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The principal aim of this book is to develop and defend an analysis of the
concept of moral obligation. The analysis is neutral regarding competing
substantive theories of obligation, whether consequentialist or deontolog-
ical in character. It seeks to generate new solutions to a range of philo-
sophical problems concerning the concept of obligation and its application.
Among the topics treated are deontic paradoxes, the supersession of
obligation, conditional obligation, prima facie obligation, actualism and
possibilism, dilemmas, supererogation, and cooperation. By virtue of its
normative neutrality, the analysis provides a theoretical framework within
which competing substantive theories of obligation can be developed and
assessed.
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Preface

On October 18, 1993, the News and Record of Greensboro, North Carolina,
carried the following item:

Dear Ann Landers: I am 37 years old and have never married. I dated a 35-year-
old divorced man for five years. “Jack” and I were very much in love. I wore
his engagement ring for a year, and we talked of marriage, but we bickered a
lot. T assumed this was just our style of communication.

We decided to get premarital counseling about our never-ending arguments.
One counselor said our values were too different. Another counselor said we
were made for each other. I postponed the wedding because Jack wouldn’t
continue with the counseling. Also, he wanted to elope, and I wanted a church
wedding.

Last January, I went over to Jack’s house and caught him with his secretary.
It turned out this 21-year-old gorgeous thing had moved in with him. Jack
insists that he doesn’t love her, but she cooks and cleans for him, which I never
did.

Ann, we've been seeing each other behind the secretary’s back. We agree
that we love each other, but he’s afraid he hasn’t the will-power or self-disci-
pline to remain true to me. I still want to marry him.

I went to a doctor who told me I was depressed. I've tried dating other men,
but I have no desire for them. What should I do?

Indianapolis Dilemma

I record this for two reasons. First, its comic value. Perhaps, as you were
reading it, a slight smile played over your lips. I hope so; the rest of this book
is dead serious and will afford very little opportunity for amusement.

The second reason is this. A preface should let the reader know what to
expect from a book, and I want you to know that you should not expect an
answer to Indianapolis’s question, even if the “should” in her “What should
I do?” is a moral one. Nor should you expect answers to any questions
remotely like hers. Some people seem to think that the task of moral phi-
losophy is simply to provide answers to such questions; if you are among

X
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these, then this book will sorely disappoint you and I advise you to read no
further. Once, many years ago, I wrote a paper on the relation between
intrinsic value and the appropriateness of pleasure, and I submitted it
to a leading philosophy journal. One referee recommended rejection,
saying:

Actual cases of moral questions and issues are hardly mentioned; yet what else
is morality about except Joan wondering whether to leave her husband or have
an abortion, Albert wondering whether to tell his grandmother what her doc-
tor just told him, or whether a new bike would spoil his son? That Albert and
Joan would find this paper totally irrelevant to their dilemmas, even if they were
philosophers and understood it, seems to me to sit very differently than the idea
of the ordinary man who knows his coffee-cup is real not being interested in
The Theory of Knowledge or Science, Perception, and Redlity... If I were advising
Joan, I would tell her to go and read The French Lieutenant’s Woman, and not
this paper, and I consider that a wholly legitimate criticism of a piece of philo-
sophical ethics.

I hope you are as appalled by this as I still am. (If not, then, again, please
read no further.) I have found that this referee’s attitude is by no means an
isolated one, but I find it quite baffling. Joan’s situation, whatever it is, may
be a difficult one, and certainly moral philosophers may legitimately try
their hands at resolving it; but it had never been my intention in the paper
even to pretend to be concerned with the resolution of such matters, and
to claim that such resolution is the only legitimate task of moral philosophy
is utterly preposterous. At any rate, this book attempts something quite dif-
ferent and much less ambitious.

A great deal of contemporary moral philosophy is concerned with find-
ing answers to such general substantive questions as what it is that makes
right acts right, what the various virtues and their interrelations are, what
constitutes a proper excuse for vile behavior, and so on. These are all very
important questions, and moral philosophers (some of them, anyway) are
especially well equipped to handle them. But, again, it is not with such
ambitious questions as these that this book has to do.

No, the focus of this inquiry is a concept: the concept of moral obliga-
tion. The main question that is addressed is not what it is that Joan (or
Albert, or Indianapolis) ought to do in particular, nor what it is that makes
an act obligatory in general; it is, rather, what it is for an act to be obligato-
ry. The task that I have set myselfis thus one of conceptual cartography, of
mapping the contours of the concept of moral obligation. The goal is sim-
ply that of understanding this concept better. This may be a modest goal,
but I have found its achievement difficult.

X
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What follows, then, is an unabashed exercise in metaethics. Although
you won't find in it an answer to Indianapolis’s predicament, you will find
answers to these questions (and many more besides): What is the relation
between “ought” and “good”? If someone ought to do each of two things,
ought he to do both? If he ought to do both, ought he to do each? If some-
one ought to do something but cannot do it without doing something else,
ought he to do the something else? What are imperfect duties? Does
“ought” apply only to actions, or does it have broader scope? Ought one
to be perfect? Does “ought” imply “can”? If so, can someone divest him-
self of an obligation simply by rendering himself unable to fulfill it? Can
someone succeed in sloughing off an obligation through sheer laziness? Can
someone be obligated to do something he cannot avoid doing? Can some-
one have an excuse for doing something that it was not wrong for him to
do? Can something that it was obligatory to do become wrong? Can some-
thing that it was wrong to do become obligatory? Are there gradations of
obligation and wrongdoing? Can there be obligations without rights? Can
someone be obligated to do, or to cause himself to do, wrong? If one per-
son ought to advise another to do something, ought the latter to do that
thing? Can someone (Indianapolis, say) be in a genuine moral dilemma?
‘What is the relation between wrongdoing and guilt? Can one go beyond
the call of duty? Can it be right to prevent someone from doing what’s
right? Can two wrongs make a right? If questions like these interest you,
please read on.

(Interlude on political correctness. In the last paragraph, I have used
“he” in what is intended as a gender-neutral manner. I am quite aware —
who these days could not be? — that some find this objectionable. In reply,
let me simply quote Judith Thomson, who has recently stated, with cus-
tomary eloquence, exactly what [ would want to say:

On the other hand, “she” is no better. Indeed, it is in two ways worse. In the
first place, prose should be transparent, like a pane of glass through which one
sees the thoughts behind it; the use of “she” for these purposes is like a smudge
on the pane — it captures the attention. In the second place, those who now use
“she” in this way are making a moral point in doing so, a moral point I think
entirely right; but it is annoying to have that moral point introduced (with the
back of the hand, as it were) into matters it has no connection with — one feels
nagged. All the same, “he or she” very soon yields impossible clutter."

I would merely add that “one” also very soon yields impossible clutter,
while “they” simply generates barbarisms.)

1 Thomson (1990), p. 3, n. 1.
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It is customary for prefaces to include an outline of the text to follow,
but frankly I don’t think I can say, in brief, much that is useful beyond what
a perusal of the Table of Contents will reveal, and so [ will not try to do so.
Instead, let me just deal with one other preliminary matter, namely, the sys-
tem of numbering that is adopted in the text. Numbers will be used to refer
to chapters, sections, subsections, charts, figures, and tables. The practice
that I shall adopt is illustrated in the following examples: Chapter 1, Section
1.1, Subsection 2.1.1, Chart 1.1, Figure 2.1, Table 1.1. I hope this practice
is self~explanatory. In no case will such numbers be used alone; in every
case it will be explicitly stated whether reference is being made to a chap-
ter, section, chart, and so on. I shall also use numbers to refer to proposi-
tions (and portions thereof). Here the numbers will stand alone, but they
will always appear within parentheses. (Thus, for example, “(1.1)” refers to
the first proposition so treated in Chapter 1.) When, in referring to propo-
sitions, I make use of a prime or primes, this indicates a variation on some
other proposition. (Thus (2.417) is a variation on (2.41).) When [ make use
ofalower-case letter, this indicates a variation on part of some other propo-
sition. (Thus (2.41%a) is a variation on part of (2.41").) In addition [ have
employed the capital Roman numerals (I) — (XVI) to refer to certain core
analyses of concepts having to do with obligation; (I) — (XII) are introduced
in Chapter 2, (XIII) — (XVI) in Chapter 4. Finally, in Chapter 1 I also use
the capital letters (A) — (E) to refer to certain portions of propositions that
I there call “act-categories.” All of this is, I confess, rather cumbersome, but
I have sought in vain for a more wieldy method of reference.

xii
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