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When Can One Requirement Override Another?

Alex Rajczi
The usual answer is: only when it is stronger.  Suppose two pro tanto requirements conflict.
  If one is stronger, it alone can generate a binding requirement.  If the two are of equal strength, then no particular action is required on its own.  At most, we have a requirement to do one thing or the other.

These rules make up what I will call all-things-considered moral theory, and I will begin this paper by arguing that it is fundamentally mistaken.  After that I’ll propose and defend an alternative theory.  I’ll conclude by relating these results to the current debate about moral dilemmas.

All-Things-Considered Moral Theory

In this section I will describe all-things-considered moral theory.  After that I’ll show it correctly resolves some pro tanto requirement conflicts.  However, we’ll see it fails to correctly resolve others, and so it must be rejected.

Consider a case of conflicting pro tanto requirements.  For example, suppose that Alfred makes a promise to call Alice at exactly 5 o’clock.  This call has no special importance; it is just a trivial (but nonetheless genuine) promise.  As Alfred is about to make the call, an accident occurs.  Alfred realizes that because of his extensive medical training, he can save someone’s life at no expense or risk to himself.  The only cost is that he won’t be able to keep his promise to Alice.  Moreover, both saving the patient and making the call is not an option.  (Either the distraction of the phone would prevent him from saving the patient, or the distraction of the patient would prevent him from conversing with Alice.)  Finally, Alfred could not have foreseen that this conflict would appear.  His promise was made in good faith.

What is Alfred required to do?  Intuitively, the answer is that he is required to save the accident victim.  His promise to Alice is overridden by the competing moral considerations, and thus he has no binding requirement to call her.  Moreover, the reason why it is overridden seems to be that the pro tanto requirement to save the accident victim is stronger.  Consequently, only the latter gives rise to a (binding) requirement—though the fact that Alfred has an unfulfilled pro tanto requirement to call Alice may entail that he has a duty to call, explain, and apologize later on.

Thoughts like these lead us to all-things-considered moral theory.  The view is this.  The world presents us with competing courses of action.  If there are moral reasons in favor of each, then morality demands that the reasons be compared.  The required action, if any, is the one that is favored by stronger reasons.  Because two competing actions cannot both be favored by the stronger reasons, we have a requirement to do at most one of the competing actions.  If the reasons in favor of the competing courses of action are equal, then at most we are required to do one or the other. 

These rules are highly plausible.  Applying them gives us the right answer in simple cases, cases where one pro tanto requirement clearly overrides another, cases like the one given above.  The reason they yield the right answer is because they take into account the strength of competing considerations.  Now I’ll show that the all-things-considered rules have another attractive feature: they rule out moral dilemmas.  

As I will use the term, moral dilemmas are something more than situations in which it is difficult to know what one ought to do.  Instead, moral dilemmas are situations where you ought to do one thing, ought to do another, but cannot do both.  Some notable figures have argued that there can be such things.  For example, Nagel suggests that a moral dilemma might arise if torturing an unconvicted terrorist was the only way to stop him from blowing up a city.
  Nagel says that in such a case we might have a requirement not to torture the terrorist and a requirement not to allow the deaths of the innocent citizens.  But many people—perhaps most—disagree.  They think that Nagel (and others) are wrong about examples like this one, and they would be pleased if a moral theory ruled dilemmas out.

Now it might seem as though all-things-considered moral theory rules out moral dilemmas all on its own.  For suppose you had a pro tanto requirement to do each of two incompatible things—e.g., save the citizens and not torture the terrorist.  If so, one of the following must be true: either the pro tanto requirements are equally strong or one is stronger than the other.
  If the former, then at most you have a requirement to do one or the other.  If the latter, then at most you have a requirement to do one action, but not the other.  We cannot have a requirement to do each of the two—and that is what we would need to generate a moral dilemma. 

As I said, this seems to be the case—it seems as though all-things-considered moral theory rules out dilemmas.  However, things aren’t quite as simple as this.  If someone were intent upon introducing dilemmas into all-things-considered moral theory, he might argue that there is most reason to save the people and not torture the terrorist.  True, this is impossible.  But there is more reason to do this than anything else, he might say.  And so even by the rules of the all-things-considered moral theory, saving the people and not torturing the terrorist is required.  

It’s a strange idea, but I think it highlights the fact that all-things-considered moral theory doesn’t rule out dilemmas entirely on its own.  Instead, we need to combine all-things-considered theory with a principle like ‘ought implies can’.  If ought implies can, then we cannot have a requirement to save the people and torture the terrorist.
  That, after all, is impossible.

Luckily, ‘ought implies can’ is highly plausible.  Only a desperate all-things-considered theorist would deny it just to make room for moral dilemmas.  For that reason, a fairly straightforward application of all-things-considered moral theory rules out moral dilemmas.

As I said earlier, most people would think this is a welcome development.  However, I will now argue that this is in fact a fatal flaw in the all-things-considered theory.  It may be that a moral theory ought to rule out dilemmas of the sort described by Nagel, but there are other kinds of moral dilemmas that it must make room for.  Unfortunately, the all-things-considered theory does not.

Earlier I said that a moral dilemma was a situation in which one ought to do one thing, ought to do another, but cannot do both.  Now I want to distinguish two sorts of dilemmas.  In the first kind of dilemma—a dilemma simpliciter—the dilemma arises through no fault of your own.  Instead, the world simply thrusts the competing obligations on you; no matter what you do, you will violate a moral requirement.  In the second kind of moral dilemma—a dilemma secundum quid—you are at fault for the predicament.  Perhaps you made two promises that you knew conflicted, each of which then generates a moral requirement.  But whatever the origin, you are responsible for being in a dilemma secundum quid.  


Earlier I also showed that, on the assumption that ought implies can, all-things-considered moral theory rules out moral dilemmas.  Now we should note that the argument is valid no matter what the source of the dilemma is, and thus all-things-considered moral theory rules out both dilemmas simpliciter and dilemmas secundum quid.  For example, suppose you knowingly make two incompatible promises.  You then have a pro tanto requirement to keep the first and a pro tanto requirement to keep the second.  If these pro tanto requirements are equally strong, then at most you have a requirement to keep one promise or the other.  If the pro tanto requirement to keep one is stronger than the pro tanto requirement to keep the other, then at most you are required to keep the first.  No dilemma can arise, even though you are at fault for this predicament.


So the all-things-considered theory rules out, not just dilemmas simpliciter, but also dilemmas secundum quid.  Now let us ask: is this a problem for the all-things-considered view—is there any reason to think that there are dilemmas secundum quid?  


One way to show that there are dilemmas secundum quid is by example.  I haven’t found any single case that appeals to everyone, but I have found that almost everybody feels the pull of some case or other.  I have already mentioned the case where someone knowingly makes two incompatible promises.  Many people feel that no matter which is kept, the promiser will have done wrong when he fails to keep the other.  Here is a second case:  You know that if you drink from the accursed Cask of Amontillado, you will be overcome by an unstoppable urge to unjustly imprison one of your two adversaries in the wine cellar.  You drink.  You ought to refrain from imprisoning the one, you ought to refrain from imprisoning the other, but you cannot refrain from imprisoning both.


So one reason why a moral theory should make room for dilemmas secundum quid is that (to some people, at least) there simply seem to be examples of such things.  Another reason is theoretical: if we make room for dilemmas secundum quid, then this provides us with the tools for making important moral distinctions.  A pair of examples will help make this point.  

The first example is just that of Alfred and Alice, given earlier.  Recall that Alfred made a promise to call Alice, then unforeseeably ended up in a situation where the only way to save a person’s life was by breaking the promise.  The second example is nearly identical—identical except for the fact that our protagonist, Bart, foresees that there will be a life-threatening accident very soon.  Because he loves to manipulate the rules of ethics, he makes a promise to call Betty anyway, thinking that the promise will be relieved when the accident occurs. 

The cases are intuitively different—let us say (crudely) that when Bart fails to keep his promise, things have gone morally astray in a way that they do not when Alfred fails to keep his.  But in both cases a morally desirable act (keeping a promise) is left undone, so how are we to explain this difference?

A moral theory that allows for dilemmas secundum quid provides an easy explanation.  Bart foresaw that the conflicting requirements would arise if he made the promise, but he made it anyway.  Because he foresaw this, his plan fails: his requirement to call Betty is not overridden, and instead he lands himself in a dilemma secundum quid.  Consequently, when he fails to call her, he fails to fulfill one of his (two) moral requirements.  On the other hand, Alfred has no requirement to call Alice—his promise was overridden by the competing moral considerations.  Thus, when he fails to call her, Alfred does not fail to fulfill one of his moral requirements.  That is the difference between the two cases.

Of course, this is not the only way to explain why Bart’s case is intuitively different from Alfred’s.  Instead, we could say (for instance) that the cases are different because Bart has violated a requirement against making a promise he believed he could not (morally speaking) keep.  Of course, he has done that, but it doesn’t seem to be the full explanation.

Here’s why.  Consider a variant on the Bart/Betty case.  Carla makes a promise to call Carlos, and like Bart, she believes that she won’t be able to keep it.  Then circumstances suddenly change—she sees that she can both keep the promise and save the accident victim, and does.  In that case, Carla’s behavior is less reprehensible than Bart’s.  This, even though they share the crime of making a promise they believed they could not (morally speaking) keep.  So how are we to explain the difference here?

Again, it is possible to explain the difference between the two cases without admitting that there are dilemmas secundum quid.  For instance, we could hold fast to the view that Bart and Carla’s only crime is making a promise each believed they could not keep.  Then we explain why Bart’s action is worse than Carla’s by claiming that the degree of an action’s badness is a function of its consequences.  When Bart made a promise he believed he couldn’t keep, this had the consequence that he failed to keep the promise.  Not so with Carla.  Luckily for her, she ends up able to keep her promise and save the accident victim, and when she does so, that renders her act of promising less bad than it would have been. 

I won’t try to fully evaluate this position here.  (It involves a much-too-extensive foray into the literature on moral luck, among other things.)  Instead, I’ll simply note that a theory that allows for dilemmas secundum quid provides a clearer, simpler answer.  Bart and Carla both had requirements to do what they promised.  Carla fulfills hers; Bart does not. 

Not everyone will be convinced by the foregoing considerations.  But for those of us who are—for those of us who believe that there are dilemmas secundum quid—they generate the following puzzle:  We cannot deny that the strength of pro tanto requirements is obviously relevant to determining which requirements we have, and yet we’ve seen that the most obvious development of that thought—all-things-considered moral theory—excludes dilemmas secundum quid.  What we need, then, is a larger framework that does each of the following.  First, it gives the strength of competing pro tanto requirements some role to play in the generation of binding ones.  Second (and consequently), it doesn’t generate dilemmas simpliciter.  Third, it does all of this without ruling out dilemmas secundum quid.  

In the next section I will describe one such framework.
   

The Traditional View of Moral Requirement

When does one pro tanto requirement override another?  The intuitive answer is that it is strength that settles things, and so far we’ve looked at one development of this idea, all-things-considered moral theory.  We’ve seen that all-things-considered theory has two things in its favor: it is sensitive to the strength of competing pro tanto requirements, and it rules out dilemmas simpliciter.  However, we’ve also found that this theory is so sensitive to the strength of pro tanto requirements that it rules out dilemmas secundum quid.  Therefore, we need to find a better theory.

In this section I will consider an alternative account of the generation of moral requirements, one that I call the traditional view: 

The traditional view: one is required to do something just in case, if he failed to do it, he would be blameworthy for that failure.

Here I won’t give an extensive defense of this position.  Instead, I’ll merely show that, unlike the all-things-considered theory, it makes room for dilemmas secundum quid.  Furthermore, I’ll show it does so while still respecting the idea that the strength of pro tanto requirements plays an important role in determining what we are required to do, and that (consequently) it still rules out dilemmas simpliciter. 

Because the traditional view involves the notion of blameworthiness, my subsequent arguments will rely heavily upon claims about when one can and cannot be blameworthy for one’s actions.  Though all of these claims will be highly intuitive, they are not uncontroversial, and thus I recognize the need for a general theory of blameworthiness to support them.  Unfortunately, I do not have a theory of blameworthiness to offer.  I think all of the claims about blame will be plausible enough that whatever the correct theory of blameworthiness is, it certainly must be compatible with the claims made here.

How does the traditional view make room for dilemmas secundum quid?  Let’s look again at the case of Bart and Betty.
  Recall that Bart knowingly got himself into a situation where he had a promise to call Betty but was also faced with strong reasons to save an accident victim.  We found that even though he could not both keep the promise and help the victim, he had a requirement to do each.  


The all-things-considered view couldn’t explain this result.  If (as the view says) an action can be required only if it is favored by the stronger of competing moral considerations, then at most one of the competing actions can be required.  Hence Bart can have at most one of the two moral requirements.


But the traditional view gives us the correct verdict.  Since Bart foresaw the conflict, and since he knew he could have permissibly refrained from making the promise but did not, he can be held blameworthy for not keeping it.  The stronger reasons aren’t relevant here.  Because Bart could have avoided the situation, we blame him for failing to act on the (admittedly weaker) reasons to keep the promise.  And if he is blameworthy for failing to keep the promise, the traditional view tells us he is required to keep it.

Note that holding Bart responsible in this way makes sense—he foresaw the conflict and willingly thrust himself into it.  Now inability is no excuse.  In this way his case is similar to the situation of a drunk driver.  Though the drunk driver cannot (just before impact) avoid hitting the pedestrian, he can be blamed for hitting the pedestrian since he is responsible for his inability. 

So the traditional view makes room for dilemmas secundum quid.  Recall, though, that we wanted more from a moral theory than that.  We also wanted a theory in which dilemmas simpliciter are excluded.  If we return to the case of Alfred and Alice, we’ll see that in the traditional view, they are.

In the case of Alfred and Alice, Alfred is thrown into a situation where he could not both keep his promise to Alice and save the accident victim.  Earlier we agreed that he isn’t in a dilemma simpliciter.  Instead, his pro tanto requirement to save the accident victim overrides the pro tanto requirement to keep the promise.  Hence, Alfred has a binding requirement to save the accident victim but doesn’t have a binding requirement to call Alice. 

The traditional view can explain these facts.  Suppose that Alfred had both a requirement to keep the promise and a requirement to help the accident victim.  If so, then this would be a situation where, through no fault of his own, he could not avoid failing to do what is morally required.  Moreover, the traditional principle would tell us that Alfred was blameworthy for that failure.  (Since according to that view, one ought to do something just in case one would be blameworthy for failing to do it.)  Alfred would therefore have two options: he could call Alice and be rendered blameworthy for failing to help the accident victim, or he could help the accident victim and be rendered blameworthy for failing to call Alice.  And this is unacceptable.

The reason it is unacceptable is not that one can never find oneself in a situation where blame is unavoidable.  (Bart showed us that.)  The point is rather that one cannot find oneself in that situation through no fault of one’s own.  Blame must be avoidable.  And here avoidable does not simply mean that earlier on it was physically possible for Alfred to avoid making the promise.  Rather, blame must be something that could be avoided by a reasonable and responsible person who tries to act morally.
  Because Alfred couldn’t foresee the accident would occur, he didn’t act irresponsibly when he made the promise to Alice.  No dilemma simpliciter arises.

This argument can be easily generalized to show that (given a plausible premise about blameworthiness) dilemmas simpliciter cannot arise in the traditional view.  Suppose (for reductio) that a person has a requirement to do A and a requirement to do B, but through no fault of his own, cannot do both.  If so, then through no fault of his own, he can’t avoid failing to do what is morally required.  Moreover, the traditional principle would tell us that the agent will be blameworthy for whichever failure he brings about.  But this is unacceptable—blame must always be avoidable by a reasonable and responsible person who tries to act morally.  Thus, there cannot be dilemmas simpliciter in the traditional view.

So far we’ve seen that the traditional view makes room for dilemmas secundum quid and excludes dilemmas simpliciter.  But does the theory also fulfill our last desideratum—does it also respect our intuition that the strengths of pro tanto requirements play a large role in determining which binding requirements we have?

Yes, it does.  We can see this clearly if we examine the way in which the traditional view resolves the conflict between Alfred’s pro tanto requirements.

We’ve already seen that the traditional view excludes the possibility that Alfred is in a dilemma simpliciter.  Keeping the promise or helping the accident victim—at most one of the two can be required.  In this case, he is required to save the accident victim.  But why?

Earlier we saw that the answer has something to do with the fact that the pro tanto requirement to save the accident victim is stronger than the pro tanto requirement to call Alice.  The traditional view respects this intuition.  As for the call, Alfred has reason to make it, but through no fault of his own he is faced with stronger reasons to do otherwise.  This provides him an excuse for not calling, and hence he cannot be blamed for failing to call.  Furthermore, the traditional view tells us that if he cannot be blamed for failing to call, then he cannot be required to call.

On the other hand, the traditional view tells us that Alfred is required to save the accident victim.  There is strong reason to do so, and though there are competing reasons to do otherwise, these reasons are far weaker, and thus provide no excuse for failing to save the accident victim.  Consequently, Alfred can be rightly blamed if he doesn’t help the accident victim.
  And if he can be blamed for failing to help the accident victim, then the traditional view requires him to help.


Notice that the traditional view mimics the all-things-considered view in Alfred’s case.  The result is the same—Alfred ought to help the accident victim—but the reasoning that leads us there is slightly different.  When we evaluated the case using the all-things-considered view, we looked at which reasons were stronger, and nothing else.  When we apply the traditional view, we also look at which reasons were stronger—but only as a means to something further.  We look at the strength of the reasons so that we can determine which course of action renders Alfred blameless.  

Dilemmas Simpliciter
In the previous sections we saw that the all-things-considered moral theory rules out all kinds of moral dilemmas, including dilemmas secundum quid.  We also saw that an alternative moral theory—the traditional view—fares better.  It is sensitive to the strength of competing pro tanto requirements, thus ruling out dilemmas simpliciter.  However, it isn’t so sensitive to strength that it excludes dilemmas secundum quid.  

Now that we’ve seen that the traditional view is superior to its rival, it’s time to move on to another subject.  In the last section of this paper I’ll argue that the traditional view doesn’t just provide us with an argument against dilemmas simpliciter that is superior to the argument from all-things-considered moral theory.  Instead, I’ll argue that the traditional view’s explanation is better than the best alternative explanation we find in the moral dilemmas literature—an explanation given by people who aren’t all-things-considered theorists.  In other words, the traditional view doesn’t just have an advantage over one moral theory, but over many.

The best and most popular argument against dilemmas simpliciter is the argument from ‘ought implies can’:

(1)
If you ought to do A and ought to do B, then you ought to do both A and B.  (The principle of agglomeration.)

(2)
If you ought to do something, then you can do it.
  (‘Ought’ implies ‘can’)

(3)
So, if you ought to do A and ought to do B, then you can do both A and B.

(4)
A dilemma simpliciter is a situation in which you ought to do A and ought to do B, but through no fault of your own, cannot do both.

(5)
So, there are no dilemmas simpliciter.

The argument is valid, and premise (4) is true by definition; thus the interesting work is being done in premises (1) and (2).  The proponent of dilemmas simpliciter must give up on at least one of them.

The choice is not hard to make.  As I noted earlier, the ought/can connection is a fundamental part of our ordinary moral thought, and denying it strikes most people as an unacceptable way out of the argument.  The proponents of dilemmas simpliciter have generally shared this feeling as well.
  As a result, the debate over this argument has concentrated on the principle of agglomeration.  Dilemma proponents deny agglomeration; opponents defend it.

The debate about agglomeration is complicated and tangled.  I won’t try to summarize it here.  Instead, let me merely make several quick points.  First, though at first people often find it difficult to see how agglomeration might be false, the principle is far from trivial.  Just because there are reasons to do each of two things—perhaps even compelling ones—it does not follow that there is any reason to do both things together; and van Fraassen has taken advantage of this fact by constructing a semantics for ought-statements in which agglomeration is false.
  Second, opponents of dilemmas simpliciter—those who defend agglomeration in order to use it in the above argument—have not offered impressive defenses of agglomeration.  At best, I think we get an appeal to the principle’s intuitiveness. 

There are probably other ways in which one could try to defend the principle of agglomeration.  In fact, one way to do so would be by appealing to the all-things-considered view itself.
  However, since that view is false, and since agglomeration remains controversial, opponents of dilemmas simpliciter would do well to look for arguments that do not rely on agglomeration.

This traditional view has already given us such an argument.  Using the traditional view, we were able to reason that there could not be dilemmas simpliciter because, if there were, blame would not be avoidable by a reasonable and responsible person.  And yet it must be.  

But how, exactly, does this argument avoid agglomeration?  One way to show that blame is not avoidable in a dilemma simpliciter would have been by using agglomeration:

(1)
In a dilemma simpliciter, a person ought to do A and ought to do B.

(2)
Hence (by agglomeration), the person ought to do both A and B.

(3) 
And hence (by the traditional view), the person would be blameworthy for failing to do both A and B.

(4)
But the person cannot avoid failing to do both A and B (since it is ex hypothesi impossible to do both A and B).

(5)
Hence, blame would be unavoidable in a dilemma simpliciter.

But this was not the way I argued above.  Instead I said that:

(1)
In a dilemma simpliciter, a person ought to do A and ought to do B.

(2)
So, the person will be blameworthy if he fails to do A and will be blameworthy if he fails to do B.

(3)
The person cannot do both A and B.

(4)
Hence, the person will either fail to do A or will fail to do B.

(5)
So, the person cannot avoid blame in a dilemma simpliciter.
The point here is that I did not argue that the person could not avoid blame for failing to do both A and B.  I put aside his obligation to do both A and B (and his blameworthiness for failing to do it).  Instead the argument was based upon the agent’s potential blameworthiness for failing to do A and for failing to do B.  Being blamed for one or the other was unavoidable—and that can be shown without agglomeration.

Conclusions

There is a puzzle about conflicting requirements.  How can it be that one pro tanto requirement sometimes overrides another because of its strength, and yet this not be the case in dilemmas secundum quid?  Here I’ve shown that the traditional view provides an answer.  Moreover, I’ve shown that by adopting the traditional view we are able to answer another question about conflicting requirements: why can’t dilemmas simpliciter arise?  Best of all, we do so without appealing to the troublesome principle of agglomeration.

� Some notes on terminology: 


	When I say that someone has a pro tanto requirement to X, I mean that there is some moral reason to X, and on a few occasions I will substitute the latter phrase for the former.  Pro tanto requirements are sometimes called prima facie requirements. 


	When I say (without the qualifier pro tanto) that someone ought to X or has a requirement to X, I mean that he has what is commonly called an all-things-considered requirement to perform the action.  But for reasons that will become clear later on, the use of the term all-things-considered requirement would muddy my exposition.  Hence, when the need arises, I will distinguish all-things-considered requirements from pro tanto ones by saying that the former are binding.  


	Though I sometimes substitute the phrase ought to X for has a moral requirement to X, I don’t think we can always determine whether someone has a moral requirement to X simply by asking whether it would be correct to say “he ought to X.”  Instead, I have found that the best test for the presence of a moral requirement is this: one fails to fulfill a moral requirement just in case one does wrong.


� These residual duties have been a bugbear for some, misleading them into thinking that Alfred must have had a binding requirement to call Alice.  However, this is clearly not so—pro tanto requirements can generate residual duties just as well as binding ones.  For example, an attacker bears down upon Dolores, and though David might use his bat to knock the attacker unconscious, he is frozen with fear.  In such a case Dolores is justified in grabbing the bat from David’s hands and stopping the attacker—an action that violates the pro tanto requirement not to take another’s property without consent.  Now even though this is a pro tanto requirement and not a binding one, Dolores’s having violated it opens up the possibility of residual duties.  For instance, if the bat should break while Dolores is using it, then she must compensate David for his lost property.     


	For more on this issue, see Terrence McConnnell’s “Moral Residue and Dilemmas,” printed in Moral Dilemmas and Moral Theory, ed. H. E. Mason (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 36-47.  For interesting commentary on residual duties in the law, see George Fletcher’s Rethinking Criminal Law, (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1978), ch. 10.  


� “War and Massacre,” Philosophy and Public Affairs, vol. 1 (1972), pp. 123-144. Nagel does not explicitly consider this case, but it is clearly the sort of situation he thinks might be dilemmatic.  For other examples from prominent dilemma advocates, see Bernard Williams’s “Ethical Consistency,” as reprinted in Problems of the Self  (London: Cambridge University Press, 1973), pp. 166-186; and Ruth Barcan Marcus’s “Moral Dilemmas and Consistency,” Journal of Philosophy, vol. 77 (1980), pp. 121-136.


� Here I ignore the complications that might arise if the reasons were incommensurable.  I think that this would not affect the argument given here, because the plausible arguments for incommensurability show, at best, that two reasons are incommensurable when they are very close in strength.  And if the reasons are very close in strength, then they are most plausibly treated like reasons of (precisely) equal strength—in other words, they generate (at most) a requirement to do one action or the other. 


� In truth, the ought-implies-can principle may not be necessary at all.  All-things-considered moral theory is based upon the idea that conflicting requirements must be weighed against one another.  Moreover, it is quite plausible to think that however we define conflicting requirements, the definition must surely count requirements to perform incompatible actions as conflicting.  Thus the reasons to torture the terrorist and the reasons to do the opposite must be compared, not summed.


� It is worth noting that ‘ought implies can’ does not rule out moral dilemmas on its own either.  When one is in a dilemma, one is a situation in which one ought to do A and ought to do B but cannot do both.  Here there is no conflict between the person’s requirements and the principle ‘ought implies can’.  For all that has been said, the person can do A, and the person can do B.  The thing that he cannot do—both A and B—is not something that the definition of a dilemma says he is required to do.  Thus, the existence of moral dilemmas is not straightforwardly incompatible with ‘ought implies can’. 


	If we are to generate a conflict between dilemmas and ‘ought implies can’, we must infer the existence of a requirement to do both A and B—the thing that cannot be done—from the fact that one ought to do A and ought to do B.  In other words, we must use the following principle:


The Principle of Agglomeration: if one ought to do A and ought to do B, then one ought to do both A and B.


Agglomeration, ‘ought implies can’, and the existence of a moral dilemma form an inconsistent trilemma.  More will be said about this inconsistency in the last section.


� A word to those who aren’t convinced that there are dilemmas secundum quid:  Some who reject dilemmas secundum quid do so because they cannot see how a moral theory can both respect the role of strength in the generation of requirements and make room for dilemmas secundum quid.  For them the following theory may serve to open up conceptual space, showing how what seemed impossible actually is not.


� For a defense of this principle, see Norman Dahl’s “Ought and Blameworthiness,” Journal of Philosophy, vol. 64 (1967), pp. 418-428.  The principle can also be found in (among others) Augustine, Aquinas, Scotus, Ockham, Mill, Kant, and Reid—hence the name.


	In Dahl’s later paper “Morality, Moral Dilemmas, and Moral Responsibility,” he suggests that the traditional principle could be used to argue against dilemmas simpliciter, something I do later on.  The paper is printed in Moral Dilemmas and Moral Theory, ed. H. E. Mason (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 86-101.


� As I said earlier, not everyone will be intuitively drawn to the idea that Bart is in a dilemma secundum quid.  I pick this case only for illustration.  The point is to show how dilemmas secundum quid can arise in the traditional theory.  


� Harry Frankfurt has objected to claims about blame that are similar to this one.  (See “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” Journal of Philosophy, vol. 66 [1969], pp. 556-67.)  However, Michael Otsuka has argued (“Incompatibilism and the Avoidability of Blame,” Ethics, vol. 108 [July 1998], pp. 685-701) that the specific principle I have offered is resistant to Frankfurt-style counter-examples.  The gist of Otsuka’s argument is this.  


	Frankfurt’s strategy is to produce situations in which someone does something morally wrong, but in which he would have been compelled to do it (perhaps by a mad scientist’s direct brain manipulation) if he had chosen not to.  Frankfurt then argues that because the brain manipulation would have compelled the person to perform the very same action which he in fact performs voluntarily, the person both could not have done otherwise and is morally responsible for his action.  


	Otsuka points out that if we are interested in the avoidability of blame—as I am—then we may harmlessly concede the claim about inability to do otherwise.  Even in Frankfurt’s examples, it’s true that the person could have avoided blame by choosing not to undertake the immoral action voluntarily.  In that case, he would have been compelled to do it, but the compulsion would relieve him of blame for the action.  


� In effect, in this paragraph and the previous one I am appealing to another general claim about blame, viz., that if one is in a situation of conflicting pro tanto requirements, then one could be held blameworthy for failing to do that which there is greater reason to do.  


� This argument rules out dilemmas secundum quid as well as dilemmas simpliciter, something its advocates often fail to see.  This fault could be corrected by using the more complex principle “if you ought to do something, then either you can do it or you could have permissibly avoided the requirement to begin with”—a principle that may be more plausible than ‘ought implies can’ for other reasons as well.  


	However, in an unpublished paper I’ve argued that the more complex version of ‘ought implies can’ can only be reconciled with the traditional view.  Thus, anyone who makes use of it is already (implicitly) committed to the traditional view, and would have no need for the alternative argument offered here.


� Note again that this is not the argument that was given in the first section (viz., the argument that proceeded from facts about all-things-considered moral theory).  In particular, this argument makes use of the principle of agglomeration.  Since it is this principle that has stirred up most of the controversy surrounding this argument, one might ask why opponents of dilemmas simpliciter have opted for this argument, and not for the one given in the first section.


	I’m not quite sure why the debate has developed the way it has.  However, I have one speculation to offer.  All-things-considered moral theory in inconsistent with the existence of absolute constraints.  (Quickly: an absolute constraint dictates that a certain behavior cannot be done, regardless of the strength of the reasons in favor of it.  Thus an absolute constraint does not arise because of strength, but on some other basis—one that is notoriously hard to spell out.)  Since some (but not all) of the opponents of dilemmas simpliciter believe in absolute constraints, they could not presuppose all-things-considered moral theory in their arguments. 


� The few proponents of dilemmas who have denied ‘ought implies can’ are those who believe there are independent reasons to believe that the principle is false.  For instance, E. J. Lemmon writes in a footnote to an article on moral dilemmas that:


Professor M. Lazerowitz pointed out to me in discussion … [that] if X ought to do P and ought to do Q, then X ought to do P and Q, by a principle of deontic logic which I and others accept; hence, in the cases under consideration, X ought to do both P and not-P, and yet it is a logical truth that X cannot do both P and not-P; so a contradiction seems to be obtained.  I view this, however, as a refutation of the principle that “ought” implies “can,” to which there are surely clear counterexamples even without the introduction of the present instances.  (“Moral Dilemmas,” The Philosophical Review, vol. 70 (1962), p. 150, note 8.)


Another example can be found in Walter Sinnott-Armstrong’s Moral Dilemmas (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), ch. 4.


� “Values and the Heart’s Command,” Journal of Philosophy, vol. 70 (1973), pp. 5-19.  For an example in which agglomeration is falsified, see note 17 below.


� More specifically, the proof would be:


	Assume that the antecedent of agglomeration is true: you ought to do A and you ought to do B.  Furthermore, assume you are in a situation in which there are only two possible actions, A and B.  (This simplifies the proof, but the number of options doesn’t matter.)  Because doing both A and B is possible, you have three options: you will end up either (1) doing A but not B, (2) doing B but not A, or (3) doing both.  Now in an all-things-considered moral theory, the reasons for taking each course of action will be weighed against each other, and an action can be required only if it is favored by the stronger of all relevant moral reasons.  From the mere fact that some action is required, we can deduce that the balance of moral reasons favors some course of action.  (In other words, there is not a tie.)  Moreover, the fact that A is required tells us that the favored course of action must be either (1) doing A but not B, or (2) doing both.  But we are also entitled to assume that B is required.  Hence (1) cannot be the required course of action.  (One and only one course of action is required, and [1] does not yield a requirement to B.)  Therefore (2) must be the required course of action.  You ought to do both A and B.


	Notice that this defense of agglomeration is useless, however.  We have already seen that the all-things-considered view rules out dilemmas simpliciter when combined with ‘ought implies can’.  And if so, then there is no need to deduce agglomeration from the all-things-considered view, and then combine it with ‘ought implies can’ in order to show that there are no dilemmas simpliciter.  


� That is, it is possible to give a valid argument that contains both agglomeration and the traditional view.  In fact, I think that such an argument will be internally inconsistent, because agglomeration is false in a traditional moral theory.  The following case will make it clear that this is so.


	Suppose that Edgar has a life-long wish that at midnight on New Year’s Eve of the year 2001, he will kiss Eloise.  Edwin, his rival, has the same wish.  Not wanting to disappoint either, Eloise promises to kiss Edgar and also promises to kiss Edwin.  She knows that there is a conflict between these two promises, but not having the will to make this difficult decision, makes the conflicting promises anyway.  In such a case the traditional view tells us that she ought to kiss Edgar, that she ought to kiss Edwin, but that it is not the case that she ought to both.


	Here’s why.  Eloise would be blameworthy for failing to kiss Edgar for the same reasons that Bart would be blameworthy for failing to call Betty—she made the promise despite her knowledge of a conflict, etc.  Hence (according to the traditional view) she ought to kiss Edgar.  The same reasoning shows that she ought to kiss Edwin.  But what about a requirement to kiss both Edgar and Edwin?  Let us suppose that such a thing is possible—a three-way smashing of lips just as the clock strikes twelve—but that such a thing would be far more hurtful to both Edwin and Edgar than simply not being kissed at all.  (They are bitter rivals, after all.)  Given this, we would not blame Eloise for failing to kiss both—the disastrous and least desirable outcome.  Hence it is not the case that she is required to do so, since according to the traditional view she is required to do only those things that she would be blameworthy for failing to do.


	The example is similar to one given by Nagel, op. cit., p. 143.
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