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Abstract: A moral dilemma is a situation in which all the options a given agent can take are morally impermissible for her to take. If we accept that there can be moral dilemmas, we have to reject some of a group of plausible principles, among which is the principle that ought implies can.  I examine three non-moral normative domains, each of which allows for dilemmas and rejects ought implies can.  I will show what they have in common that explains why they allow for dilemmas and reject ought implies can, and I will argue that the moral domain has this trait as well.  If one accepts this, I will show that it is hard to deny that there are moral dilemmas.


A moral dilemma is a situation in which all the options a given agent can take are morally impermissible for her to take – no matter what she does (within the limits of her abilities) she will do something wrong.  A classic example is Sophie’s Choice (Greenspan, 1983):  the Nazis tell Sophie that they will kill both of her children unless she chooses one to be killed; in that case, the other will be spared.  It is supposed to be wrong for Sophie to pick either of her children to be killed, either because she has an obligation to each to protect them, or because it is wrong for a mother to tell someone to kill one of her children, and so Sophie is faced with a moral dilemma.  I personally find cases involving political and legal actors to present more persuasive instances of dilemmas (although I will use Sophie’s choice as a simpler example).  Judges in certain legal systems may find themselves faced with moral dilemmas: if punishments in those systems are overly harsh, perhaps because the prisons are badly run, then punishing the guilty may wrong them; on the other hand, not punishing the guilty may wrong the citizens who deserve the protection of the law.  Politicians may find themselves in situations where, no matter what they do, they wrong some of their constituents – where, for example, they must choose between civil liberties and safety.


If we accept that there can be moral dilemmas, we have to reject some of a group of plausible principles.  One principle in this group is that ought implies can (OIC), which is the principle that, if an agent has a duty to X, then that agent can do X.  In Sophie’s case, she is in a dilemma because she can’t fulfill her duties to both of her children.  One might say that each duty is possible to fulfill – Sophie can save either of her children – so that there is nothing she ought to do that violates OIC.  However, a second principle comes into play, called “agglomeration” by Bernard Williams (1965).  It says that if an agent ought to do X and ought to do Y, then she ought to do both X and Y.  Given agglomeration, Sophie has a single duty – to save one child and save the other – that she cannot fulfill.  If there are moral dilemmas, then either OIC is false or agglomeration is false.  If one finds both of these plausible, one should be inclined to not believe in moral dilemmas.


In what follows, I will present evidence against the principles that conflict with dilemmas, specifically against OIC.  I will examine three non-moral normative domains, each of which allows for dilemmas and rejects OIC.  I will show what they have in common that explains why they allow for dilemmas and reject OIC, and I will argue that the moral domain has this trait as well.  If one accepts this, I will show that it is hard to deny that there are moral dilemmas.


Normative domains are domains of prescriptions and evaluations, and include morality, epistemic rationality, prudence, legality, religion, and etiquette; I expect that there are others.  We often use different words to make prescriptions within different domains:  “rude” is a term only used within the domain of etiquette, “illegal” is only used within the legal domain, “immoral” only within the moral domain, etc.  However, I think these prescriptions are often sufficiently similar that we can fruitfully use the term “wrong” within each domain – we can talk about moral wrongness, legal wrongness, rational wrongness, and so forth.  This also means that there are duties and oughts in these domains, a duty or an ought being something that is wrong to not fulfill.  


If normative domains see things as wrong, then for any normative domain N, we can define an “N dilemma:”  a situation is an N dilemma for an agent iff the agent in that situation will do something N-wrong if they take any of the options they are capable of taking.  For example, a legal dilemma is a situation in which all of an agent’s options are legally wrong to take.  We can also define “N ought implies can” (N OIC) for any normative domain N:  N OIC is true in that domain iff an agent having an N duty to X implies the agent can X.  Religious OIC, for example, is true iff all religious duties are possible to fulfill.


Now that we have the terminology down, on to the argument:


Legal dilemmas are both conceivable and actual.  Graham Priest (1987) points out that a person can enter into conflicting contracts, and is legally obligated to fulfill both.  In the past, laws criminalized nonpayment of one’s debts; a person who owed multiple debts might find themselves in a situation where they could not pay all of them.  If there are legal dilemmas, then the domain of legal norms must reject either agglomeration or OIC.  At the least it rejects OIC.  Thinking improperly was a crime in George Orwell’s 1984, and most of us don’t believe that our thoughts are completely within our control.  So for some living in Oceania though-crime laws would be impossible to comply with.  We can imagine less extreme examples – laws commanding payment of taxes could still apply even to those who have run out of money.  So the law can create impossible to fulfill obligations.


Dilemmas are also possible for norms of epistemic rationality.  Priest (2002) gives the example of believing, “It is irrational to believe this proposition.” (my paraphrase)  If one believes it, one believes something which one considers irrational to believe, which is rationally wrong to do.  But this shows that the proposition is true, and one rationally ought to believe what one can show to be true.  Jacob Ross (2010) argues that a version of the Sleeping Beauty problem generates another rational dilemma, although the argument is too complex for me to detail here.  Or imagine a cognitively limited agent who knows that they have some evidence, but also knows that they will likely draw incorrect conclusions if they reason based on that evidence.  If they use the evidence, they will reason irrationally because they are using means of reasoning they know to not be conducive to finding truth, but if they ignore it, this violates the requirement to form beliefs based on the evidence one has.


OIC is false for epistemic rationality (see, e.g. Broome 2001).  Ideal rationality requires belief in all tautologies, but there are many tautologies that no human is capable of grasping or proving.  If doxastic voluntarism is false, and I’m told that it is, we may find ourselves in a situation where we realize that a belief (or some credence) does not conform to our evidence, or that it contradicts some of our other beliefs, but we cannot change it.  This is an unavoidable irrationality.


Consider now religious norms.
  Given that there is nothing incoherent in the idea of a not-fully-benevolent deity, it is possible for a deity to put humans into positions where they cannot help but act sinfully.  Apparent dilemmas exist in some actual religious traditions as well.  “Thou shalt not kill” apparently conflicts with commands in Leviticus commanding the killing of people for various infractions, and with some of God’s specific commands (e.g. his command to Abraham vis a vis Isaac).  One might argue that these examples must mean that “Thou shalt not kill” tacitly has exceptions, but that is a matter of interpretation, and not required by the nature of religious norms.


Religious OIC is false, because religions sometimes demand the impossible.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus tells us:  “Whoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath already committed adultery with her in his heart ... Love your enemies... that ye may be children of your father which is in Heaven:  for he maketh his sun to rise on the evil and on the good... Be ye therefore perfect, even as your father which is in Heaven is perfect.”  (Matthew 5)  For Christians, God requires us to not sin even in our hearts or minds, which is impossible for most of us for most of our lives.  We are also required to be perfect.  This is not something we can achieve according to many Christian sects.


We have three normative domains, each of which allows for dilemmas and in which ought does not imply can.  What explains this fact about each of these domains?  The answer is that oughts in each domain are not merely single action guiding.  To gloss, a norm is not merely single action guiding when it gives reasons to act that apply outside of the situation in which one might violate the norm.  More precisely, for any normative domain N, an agent A’s N duty to X in some situation S is not merely single action guiding iff the N-wrongness of A not Xing in S either a) gives A N-reasons to act in situations other than S, or b) gives other agents N-reasons to (not) do anything.
  To clarify, let see how legal, religious, and rational norms are not merely single action guiding.


In the legal domain, the wrongness of an agent’s illegal action gives legal officials some reasons to work towards sanctioning the agent.  This need not be the only source of such reasons, but as long as sometimes some of the reasons officials have to punish an agent are because that agent has done legal wrong, legal oughts are not merely single action guiding.  We also have legal reasons to avoid making contracts we can’t live up to, and this is because of the legal wrongness of breaking those contracts.  Legal oughts being not merely single action guiding is the best explanation for why agents have these reasons, since creating impossible contracts is not itself legally wrong (at least, not in most contract systems).  

In the rational domain, the rational wrongness (irrationality) of an agent’s beliefs by itself gives other agents epistemic reasons to discount the agent as a source of evidence.
  We also seem to have epistemic reasons to avoid situations where we will end up being irrational – e.g. to avoid taking pills that make us irrational – which is easily explained by saying that rational wrongness we would commit were we to take the pill gives us rational reasons to act before we have taken the pill.  

In the religious domain, the wrongness of a person’s sin can give some supernatural agents reasons to punish the person, or give the agent reasons to seek forgiveness or to atone.  And again, the wrongness of sinning gives agents reasons to avoid situations where they are likely to sin.


So, in each of the three domains that allow for dilemmas and where ought does not imply can, it is the case that oughts in the domain are not merely single action guiding.  This is no coincidence.  If oughts were merely single action guiding – if “A ought to X in situation S,” only told A what to do S – it would make no sense to have oughts that could not be acted on.  To speak somewhat metaphorically, the point of such oughts would be to tell agents what to do in situations; telling them to do things they cannot do defeats the purpose of the ought.  On the other hand, oughts that are not merely single action guiding can still serve a purpose even if they cannot be acted on in a given situation; the reasons they give extend beyond the situation and may be efficacious in that way.  


What about the moral domain?  The wrongness of violating a moral duty gives agents reasons to avoid situations in which they would likely not live up to that duty; gives agents reasons to feel certain emotions if they do not live up to their duties (I will use “guilt” here to stand in for whatever emotions these are); gives agents reasons to seek forgiveness or to atone if they do not live up to their duties.  My argument involves two claims:  1) We can have moral reasons to feel, plan, or seek forgiveness.  Those who reject this have such a stripped down view of morality that I’m not sure they are talking about the same topic as the rest of us.  2) The moral wrongness of acts gives us moral reasons to feel, plan, and/or atone.  I am not claiming that wrongness is the only source of these reasons (moral badness may give us reasons to plan as well), just that it is a source.  To deny this is to say either that one has no reasons to avoid situations where they are likely to act wrongly, or that none of these reasons are given to one by the wrongness of the act.  It is also to say that one could violate one’s duty, and that by itself would never be enough to give one moral reasons to feel guilt or to seek forgiveness.  Of course, there is much discussion of whether guilt or other emotions are appropriate only when one has done wrong, but that is irrelevant as long as there is some emotion that one has moral reasons to feel when they have done wrong.


If you accept both 1 and 2, then you accept that moral oughts are not merely single action guiding.  If that’s right, there is a point to the existence of moral duties that we cannot live up to, and to moral dilemmas.  Even though impossible to fulfill moral duties, or duties that gave rise to dilemmas, would not guide action in situations where the duties could not be fulfilled, such as those that pose dilemmas, these duties would guide actions prior to these situations and after them.  Thus, these duties would serve a moral purpose.  This does not by itself show that there are moral dilemmas, or that we do have duties that conflict.  But it shows that those who accept both of the above claims, which should be a great number of us, should be open to rejecting OIC, and to the possibility of moral dilemmas.  If cases seem to us to pose moral dilemmas, we should not work very hard to re-interpret them.

If you’ve gotten that far, it’s hard to deny that there are dilemmas.  I’ll illustrate what it would mean to accept these two claims and deny the existence of dilemmas with contrast cases based on Sophie’s choice.  

Someone who denies dilemmas would have to say that there is a non-wrong option in Sophie’s choice; to simplify, I’ll speak as if there were a “correct” child to pick.  Now consider a version of Sophie’s choice involving Sophia.  Sophia has a different choice:  kill the child that would be “correct” for Sophie to choose in her situation, or be killed herself. Intuitively, she would not wrong herself if she chooses to die, so this isn’t even a putative dilemma, and the dilemma denier can say that choosing the child to die is wrong.  Say Sophia chooses to have the child killed.  In that case, given 1 & 2 above, the wrongness of what Sophia has done gives her reasons to feel guilt and to ask her child for forgiveness.  However, if there are no dilemmas, then in the ordinary Sophie’s choice case, where Sophie picks that exact same child to die, she does not have those sorts of reasons to ask that child for forgiveness, even though she’s done exactly the same thing to the child.  Further, if Sophie and Sophia both knew that they would face this choice were they to go to the train station, given 1 & 2 above, Sophia would have a reason to avoid the train station – a reason that stems from the wrongness of the choice she will make – that Sophie would not have.

These are unpalatable claims to me.  The dilemma denier can say that Sophie and Sophia have many of the same reasons to avoid their situations, or to feel guilty or to seek atonement.  They can invent new duties that Sophie would violate by going to the train station.  But they have to say that there is some sort of reason Sophia has before or after the situation that Sophie lacks, a reason given to her by what she does or would do in that situation.  I don’t see their behavior in that situation as different enough in morally significant ways for this to be plausible.  Given that we have already accepted that moral oughts are not merely single action guiding, and thus that there is a “purpose” served by impossible duties and dilemmas, I don’t see the motivation for accepting such implausible claims.  

Considering non-moral norms, we see that those domains in which norms are not merely single action guiding allow for dilemmas.  Moral duties (or their violations) give reasons to feel guilty, avoid situations, or seek forgiveness, and so are not merely single action guiding.  If one accepts this but denies dilemmas, one has to hold very odd views about our reasons for planning or seeking forgiveness or feeling guilt.  I think that none of these are palatable.  This does not mean that there are moral dilemmas – the latter bullet can be bitten.  But it looks like the domain of moral norms is a domain in which dilemmas and impossible duties would make sense.  If it is intuitive there are dilemmas, why bend over backwards to explain these away?
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�	These are distinct from moral norms because they are the product of deities or religious institutions.


� This talks about doings, but should apply to the subjects of rational oughts (e.g. believings) mutatis mutandis.


� See Jones, 1997, for a related discussion.





