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I.	WHAT	KIND	OF	CONFLICT	WOULD	A	MORAL	DILEMMA	BE?	
1. A	moral	dilemma	would	involve	a	moral	conflict	in	which	there	is	a	duty	or	obligation	to	do	A,	there	is	a	

duty	or	obligation	to	B,	and	one	cannot	do	both	A	and	B.	
2. Must	such	conflicts	be	insoluble?	
3. Bernard	Williams	and	others	(Bas	van	Fraassen,	Ruth	Barcan	Marcus,	and	Philippa	Foot)	set	the	bar	low,	

treating	soluble	conflicts	as	dilemmas,	because	they	think	that	the	traditional	Rossian	treatment	of	moral	
conflict	—	as	a	conflict	among	prima	facie	obligations,	one	of	which	outweighs	the	other	—	is	unacceptably	
sanitary.1	

4. If	there	is	an	acceptable	account	of	soluble	conflict	that	does	not	posit	dilemmas,	then	there	is	a	strong	case	
for	thinking	that	dilemmas	require	insoluble	conflict.	

	
II.	THE	ROSSIAN	ANALYSIS	OF	MORAL	CONFLICT	
1. Moral	conflict	should	be	analyzed	in	terms	of	prima	facie	duty	and	duty	sans	phrase.	
2. If	there	is	a	prima	facie	duty	to	do	x,	there	is	a	(non-trivial)	pro	tanto	(and	not	merely	apparent)	reason	to	

do	x.	
3. A	prima	facie	duty	represents	the	operation	of	a	morally	relevant	factor	F.	
4. F-ness	makes	actions	prima	facie	obligatory.	
5. All	else	being	equal,	prima	facie	duties	are	duties	sans	phrase.	
6. All	else	is	equal	if	F	is	undefeated.		F	is	undefeated	if	

a. There	are	no	competing	factors.	
b. There	are	competing	factors	that	cancel	each	other	out.	
c. Competing	factors	do	not	override	F’s	support	for	x.		

7. On	this	view,	the	function	from	prima	facie	duties	to	duties	sans	phrase	is	moral	factor	addition	(cf.	Ross’s	
analogy	with	the	way	vector	addition	determines	the	trajectories	of	objects	in	motion	from	the	forces	that	
operate	on	those	objects).	

8. Ross	is	committed	to	a	metaphysical,	rather	than	a	purely	epistemic	or	statistical,	conception	of	prima	facie	
duties.	

9. But	then	Ross	does	not	“eliminate	from	the	scene”	the	lesser	prima	facie	duty	in	a	soluble	conflict.	
10. In	a	soluble	conflict	when	the	agent	performs	her	duty	sans	phrase,	she	fails	to	respond	to	a	genuine	moral	

factor	or	force	in	the	situation,	and	this	can	be	the	ground	for	compunction,	regret,	and	duties	of	restitution.	
11. If	 so,	 the	Rossian	view	can	explain	 residue	 in	 the	 case	of	 soluble	 conflicts.	 	Real	dilemmas	must	 involve	

insoluble	conflicts.	
	
III.	INSOLUBLE	CONFLICTS	
1. An	insoluble	conflict	must	involve	a	conflict	among	undefeated	prima	facie	duties.	
2. Are	there	any?	
3. We	 must	 distinguish	 epistemological	 issues	 about	 our	 evidence	 that	 such	 conflicts	 exist	 from	 the	

metaphysical	question	about	whether	they	exist.		Our	focus	is	on	the	metaphysical	question.	
4. Two	ways	in	which	we	might	have	a	conflict	of	undefeated	prima	facie	duties.	

a. The	conflicting	duties	are	equally	stringent	along	a	single	scale	of	assessment.	
b. There	is	local	incommensurability	between	two	different	dimensions	of	assessment,	with	neither	

duty	being	more	stringent	than	the	other	(not	because	they	are	equally	stringent).	
5. If	 (b)	 obtains,	 (b)-type	 dilemmas	 are	 probably	 more	 common	 than	 (a)-type	 dilemmas.	 	 But	 (a)-type	

dilemmas	 are	 easier	 to	 demonstrate.	 	 Consider	 the	 case	 of	 the	 lifeguard/firefighter	 who	 has	 to	 choose	
between	saving	identical	twins	or,	perhaps,	Sophie’s	Choice.	

	

	
1	Our	 initial	 focus	 will	 be	 on	 Bernard	 Williams,	 “Ethical	 Consistency”	 reprinted	 in	 Williams,	 Problem	of	 the	 Self	
(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1973).	
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IV.	FROM	INSOLUBLE	CONFLICTS	TO	MORAL	DILEMMAS?	
1. Are	insoluble	conflicts	among	undefeated	prima	facie	obligations	conflicts	among	duties	sans	phrase	or	

all-things-considered	duties?	
2. If	we	say	Yes,	 then	given	plausible	auxiliary	assumptions	we	are	 led	 into	deontic	paradox.	 	There	 is	

Williams’s	 paradox,	 which	 depends	 on	 agglomeration	 and	 voluntarism.	 	 Neither	 assumption	 is	
obviously	wrong	 or	 obviously	 sacred	 (I’m	more	 skeptical	 of	 agglomeration	 than	 voluntarism).	 	 But	
there	are	other,	more	robust	paradoxes,	 that	seem	to	rely	on	safer	auxiliary	principles,	as	 I	argue	 in	
“Moral	Conflict	and	Its	Structure.”2	

3. An	alternative	is	to	deny	that	undefeated	prima	facie	obligations	are	duties	sans	phrase.		An	all-things-
considered	duty	requires	not	a	prima	facie	duty	that	is	undefeated,	but	one	that	defeats	all	others.	

4. On	this	view,	conflicts	among	undefeated	prima	facie	duties	are	not	conflicts	among	duties	sans	phrase.		
In	the	case	of	insoluble	conflicts,	there	is	only	one	duty	sans	phrase	and	that	is	the	disjunctive	duty	to	
perform	one	of	the	conflicting	undefeated	prima	facie	duties.	

5. As	with	soluble	conflicts,	in	an	insoluble	conflict,	whichever	undefeated	prima	facie	duty	one	performs,	
one	 leaves	 another	 (in	 this	 case,	 undefeated	 !)	 prima	 facie	 duty	 unperformed,	 and	 this	 can	 be	 a	
legitimate	ground	of	compunction,	regret,	and	duties	of	restitution.	

6. This	gives	us	a	satisfying	analysis	of	moral	conflict,	soluble	and	insoluble,	that	does	not	lead	to	paradox.	
7. If	moral	dilemmas	are	conflicts	of	duties	sans	phrase,	we	should	deny	that	there	are	or	could	be	moral	

dilemmas.	
	
V.	MORAL	CONFLICT	AND	MORAL	REALISM	

1. Williams	also	thinks	moral	conflict	casts	doubt	on	cognitive	or	realist	metaethics.	 	There	are	several	
different	 strands	 in	 Williams’	 claims,	 which	 I	 discuss	 in	 my	 essay.	 	 One	 strand	 insists	 that	 moral	
conflicts	involve	inconsistent	moral	judgments	and	that	inconsistent	judgments	can’t	both	be	true.	

2. But	there	is	no	need	to	recognize	inconsistent	judgments	in	cases	of	moral	conflict.	
3. In	 cases	 of	 soluble	 conflicts	 among	 prima	 facie	 duties,	 there	 are	 reasons	 (of	 one	 kind)	 to	 do	A	 and	

reasons	(of	another	kind)	not	to	do	A	and	an	all-things-considered	duty	to	do	A,	because	the	reasons	in	
favor	 of	 A	 are	 stronger	 than	 the	 reasons	 against	 A.	 	 There	 are	 no	 conflicting	 all-things-considered	
duties,	only	the	duty	to	do	A.	 	The	prima	facie	duty	to	do	A	and	the	prima	facie	duty	not	to	do	A	are	
perfectly	consistent.	

4. In	cases	of	 insoluble	conflict,	there	are	conflicting	prima	facie	duties	that	are	consistent,	and	there	is	
only	one	all-things-considered	duty	—	the	disjunctive	duty	to	do	A	or	B	(and	not	some	third	thing).			

	
VI.	MARCUS	AND	THE	MODEL-THEORETIC	CONCEPTION	OF	CONSISTENCY	

1. Like	Williams,	Ruth	Marcus	is	a	friend	of	dilemmas,	and,	like	Williams,	her	arguments	for	recognizing	
moral	dilemmas	rest	on	a	misunderstanding	of	prima	facie	obligations	and	soluble	conflict,	addressed	
above.3	

2. Nonetheless,	we	might	agree	with	her	claim	that	we	have	a	second-order	obligation	to	minimize	the	
number	of	moral	conflicts,	whether	soluble	or	insoluble,	that	we	face,	at	least	if	we	can	do	so	without	
behaving	morally	worse	overall.		This	is	presumably	a	collective,	as	well	as	an	individual,	duty.	

3. Marcus	also	endorses	a	 standard	model-theoretic	 conception	of	 consistency	 for	moral	 requirements:	
two	 claims	 are	 consistent	 in	 this	 sense	 just	 in	 case	 there	 is	at	least	one	model	 or	 possible	world	 in	
which	they	are	both	true.			

4. If	we	are	cognitivists	or	realists	about	ethics,	shouldn’t	we	embrace	the	model-theoretic	conception	of	
ethical	consistency?	

	
VII.	COHEN	AND	THE	RULE-THEORETIC	CONCEPTION	OF	CONSISTENCY	

1. A	different	 conception	 of	 consistency	 is	 rule-theoretic:	 On	 one	 version	 of	 rule-theoretic	 consistency,	
rules	are	consistent	just	in	case	they	are	jointly	satisfiable	in	all	possible	worlds.	

2. Among	the	many	charms	of	Cohen’s	essay	“There	Are	No	Ties	at	First	Base,”	are	implicit	morals	about	
the	demands	of	consistency	for	rules	of	a	game.4	

	
2	David	O.	Brink,	“Moral	conflict	and	Its	Structure”	Philosophical	Review	103	(1994):	215-247.	
3	Ruth	Barcan	Marcus,	“Moral	Dilemmas	and	Consistency”	Journal	of	Philosophy	77	(1980):	121-36.		
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3. Cohen	noticed	 that	 the	 rules	of	baseball	 as	 constituted	 in	1990	 implied	 incompatible	verdicts	 about	
whether	a	runner	should	be	called	out	at	first	base	in	case	of	a	tie	at	the	bag	between	the	runner	and	
the	throw.	

4. Cohen	notes	the	following	inconsistent	triad	in	the	rules.	
a. A	batter	 is	out	 [only]	when	after	 a	 third	 strike	or	 after	he	hits	 a	 fair	ball,	 he	or	 first	base	 is	

tagged	before	he	touches	the	base	[Rule	6.05(j)].	
b. Any	runner	 is	out	when	he	 fails	 to	reach	the	next	base	before	a	 fielder	tags	him	or	the	base,	

after	he	has	been	forced	to	advance	by	reason	of	the	batter	becoming	a	runner	[Rule	7.08(e)].	
c. The	batter	becomes	a	runner	when	he	hits	a	fair	ball	[Rule	6.09(a)].	

5. (a)	implies	that	the	batter	is	safe	at	first	in	case	of	a	tie;	(b)	implies	that	base	runners	are	only	safe	if	
they	beat	the	throw;	and	(c)	implies	that	the	batter	is	a	base	runner.	

6. Together,	the	rules	imply	inconsistent	all-things-considered	verdicts	about	the	batter’s	status	in	case	of	
a	tie	at	first	base:	she	is	out,	and	she	is	safe.	

7. Cohen	viewed	this	inconsistency	as	rot	at	the	foundations	of	baseball.5	
8. When	Cohen	pressed	MLB	about	 the	 rot,	 they	 said	 that	 the	 issue	was	 resolved	because	 there	never	

have	been	any	ties	at	first	base.	
9. This	is	a	ridiculous	reply,	because	(a)	it	is	false,	(b)	even	if	it	was	true,	there	might	be	a	tie	in	tonight’s	

game,	and	(c)	it’s	irrelevant,	because	even	if	there	never	would	be	a	tie,	there	could	be,	and	the	rules	
are	defective	because	they	imply	in	that	situation	that	the	batter	is	both	out	and	safe.	

10. In	effect,	MLB’s	fiction	appeals	to	the	model-theoretic	conception	of	consistency.		Though,	if	they	had	
consulted	Marcus,	they	would	have	realized	that	they	didn’t	need	to	deny	that	there	had	ever	been	ties	
at	first;	it	would	have	been	enough	to	claim	that	there	is	a	possible	world	in	which	there	are	no	ties	at	
first!	

11. But	we	can	see	how	unsatisfactory	a	defense	of	a	system	of	rules	this	would	be.		Rules	are	inconsistent	
when	they	imply	incompatible	verdicts	about	any	possible	move	or	situation	in	the	game.		Games	must	
be	rule-theoretically,	rather	than	model-theoretically,	consistent.				

	
VIII.	CONSISTENCY	IN	ETHICS	
1. Though	I	am	a	realist	about	ethics,	ethics	is	also	prescriptive	and	purports	to	guide	conduct.	
2. If	so,	ethical	consistency	arguably	must	satisfy	the	more	robust	demands	of	rule-theoretic	consistency	

and	must	require	more	than	the	anemic	demands	of	model-theoretic	consistency.	
3. My	skepticism	about	genuine	moral	dilemmas	implies	that	an	acceptable	moral	code	will	never	imply	

contradictory	all-things-considered	moral	verdicts.		
	

	
4	Ted	Cohen,	“There	Are	No	Ties	at	First	Base”	Yale	Review	89	(1990):	314-22.	
5	MLB	subsequently	revised	7.08(e)	to	say,	 in	part,	 that	a	runner	 is	out	 if	“he	or	the	next	base	 is	 tagged	before	he	
touches	 the	 next	 base,	 after	 he	 has	 been	 forced	 to	 advance	 by	 reason	 of	 the	 batter	 becoming	 a	 runner,”	making	
7.08(e)	square	with	6.05(j)	and	6.09(a)	by	effectively	saying	that	the	tie	goes	to	the	runner	at	any	base.		There	is	no	
public	evidence	crediting	Cohen’s	interventions	for	the	change.	


