapes is impossible, the 

'twoo shapes' conception is implausible. Let us quickly move on to the 

'prohibitionn dilemma' conception and the 'disjunctive ought' conception. 

Thee question why they are implausible admits of a swift answer, for we can 

usee the machinery we have just installed. 

7.3.22 Prohibitio n dilemma 

Accordingg to Greenspan, the core meaning of ought is negative. By this she 

meanss that the answer to the question 'What ought we to do?', say 'We 

oughtt to do A', rests on the rejection of alternatives to A as impermissible. 

Inn other words, in coming to a conclusion of deliberation we are narrowing 

downn our (permissible) options. Moreover, Greenspan distinguishes 

betweenn positive oughts and negative oughts. Positive ought judgments, 

suchh as 'We ought to do A', embody the claim, not only that alternatives to 

AA are impermissible, but also that A is itself permissible. Greenspan's 

30Dancyy (1993), p. 111. 
31Dancyy (1993), p. 124. 
32Cf.. Conee (1989), pp. 139-40. 
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conceptt of ought is thus similar to mine. However, negative ought 

judgments,, such as 'We ought not to do A', contain only the claim that A is 

impermissible,, and not the claim that any alternative to it, particularly not-

A,A, is permissible. 

Greenspann holds that a dilemma is a situation in which there is no 

answerr to the question 'What ought we to do?': there is no action that 

oughtt to be done. Rather, all actions ought not to be done. Each of our 

optionss is ruled out as impermissible. Instead of 'impermissible' Greenspan 

alsoo speaks of 'prohibited', hence 'prohibition dilemma'.33 

Byy way of illustration Greenspan discusses "Sophie's choice". Sophie 

arrivess in Auschwitz with her son Jan and her daughter Eva. She is asked 

too make a choice between her children. The child she chooses will be sent to 

thee gas chamber, the other to the barracks. If she does not choose, both 

childrenn will be killed. According to Greenspan, in view of the special 

obligationn a mother has to protect her young children, Sophie has three 

options.. Firstly, she can choose to choose or not. Secondly, if she chooses to 

choose,, she can choose Jan or Eva. But these alternatives are all very 

seriouslyy wrong. This makes Sophie's choice a prohibition dilemma: 

Sophiee must either do evil or let (greater) evil happen.34 

II am going to argue now that the 'prohibition dilemma' conception is 

implausiblee as it renders dilemmas too problematic. Fair enough, it 

accountss for the fact that in a dilemma the agent inevitably does something 

wrong.. But the sense of wrong it captures is too strong: the agent does 

somethingg he ought not to do. Greenspan thus conceives dilemmas almost 

ass if they were cases of akrasia, in which the agent does something he ought 

nott to do too. The only difference is that in the former there is a mitigating 

circumstancee in that there is not something else he ought to do, whereas in 

thee latter there is not. In the terms of the "master argument", according to 

thee 'prohibition dilemma' conception the attacks the reasons involved 

producee are decisive. However, in fact, because of the defences these reasons 

alsoo generate they are not. 

33Greenspann (1983), pp. 117-8 and (1995), pp. 38-44; see also Von Wright (1968), pp. 78-81 and 
Vallentynee (1987a), pp. 113-4 and (1989), pp. 301-2. 
34Greenspann (1983), pp. 118-20; see Styron (1979). 
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7.3.33 Disjunctive ought 

Accordingg to the 'disjunctive ought' conception, a "dilemma" is a situation 

inn which one ought to do either of two actions, say A and B (while A and B 

cannott be done both). There is a weaker and a stronger version of this 

conception.. These versions differ on whether or not the agent is required to 

doo A and B. On the weaker version he is not, whereas on the stronger 

versionn he is. Accordingly, on the weaker version if he does what he ought 

too do the agent does everything he is required to do. On the stronger 

versionn in spite of that he leaves a requirement unfulfilled. 

Opponentss of dilemma would wish to subscribe to the weaker version; or 

att least opponents of conflict would, because the stronger version implies 

thee acceptance of conflict. Proponents of dilemma might want to endorse 

thee stronger version. They then end up with something like Sinnott-

Armstrong'ss non-official conception of dilemma. According to this 

conception,, a moral dilemma is a situation which involves three moral 

requirements:: two non-disjunctive ones -to do A and to do B- and one 

disjunctivee one -to do A or B. 

Ass an example Sinnott-Armstrong too discusses Sophie's choice. Sophie 

hass a non-disjunctive moral requirement to choose Jan and a non-

disjunctivee moral requirement to choose Eva, and, furthermore, a 

disjunctivee moral requirement to choose Jan or Eva. Sinnott-Armstrong 

believess that it would not be wrong for Sophie to choose Jan or Eva. For it is 

nott wrong to violate a non-disjunctive moral requirement as there is 

adequatee moral justification for this: it follows from fulfilling the other 

non-disjunctivee moral requirement.35 

II am going to argue now that the 'disjunctive ought' conception is 

implausiblee as it renders dilemmas too unproblematic. This is because it 

doess not capture the fact that in a dilemma the agent does a wrong no 

matterr what. We need not speak about the weaker version for it assimilates 

dilemmass to Buridan's ass cases. As for the stronger version, we can say 

thatt it makes dilemmas even more unproblematic than non-dilemmatic 

conflicts.. In the latter there is (normally) only one way in which the agent 

cann acquit himself of his task, while in the former there are, allegedly, two 

35Sinnott-Armstrongg (1988), pp. 20 and 56; cf. Sinnott-Armstrong (1996), pp. 53-4. On Sinnott-
Armstrongg s view, violating a non-overridden moral requirement is just as permissible as 
violatingg an overridden one. 
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suchh ways. In the terms of the "master argument", according to the 

'disjunctivee ought' conception both the defence and the attack of 

whicheverr reason that the agent acts upon are decisive. But, in fact, because 

off the defence and attack of the other reason present they are not. 

7.44 New categories 

InIn the previous sections I take myself to have shown that neither the no 

categories'' approach, nor the 'traditional categories' approach will do. With 

thee 'no categories' approach we cannot capture any sense of wrongdoing, 

whereass with the 'traditional categories' approach we cannot specify the 

rightt sense of wrongdoing. So I take myself to have established that my own 

neww categories' approach is called for. 

Accordingg to mv conception, a dilemma is a situation in which there is 

noo right thing to do. The agent inevitably does a wrong. She then does a 

wrongg in the sense that her action(s) cannot be fully justified. 

Lett me expand on this as follows. As we have seen, a dilemma is a 

conflictt that labours under incommensurability of values. Two (or more) 

cons t i t u t i vee i ncommmensu rab i l i t i e s are at i ssue. These 

incommensurabilitiess compete for salience. They defend themselves and 

attackk each other, as it were. Neither defence, neither attack is decisive. The 

competitionn for salience is unsurmountable. This means that the situation 

iss shapeless. There is no right thing to do. Nevertheless, the 

incommensurabilitiess remain salient. They continue to attack and to 

defend.. In view of the attack, the agent inevitably does a wrong. In view of 

thee defence, her action(s) can still be justified, though not fully, but to some 

extent,, viz. to the extent that alternative actions cannot be justified.36 

Thiss I regard as a new category of 'wrong'. In my view, 'wrong' 

traditionallyy pertains to actions that are completely unjustified. I have in 

mindd cases of akrasia. There the agent does a wrong while not doing what is 

right.. The wrong in cases of akrasia is worse than the wrong in dilemmas, 

forr in the former there is no defence for what the agent does, while in the 

36Lnn mv view, equality of values does not make conflicts dilemmas, only incommensurability 
off values does. The relevant difference is that incommensurable values compete for salience, 
whilee equal values are equally salient. This has to do with the fact that equal values are 
nott as important as constitutive incommensurabilities. See for a different view Bagnoli 
Traps,, gaps, and ethical theory' (unpublished). 
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latterr there is. Furthermore, actions may be called wrong even though they 

aree completely justified.37 I am referring to resolvable conflicts, where the 

agentt does not act upon a requirement while doing what is right. The 

wrongg in dilemmas is worse than the wrong in resolvable conflicts. For in 

thee former there is attack on what the agent does, while in the latter there is 

not. . 

Onee might think that my conception of dilemma contravenes deontic 

logic.. For example, it seems to violate the principle that either A or not-A is 

permissible.. Note, however, that the standard system of deontic logic makes 

usee of the traditional categories, whereas my conception of dilemma 

appealss to new deontic operators. So my conception of dilemma evades the 

standardd system of deontic logic. As I pointed out in chapter 5, my 

conceptionn of conflict is not in contravention of the standard system of 

deonticc logic either, as its principles apply to oughts, while according to my 

conceptionn conflicts are constituted, not by oughts, but by requirements. In 

brief,, neither my conception of conflict, nor my conception of dilemma 

forcess me to abandon, or at least revise, deontic logic. Of course, the 

suggestionn is that this is a strength. 

Thee remainder of this chapter is devoted to the issue whether dilemmas 

affectt the agent's morality and happiness.38 Obviously, dilemmas pose a 

threatt to the agent's happiness. She faces a choice concerning constitutive 

incommensurabilities.. Her (moral) integrity is thus at stake. Also the 

agentss morality is put at risk by (moral) dilemmas. She will do a wrong, 

afterr all. 

Inn my view, the agent's wrongdoing in dilemmas should, in principle, be 

excusable.excusable. Unlike wrongdoing in cases of akrasia, wrongdoing in dilemmas 

iss the world's fault, and not the agents. Notice that also the virtuous 

personn -our model- could find herself in a dilemma. This means that the 

agentt can, in principle, save her morality. However, there is no reason 

whatsoeverr to suppose that the agent should be able to preserve her 

happiness.. Sometimes the world is nasty. Dilemmas may ruin the agent's 

life.. This could happen to the virtuous person too. Here Sophie's choice is 

ann apt example. 

37Thiss is the sense of 'wrongdoing' Gowans (1994) is dedicated to. 
38Cff Nussbaum (1986), p. 27. 
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Thee question arises as to when the agent's wrongdoing in dilemmas is 

excusable.. My own answer is that it is excusable when the agent does the 

bestt she can, in the way the virtuous person does. In this respect, practical 

philosophyy can give some useful hints. First of all, also in dilemmas some 

actionss are better than others. Numerous actions are still wrong in the 

traditionall -akrasia- sense. I have already illustrated this point in section 7.1 

wheree I said that Sartre's student can do better than to kill his father and 

rapee his mother. Furthermore, not only some actions are better than others, 

doingg nothing at all is unlikely to be among the better actions. For example, 

evenn for Sophie it is better to choose to choose between Jan and Eva, and 

savee one child, than not to choose at all, and lose both. Moreover, the better 

actionss do not necessarily correspond with the actions the dilemmas consist 

of.. They may be substitutional actions of the first or second kind, as we have 

calledd them in section 5.2. The better actions in dilemmas thus take the 

shapee of a compromise, in the same way as the right actions in resolvable 

conflictss do. Finally, also in dilemmas the agent ought to have emotions. It 

iss appropriate not only to feel regret at leaving a requirement unfulfilled, as 

inn resolvable conflicts, but also to feel grief or something close to guilt -let 

uss reserve guilt for cases of akrasia- for doing something wrong.39 

Ass I said, in dilemmas doing nothing at all is unlikely to be among the 

betterr actions. However, due to incommensurability of values the agent 

mayy lapse into indecision. To break the impasse, she should employ an 

indifferentt method of decision, like flipping a coin.40 Such a method does 

nott remove the values' incommensurability, especially it does not make 

onee value more important than the other. It is just a psychological device to 

makee the agent choose -or rather plump*1 for- one value or the other. If, for 

example,, Sartre's student would have stayed with his mother because 

Sartree told him so, the student would not have come down on the side of 

familyy love. 

However,, the agent may only use an indifferent method of decision if 

theree are no what I call second-order reasons. Such reasons do not alter the 

relativee importance of constitutive incommensurabilities either. However, 

second-orderr reasons are not value-neutral. For instance, it is better for 

Sophiee to choose the boy rather than the girl to live. This is because he is 

•^Emotionss are thus part of the "solution" of dilemmas. Paradoxically, they are also part of 
thee problem. For example, torn by guilt and grief, Sophie commits suicide. 
4^Dancyy disagrees, in Dancy (1993), pp. 124-5. 
41Seee Blackburn (1996), p. 129 ff. 
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olderr and blond, so that he has more chance to survive the concentration 

camp.. Yet, Sophie's choice remains a choice among incomparables.42 

42Cf.. Williams (1979), pp. 226-30. A different example that illustrates the idea of second-
orderr reasons is the following. Suppose that a company is looking for a new manager. There 
aree two equally good candidates, two equally good managers. One is a man, the other a 
woman.. If it holds a policy of positive discrimination, the company has a second-order 
reasonn to hire the woman. That this is not a first-order reason is shown by the fact that if the 
womann would have been a shghtly less good candidate, the company should have hired the 
man. . 




