Wronging Without Wrongdoing:
Moral Dilemmas and the Locality of Claims”

Abstract. The sixty-year debate over moral dilemmas has reached an impasse. One
side observes that dilemmas, if real, generate deontic contradictions given the agglomer-
ation principle and ‘ought’ implies ‘can’. The other side observes that agents emerging
from tragic choices are left with genuine moral residue — remainders that cannot be
explained away as mere regret at lost value. I argue that both sides are right about
what they see and wrong about what they infer, because both conflate two normative
kinds: the monadic deliberative ought, which is verdictive, and the dyadic directed
duty, which is not. Agglomeration and ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ are not dogmas but con-
sequences of the deliberative ought’s selection-functional role; they therefore have no
purchase on directed duties. And directed duties, I argue, are locally grounded: the
grounds of what one person is owed make no reference to the compossibility of ev-
eryone’s claims. Locality plus the persistence of overridden claims — which I defend
with three arguments — yields genuine dilemmas of a hitherto unrecognized shape:
situations in which one cannot avoid wronging someone though one can avoid acting
wrongly. The account explains the content, direction, and gradations of moral residue,
and supplies a new argument for the irreducibility of bipolar obligation.

1. Introduction

A woman has promised to be at her friend’s recital. On the way she comes upon a stranger
drowning. She stops, and the stranger lives, and the recital ends without her.

Almost everyone agrees about what she ought to have done. Almost everyone also agrees
that something is left over. She owes her friend an explanation, and the explanation had
better be offered in a certain spirit — not as a report on a scheduling conflict but as an
acknowledgment that she failed her. If she says, “I did exactly what I ought to have done,
so there is nothing between us,” she has misdescribed her situation, and has thereby added
a second failure to the first.

The literature on moral dilemmas has been organized around two families of observation.
The first is logical. If moral requirements can conflict irresolubly, then there are cases in
which an agent ought to do A and ought to do B while being unable to do both; given that
requirements agglomerate — that if you ought to do A and ought to do B, you ought to
do both — and given that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’, we derive a contradiction.® The second is
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phenomenological. Agents who have made tragic choices do not merely regret; they feel guilt,
they think apology and compensation are owed, and these responses seem apt rather than
neurotic. Since guilt is apt only where there has been failure of a requirement, there must
be requirements that were not merely outweighed but violated.?

Each family of observation has proved remarkably resistant to the other. Those impressed
by the logic deny the aptness of the residue, or reinterpret it — as regret at disvalue, as
distress at one’s causal involvement, as the ordinary decency of being nice to people who
lost out.> Those impressed by the residue deny agglomeration, or deny ‘ought’ implies
‘can’, or accept a moral world in which contradictions are simply part of the furniture.*
Neither concession is comfortable. The residue is hard to explain away: it is too specific, too
directional, and too obviously appropriate. But agglomeration and ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ are
not free-floating dogmas either, and as I will argue in §3, they are considerably harder to
abandon than has been appreciated, because they are not independent principles at all but
consequences of what the deliberative ‘ought’ is.

My proposal is that the impasse is the product of a conflation, and that when the confla-
tion is undone both sets of observations can be accepted without remainder. Contemporary
moral philosophy has recovered a distinction that the dilemmas literature was formed too
early to use: the distinction between monadic moral requirements — what one must do, pe-
riod — and bipolar or directed requirements, which one owes to someone, whose infringement
constitutes not merely acting wrongly but wronging a person.® 1 shall argue for three claims.

First, Dualism: the deliberative ought and the directed duty are distinct normative kinds
with systematically different formal profiles. The deliberative ought is verdictive: it answers
the question “what shall I do?” Agglomeration, ‘ought’ implies ‘can’, and the impossibility

of deontic dilemmas fall out of that role directly. Directed duties have no verdictive role.
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They distribute normative standing: they determine who may demand, who may release,
who has a complaint, and who is owed repair.

Second, Locality: the grounds of a directed duty owed to B are B-local. What B is
owed is fixed by B’s interests, B’s relationship to the agent, and B’s exercises of normative
power — not by facts about whether the agent can simultaneously honour everyone else.
Deliberation, by contrast, is constitutively global: its job is to take in the whole situation
and return a single verdict. Since claims are local and unsatisfiability is a global property,
nothing prevents claim-sets from being jointly unsatisfiable. Directed duties therefore do not
agglomerate, and their failure to agglomerate is explained rather than stipulated.

Third, Relocation: genuine moral dilemmas exist, but they are not deontic dilemmas.
They are situations in which an agent cannot avoid wronging someone, though there may be
a perfectly determinate answer to what she ought to do. Moral tragedy is not the collision
of two verdicts. It is the presence of a claim that cannot be honoured, and sometimes cannot
even be repaired.

If this is right, the anti-dilemma arguments are sound and irrelevant, and the residue
arguments are sound and misdescribed. The payoff is not merely irenic. The account explains
features of moral residue that no participant in the debate has explained: why residue has
an addressee, why its content is determinate (explanation, apology, compensation, in that
order of escalation), why it comes in grades running from the reparable to the inconsolable,
and why some hard choices — including some agonizing ones — leave no residue at all. And
it yields a new argument for the irreducibility of bipolar obligation to monadic requirement
plus reasons, since the residue data resist capture in the latter terms.

2. The Impasse

2.1 The consistency arguments

Let O¢ abbreviate “the agent ought, all things considered, to ¢”, and let {¢ abbreviate “the
agent can ¢”. A moral dilemma, in the classical sense, is a situation in which

0o, Oy, 09, O, =0(dAD).

Two principles then generate trouble. Agglomeration: Op A O — O(¢p A ). ‘Ought’
implies ‘can’ (OIC): O¢p — O¢. Together they yield ¢(¢ A 1)), contradicting the situation’s
description. A parallel argument runs from the principle that O¢ — —=O-¢.

The standard dilemmist response is to jettison agglomeration.® Agglomeration, it is said,
holds for requirements of a single consistent code but not for the outputs of genuinely plural
sources of requirement; the intuitive pull of O(¢ A 1) trades on cases where the conjunction

is available. T shall argue in §3.1 that this response badly underestimates its target.

SWilliams already suggests that agglomeration is the principle to doubt (“Ethical Consistency,” §2), and the
suggestion has been followed by most subsequent dilemmists.



2.2 The residue arguments

The rival case is built from cases. Sartre’s student, who joins the Free French, has abandoned
his mother; Sophie, whichever child she names, has given a child to be killed; Williams’s Jim,
who shoots one villager to save nineteen, has killed a man who had done nothing to him. In
each case the agent feels something stronger than regret, and we think less of her if she does
not. Guilt, remorse, the sense that apology is owed — these are second-order data about a
first-order failure. If nothing was in fact failed, the responses are errors, and it is implausible
that all of them are errors.

The anti-dilemmist replies in two moves. First, the emotions might be apt without
tracking wrongdoing: they may be apt responses to the disvalue that the agent’s action
brought about, or to her causal involvement in it, in the way that Williams’s lorry driver’s
agent-regret is apt without any wrongdoing at all. Second, and more pointedly, the reparative
responses are decoupled from wrongdoing across the board. Ross notes that one who breaks
a trivial promise to help someone in need should make it up to the promisee, though she
did no wrong.” Blackburn observes that a coach who rightly picks Agnes over Belinda will,
if decent, talk to Belinda, encourage her, offer advice — and here there was no conflict of
requirements at all.® If “making up” is simply what decency asks of anyone whose correct
decisions disappoint people, the residue argument loses its footing.

2.3 Why the standard moves fail

The dialectic stalls because each side is helping itself to a notion of moral requirement that is
supposed to do two jobs at once. On the one hand requirement must be verdictive — must
settle what to do — or the consistency arguments would not get off the ground and OIC
would lose its rationale. On the other hand requirement must be the sort of thing whose
non-satisfaction leaves a person with a grievance — or the residue arguments would lose
theirs. The debate has consisted in each side insisting on the job that suits it.

Notice, in particular, what the Ross-Blackburn objection does and does not establish.
It establishes that reparative behaviour does not by itself entail wrongdoing. It does not
establish that all reparative behaviour is of one kind. Compare:

Promise. You promised B you would be at her recital. You stop to save a

stranger. Afterwards you go to B, explain, and apologize.

Favour. You had been thinking of doing B the unpromised, supererogatory
favour of coming to her recital. You stop to save a stranger. Afterwards you go
to B, explain, and apologize.

"W. D. Ross, The Right and the Good (Oxford, 1930), 28.

8Simon Blackburn, “Dilemmas: Dithering, Plumping, and Grief,” in Mason (ed.), Moral Dilemmas and
Moral Theory, 135-6.



The deliberative verdict is identical, and equally clear, in both. B’s disappointment is
the same in both. Yet the two apologies are not the same speech act. In Promise, B may
demand the explanation; she has standing to press you for it, and to resent its being withheld;
and if you offer nothing at all you have failed her a second time. In Favour, an explanation
is a courtesy; B cannot demand it, and her taking up a posture of grievance would be a
misunderstanding of her position — not oversensitivity but a normative mistake. Belinda,
in Blackburn’s case, is in the position of Favour. The coach’s kindness is not repair.

So the reparative data are not homogeneous, and the anti-dilemmist’s deflation covers
only the homogeneous residue of decency. There remains a form of residue that is owed, that
has a determinate addressee, and that the addressee has standing to require. That is the
phenomenon to be explained, and it is a phenomenon about the second argument-place of
a relation — about to whom something is owed. No amount of theorizing about monadic
‘ought’ will explain it, which is why the debate has been unable to move.

3. Two Normative Kinds
3.1 The deliberative ought is a selection

Let A be the set of total courses of action available to an agent at a time — maximal,
mutually exclusive, and jointly exhaustive alternatives. Practical deliberation is the activity
of settling on one. Let E C A be the set of eligible courses: those that survive the balance
of all the considerations bearing on the choice. Then define

O¢ iff every a € F is a ¢-ing.

This is not a stipulation but an articulation of what the deliberative ‘ought’ is for. To
say that you ought to ¢, in the verdictive sense, is to say that ¢-ing is settled: that every
way of proceeding that is open to you as a way of proceeding involves ¢-ing. Now observe

what follows, on the single assumption that E # ():

o OIC. If O¢ then some available course is a ¢-ing, so Q¢.

o Agglomeration. If every eligible course is a ¢-ing and every eligible course is a -ing,
then every eligible course is a (¢ A 1)-ing; so O(¢ A ¢), and by OIC, O(d A ).

e No deontic dilemmas. O¢ A O—¢ would require every member of a nonempty set
to be both a ¢-ing and a —¢-ing.

This is important for the dialectic, because it shows that the anti-dilemmist’s two princi-
ples are not two principles. They are one thought — that the deliberative ought is a selection
from a nonempty set of alternatives — presented twice. A dilemmist who proposes to keep
OIC while dropping agglomeration is not making a modest local repair; she is denying that
the deliberative ought marks out the courses of action that are open to her, which is to deny
that it plays the role that makes it deliberative at all.



Everything therefore turns on E # (). Could the balance of considerations select nothing?
If eligibility is maximality under a relation of comparative choiceworthiness, then nonempti-
ness follows from acyclicity on a finite domain, and incomparability does not threaten it:
incomparable options are both maximal, hence both eligible. The only way to empty £ is to
posit either cycles in choiceworthiness or absolute requirements that can be jointly unsatisfi-
able. And here is the crucial point: the cases that motivate dilemmism give no independent
reason to posit cyclicity, and the appearance that they involve jointly unsatisfiable absolute
requirements is precisely what I shall explain otherwise. What the tragic cases exhibit is not
a failure of deliberative selection. Sophie is not paralyzed by a failure of the practical ‘ought’
to deliver; she is destroyed by what saving one child costs the other. Jim knows what to do
and does it. The Free French student, in Sartre’s telling, is uncertain, but his uncertainty is
of the ordinary kind, about the weight of competing considerations, and nothing in the case
suggests that the weights fail to resolve into any verdict at all.

I therefore concede the consistency arguments in full. There are no deontic dilemmas.

3.2 Directed duties and the standing package

Write D(A, B, ¢) for “A owes it to B to ¢”, and equivalently C'(B, A, ¢) for “B has a claim
against A that A ¢”. Bipolar requirements have two argument-places for persons. Their
presence is marked by a cluster of normative facts that I shall call the standing package:

1. Authority to demand. B, and not merely anyone, is in a position to require ¢-ing
of A, and to press A for compliance in a first-personal register: you owe me this.

2. Power to release. B can waive or release; A’s normative situation is to that extent
under B’s control.

3. Standing to complain. If A does not ¢, B — and not merely anyone — has a
grievance: something between them requires settling.

4. Claim to repair. B is the one to whom explanation, apology, or compensation is
owed, and B has the power to accept or refuse it as settling the matter.

5. Direction of the emotions. B’s resentment and A’s guilt are, when apt, apt as

between them.

What matters for present purposes is that this package is not a verdictive role. None of
(1)—(5) is a matter of selecting a course of action from a set. The standing package answers
a different question from “what shall I do?” It answers: who is positioned how, with respect
to what, between whom?

This is why theorists of bipolarity have insisted that directed duties are not reducible

to monadic requirements: the monadic requirement, however elaborated, leaves the second



argument-place empty, and so leaves (1)—(5) unexplained.” T take that insistence as my

starting point rather than my conclusion, though §7.6 will supply a further argument for it.

3.3 Convergence

Almost everyone who works with the distinction accepts some bridge between the two kinds.

The weakest is uncontroversial:

(Weak Bridge) If D(A, B, ¢), then the fact that B has a claim that A ¢ is a

reason — a weighty, distinctively second-personal reason — for A to ¢.

The strongest is widely assumed, usually with a ceteris paribus clause that is rarely

examined:

(Convergence) If D(A, B, ¢), then O¢; and if A wrongs B by -ing, then A
ought not to have v-ed.*”

Convergence is the hinge of this paper. If it holds unrestrictedly, then conflicting claims
immediately generate conflicting oughts, and by §3.1 there can be no conflicting claims. If it
fails, the space opens for a normative kind that can conflict without contradiction, because
it is not in the business of issuing verdicts that must be jointly executable.

My thesis is that Convergence fails, in both directions, and that it fails for a structural

reasomn.

4. The Locality Argument
4.1 Local grounds

Consider what makes it true that B has a claim against A. The candidate grounds are
familiar: B’s interests, and their vulnerability to A’s conduct; the relationship in which
A and B stand — friend, parent, colleague, fellow citizen, fellow person; B’s exercises of
normative power, paradigmatically her acceptance of A’s promise; and B’s standing as one
person among others with equal moral status. Now observe:

(Locality) The grounds of a directed duty D(A, B, ¢) are, in the general case,
B-local: they consist in facts about B, about A, and about the relation between
them. They make no reference to third parties’ claims against A, nor to whether

A is in a position to accord with all the duties she is under.

9See especially Thompson, “What Is It to Wrong Someone?”, and Wallace, The Moral Nezus, ch. 1-2. Wallace
holds that interpersonal morality consists exclusively of directed duties; I am neutral on that monism, and
my argument requires only that some moral requirements are directed.

10Compare Darwall, Morality, Authority, and Law, 24: “If X is under a moral obligation to Y to do A, then
X is, other things equal at least, under a moral obligation period to do A. Actions that wrong someone
(violate a bipolar obligation) are also wrong period, all else being equal, at least.” My quarrel is not with
the ceteris paribus reading, which I accept, but with the unrestricted reading that the dilemmas arguments
require.



Locality is not an exotic thesis; it is an observation about the shape of the grounding
facts, and it is what makes directed duties usable. B must be able to know what she is owed.
She knows this by knowing about herself and her dealings with A. She does not, and could
not, know it by canvassing the claims of everyone else who might have a call on A’s conduct.
When I promise you I will be at your recital, I put you in a position to count on me; that
position would be worth nothing if its very existence were hostage to whether some stranger
will be drowning at six o’clock.

Compare deliberation. The deliberative ought is constitutively global: its function is to
take in everything that bears on the choice and return a single verdict on a set of alternatives.
Verdicts are answers to a question posed from the agent’s standpoint about the totality of

her situation. Claims are positions occupied by persons, grounded in what is true of them.

4.2 From locality to non-agglomeration

Unsatisfiability is a global property. Whether A can both ¢ and ) depends on facts about
A’s circumstances that need appear nowhere in the grounds of either B’s claim that she ¢
or (s claim that she . Therefore:

(P1) The grounds of C'(B, A, ¢) do not include the compossibility of ¢ with the
objects of others’ claims against A. (Locality)

(P2) Likewise for C(C, A, v).

(P3) Nothing else in the metaphysics of claims imposes a joint-satisfiability con-
dition across claimants. (Defended below.)

(C1) Therefore jointly unsatisfiable claim-sets are possible.
And with the natural account of wronging:

(Claim-Failure) A wrongs B just in case A fails to accord B what A owes her,

absent release.

(C2) Therefore there are situations in which A cannot avoid wronging someone.

Note the structure of the result. Directed duties are subject to an individual possibility
constraint: there is no claim that A do what A cannot do, so D(A, B, ¢) — O¢. What they
are not subject to is a collective consistency constraint. And the reason is now visible. In the
monadic case, agglomeration was compulsory because O is defined over a single nonempty
set of alternatives: requirements are constraints on one answer, and there must be an answer.
In the bipolar case there is no single answer for claims to constrain. The second argument-
place is occupied by different people, each of whose position is grounded in what is true of
her. There is no question, posed from any standpoint, whose answer the claims of B and C
must jointly be. Hence no pressure toward their compossibility.



This is the paper’s central structural claim, and it is worth stating in the compressed
form: directedness is local; deliberation is global. The formal properties that make
deontic dilemmas impossible belong to the global kind. The phenomena that make moral
tragedy real belong to the local kind.

4.8 Against global conditionalization

Premise (P3) is where resistance will concentrate. The natural strategy for a defender of
Convergence is what I shall call Harmonism: the thesis that a correct account of what we
owe one another assigns no jointly unsatisfiable claims, because claims are properly specified
in a way that builds in the relevant exceptions. The promisee’s claim, on this view, was
never a claim to my attendance simpliciter; it was a claim to my attendance-unless-a-life-is-
at-stake. Properly understood, the claim is satisfied, not overridden, when I stop to save the
stranger.!!

Here we must distinguish two very different things.

Local specification is legitimate and indeed indispensable. What B is owed is often
more limited than a crude description suggests, and the limits are internal to the grounds
of the claim. Promises are made against shared background understandings; the content of
a promissory claim is fixed by what promisor and promisee can be taken to have settled
between them. If we both understood, as we surely did, that I would not let someone drown
in order to arrive on time, then my claim-limiting is not a convenient redescription. The
diagnostic is insistability: a limit is internal just in case B could have insisted otherwise —
could have said “no, I need you there whatever happens” and thereby altered what she is
owed. Some claims survive this test and some do not, which is why some conflicts dissolve
on reflection (“of course you should have stopped; I never had a claim on you in those
circumstances”) while others do not (“you promised you would be there when the baby was
born”).

Global conditionalization is the different and illegitimate move of making the existence
or content of B’s claim depend on the compossibility of A’s honouring all her claims. Three
objections tell against it.

First, hostage-taking. Under global conditionalization, what B is owed varies with facts
about strangers. Whether my promisee has a claim on me at six o’clock depends on whether
someone, somewhere within my reach, is drowning. But then B’s normative position — the
very thing that was supposed to let her count on me and plan around me — is systematically
unknowable to her, and unknowable in principle, not merely in practice. This is not a

1 Cf. Henry Richardson, “Specifying Norms as a Way to Resolve Concrete Ethical Problems,” Philosophy &
Public Affairs 19 (1990); and, in a Kantian register, Donagan, “Consistency in Rationalist Moral Systems.”
Kant himself distinguishes conflicting grounds of obligation (rationes obligandi non obligantes) from con-
flicting duties, denying only the latter (Metaphysics of Morals 6:224). The present account can be read as
vindicating the spirit of that distinction while denying that the conflicting items are mere grounds: they
are duties, with claim-holders attached.



defect the view can absorb, because the point of the standing package is to constitute an
interpersonal relation that the parties can occupy and navigate.

Second, the disappearance of release. If B’s claim never existed in the conflict case, then
B had nothing to release me from, and her releasing me should make no difference. It plainly
does make a difference (§5.1).

Third, the disappearance of the grievance. Global conditionalization predicts that in
the conflict case B has no complaint whatever — that she stands to me exactly as Belinda
stands to the coach. This is the prediction that §2.3 has already falsified. There is a difference
between Promise and Favour, and Harmonism erases it.

Harmonism is, I suspect, an artifact of Convergence. If claims must generate executable
verdicts, then claims must be co-executable, and the only way to secure that is to condition-
alize them into harmony. Give up Convergence and the motivation for Harmonism lapses
— while the legitimate work Harmonism was doing, namely local specification, remains un-
touched.

5. Three Arguments that Claims Survive

Locality establishes that jointly unsatisfiable claims are possible. Convergence’s defender
may still insist that when a claim is overridden it is thereby extinguished: that the conflict
is real ex ante but resolved without remainder ex post, the weaker claim being annulled by
the stronger. On such a view, following Ross, what survives the override is a contributory
consideration — a prima facie duty in the strict sense of a reason that entered the balance
and lost.!?

Three arguments tell against extinction.

5.1 The Release Argument

Recital, Case 1. B holds you to your promise to attend. En route you stop to

save a drowning stranger.

Recital, Case 2. That morning B had telephoned to say: “I know how busy
you are; don’t come, I release you.” You had already set out anyway. En route

you stop to save the same stranger.

The deliberative verdict is identical across the cases: stop and save. The disvalue realized
is identical. Your causal involvement is identical. B’s disappointment may be identical. Yet
the cases differ normatively, and differ in a specific way: in Case 1 you owe B an explanation
and an apology, and she may hold you to it; in Case 2 you owe her nothing, and an apology
would be at best supererogatory courtesy, at worst a slightly comic misunderstanding.

What could explain the difference? Not the balance of reasons, which was the same. Not

the value at stake, which was the same. The difference is that in Case 1 there was a standing

12Ross, The Right and the Good, 19-20, 28.
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claim and in Case 2 there was not. But if the claim had been extinguished by the override in
Case 1, the cases would have converged: in both, at the moment of choice, no claim would
be live, and nothing would be left to explain the asymmetry in what is owed afterwards.
The argument can be sharpened. Release is an exercise of a normative power over an
existing claim; it is not the removal of a reason. Reasons are not the sort of thing another
person can waive: you cannot release me from the consideration that your recital would have
been more enjoyable with me there. What you can release me from is what I owe you. So the
Ross-style reconstrual — overridden duty as surviving reason — cannot account for release.
And the data show that release is doing work precisely in the conflict cases, which is to say

that there is something in the conflict cases for release to work on.

5.2 The Complaint Asymmetry Argument

Return to Promise and Favour (§2.3). Both involve the same verdict, the same loss to B,
the same causal path. They differ in the presence of the standing package: authority to
demand, standing to complain, claim to repair, aptness of resentment if the matter is simply
ignored.

An extinction view predicts symmetry. In Promise, on that view, the promissory duty
was annulled at the moment of conflict; whatever remains is a mere reason that lost. In
Favour there was no duty to begin with; whatever remains is a mere reason that lost. Same
residual materials, same predicted output. But the outputs differ, and they differ along
exactly the dimension that distinguishes claims from reasons.

Nor will it help to say that in Promise a new duty springs up — a duty of repair —
grounded in the fact that a promise was made. That is the right description of the phe-
nomenon, but it is not an alternative to my account; it is my account (see §5.3). The
question is what grounds the new duty. If the promissory claim is entirely gone, the new
duty is grounded in a historical fact about a claim that no longer exists, and it becomes
mysterious why that historical fact, rather than the historical fact that you were considering
a favour, should generate a claim to repair. On my account there is no mystery: the claim
did not go anywhere.

5.8 The Repair Transformation

The third argument is that the persistence view, and only the persistence view, explains the
content of moral residue.

The dilemmas literature is oddly quiet about what residue consists in. It is described as
a “remainder,” a “trace,” a “stain”; its manifestations are catalogued (regret, guilt, apology,
compensation); its aptness is asserted or denied. But it is not explained why the appropriate
response takes one form rather than another, nor why the forms come in an order.

The bipolar account explains all of this. When a claim cannot be honoured in its primary
content, it does not vanish; it is transformed. The claim-holder retains a claim, whose content

11



is now the nearest thing to satisfaction available: in the first instance an accounting — that
the agent explain herself, in the second-personal register, to the person she has failed; then,
where the loss admits it, compensation; and throughout, the acknowledgment that would
be the content of an apology, namely that what she did to you was a failing of you and not
merely an unfortunate feature of the world.

Three predictions follow, and all are borne out.

(i) Residue has an addressee. The transformed claim is held by the very person
whose primary claim failed. So the residue should be directional: not free-floating moral
distress but something owed to a determinate party. This is manifestly true of the cases,
and it is a datum no monadic account captures. In Sophie’s Choice, the unbearable thing is
not that a disvalue was realized; it is what she did to Fva. Jim’s remainder is owed to the
man he shot and, derivatively, to that man’s family; it is not owed to the nineteen, though
they are the reason he is in the clear. A theory whose only resources are “an obligation was
violated” cannot say to whom the residue is owed, and thus cannot explain the single most
conspicuous feature of tragic moral experience.

(ii) Residue is graded by reparability. If residue is a transformed claim, then its
character should depend on whether the transformed claim can itself be satisfied. Where it
can — the missed recital, the broken minor promise — residue is discharged by explanation
and making up, and the matter is genuinely closed when the claim-holder accepts. Where the
transformed claim can be only partly met — the family compensated but the man still dead
— residue is permanent but addressable. Where even the transformed claim is unsatisfiable,
because the claim-holder is dead or beyond reach, residue is inconsolable: there is no one
to apologize to and nothing that would count as repair. This predicts, correctly, that the
gradations of moral tragedy track the availability of repair rather than the magnitude of
the loss. It explains why Sophie’s case is the limiting case of tragedy: the claim she could
not honour was a child’s claim on her mother, and the transformed claim — the claim to
be accounted to, to be made it up to — was extinguished by the same event that made
the primary claim unsatisfiable. This is why nothing she can do afterwards is a candidate
for settling anything, and why the appropriate description of her state is not guilt awaiting
discharge but guilt with nowhere to go.

(iii) No claim, no residue. Where a hard choice involves no claims — where what is
at stake is impersonal value, or goods to which no one has a claim — the account predicts
no owed residue, however agonizing the choice. Two rival conservation projects, each irre-
placeable; two research programmes; two charitable causes of equal expected benefit. These
can be excruciating, and regret is apt. But nobody is owed an apology, and the excruciation
has a different phenomenal signature: it is loss without grievance. Likewise Belinda. The
account thereby draws the line the Ross—Blackburn objection blurs, and draws it in the right

place.
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6. Dilemmas Relocated

Put the pieces together.

Bipolar dilemma. A faces a bipolar dilemma just in case there are claims
C(B,A,¢) and C(C, A, 1) such that O, O, =O(¢ A ¢), and A has no release
from either. Equivalently: every course of action available to A involves wronging
someone.

Tragic choice. A bipolar dilemma is tragic to the degree that the transformed
claims it generates are themselves unsatisfiable.

And the two central negative theses:

No deontic dilemmas. There is no situation in which O¢, O, and =Q(p A ).

Convergence fails. D(A, B, ¢) does not entail O¢; and A’s wronging B does
not entail that A ought not to have acted as she did.

The resulting picture separates three properties that the literature has run together:

What it is Who it answers to Verdictive?
Wrongdoing acting contrary to the the practical question  yes
deliberative ought
Wronging failing a claim, absent a person no
release
Culpability blameworthiness for the moral community  no
either and the claimant

Wronging without wrongdoing is possible, and is what bipolar dilemmas consist in.
Wrongdoing without wronging is possible too, if there are undirected duties. Wronging
without culpability is possible: the justified agent has nothing to answer for as a matter of
blame, and everything to answer for as a matter of repair. It is the systematic collapse of the
second column into the first that has made the dilemmas debate look like a choice between
denying the logic and denying the phenomena.

Run the cases.

Sophie. The deliberative ought does not fail to deliver; it delivers a tie. Both options
are eligible, hence both permissible, and the verdict is disjunctive: save one. Nothing con-
tradictory here — ties are commonplace, and the horror of the case is not that the balance
of reasons fell silent. Each child has a claim on her mother; she can honour only one; she
wrongs the other, and the wronging is not annulled by the permissibility of what she did.
The child she gives up is not merely a locus of disvalue; she is a person to whom Sophie
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owed something and did not give it, and to whom nothing further can now be given. Hence
the case’s peculiar structure: permissibility and inconsolability together.

Jim. The deliberative verdict is (let us stipulate with Williams’s reluctant reader) to
shoot. Jim does what he ought. He also kills a man who had a claim on him not to be
killed, a claim the man never released and which no third party could release on his behalf.
Jim wrongs him. The account predicts, correctly, that Jim’s remainder has this man as its
addressee; that it is not discharged by pointing to the nineteen; that some form of accounting
to the man’s family is owed by Jim in particular and not merely by Pedro; and that Jim’s
residue is graver than that of a bystander who merely witnessed the killing, even if the
bystander’s regret at the disvalue is equally intense.

Sartre’s student. Here the account makes a discriminating prediction. His mother has
a claim on him. Do the Free French? If his comrades-in-arms have no antecedent claim on
his service, then his situation is asymmetric: he will have wronged his mother if he goes, but
will have wronged no one if he stays — though staying may well be what he ought not to
do. That is, I think, the right description, and it explains a familiar asymmetry in how the
case feels from the inside: the pull toward France is a pull of value and vocation, while the
pull toward the mother is the pull of a face. Where the student has undertaken obligations
to particular comrades, the case becomes symmetric, and its character changes accordingly.

Dirty hands. The politician who tortures, lies, or sacrifices the innocent to avert catas-
trophe has long been described as having incurred a stain that justification does not remove.'?
The metaphor of staining has always been unsatisfying, because stains are not the sort of
thing one can do anything about. On the present account there is no stain; there is a debt,
owed to determinate persons, with a determinate content, sometimes payable and sometimes
not. This is a better description of the phenomenon and a more demanding one.

Now the diagnosis of the impasse. The anti-dilemmists were defending a thesis about
verdicts, and they were right: verdicts cannot conflict, because verdicts are selections. The
dilemmists were reporting a phenomenon about persons, and they were right: there are
situations in which no available course of action is one in which everyone gets what she
is owed. Each side took the other to be denying its own subject matter, because the word
‘obligation’” was doing double duty. The consistency arguments were never arguments against
moral tragedy. They were arguments against a model of moral tragedy — the collision-of-
verdicts model — which the tragedians had no need of, and which, once the bipolar structure

is in view, they should not want.

13Michael Walzer, “Political Action: The Problem of Dirty Hands,” Philosophy €& Public Affairs 2 (1973);
Thomas Nagel, “War and Massacre,” Philosophy € Public Affairs 1 (1972).
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7. Objections
7.1 “Permissible wronging is incoherent”

The most immediate objection is that ‘wronging’ is a thick notion carrying a built-in verdict:
to say that A wronged B is already to condemn A’s conduct, so wronging without wrongdoing
is a contradiction in terms.

Three replies. First, the objection begs the question, since Convergence is precisely what
is at issue, and §5 gave three independent arguments against it. Second, the proposed
entailment has independently recognized counterexamples. It is widely accepted that rights
may be infringed without being violated — that the hiker who breaks into the cabin to
survive the blizzard infringes the owner’s property right, owes compensation, and does no
wrong.'* And recent work has argued in detail that wronging and rights-violation come
apart in several directions: third parties are wronged without being rightholders; one can be
wronged by conduct that was ex ante justified.!® These results were reached independently
of the dilemmas debate. The present account explains why they hold: rights and claims are
locally grounded positions, while justification is a global verdict, and local positions do not
track global verdicts.

Third, and most importantly, nothing in my argument depends on the word. Suppose
a purist insists that ‘wronging’ be reserved for unjustified claim-failure. Then restate the
thesis: there are situations in which an agent cannot avoid failing a claim that she has
not been released from, and in which the claim-holder retains the full standing package —
authority to demand an accounting, standing to complain, a claim to repair, the power to
accept or refuse what is offered. Everything I have argued survives the relabeling, because
the substance lies in the persistence of the standing package, not in the term of art. Indeed
the relabeling would make the terminology worse rather than the thesis weaker: it would
leave us without a word for the most morally salient relation in the case, namely the relation
between Sophie and the child she gave up.

7.2 “Guilt requires wrongdoing”

The residue argument’s crucial premise is that guilt is apt only where the agent has failed a
requirement, full stop. My account needs this premise to be false as stated, and it needs a
principled reason why.

The reason is that guilt’s formal object is not wrongdoing but having wronged someone.

Guilt is a second-personal emotion; it is felt toward a party, and its natural expression is

1 Judith Jarvis Thomson, The Realm of Rights (Harvard, 1990), ch. 3; Joel Feinberg, “Voluntary Euthanasia
and the Inalienable Right to Life,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 7 (1978), for the case of the stranded hiker.

5Nicolas Cornell, “Wrongs, Rights, and Third Parties,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 43 (2015). Cornell’s
distinction between ex ante rights and ex post complaints is a close cousin of the distinction drawn here,
though it cuts at a different joint: his contrast is between two relational notions, mine between the relational
and the verdictive.
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not “I acted badly” but “I failed you.” This is why apt guilt always admits the question
“whom did you wrong?”, and why, when no answer is available, the emotion we find apt is
not guilt but regret, or shame. The point is reinforced by the Strawsonian pairing of guilt
with resentment: guilt is the first-personal counterpart of the claim-holder’s grievance, which
is why it has an addressee at all.'® But the aptness of grievance tracks the claim, not the
verdict. Hence guilt can be apt where the verdict was favourable.

Two cautions. First, I do not say that resentment is apt against the justified agent. Re-
sentment, unlike grievance, seems to track culpability, and the justified agent is not culpable.
What the claim-holder retains is standing to demand an accounting and a claim to repair —
the parts of the package that track the claim rather than the fault. Second, I do not deny
that guilt can be apt over impersonal failings; I allow duties owed to oneself and to collec-
tives, and I allow that the boundary is contested. The thesis is only that where there is no
possible addressee at all, the apt emotion is regret or shame rather than guilt, and that this is
why Williams’s lorry driver, who fails no one’s claim, exhibits agent-regret rather than guilt.
Tragic agents exhibit something stronger than agent-regret precisely because they have an
addressee.

So the residue argument, once its second premise is corrected, does not support the
conclusion its proponents drew. It supports mine. And this is the sense in which my account
vindicates rather than deflates the phenomenological case: the emotions are apt, they are
apt in virtue of a real normative failure, and the failure is not a psychological artifact. It is
simply not a failure of the deliberative ought.

7.8 “Too many dilemmas”

If claims are locally grounded, and if persons have claims on us merely as persons, does not
the account imply that we are perpetually in dilemmas? Every moment spent honouring one
claim is a moment not spent honouring another.

The account does predict more bipolar dilemmas than the tradition has recognized, and
I regard this as a feature. Moral life is more thickly populated with unsettled interpersonal
business than the tidy picture allows. But the inflation is bounded in three ways.

First, not every moral consideration is claim-based. If the duty to promote impersonal
goods, or general beneficence toward strangers, generates no individual claims — or gener-
ates only a claim to a fair share of one’s concern rather than to any particular act — then
most conflicts of beneficence are not bipolar dilemmas at all. Whether this is so is a sub-
stantive first-order question on which the present framework is neutral; what the framework
contributes is the prediction that the answer will be legible in the residue. Where you find
owed apology, you will find a claim.

16p, F. Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment,” Proceedings of the British Academy 48 (1962); Allan Gibbard,
Wise Choices, Apt Feelings (Harvard, 1990), ch. 7, for the systematic pairing of guilt with the other party’s
anger. On the shame/guilt contrast see Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (California, 1993), ch. 4.
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Second, local specification (§4.3) resolves a great many apparent conflicts. Claims are
typically already limited by their own grounds, and the limits are often exactly the ones a
harmonist would want — without the illegitimate global conditionalization.

Third, dilemmas as such are not the interesting category; tragedy is, and tragedy is rare,
because it requires that even the transformed claim be unsatisfiable. Most bipolar dilemmas
leave the parties with work to do and the means of doing it. That is not a moral catastrophe.

It is most of ordinary life.

7.4 “This is Ross, or Thomson, in new clothes”

Ross’s prima facie duties are contributory reasons: considerations that enter the balance
and may lose. My directed duties are not contributory. They are relational positions with
a standing package attached, and §5.1 showed that the package cannot be reconstructed
from reasons, because reasons are not waivable by the party who benefits from them. Ross’s
framework also cannot draw the Promise/Favour distinction, since in both cases there is a
consideration favouring attendance which loses; what it lacks is the resource to say that only
in one case is there someone who may demand an accounting.

Thomson’s infringement /violation distinction is a closer relative, and I mean to be its
ally. But the distinction, as usually deployed, is a datum: rights survive justified overriding,
so residue is owed. What has been missing is an explanation of why they survive, and the
explanation matters, because without it the distinction looks like a stipulation designed to
save appearances — which is exactly how anti-dilemmists have treated it. Locality supplies
the explanation: rights and claims survive justified overriding because their grounds are
indifferent to the global facts that determine justification. The present account also goes
beyond the infringement literature in three respects: it generalizes beyond rights to directed
duties generally, including those in thick relationships that resist a rights idiom; it derives
the content and gradation of residue from the transformation of claims rather than positing
a free-standing duty of compensation; and it puts the resulting structure to work on the
dilemmas problem, which the infringement literature has not.

7.5 “You have changed the subject”
A dilemmist might protest that I have conceded the substance and kept the vocabulary. The

question was whether there can be irresoluble conflicts of obligation, and I have answered
no.

But consider what the dilemmists have wanted. Williams wanted it acknowledged that
moral conflict can leave a genuine remainder rather than a mere miscalculation. Marcus
wanted it acknowledged that guilt in such cases is not a mistake. Nagel wanted room for
moral blind alleys, situations in which whatever one does there is no clean way through.
Tessman wanted room for failure that is not the agent’s fault and not eliminable by better
theory. Every one of these claims is true on my account, and true in a stronger form than
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the collision-of-verdicts model could deliver — because on my account the remainder is not
an emotional trace of a defeated requirement but an unpaid debt to a person, with a name
and a face and a claim she can press.

What the dilemmists cannot have, on my account, is a moral world in which the question
“what shall I do?” sometimes has no answer. But that was never the thing worth wanting. A
moral theory that could not answer that question would be useless, and a moral theory that
answered it while pretending the answer left nothing behind would be complacent. Dualism
is what lets us avoid both.

7.6 Reductionism, and a new arqgument for irreducibility

Finally, a reductionist may grant everything about the phenomena and deny that a distinct
normative kind is needed: directed duties, she says, are monadic requirements with extra
descriptive content — requirements concerning B, or requirements grounded in facts about
B, or requirements whose violation causes B a distinctive harm.

The dilemmas phenomena furnish a new argument that this cannot be right. The argu-
ment is not the familiar one from the intuitive datum that wronging differs from wrong-doing.
It is an argument from formal profile. We have seen that one normative kind here agglom-
erates and one does not, and that the difference is not brute: it follows from the difference
between a selection on a set of alternatives and a set of locally grounded positions. But a
reductionist identifies directed duties with monadic requirements of a certain sort. Monadic
requirements agglomerate. So if the reduction held, directed duties would agglomerate, and
the bipolar dilemmas of §6 would be impossible. Since they are possible, and since the
arguments of §5 show that the claims involved are not merely reasons, the reduction fails.

The argument has a pleasing dialectical shape. Reductionists and their opponents have
traded intuitions about cases, with the reductionist always able to redescribe. Formal prop-
erties are harder to redescribe away. A kind that agglomerates and a kind that does not are

not the same kind.

8. Upshots

I close with four consequences that extend beyond the dilemmas debate.

For deontic logic. The long search for a logic tolerant of conflicting obligations has
been searching in the wrong place. The obligations that conflict are not the ones whose logic
the systems model. A better division of labour treats monadic deontic logic as the logic
of verdicts, where standard principles hold, and develops a separate account of the dyadic
relation, where the interesting structural questions concern the individuation of claims, the
algebra of release and waiver, and the transformation of unsatisfied claims into claims to
repair. That last is, so far as I know, unexplored territory, and the material here suggests it
is rich: repair claims have contents that depend on the primary claim, addressees that are
inherited, and satisfaction conditions partly at the discretion of the claim-holder.
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For specificationism. Views according to which correct moral principles never con-
flict, because conflict signals underspecification, have been attacked for making principles
unlearnably complex and defended as expressing morality’s coherence. The present account
separates a true version from a false one. Verdicts cannot conflict, so at the level of what to
do, harmony is guaranteed — but trivially, and not by specification. At the level of what is
owed, specification is legitimate only where it is local, answerable to what the parties could
have settled between them. Global specification purchases harmony at the price of making
claims unusable by their holders.

For the ethics of justification. There is a widespread assumption that a successful
justification closes the moral book: that showing one’s conduct to have been all-things-
considered best leaves nothing to answer for. If the argument here is right, that assumption
is a mistake with practical consequences. The physician who correctly triages, the official
who correctly detains, the commander who correctly authorizes a strike with foreseen civilian
deaths — each may have acted exactly as she ought, and each may still owe something to
determinate persons, something those persons have standing to demand, and something that
is not discharged by rehearsing the justification. Justification answers to the moral commu-
nity. Repair answers to the person. Institutions that recognize only the first systematically
default on the second, and my account diagnoses that default as a failure rather than an
austerity.

A generalization. The strategy pursued here should apply wherever a normative do-
main contains both verdictive and relational elements. Epistemology may be such a domain:
if there are things we owe it to particular people to believe, or to inquire into, then the possi-
bility arises of unavoidable epistemic wronging — cases in which no doxastic state available
to an agent is one in which everyone gets the credence she is owed — without any inconsis-
tency in what the agent, all things considered, ought to believe. Whether that possibility is
realized I leave open. But the shape of the question is now visible, and its visibility is itself a
reason to think the distinction between local positions and global verdicts marks something
deep.

9. Conclusion

The debate over moral dilemmas has been a debate between two parties, each of whom was
describing a different thing and calling it obligation. One was describing the verdict that
closes deliberation, whose logic forbids irresoluble conflict because it is the logic of selecting
from alternatives that must include at least one. The other was describing the claims that
persons have on one another, which are grounded locally, in what is true of each claim-holder,
and which therefore need not be jointly satisfiable. Both were right.

The upshot is not a compromise but a reconfiguration. There are no situations in which
an agent ought to do what she cannot do, and no situations in which morality issues contra-
dictory instructions. There are situations — more of them than we like to think — in which
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whatever an agent does, someone will not have been given what she was owed, will have a
grievance she is entitled to press, and will be owed an accounting that may or may not be
payable. That is what moral tragedy is. It is not a contradiction in the moral law. It is a

debt that the world has arranged to be unpayable, and the recognition that we are the ones
who owe it.
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