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Relevance and

Conflict Problems

Trio kesoLution of the more ditheult moral problems
and the more sharply controverted moral issues often rc'quircs
us to make determinations about which considerations are rel-
evant, and, when the relevant considerations conflict with one
another, to deterimine what course of action the stronger rea-
sons indicate. In dealing with actual problemns, making such
determinations can be very hard indeed. Often, this is the
problem.

There 1s very general agreement, for example, that it 1s
morally wrong to hire someone to kill a person to advance
ane’s career, to case financial burdens, or to relieve oneself ot a
burdensome dependent. It 1s a matter of great controversy,
however, whether this consideration is relevant to the question
ol whether it 1s morally wrong for a pregnant woman to hire
someenc to destrov the tetus within her to advance her carcer,
and so on. This is an example of what T will call a “relevance
problem.” and it 15 a particularly ditheult relevanee problem.
Conflict problenis, on the other hand, are engendered by sit-
uvations in which two or more relevant considerations indicate
contrary courses of action. Public officials, for example, have a
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responsibility to preserve public order and safety. They also
should protect individuals who are innocent of any offenses
from arrest and judicial punishment. In a time of widespread
rioting, looting, and disorder, measures necessary to control
disturbances that threaten public order —mass arrests and sum-
mary trials, for example —may also substantially increase the
possibility that innocent individuals will be arrested and pun-
ished. In this situation, to What extent is it justifiable to risk
punishing innocent people in order to control riots? How far
may public ofhicials risk the public’s safety to protect individu-
als from miscarriages of justice? The answers to these ques-
tions will require a determination of the relative importance of
these considerations in the particular situation.
Exis[ing't_henrics in moral philosophy are of less help than
one would like in solving ditficult normative moral problems.
One reason for this is that such theories, for various reasons,
do not in a useful w;{y address the question of how the deter-
minations necessary to solve relevance and conflict problems
properly are made. Most theories, in one way or another, deny
the existence of the problem. Classical utilitarians hold that
there is but one moral consideration and that this consider-
ation admits of quantitative determination and comparison.
Some theorists who follow Kant suppose that since they recog-
nize but onc fundamental principle, conflict problems do not

“arise. Théorists who recognize several moral principles or con-

siderations either suppose that we can simply see (intuit) which
consideration takes precedence in particular cases where these
conflict, or make it a requirement for a satisfactory set of prin-
ciples or consicderations that these not conflict in actual cascs.
A number of theoretical devices are used to forestall such con-
flicts. All these theories are open to scrious objections, and
actua) moral controversy remains embroiled with relevance and
conflict problems.

Such at any rate is my contention. Relevance and conflict
problems are real—no theoretical conjuring will make them

7]




Muoral Relevance and Mural Confiict

disappear. Further, moral relevance and conflict problems are
ublquitous; their sotution is a crucial task of practical reason.
I 1t should turn out that such problems do not admit of solu-
tion by rational means, then it is not clear why moral consid-
erations should be of great concern to those committed to seck-
ing intelligent, reasoned solutions to the problems of Jiving.
We might choose for sentimental reasons to cherish the ways
ol our ancestors, like atheists celebrating Christmas, but the
bady of considerations loosely vathered under the heading of
“morality” will fail too often to serve as resources for the intel-
ligent conduct of life.

Western moral philosophy since Plato is substantially con-
cerned with responding to a certain sort of moral skepticism.
From our present perspective within this philosophical tradi-
tion, the most important things in the ethical theories of Plato,
Aristotle, Hume, and Kant are connected with their efforts to
show why moral considerations matter at all. For various rea-
sons, we get little help from these philosophers with the ques-
tions of what to do in a particular case when the relevance of
these considerations is in dispute or where relevant consider-
ations conflict.

The failure of these theories to address these questions in a
satisfactory way actually undermines the effectiveness of the
theortes as refutations of moral skepticism. In the eyes of thought-
ful individuals, the dithculty of the intellectual task of deter-
mining relevance and harmonizing conflicts of considerations
in controversial and complex moral problems lends a certain
plausibility to the claim that there are no right solutions to
such problems. Unless the skeptical claim that there is no way
to determine objectively which solutions are correct is met head
on, the suspicion will remain that it is impossible in principle

to resobve important moral disagreements by rational means.
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1 ¢:LaM that relevance problems are real and very com-
mon. Most moral theorists, however, ignore relevance problems
and maintain that conflicts among moral considcrations are
only apparent, that upon a careful scrutiny the conflicts disap-
pear, Very generally, there are two different and incompatible
theorctical bases for denying the reality of conflict problems.
One type of view holds that although there appear to be many
different moral considerations that from time to time conflict
with one another, actually this appearance is misleading. Therc
is really but one relevant consideration in any moral problem,
according to such views; the many apparently different consid-
erations are somchow reducible to a single consideration. Accord-
ing to classical act-utilitarianism, for example, there is but one
valid practical consideration — maximizing utility. Anything else
that scems to be a consideration really matters only insofar as
it contributes to such maximization. On the second sort of
view that denies the reality of conflict problems, many irre-
ducibly different moral considerations exist, but these consid-
erations never really conflict. They only seem to conflict because
our conceptions of the considerations are vague, imprecise, or
incomplete. Clarity and definiteness also clear up any difli-
culties about the relevance of these considerations.

It is tempting to suppose that on any single-consideration
moral theory there cannot be conflict problems and that rele-
vance problems are simplified because one need worry only
about the relevance of the single consideration. If, however,
one counts as single-consideration views ethical theories that
recognize but one (ultimate) principle, not all such views escape
serious difficulties with refevance and conflict problems. This
will be apparent to anyone who has attempted to apply to a
selection of actual moral problems the “supreme principle of
morality” as Kant sets it out in the Grundlegung zur Metaphysik
der Sitten.” Kant's principle encounters difficulties with relevance

1. G. E. M. Anscombe pointed out that Kant's principle about unmiversal
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and contlict problerns not because of some feature unique to 1,
nor is this a problem only for “formalist” single-principle theo-
ries. Consider Ruth Barcan Marcus's example: “Under the sin-
gle principle of promise keeping, | might make two promises
in all good [aith and reason that they will not conflict, but they
do. as a result of circumstances that were unpredictable and
beyond my control ™

Frus i theoretical expediency of recognizing but one
ultimate or overriding practical principle will not necessarily
exempt us from difliculties with relevance and conflict prob-
lems. Classical uttlitarianism, however, is a kind of single-

izing maxims—one formulation of the supreme principle —is “useiess with-
out stipulations as o what shall count as a relevan deseripion of an action
witha view (o ronstructing a masin about it ("Modern Moral Philosophy,”

Philosophy 33 11958], 2}, Kant is able to argue with some plausibility thar i

my maxim is to refuse help to a person in desperate need who asks e for
help, T canmot will that my maxini hold as a universal law —such a law
would rob e of help in such circiinstances. Suppose 1 make it my policy
(i.e.. my maxim) 1o refuse to help children. 1, an aduit, would not be rolhed

of help by the curreney of i law that permitted retusing to help children. OF

tourse, a child is a person, but why for the purposes of deseribing iny maxim
is 1L not rleant that the person who asks for my help is a chedd? Answers
suggest themsclves, but developing a plausible answer on Kant's behall is a
ditficult business. What one secks here is a criterion of moral reley ance.
Kant claimed that when 1 eell o lie, 1 cannot will my maxim to become a
universal law. T consider a situation in which the only way [ ean help some-
one in sevious difficulty is by lving, Here two duties supposedly derivalle
trom the same principle conflict with each other. Kants discussion of this
particular contlict is netoriously implausible, (See Kant, "On a Supposed
Right 10 Tell Lies trom Benevolent Motives,” in Kant's Crittqiee of Practical
Reaxon and Other Wirky on the Theory of Ethies, el and 1rans. 1. K. Abbont
[London: Longmans, Green, 19091,y The disunction between “perfeer” and
“imperfeet” duties, together with the claim thar the Tormer always take pre-
cedence over the arter is an unpromising hasis (or an account of how con-
fhews between duties are properly resolved. Several problems for Kant's inoral
phitosophy intersect at this point.

2. Rurth Barcan Marcus, “Moral Dilemmas and Moral Consisteney”,
Swrnal of Phufoophy 77 (19804, 125
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consideration view that apparently precludes conflicts. In a par-
ticular situation, each of two contrary alternative courses of
action may promote utility, but this does not create a conflict
for utilitarians. Their principle does not tell them to promote
utility? wherever the opportunity presents itself; the principl.c
prescribes maximizing wiility, Utility is quantifiable wherever it
occurs. The only consideration that indicates acting is that an
act is reasonably expected to produce more utiity than any
alternative. If two contrary alternative acts will produce equal
amounts of utihity, the choice between them is morally indif-
ferent. That a possible act will produce more utility than any
alternatives is always a relevant consideration; on this view,
there are no other candidates for the status of relevant consid-
eration.

The ease with which this sort of utilitarianism avoids diffi-
culties with relevance and conflict problems is a very attractive
feature of the view, and some people are drawn to the theory
despite the fact that the claim that there 1s but one overniding
moral consideration contradicts appearances — that is, there do
scem to be many different such considerations. For one thing,
if one surveys the arguments of serious individuals for their
positions on such vexed moral issues as disarmament, the insan-
ity defense in the criminal law, and infanticide for nconates
with severe defects, a great many different considerations appear
to be involved. Stuart Hampshire's general observation is an
eloquent description of how things seem.

The ways of Life which men aspire to and admire and wish
w enjoy are normally a balance between, and combination of,
disparate elements; and this is so, partly because human beings
are not so constructed that they have just one overriding con-
cern or end, one ovt‘rl‘iding interest, or even a few overriding
desires and interests. They find themselves trying to reconcile,
and to assign priorites to, widely diflerent and diverging and
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changing concerns and interests, both mthm the single life oi
an individual, and within a single society.

Yet despite the fact that there appear to be mény different
moral considerations, the advantages of a smgk -consideration
theory such as utilitarianism make such views highly attrac-
tive. Although the various versions of utilitarianism scem in a
number of ways a bad fit with generally acvepted moral beliefs
and practices, these existing beliels and practices are by no
means beyond criticism. It is thus possible for utilitarians to
fault the data rather than their theories for certdin dmitpan-
cies. The appeal of utilitarianism lies in its promise to provide
for the hwnane, tough-minded individual a way of resolving
complex moral problems and disagreements by rational means.
All considerations involved in a problem can be reduced to a
single consideration that is sufficiently quantifiable to make
possible direct comparisons of the quantity of good v be
expected as the outcome of each alternative. Utilitarianism has
its cithiculties, but if one accepts the view that there is in the
last analysis but one relevant good and that this cornes in quanta,
the conclusion that the best thing to do is 10 produce as much
ol it as possible is irresistible. The notion that goods are irre-
ducibly multiple, on the other hand, seems to the utilitarian to
entail the existence of moral conflict that is irresolvable by
rational means. When irreducibly different mora) considerations
contlict, there is apparently no way rationally and objectively
to compare, weigh, and balance them against one another to
determine which is properly more compelling. It is the view
that conflicts between irreducibly different morat considerations
cannot be resolved by rational means, rogether with the con-

G Swart Havepshiee, Touww Theories of Moraling (Oxtord: Oxford Universiry
Pressc 1977), ppo 1718, See also Chartes Tavlor, “The Diversity of Goods "
o Amartya Sen and Bernard Wilhans, eds. . Eifitarianism and Bryond
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19820, pp. 120- (44,
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viction that a morality worthy of an intelligent person’s respect
and allegiance must offer the possibility of reasoned solutions
to proi)lcms and disagreements, that underlies the adherence
of many people to utilitarianism.

Utilitarianism is criticized on a variety of grounds; it is a
beleaguered theory. Critics argue that various versions of util-
itarianism fail to square in too many ways with existing prac-
tices and beliefs. The ingenious and often complicated devices
used by utilitariéms to bring their theories more into harmony
with the data often seem ad hoc and unconvincing. Particu-
larly troubling to many is the fear that utilitarianism advocates
abandoning certain precious goods when the consequences of
so doing will maximize utility. So, it is feared, such things as
the murder of the innocent, the betrayal of friends, and the
commission of injustices will be justified in the eyes of utilitarians
when by such means the general welfare can be increased.*

Modifications in classical act-utilitarianism designed to make
the view less incongruous with actual moral beliefs may have
the result that the revised view can no longer give the classical
utilitarian answer to the question of how conflict problems are
properly resolved. It has been suggested recently that we can
retain the prinaple that we should maximize overall good,
while allowing the possibility of a plurality of irreducibly dif-
terent goods. Tt is also proposed that this revised view, a form
of “tonsequentialism,” should allow that there are certain con-
straints upon this principle that enable us to take nto account
how good 1s distributed and to pursue projects other than max-

4. See for example Alan Donagan, “Is There a Credible Form of
Utilitarianism?", and H. J. McCloskey, “A Non-Utilitanian Approach tw
Punishment.” in Michacl . Bayles, ed., Conternporary Utilitanianivm {(Garden
Cuy. N.Y.: Doubleday, 1968). See also John Rawls. A Theory of fustice
(C‘-aﬁnbridqu: Harvard University Press, 1971), pp. 14, 22-27, and Bernard
Williams. “A Critique of Etilitarianism.” in J. J. C. Smart and B. Williams,
Untitarianivin: For and Against (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1473).
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imizing the overall good 1n certain circumstances.” The utili-
tarian who abandons the classical view to move to such a posi-
tion pays a price. The revised view can no longer offer the
atilitarian response to the question of how conflict problems
are properly resolved. What is relinquished here is one of the
most attractive features of utilitarianism. It is not clear, more-
over, how this revised view wiil deal with conflicts between the
various different considerations it recognizes,

THE osvious theoretical means of guarding against the
possibility of the unwelcome results of utilitarianism which its
critics fear is 1o lay down a number of different principles that
explicitly prohibit such outcomes. These principles might be
given one of several different philosophical bases. In the con-
text of a broadly utilitarian view, these principles might be
thought to be justihable by relerence to a single, quantifiable
good. The result would be rule-utilitarianism. On the other
hand, thase several principles might be given a deontological
basis, or they might be thought of as protecting a variety of
irreducibly different goods.®

However we conceive the basis of these several principles
designed to guard against the possible unwelcome results of
act-utilitarianism, it is clear that by adopting such principles
we are comnmitied to recognizing a mulniplicity of different prac-
tical considerations. How, in particular cases, are we to cstab-
lish the relevance of such considerations, and how are we to
resolve conflicts among them?

5. See Sarnucl Schetler, The Rejection of Comequentiatiom (Oxferd: Clarendon
Press, 1982), for a discussion of such a view

G, For o briel discussion of the disunction between act- and rule-
utilitarianism. with turther references, see Jof G Smarct and Bernard Wil-
Lams, Ubiditarianiim: For and Againsi, pp. 9=12. For an oxaniple of a multiple-
principle deantological theory, see John Finnis, Natwal Law and Natural
Rivhts {Oxtord: Clarendon Press, 1980y,
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It may seem that a rule-utilitarian can have recourse to the
principie of utility to resolve relevance and conflict problems:
A consideration is to be relevant in a particular case just in
case utility is maximized by taking it into account; when two
considerations are in conflict, the principle of utility is used to
determine what ta do. ‘When we consider, however, that the
rule-utilitarian adopts those several principles in the hope that
certain foreseen unwelcome results of the use of the principle
of utility will be forestalled, the use of the utilitarian principle
in this way to solve relevance and conflict problems is seen to
be at odds with the rule-utilitarian enterprise. It is not surpris-
ing that some rule-utilitarians look to other means to explain
how relevance and conflict problems are properly resolved.”’

A common response from perspectives that recognize many
considerations to the question of how relevance and conflict
problems are properly resolved is to deny, in effect, that such
problems occur. So, for example, it might be held that moral-
ity consists in a collection of hard-and-fast rules. which are
actually very complicated, with a great many conditions and
exceptions built into them. 'Thus, many cases that appear to
engender a conflict of rules would turn out upon scrutiny to be
cases in which one (or more) of the apparently conflicting rules
does not apply, because of an exception built into the rule
itself. On this view, what T describe as the ubiquity of situa-
tions posing relevance and conflict problems is to be under-
stood as the way things appear to one who has a vague and
crude conception of moral rules. A more precise and sophisti-
cated understanding —one that has the rules right in all their
complexity —will cnable one to see that it is clear when the
rules are and are not relevant and that the rules actually do
not conflict in such cases. Another related view holds that the
rules of morality are ranked in order of precedence, so if two

-

7. Sec. far cxample, R. B. Brandt, 4 Theory of the Good and the Right
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), pp. 286-296.

[15]
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rules do conflict in a particular case, the higher-ranking rule
takes precedence #

Attemnpts to articulate unexceptionable moral rules or Sys-
tems of hard-and-fast moral principles ranked in order of pre-
cedence have not te¢ date met with notable success. This by
iselt does not show that such programs are unfeasible. It is
appropriate, however, to ask the proponents of such prograrms
how we are to know whcn they have succeeded in producing
correct (valid, true) formulations of unexceptivnable moral prin-
ciples. How is one to know that this particular set of principles,
applied in an invariant order, will always, in. every circum-
stance, prescribe exactly what one should do? If the principles
1IN question are many and complicated, these questlons will be
especially troublesone. That a principle strikes one upon reflec-
tion as being in accord with one’s experience and one's under-
standing of morality — that the principle accords with enc’s intu-
iions (however ‘intuition’ is understood)—does not establish
that the principle really is correct. Someone with a lively sense
of the complexity of practical atlairs and an appreciation of his
or her own fallibility in judgment will not confidently accept
the claim that a certain set of complicated practical principles
iy correct solely on the grounds that on reflection the principles
seem correct. It does not take much reflection on the extent
and depth of disagreement among people on moral matters to
convince us that there is no reasonable hope for a consensus
that a given complicated set of moral principles invariably gives
the correct result in concrete situations.

- One response (o the difficulty of establishing that a particu-
lar set of many complicated moral principles is correct is to
attemnpt to show that these many principles can be deduced
from a very few general principles that are thought to be fun-
damental. Different theorists favor different fundamental prin-

8. For a discussion of this theorcticnl device, see Rawls, /A Theory of Jus-
free, pp. A0-45
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ciples, and, again, there is little progress toward agreement in
this enterprise. Lack of unqualified success so far is not a con-
clusive argument against the feasibility of such programs, but
we might turn the question around and ask what reason there
is to suppose thau such a program can succeed. Underlying
these efforts, often, is the assumption that moral principles
form a deductive system, This is an extraordinary assumption.
Why should it be supposed that our knowledge of what ought
to be, unlike our knowledge of what is, takes the form of a
mathematical system? Why should we be Pythagoreans in eth-
ical theory??

- The thesis that most or all conflicts of moral considerations
are only apparent because moral principles have an invariant
order of precedence or because unexceptionable moral princi-
ples have enough conditions built into them that they do not
conflict, involves the assumption that all soluble moral prob-
lems are, in the principles of morality themselves, decided in
advance. How could a set of practical principles anticipate the
continual and extensive changes in the human condition? Only
very general principles could, with any plausibility at all. be said
to apply in all of the diverse cultural and physical circum-
stances that have obtained throughout human history. But these
are not the sort of principles envisioned by the absolutist. Some-
one who claims to have discovered such principles as the abso-
lutist requires is claiming to have found principles that auto-

9. In the course of criticizing certain arguments for the thesis that there
must exist very general exceptioniess moral principles, J. B. Schrjwewmd
points out that some of these arguments depend upon the assumption that
“the reasoning needed in morality is purely deductive.” Schneewind makes
the point that 1t is possible 10 construe moral principles and their lIlfL‘l’t‘[‘lt'l'd]
relations to one ancther on other models than that of axioms in a deductive
system. See “Moral Knowledge and Moral Principles,” Knowledpe and Neces-
sity, Royal Institute of Philosophy Lectures 3 (1968-69), 249-262. This essay
ih-rvpri‘mvd i Stanlev Hauerwas and Alasdair Maclntyre, ods.. Rafuni(m.\:
Changing Perspectives in AMoral Philvsophy (Notre Dame: Urniversity of Notre
Diame Press, 1983), pp. 113-126.

[17]




Moral Retevance and Moral Conflict

matically provide the correet solntion tor every soluble moral

problem, past, present, and future. How could anyone have
suthcient grounds for such a claim?"

Trrtaxonony or dlassification of philosophical theories
15 a difficult business, and it is untortunately apt to lead to
misunderstanding and confusion rather than illumination. 1
am embarked upon this, however, and I want (o be as clear as
possible. T have distinguished two types of views, common in
moral theorics, that pertain to the questton of how conflicts
among cousiderations are properly resolved. 1 will call these
the “Utilitarian Response”™ and the “Absolutist Response” to
this question. These are natural labels to use for a distinction |
make for a philosophical purpese. It is important to bear in
mind, however, that not every moral theory that might be clas-
sified as a utilitarian moral theory offers what 1 call the Utili-
tarian Response to the question of how to resolve conflicts,
I want to distinguish kinds of responses by moral theorists
to the following question:

Q. In a concrete practical problem, when one relevant consid-
eration indicates one course ol action and other relevant
considerations indicate CONnrary courses, how does one prop-

erly determine which consideration{s) is (are) decisive —i ¢,
which course of action is supported hy the strongest ren-
sons?

In briet, what I call the Utilitarian Response o Q is:

In any prictical problem | there is but one relevant consider-
anon, utility, and utility comes in quanta. The course of action

thist is reasonahly expected o result in the most utihity — maore

1O this poine see Avthar £ Murphy, The Theary of Practial Reason
ClacSalle T Open Clowt, 1967, P 200-208,
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“utility than any of the alternatives —is the course of aection indi-
cated by the strongest reason.

What I call the Absolutist Response is, briefly:

There exists a varicty of irreducibly ditferent practical consid-
erations. These considerations. however, properly understoad.,
never conflict with one another in actual practical problems.
The problem described in Q never really arises.

Here, then, arc two ways in which ethical theorists respond
to the question, what should a reasonable person of good will
do in a situation in which relevant considerations indicate con-
trary courses of action? Both responses rest upon the assump-
tions that (1) genuine conflicts between irreducibly different moral
considerations could not be resolved by rational mcans, and
(2} all or most moral problems can (in principle) be solved by
rational means. Both responses claim that vexing moral prob-
lems that appear 10 involve conflicts really do not—that on a
closer scrutiny of the considerations, the conflict disappears.
Both ways of dealing with these problems involve such pro-
found difhiculties and are open to such serious objections that a
scarch for a viable alternative is indicated.

When struck by the multiplicity of different practical con-
siderations and- the implausibility of the idea that there exist
ready-made, hard-and-fast rules that in every case tell us the
right thing to do, we may be tempted by what T will call the
“Intuitionist Response” —the account of how to deal with con-
thict problems that was defended by W. D. Ross."* On this
view, there exist many moral considerations that may at times

be in genuine conflict withr one another. The determination of

which considerations should yield when two or more consider-
attons conflict 1s not governed by any rule or principle. That

T WD Rass, The Right and the Goed (Oxlord: Clarendon Press, 1930,

chap. 2.

19]
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certain things are in general moral considerations 15, on this
view, sclf-evident. Reasonable, well-brought-up individuals are
able to judge in particular cases which considerations are deci-
sive, although no general principle can be cited to justify the
Judgment and no general account can be given of how this
properly is done. This, then, is the Intuitionist Response to Q:

There exists a variety of irreducibly different considerations
that do come into conflict with one another in practical prob-
lems. There are no general principles that indicate which con-
siderations prevail in these problems, and no general account
can be given of how properly o determine which consider-
ations prevail, [t is possible, however, to Judge or intuit correctly
which considerations are the stronger in a particular situation.

This view, however, provides only the appearance of an
account of how conflict problems are properly resolved. One
simply judges or intuits on such a view which consideration
properly is decisive. No basis is provided for distinguishing
between arbitrarily declaring a consideration decisive and cor-
rectly judging it decisive. This view is in the end indistinguish-
able from the view that genuine conflict problems are not resolv-
able by rational means.'?

Not every intuitionist moral theory offers the Intuitionist
Response to Q. Intuitionist theories arve characterized by their
appeal at crucial peints to the self-evidence of certain claims.
They maintain that certain things are known (o be true inde-
pendently of any external evidence or any argument. Certain
truths, on such theories, proclaim their truth directly to the
understanding. So an intuitionist theorist might hold that a
number of diferent maral principles are self-cvident. but give
the Absolutist Response (o the question of what to do if such
moral principles contlict.

12, This ix the conclusion of 1. 1), Raphacl in “The Standard of Morals.”
Froceedingy of the Arstoteliun Suciety 75 (1974-70), 1-12,

[20]
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The Intuitionist Response to the problem of conflicting con-
siderations has seemed attractive to moral theorists who are
impressed by the difhiculties with the Utilitarian and Absolut-
ist Responses. Thus Ross offers his account as one that fits the
facts better than either “Kants view” (interpreted as offering
the Abhsolutist Response) or the utilitarian views of “Professor
Moore and Dr. Rashdall.”"" J. O. Urmson concludes an arti-
cle entitled “A Defense of Intuitionism” with these words.

1f it be recognized that there is a plurality of primary moral
reasons for action, the complexity of many situations seems to
me to make it implausible to suppose that we are guided (p.re.-
sutnably unwittingly) by any decision-procedure when we w&IIgh
up the pros and cons. T also doubt whether our moral beliefs
have the internal harmony requisite for a decision-procedure
be even theeretically possible. This leaves us with the need for
an intuitive weighing up of reasons; since this seems o be not
an irrational anomaly but our ordinary predicament with regard
to reasons in most fields, T ind this conclusion neither surpris-
ing not unduly distressing.’?

There 1s something to be said for the claims of Ross and
Urmson that their account is more congruent with what actu-
ally goes on in the practical thinking of reasonable people than
the accounts employing the Utlitarian and Absolutist Responses.
Actual practice 1s far too complex to be accommodated to the
simple picture offered by the latter accounts. The response
that actual practice is confused and inconsistent might ha.ve
force il either of these latter accounts seemed adequate on its
own, When one considers the serious philosophical difficulties
that beset these views, however, this response is weak. In the
mood generated by these reflections, the Intuitionist Response

13, Ross, The Right and the Good, pp. 17-19. . .
14, ]. O, Urmson, "A Defense of Intuitionism,” Proceedings of the Aristote-
han Swctety 73 (1974-75), 119,

[21]
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can be tempting. % Yet the accounts offering the Intuitionist
Response are in a crucial respect perilously thin, What, on
these views, s the difference between “intuitively weighing rea-
sons for and against” and arbitrarily selecting one reason over
another? What is the standard for doing such weighing cor-
mfl'yf‘ Unless there are answers to such questions, a remark
made by Ludwig Wittgenstein, in a different but related context,
is apt: “In the present case. I have no criterion of correctness.
‘One would like to say: Whatever is going to seem right to me
1s right. And that only mcans that here we can’t talk about
‘right’.” 1

It is not by oversight that the proponents of the Intuitionist
Response provide no answer to the question of how one distin-
guishes between correct and incorrect determinations of which
reason is stronger. The matter looks this way to the proponent
of the Intuitionist Response: 1f an argument could be pro-
duced to make a case for the superiority of one solution to a
conflict problem over another, the argument must involve an
appeal to one or more general considerations or principles that imply
that one of the conflicting considerations takes precedence over
the others. If we allow the existence of such gencral princi-
pie(s}, however, the Intuitionist belicves, we find ourselves in
the end embracing either the Absolutist Response or the Util-
itarian Response.

[t the possible views about how conflict problems are prop-
erly resolved are exhausted by the Intuitionist, the Absolutist,
and the Uulitarian Response, and if (as seems to be the case)
none of these views iy satisfactory, then we must conclude that
solutions to conflict problems cannot be defended before the
court of reason. This conclusion, given the ubiquity and itmpor-

15, For a discussion of the conception of reasoning in the views of Raphact
and Urmson, sve Frederick Lo Will, “Pragmaric Rationality ™ Phitosophical
Divestegntions 8 (1985), 120-142

16, Ludwiy Wittgenstein, Phrlosophical Tnvestigatiuns. trans, G, E. M.
Anscombe {New York: Macmillan, 1953), Part 1. See. 238, p. 92e.
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tance of conflict problems in our lives, would constitu.te. a sig-
nificant victory for skepticism and irrationalism. It is worth
considering, then, why these three responses seem the only
possible answers to question Q and inquiring whether there
might not be other, better responses.

[23]




