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Abstract 

I suggest a unified account of conditional oughts and of contrastive reasons. The core of the 

account is an explanation of facts about conditional oughts in terms of facts about contrastive 

reasons, and a reduction of contrastive reasons to non-contrastive reasons. In rejecting 

contrastivism about reasons, the account is consistent with orthodoxy about reasons. Moreover, 

it extends a standard view of how oughts and reasons are related to one another, and it makes 

sense of important and explanatorily recalcitrant phenomena. To the extent to which the account 

involves an explanation of facts about conditional oughts, it does not directly compete with 

semantic analyses of statements about conditional oughts. However, as I indicate in passing, 

the account coheres well with an important type of such analyses, while it is inconsistent with 

others. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Conditional oughts are about what one ought to do conditional on something being the case. 

Such oughts give rise to a puzzle that has prompted a good deal of discussion in the literature.1 

Consider the following case: 

 

Gentle Murder. One faces the options of murdering gently, murdering brutally, and refraining 

from murdering. 

 

Plausibly, one ought to refrain from murdering, but if one murders, then one ought to do it 

gently. The classic desideratum is to provide an account of conditional oughts of the form ‘if 

one either x-s or y-s, then one ought to x’ such that they, when conjoined with ‘one either x-s or 

y-s’, do not entail that one ought to x. For, otherwise, if one – as a matter of fact – murders, it 

would follow that one ought to murder gently. And this would deontically contradict that one 

ought to refrain from murdering to begin with.2 

Gentle Murder also is a paradigm for a related, and equally noteworthy normative 

phenomenon that involves contrastive reasons, i.e., reasons for doing one thing rather than 

another. Plausibly, one does not have a reason for murdering (either gently or brutally), but one 

has a reason for murdering gently rather than brutally. The desideratum is to provide an account 

of contrastive reasons such that ‘there is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing’ does not entail that 

 
1 In some of the literature, oughts – conditional or unconditional – are referred to as ‘obligations’. But there are 

good reasons to distinguish between oughts and obligations. As many moral philosophers think, obligations are 

correlated with rights, they are ‘directed’ (in being owed to someone), and they are not overall, but rather 

contributory, normative considerations – all of which is not, or at least not necessarily, true of oughts. A locus 

classicus for a discussion framed by this notion of obligation is Thompson (2004).  

2 The Gentle Murder case was introduced by Forrester (1984). 
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there is a reason for x-ing. Otherwise, that there is a reason for murdering gently rather than 

brutally would entail that there is a reason for murdering gently. 

In this paper, I suggest a unified account of conditional oughts and of contrastive reasons 

that meets both these desiderata.3 The core of the account is an explanation of facts about 

conditional oughts in terms of facts about contrastive reasons, and a reduction of contrastive 

reasons to non-contrastive reasons. The account extends a standard view of how (unconditional) 

oughts and (non-contrastive) reasons are related to one another, and it allows for attractive 

explanations of important and explanatorily recalcitrant normative phenomena. 

This theoretical ambition sets the account suggested in this paper apart from various 

alternative views on conditional oughts and on contrastive reasons that have been put forward 

in the literature. Conditional oughts have been discussed primarily in deontic logic where the 

focus has been on working out an adequate semantics of statements about them. The account 

of conditional oughts I suggest, by contrast, involves a claim about what grounds the facts that 

such statements are about. To this extent, it does not directly compete with semantic views that 

the literature on conditional oughts has tended to focus on. However, as I indicate in passing 

below, the account coheres well with an important type of such views, while it is inconsistent 

with others. 

Contrastive reasons have primarily been discussed in the theory of reasons and as suggesting 

contrastivism about reasons (‘contrastivism’ for short), according to which all reasons 

fundamentally are contrastive, and there are no reasons ‘for x-ing simpliciter’ (i.e., reasons for 

 
3 The focus is on conditional oughts of the sort for which the one in Gentle Murder is a paradigm, i.e., ones that 

are about what one ought to do conditional on what else one does in the relevant situation. In what follows, the 

term ‘conditional oughts’ is meant to refer to such conditional oughts only – as opposed to ones that conditionalize 

on other things, e.g., on the agent’s intentions (‘if you intend to visit your parents, you ought to buy a ticket’), or 

facts about the situation (‘if the person next to you is in distress, you ought to help’). 
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x-ing that are not relativised to some set of alternatives to x-ing).4 As I argue, contrastive reasons 

are nothing but a certain class of non-contrastive reasons. If one, as I think one should, agrees 

with contrastivists that contrastive reasons are an important normative phenomenon, one thus 

neither has to assume contrastivism, nor the existence of two disconnected categories of 

reasons. 

I begin by introducing the account I suggest (Section 2) and then go on to demonstrate its 

explanatory power, focusing on the Gentle Murder case and the desiderata stated above 

(Section 3). I subsequently show that the account covers other relevant cases as well 

(Section 4), and I end with some brief concluding remarks (Section 5). 

 

 

2. A unified account of conditional oughts and of contrastive reasons 

 

The account that I suggest can be understood as an extension of a straightforward and intuitively 

attractive view about how (unconditional) oughts and (non-contrastive) reasons for actions are 

related to one another that enjoys considerable support in the literature and that I refer to as the 

‘Balancing View of ought’ (the ‘Balancing View’ for short): 

 

(BV) One ought to x if, and only if, for each incompatible alternative to x, the reasons for x-

ing are weightier than those for the alternative. 

 
4 See, e.g., Sinnott-Armstrong (2008) and, in particular, Snedegar (2017), who has provided the most extensive 

elaboration and defence of contrastivism to date. Snedegar (2015) offers an overview and discussion of different, 

more specific forms that contrastivism can take. Another, equally unorthodox, view in the vicinity is that 

contrastive reasons are a distinct category of reasons that fundamentally differ from non-contrastive reasons. This 

view has not been explicitly suggested. But some authors in the recent literature, such as Muñoz and Pummer 

(2022, 1437–1439), seem to be sympathetic to it. 
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In order to accommodate the role that reasons against actions play in determining oughts, (BV) 

should be complemented with the view that a reason against x-ing is nothing but a reason for 

not-x-ing.5 

The Balancing View is not uncontroversial. In particular, it has been claimed not to do justice 

to the complexities of how reasons normatively interact in determining the overall normative 

status of actions. While there is reason to believe that the Balancing View can be defended 

against this charge, the bulk of what follows is not premised on its truth. I proceed from the 

Balancing View primarily in order to avoid having to deal with too many moving theoretical 

parts. But the core elements of the account can also be embedded in alternative views about 

how oughts and reasons are related.6 

Extending the Balancing View in a way that covers conditional oughts and contrastive 

reasons proceeds in two steps. First, I suggest an explanation of conditional oughts in terms of 

contrastive reasons. Conditional oughts of the relevant sort (‘one ought to x if one x-s or y-s’), 

I submit, can be identified with what we might call ‘contrastive oughts’ (‘one ought to x rather 

than y’), and these, in turn, can be explained in terms of contrastive reasons in a way that mirrors 

(BV): 

 

 
5 Even though this entails that talk of ‘reasons against’ could be traded for talk of ‘reasons for’ without substantive 

loss, doing so would compromise readability. This is why I continue to use the term ‘reasons against’ in what 

follows. 

6 The Balancing View is explicitly put forward, e.g., by Parfit (2011, 32–33), and Schroeder (2015). Gert (2007), 

Snedegar (2021), and Tucker (2022) are amongst those who have suggested alternative, more complex views. I 

offer a detailed discussion and defence of central elements of the Balancing View in Schmidt (2024). In particular, 

I defend the view that a reason against x-ing is nothing but a reason for not-x-ing against recent criticism as voiced, 

e.g., by Greenspan (2005) and Snedegar (2018). 
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(BVC) One ought to x rather than y if, and only if, for each way w of y-ing, the reasons for x-

ing rather than w-ing are weightier than those for w-ing rather than x-ing.7 

 

Even though, of course, much depends on how ‘reasons for … rather than …’ are to be 

understood, (BVC) is, I submit, a natural way of thinking about contrastive oughts.8  

Second, I offer a reduction of contrastive reasons (‘for … rather than …’) to non-contrastive 

reasons (‘for/against …’). In doing so, I focus on cases that involve a choice between three 

mutually incompatible options, x-ing, y-ing, and z-ing, and in which there are reasons against 

x-ing and against y-ing.9 In some such cases, there are reasons for x-ing rather than y-ing and 

for y-ing rather than x-ing, and in some there are not. The main task is to identify the structural 

difference in virtue of which this is so. 

Consider the following case: 

 
7 Even though (BV) and (BVC) are formulated as symmetric biconditionals, they are to be understood as being 

about what grounds facts about oughts and about contrastive oughts, respectively: if one ought to x, then this is so 

because, for each alternative to x-ing, the reasons for x-ing are weightier than those for the alternative; and if one 

ought to x rather than y, then this is so because for each way w of y-ing, the reasons for x-ing rather than w-ing are 

weightier than those for w-ing rather than x-ing. 

8 (BVC) is similar in spirit to a principle of conditional moral permissibility suggested by Muñoz and Pummer 

(2022, 1438). As it is true of Muñoz and Pummer’s principle (which they call ‘CONDITIONAL J&R’), (BVC) (in 

combination with the suggestion that conditional oughts are contrastive oughts) can be seen as a way of taking up 

the view, worked out by Kratzer (2012), that conditionals are domain restrictors. 

9 Note that describing a case as involving a set of three mutually incompatible options is consistent with there 

being more than one way of doing one, or each, of these options. Moreover, in a case in which x-ing and y-ing are 

two incompatible options, x-ing and y-ing can be seen as two mutually incompatible and collectively exhaustive 

ways of performing a more general action. I sometimes refer to this more general action as [x-ing or y-ing] in what 

follows. But this is only for presentational purposes. I remain neutral on whether such a more general action should 

be understood as the disjunction, or as the set, of the more specific ways of performing it. 
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Headache. One faces the mutually incompatible options of x-ing, y-ing, and z-ing. x-ing and y-

ing each cause one to have a headache (of the same sort and degree). 

 

In Headache, there are reasons against x-ing and against y-ing, but there intuitively neither is a 

reason for x-ing rather than y-ing nor a reason for y-ing rather than x-ing. After all, x-ing and y-

ing are disfavourable in the same respect and to the same degree. 

Now consider: 

 

Two Promises. One faces the mutually incompatible options of x-ing, y-ing, and z-ing. One has 

promised A not to x, and one has promised B not to y. 

 

In Two Promises, there are also reasons against x-ing and against y-ing. But, other than in 

Headache, intuitively there are reasons for x-ing rather than y-ing, and for y-ing rather than x-

ing. After all, y-ing is disfavourable in a respect in which x-ing is not (y-ing violates a promise 

to B, x-ing does not), and x-ing is disfavourable in a respect in which y-ing is not (x-ing violates 

a promise to A, y-ing does not). Moreover, the reason for x-ing rather than y-ing intuitively is 

that y-ing violates a promise to B, and the reason for y-ing rather than x-ing is that x-ing violates 

a promise to A. 

The relevant structural difference between the two cases, I submit, is this: in Headache, there 

is a reason against x-ing because x-ing is a way of doing something more general against which 

there is a reason (‘… causes a headache’), with y-ing being an alternative way of doing this. 

The reasons against x-ing and against y-ing are, as I put this, ‘provided by’ a reason against [x-

ing or y-ing]. In Two Promises, there are also reasons against x-ing and against y-ing. But in 

this case, these are not provided by a reason against doing something more general, since the 
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reason-giving properties here are different (‘… violates a promise to A’ / ‘… violates a promise 

to B’).10 

Note that this explanation of the relevant structural difference between cases in which there 

are no reasons for x-ing rather than y-ing (and vice versa) on the one hand, and cases in which 

there are such reasons on the other, does not depend on first-order views. If you disagree with 

what I have suggested and instead think that, in Two Promises, there is only one relevant 

property (e.g., ‘… violates a promise’) rather than two, then you will also disagree that there 

are reasons for x-ing rather than y-ing and for y-ing rather than x-ing. 

On the basis of this, I suggest the following reduction of contrastive reasons to non-

contrastive ones: 

 

(CR) A reason for x-ing rather than y-ing is a reason against y-ing that is not provided by a 

reason against [x-ing or y-ing]. 

 

In effect, (CR) says that a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing is a reason against y-ing that 

specifically disfavours y-ing. 

(CR) entails, as desired, that there is neither a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing, nor one for 

y-ing rather than x-ing in Headache, and that there are reasons for x-ing rather than y-ing and 

for y-ing rather than x-ing in Two Promises. It also entails the intuitively correct verdicts about 

 
10 A reason against (for) x-ing provides a reason against (for) y-ing if, and only if, the fact that there is a reason 

against (for) x-ing is part of what explains that there is a reason against (for) y-ing. Note that this is compatible 

with holding that the fact that is the reason against (for) y-ing is also the fact that is the reason against (for) x-ing. 

(Assume, for instance, that one has promised not to x, and that y-ing is a way of x-ing. Then, there is a reason 

against y-ing, and the fact that one has a promissory reason against x-ing is part of what explains that this is so. 

This is compatible with holding that the fact that one has promised not to x not only is the reason against x-ing, 

but also the reason against y-ing.) 
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what these latter reasons are: that y-ing violates a promise to B is a reason for x-ing rather than 

y-ing, and that x-ing violates a promise to A is a reason for y-ing rather than x-ing.11 

Note that (CR) also entails that all reasons against actions are contrastive reasons. To see 

why, assume that there is a reason against x-ing. This reason cannot have been provided by a 

reason against [x-ing or not-x-ing], for it is impossible that there is a reason against [x-ing or 

not-x-ing]. If there were such a reason, it would be (as per the account of reasons against actions 

introduced before) nothing but a reason for refraining from [x-ing or not-x-ing], which is 

impossible to do. Hence, (CR) entails that a reason against x-ing always is a reason for not-x-

ing rather than x-ing. At the same time, it does not entail that a reason against x-ing is a reason 

for any specific way of not-x-ing rather than x-ing. This, I submit, is precisely as it should be. 

This completes the introduction of the account I suggest. The account combines the 

Balancing View, the principle that relates contrastive oughts and contrastive reasons stated 

above, and the reduction of contrastive reasons to non-contrastive ones just suggested – i.e., the 

claims (BV), (BVC), and (CR).12 

 
11 While (CR) covers all cases discussed in this paper, there are cases that require working with the following 

generalised version of the reductive claim: 

(CR¢) A reason for x-ing rather than y-ing is a reason against y-ing that is not provided by a reason against a 

more general action type that x-ing and y-ing are ways of performing. 

12 It is worth noting that neither the much-discussed narrow-scope analysis (‘x Ú y ® O(x)’) nor the equally 

prominent wide-scope analysis (‘O(x Ú y ® x)’) of conditional oughts cohere well with the account. This is so 

since these analyses reduce conditional ought statements to a construction that only involves the monadic ought 

(‘O(…)’). They thus suggest that one does not need to genuinely extend a view about unconditional oughts (such 

as, e.g., the Balancing View) in order for it to cover conditional oughts as well. Since the account I suggest is a 

genuine extension of the Balancing View, it seems to require an analysis which interprets conditional oughts as 

involving a dyadic operator (‘O(…|…)’) that requires a separate semantics different from the one for the monadic 

ought. For a brief overview of the discussion of conditional oughts in deontic logic, see McNamara and Van De 

Putte (2022, sect. 4). 
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3. The account’s explanatory power: the Gentle Murder case 

 

Focusing on the Gentle Murder case, I now argue that the suggested account meets the 

desiderata stated at the outset. Recall the case: 

 

Gentle Murder. One faces the options of murdering gently (gm-ing), murdering brutally (bm-

ing), and refraining from murdering (rm-ing). 

 

Intuitively, there is a reason for gm-ing rather than bm-ing, but there is no reason for gm-ing. 

Moreover, one ought to gm rather than bm, but it is not the case that one ought to gm. 

Here is how the account applies to the case: since gently murdering and brutally murdering 

are instances of murdering, there are reasons against each that are provided by a reason against 

[gm-ing or bm-ing]. Since bm-ing (unlike gm-ing) is brutal, there is an additional reason against 

bm-ing that is not provided by a reason against [gm-ing or bm-ing]. Thus, (CR) entails that there 

is a reason for gm-ing rather than bm-ing, but no reason for bm-ing rather than gm-ing. Then, 

(BVC) entails that one ought to gm rather than bm. Even though there is a reason for gm-ing 

rather than bm-ing, there is no reason for gm-ing.13 Thus, (BV) entails that, even though one 

ought to gm rather than bm, it is not the case that one ought to gm.  

The account thus returns the intuitively correct results on the case and, in so doing, meets 

the desiderata stated above. It explains how it is possible that there is a reason for x-ing rather 

 
13 I assume that the reason that specifically disfavours bm-ing (the fact that bm-ing is brutal) does not provide a 

reason for gm-ing. This is in line with a view about the conditions under which reasons against actions provide 

reasons for their incompatible alternatives that has independent support in its favour (see note 18 below). 
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than y-ing, even though there is no reason for x-ing; and it explains how it is possible that one 

ought to x rather than y, even though it is not the case that one ought to x. 

The element of the account that does the main work here is the view that reasons for x-ing 

rather than y-ing always are reasons against y-ing, as entailed by the reductive claim (CR). This 

ensures that it is possible that there is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing, even though there is 

no reason for x-ing.14 (BVC) then ensures that contrastive oughts inherit the relevant structural 

feature, i.e., that it is possible that one ought to x rather than y, even though it is not the case 

that one ought to x. Since, as I have suggested, conditional oughts of the sort occurring in Gentle 

Murder are to be understood as contrastive oughts, (BVC) also ensures that it is possible that 

one ought to x, conditional on that one x-s or y-s, even though it is not the case that one ought 

to x – not even if one in fact x-s or y-s. 

Because of these structural features, the account is able to answer a related, pressing question 

about conditional oughts of the sort under discussion. Chisholm (1963) famously referred to 

such conditional oughts as ‘contrary-to-duty imperatives’, since they tell us what we ought to 

do conditional on that we fail to do what we ought to do. In so doing, they fulfil an important 

guiding function, since we undeniably sometimes are set on doing what we ought not to do. As 

Muñoz and Pummer nicely put this: ‘wrongdoers need guidance, too’ (2022, 1429). But how 

can contrary-to-duty imperatives fulfil their guiding function, given that they must not, on pain 

of contradiction, end up telling us that we ought to do something that we actually ought to 

refrain from doing? 

Here is what the suggested account has to say about this. According to it, the fact that one 

ought to x if one x-s or y-s is grounded in the fact that the reasons that specifically disfavour y-

 
14 This view has intuitive and theoretical appeal, but as a theoretical option it has been overlooked in the literature. 

The candidates for potential reductions of contrastive reasons that have been discussed all entail that if there is a 

reason for x-ing rather than y-ing, then there necessarily is a reason for x-ing. It is, as Snedegar (2017, 34) points 

out, precisely this feature of those other candidates for reductive views in virtue of which these are bound to fail. 
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ing are weightier than those that specifically disfavour x-ing. It tells the killer who is set to 

murder gently or brutally and who asks what to do: ‘the reasons that specifically speak against 

murdering brutally are weightier than those that specifically speak against murdering gently’. 

To be sure, the killer likely won’t be moved by the reason against murdering. But this does not 

eradicate the normative significance of the further reason specifically against murdering 

brutally, and the killer may well still be moved by this reason. In this sense, conditional oughts 

provide the relevant sort of guidance while being consistent with what is the more important 

normative truth here: that the killer ought not to murder at all. 

 

 

4. Extending the account to other cases 

 

I now argue that the suggested account can be extended to other relevant cases that structurally 

differ from the ones discussed before. 

 

 

4.1 Cases involving differences in degree 

 

In Two Promises and in Gentle Murder, there are reasons for doing one thing rather than another 

since the relevant options are disfavourable in different respects: in Two Promises, x-ing does 

not, while y-ing does, violate a promise to B; in Gentle Murder, gently murdering does not, 

while brutally murdering does, involve doing something brutal. But there are also cases in 

which there is a reason to do one thing rather than another and in which the relevant options are 

disfavourable to different degrees. Consider: 
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Degrees of Pain. One faces the mutually incompatible options x-ing, y-ing, and z-ing. x-ing is 

painful (to degree D), y-ing is even more painful (to degree D + D), and z-ing is not 

painful at all.15 

 

Intuitively, there is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing, but there is no reason for x-ing. 

Moreover, one ought to x rather than y, but it is not the case that one ought to x. 

Here is how the account applies to the case. Since both x-ing and y-ing are painful to (at 

least) degree D, there are reasons against each that are provided by a reason against [x-ing or y-

ing] (namely, that doing either is painful to degree D). Since the reason against y-ing is that y-

ing is painful to degree D + D, there is an additional reason against y-ing that is not provided 

by a reason against [x-ing or y-ing]. Thus, (CR) entails that there is a reason for x-ing rather 

than y-ing, but no reason for y-ing rather than x-ing. Then, (BVC) entails that one ought to x 

rather than y. But since there is no reason for x-ing, (BV) entails that it is not the case that one 

ought to x. 

In this analysis of Degrees of Pain, I have suggested that we break down what could be seen 

as one reason against y-ing into two reasons that separately contribute to how much reason there 

is against y-ing. If one assumes, as it is widely held, that reasons are facts and that facts are true 

propositions, then there is, I submit, nothing wrong with individuating reasons in such a rather 

fine-grained way. To be sure, when it comes to figuring out whether one ought to x, what 

matters is how the set of reasons for x-ing compares, weight-wise, to the sets of reasons for the 

incompatible alternatives to x-ing. And as far as this is concerned, it does not matter whether 

we consider the members of such a set to be individual reasons that separately contribute to the 

weight of the set, or whether we consider the set to contain only one reason. But as far as 

 
15 This case is structurally similar to, but avoids certain complications of, a case suggested by Snedegar (2017, 28–

29). 
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figuring out contrastive reasons is concerned, it does matter whether the reasons that disfavour 

an action have parts in common with reasons that disfavour an alternative. Intuitively, these 

common parts do not make a comparative difference. The crucial question is thus whether there 

is a reason against an action that remains in place once all the parts that ultimately speak against 

an alternative as well are disregarded. To state that, in Degrees of Pain, there is a reason against 

y-ing that is, and there is a reason against y-ing that is not, provided by a reason against [x-ing 

or y-ing], is precisely to express that this is so in this case.16 

 

 

4.2 Cases involving differences in favourability 

 

The cases in which there is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing discussed so far were ones that 

involve a difference in disfavourability between x-ing and y-ing, since, in the cases discussed, 

 
16 The view suggested here entails that, if one reason (e.g., ‘is painful to degree D’) is part of another (e.g., ‘is 

painful to degree to degree D + D’), then the combination of both reasons is as weighty as the latter reason. This 

is as it should be and corresponds to a familiar mereological principle: if 𝑎 ⊑ b, then 𝑎 ⊔ b = b. For a detailed 

discussion of how the phenomenon of overlapping reasons can be accounted for within Reasons Fundamentalism, 

see Maguire and Snedegar (2021). Fogal (2016) thinks that the possibility of overlapping reasons suggests that 

talk of ‘reasons’ (count noun) should be replaced by ‘reason’ (mass noun). For a brief discussion of how this view 

bears on the dialectical situation regarding contrastivism, see Worsnip (2019). In a later paper, Fogal and Risberg 

(2023) defend a view that they call ‘support-explanationism’ that is related to Fogal’s earlier suggestion and 

according to which facts about normative reasons can be analysed in terms of explanation and normative support. 

While the reductive account of contrastive reasons that I suggest does not cohere well with the view from Fogal’s 

2016 paper, I do think that it is consistent with Fogal and Risberg’s support-explanationism, but I cannot discuss 

the details here. In order to do so, one would need to figure out whether the concept of normative support (mass 

noun) and explanation that is at work in Fogal and Risberg’s view allows for the relevant sort of theoretical texture 

to account for overlapping reasons. 
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y-ing is disfavourable in a respect in which, or to a degree to which, x-ing is not. It is rather 

straightforward that the reductive view (CR) covers such cases. For, saying that there is a reason 

against y-ing that is not provided by a reason against [x-ing or y-ing], or by a reason against a 

more general action type that x-ing and y-ing are ways of performing, just is another way of 

saying that there is a respect in which, or a degree to which, y-ing is disfavourable and x-ing is 

not. 

But what about cases that involve a difference in favourability? That is, what about cases in 

which there is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing and in which this seems to be so since there 

is a respect in which (or a degree to which) x-ing is favourable but y-ing is not? Consider: 

 

One Promise. One faces the mutually incompatible options x-ing, y-ing, and z-ing. One has 

promised to x. 

 

In One Promise, there is a promissory reason for x-ing, and – because of that – there plausibly 

are reasons for x-ing rather than y-ing and for x-ing rather than z-ing. 

The reductive view (CR) entails the correct verdicts about contrastive reasons in One 

Promise only if there are reasons against y-ing and against z-ing. But it is plausible that there 

are, since it is plausible to hold that, in One Promise, the promissory reason for x-ing provides 

reasons against y-ing and against z-ing. Since these reasons, then, are not provided by reasons 

against [x-ing or y-ing] or against [x-ing or z-ing], respectively, (CR) entails the intuitively 

correct result that there are reasons for x-ing rather than y-ing and for x-ing rather than z-ing. 

More generally, it is plausible to assume – and defensible on independent grounds – the 

following principle of reasons transmission (where a non-derivative reason is one that is not 

provided by a reason for or against one of the other options that are present in the respective 

case): 
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(RT) A non-derivative reason for x-ing provides reasons against each incompatible alternative 

to x-ing.17 

 

Since a promissory reason for x-ing plausibly is a non-derivative reason for x-ing, (RT) entails 

that, in One Promise, the reason for x-ing provides reasons against y-ing and against z-ing. 

Note that this way of getting the suggested account to return the verdict that, in One Promise, 

there are reasons for x-ing rather than y-ing and for x-ing rather than z-ing makes explicit the 

view about reasons transmission that I implicitly relied on in Section 2. The suggestion there 

was that, in Headache, there are reasons against x-ing and against y-ing that are provided by a 

reason against [x-ing or y-ing]. We now can state more precisely what is going on here: since, 

given the setup of Headache, z-ing is nothing but not-[x-ing or y-ing], the (non-derivative) 

reason against [x-ing or y-ing] (that doing either causes a headache) is nothing but a (non-

derivative) reason for z-ing. As per the transmission principle (RT), that reason provides 

individual reasons against x-ing and against y-ing. 

The explanation why the account covers One Promise straightforwardly carries over to all 

relevantly similar cases, i.e., to all cases in which there is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing 

and in which x-ing is favourable in a respect in which, or to a degree to which, y-ing is not. For, 

x-ing is favourable in a respect in which, or to a degree to which, y-ing is not if, and only if, 

there is a reason for x-ing that is not provided by a reason for a more general action that x-ing 

and y-ing are ways of performing. If that is so, then y-ing is incompatible with doing whatever 

action is favoured by the reason that provides the reason for x-ing. Thus, (RT) entails that this 

reason provides a reason against y-ing that is not provided by a reason against [x-ing or y-ing]. 

 
17 For a defence of related transmission principles, see Kiesewetter (2015, 945–946; 2018, sect. III) and Schmidt 

(2024, 249–253). 
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Then, (CR) entails that this reason against y-ing is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing – as 

desired. 

Thus, when the account is complemented with principle (RT), it covers all cases in which 

there is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing – i.e., cases in which (I) x-ing is favourable in a 

respect in which, or to a degree to which, y-ing is not, or (II) y-ing is disfavourable in a respect 

in which, or to a degree to which, x-ing is not. Indeed, (RT) entails that all cases that satisfy (I) 

satisfy (II) as well. Remarkably, the converse is not true. This is so since, arguably, the 

transmission behaviours of reasons for actions and of reasons against actions are not symmetric. 

While – as stated in (RT) – all non-derivative reasons for x-ing provide (derivative) reasons 

against each incompatible alternative to x-ing, non-derivative reasons against x-ing arguably 

provide reasons for incompatible alternatives to x-ing only under certain conditions.18 

There is thus good reason to think that the suggested account covers all cases of contrastive 

reasons, i.e., cases in which there is a reason for x-ing rather than y-ing. 

 

 

4.3 Diachronic cases 

 

In this subsection, I briefly indicate how the suggested account can be brought to bear on certain 

puzzling cases of diachronic choice that involve conditional oughts. A much-discussed case has 

been made famous by Jackson and Pargetter: 

 

 
18 As I have argued in Schmidt (2024, 253–260), the Balancing View should be complemented by the principle 

that non-derivative reasons against x-ing provide reasons for incompatible alternatives to x-ing if, and only if, these 

are optimal in a specific sense of this term – i.e., a principle that is more restrictive than (RT). 
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Professor Procrastinate. ‘Professor Procrastinate receives an invitation to review a book. He is 

the best person to do the review, has the time, and so on. The best thing that can happen 

is that he says yes, and then writes the review when the book arrives. However, suppose 

it is further the case that were Procrastinate to say yes, he would not in fact get around 

to writing the review. Not because of incapacity or outside interference, but because he 

would keep on putting the task off. This has been known to happen. Thus, although the 

best that can happen is for Procrastinate to say yes and then write, and he can do exactly 

this, what would in fact happen were he to say yes is that he would not write the review. 

Moreover, we may suppose, this latter is the worst that can happen. It would lead to the 

book not being reviewed at all.’ (Jackson and Pargetter 1986, 235)19 

 

In Professor Procrastinate, there are three possible courses of action. Ranked from best to 

worst, they are these: [accept and write], [decline (and not write)], [accept and not write]. 

Plausibly, the following conditional ought statement is true:  

 

(P) Procrastinate ought to decline if he won’t write.  

 

The issue is how (P) is to be understood. Actualists hold that what one ought to do now can, 

and in Professor Procrastinate does, depend on what one does later. This is why they tend to 

favour a narrow-scope interpretation of (P), so that the following inference is valid: if 

Procrastinate won’t write, then he ought to decline; Procrastinate won’t write; therefore, he 

ought to decline. 

 
19 In formulating this case, Jackson and Pargetter take up, and modify, an earlier case introduced by Goldman 

(1978, 185–186). 
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Possibilists, by contrast, think that what one ought to do now does not depend on what one 

will do, but on what one can do. Since, as per the description of the case, Procrastinate can 

[accept and write], and since this is the best course of action, they think that Procrastinate ought 

to [accept and write] and that, in particular, he ought to accept. But what are possibilists to 

make of the fact that (P) intuitively is true? The above account suggests understanding (P) as 

being about a contrastive ought:  

 

(P¢) Procrastinate ought to [decline (and not write)] rather than to [accept and not write].  

 

(Note that [decline (and not write)] and [accept and not write] are the only two courses of action 

that are consistent with not writing the review.) As per the account, (P¢) is the case if, and only 

if, the reasons for [decline (and not write)] rather than [accept and not write] are weightier than 

those for [accept and not write] rather than [decline (and not write)]. And this, in turn, is so if, 

and only if, the reasons that specifically disfavour [accept and not write] are weightier than 

those that specifically disfavour [decline (and not write)]. And the description of the case 

suggests that this is indeed the case: the (only) reason that specifically disfavours [accept and 

not write] is that this will result in the review not being written at all (which is the worst possible 

outcome); and the (only) reason that specifically disfavours [decline (and not write)] is that the 

review will then not be written by the person who could do it best (which would be not ideal, 

but not a catastrophe either). Thus, the account entails that (P), is true, as desired. Moreover, 

when (P) is explained as suggested by the account, it does not follow that Procrastinate ought 

to decline even if he in fact won’t write, as desired by possibilists. 
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This does, of course, not settle the debate between actualists and possibilists.20 After all, 

while the inferential behaviour of the conditional ought statement in Gentle Murder is not 

controversial, the inferential behaviour of the conditional ought statement in Professor 

Procrastinate is. No one wants it to follow that, in Gentle Murder, one ought to murder gently; 

but actualists, other than possibilists, want it to follow that, in Professor Procrastinate, 

Procrastinate ought to decline. But the suggested account does offer possibilists an attractive 

way of formulating an important element of their view.21 

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The core of the account of conditional oughts and of contrastive reasons that I have suggested 

in this paper is an explanation of facts about conditional oughts in terms of contrastive reasons, 

and a reduction of contrastive reasons to non-contrastive reasons. The account preserves the 

Balancing View of ought and extends it to contrastive oughts and to contrastive reasons in a 

way that makes sense of puzzling normative phenomena and that is consistent with orthodoxy 

about reasons. 

As I have argued, there is reason to think that the account is extensionally adequate with 

regard to all relevant cases of conditional oughts and of contrastive reasons. Moreover, I am 

hopeful that the account, when coupled with a view about how reasons determine moral deontic 

 
20 For a relatively recent contribution to that debate that includes a very helpful overview over some of the relevant 

issues, see Timmerman and Cohen (2016). 

21 In particular, the account offers an alternative to the view that the relevant conditional in Professor Procrastinate 

should be given a wide-scope interpretation, as suggested, e.g., by Kiesewetter (2015; 2018).  
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status, can be extended to puzzling cases of conditional moral permissibility.22 But I have to 

leave further discussion of this matter for another occasion.23 
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