
MORAL DILEMMAS IN
MEDIEVAL THOUGHT

The history of moral dilemma theory often ignores the medieval
period, overlooking the sophisticated theorizing by several thinkers
who debated the existence of moral dilemmas from around 1150 to
1450. In this book, M. V. Dougherty offers a rich and fascinating
overview of the debates which were pursued by medieval philoso-
phers, theologians, and canon lawyers, illustrating his discussion with
a diverse range of examples of the moral dilemmas which they consid-
ered. He shows that much of what seems particular to twentieth-
century moral theory was well known long ago – especially the
view of some medieval thinkers that some forms of wrongdoing are
inescapable, and their emphasis on the principle ‘choose the lesser of
two evils’. His book will be valuable not only to advanced students
and specialists of medieval thought, but also to those interested in the
history of ethics.

m. v. dougherty is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Ohio
Dominican University. He is the editor of Pico della Mirandola: New
Essays (Cambridge, 2008).
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A man swears to keep secrets in silence. Afterwards the one to whom he
swore reveals both adultery and a plan to kill his adulteress’s husband.
It seems that the swearer is in a dilemma, because if he is silent he
becomes an accomplice to homicide, and if he reveals the secret, he
becomes guilty of perjury.

Gregory the Great, Moralia

It seems that someone can be in a dilemma between minor sins. For
example, a man promises to drink more than he is able. If he drinks
that much, he sins. If he breaks his promise, he also sins.

Glossa ordinaria on Gratian’s Decretum

Sometimes it happens that a fly, or a spider, or some other poisonous
creature falls into the chalice after the priest has said the words of
consecration at Mass. If the priest drinks from the chalice, he appears
to sin by killing himself or by tempting God. If he does not drink,
he sins by acting against the statute of the church. Consequently, the
priest seems to be in a dilemma and unable to avoid sinning.

Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae
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The Philosophy Documentation Center granted permission to incorpo-
rate revised excerpts of three previously published articles into the fourth
and fifth chapters of this book. The original publications were: “Perplexity
simpliciter and perplexity secundum quid: a look at some contemporary
appeals to St. Thomas Aquinas,” International Philosophical Quarterly 41
(2001), 469–80; “Thomas Aquinas and divine command theory,” Proceed-
ings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 76 (2002), 153–64;
“Moral dilemmas and moral luck: reckoning with the Thomistic ethical
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tradition,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 78
(2004), 233–46.

Kurt Pritzl, OP, Richard Taylor, and John Jones have provided helpful
guidance to me over the years, and I am pleased to mention my gratitude
to them. My parents, Mike and Gilda, have been a continuous source of
support in all of my studies. My two young sons, Thomas and Benedict,
have managed to extract their father from the Middle Ages on many
occasions, and they are a source of great joy. This book is dedicated to
my wife, Michelle Ruggaber Dougherty, whose careful comments have
improved its content, and whose love has improved its author.
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