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Many philosophers accept that ought implies can (oic), but it is not obvi-
ous that we have a good argument for that principle. I consider one sort of
argument for it, which seems to be a development of an Aristotelian idea
about practical deliberation and which is endorsed by, amongst others,
R. M. Hare and James Griffin. After briefly rehearsing some well-known
objections to that sort of argument (which is based on the supposed point-
lessness of impossible obligations), I present a further objection, based on
a maximally charitable reading of the argument, and conclude that no-
body ought to think that it gives them a reason to accept oic.

I

Introduction. Some very important arguments and positions in mor-
al philosophy and related areas of philosophical interest rely on
some version of the principle that ought implies can (oic). Kant, for
example, seems to rely on oic in various places, and indeed oic is
sometimes known—rather misleadingly, I think—as ‘Kant’s Law’.1

The early twentieth-century intuitionists employed oic to conclude
that there could be no duties to manifest particular emotions or in-
clinations, nor any conflicting duties.2 And other examples abound,
in history and in the contemporary literature. Indeed oic has at-
tained the status of a widely accepted constraint on the sorts of
normative theory we are allowed to have.

There are myriad available senses of ‘ought’ (‘subjective’ and ‘ob-

1 See, for example, Kant (1788, 5:50; 1793, 6:45, 6:47). It is debatable which version of
oic various Kantian arguments require (see Herman 1996; Stern 2004).
2 See, for example, Moore (1922, pp. 140–1) on how there can be no duties to feel partic-
ular ways; and one of Ross’s reasons for his claim that ‘action from a good motive is never
morally obligatory’ and therefore ‘a fortiori that “right” does not mean the same as “mor-
ally good”’ (1930, p. 5); and Prichard (1928) on why there cannot be conflicting duties.
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jective’ ought, the ‘deliberative’ and ‘evaluative’ ought, etc.), of ‘im-
plies’ (entails, conversationally implicates, presupposes, etc.), and of
‘can’ (practical, psychological, natural, metaphysical, logical possi-
bility), which in combination generate a quite bewildering array of
more precisely stated principles, so it would require a long book-
length treatment to adequately trace the plausibility of each of these
more precise principles and assess the arguments in their favour, and
even to enumerate and state them precisely is beyond the scope of
this short paper. I am sure that the very weakest versions (perhaps
those which speak of logical possibility) are plausible; but I am not
sure that they are interesting (that is, I am not sure that they rule out
anything which any serious moral theory would claim). Of the inter-
esting versions, I am not sure that we have any good reason to think
that they are true. One interesting version of oic is the one which
employs the deliberative sense of ‘ought’, nicely summed up by
Schroeder (2011), who says that the deliberative sense of ‘ought’ is
the sense in which it makes no sense to say to someone, in giving
them advice, ‘You ought to win the lottery’. This is the sense of
‘ought’ I will have in mind in what follows, which we might also
call the advisory ‘ought’, though I do not think that advice is neces-
sarily constrained by possibility in the way it seems to be here, in
this sort of case. (Examples of appropriate advice which is not so
constrained will emerge below.) It is, I think, the fact that winning
the lottery is not something a person does, but rather a thing which
happens to a person, that explains why ‘You ought to win the lot-
tery’ would make no sense as advice. The deliberative or advisory
‘ought’ contrasts, as in Schroeder, with the evaluative ‘ought’, which
is used to comment on how good something would be, not necessar-
ily that it would be good for a particular agent to do it (see also
Wedgwood 2006; 2007, ch. 4).

I am not sure that we have a good argument for oic. At least, it is
not at all obvious that we have an argument which satisfactorily est-
ablishes an interesting version of oic from premisses less conten-
tious than oic.3 In this paper I shall address one sort of reason for

3 oic is a theorem of standard deontic logic, which admits a ‘no conflicts of duties’ axiom.
But I take it that the ‘no conflicts’ axiom is at least as controversial as oic; and of course
some arguments for ‘no conflicts’ rely on oic (e.g. Pritchard 1928). So I do not think that
purely logical considerations speak strongly in favour of oic; see also Martin (2009) for a
similar point; and see Sayre-McCord (1986) for an argument to the effect that in general
deontic logic is and ought only to be the slave of substantive moral theory.
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accepting oic, and I shall argue that it is not a good reason.
Let’s call an obligation which violates oic, an obligation which I

am under but which it is impossible for me to fulfil, an impossible
obligation.4 The idea I want to examine and reject is that impossible
obligations would be pointless in so far as deliberation about what
to do is concerned, for deliberation is (as Aristotle seems to have
thought) a matter of deciding between the available possibilities.5

Such an idea finds expression in Hare’s sustained defence of oic
(1963, ch. 4). Drawing a comparison with commands, Hare says
that it is pointless to the point of senselessness to really require
someone to do what they cannot do, arguing that an ‘ought’ claim is
addressed to a practical question: it is one way of addressing the
question, ‘What shall I (or perhaps you) do?’; but practical quest-
ions only arise in contexts of possible action, and acceptable ways
of addressing them are constrained by the actions which are possi-
ble. James Griffin seems to share this conception of the relation of
obligation to questions raised in practical deliberation: he says that
‘action-guiding principles must fit human capacities, or they become
strange in a damaging way: pointless’ (Griffin 1992, p. 123).6

II

The Various Roles of Obligation. This sort of argument for oic has
been justly attacked for placing too much emphasis upon just one
aspect of the role of obligations and our knowledge of them, that as-
pect which Aristotle draws attention to when he speaks of delibera-
tion as being concerned with ‘what results through our agency’
(NE III.iii). It has been pointed out that there are roles which obli-
gations and our knowledge of them can play which are not a matter

4 In this paper, I am assuming that one has an obligation to φ if one ought to φ. If you do
not agree, simply translate my talk of obligations into talk of what I ought to do.
5 In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle says that ‘we deliberate about what is up to us, that is
to say, about the actions we can do’, that ‘we deliberate about what results through our
agency’ (NE III.iii), and that ‘[we do not] deliberate about what is past, but only about
what will be and admits of being or not being; and what is past does not admit of not hav-
ing happened’ (NE VI.ii).
6 A similar thought is behind one of Streumer’s arguments (the ‘Argument from Delibera-
tion’) that having a reason implies that one is able to do what one has a reason to do
(Streumer 2006, pp. 365–8). But there is not space here to explain what the relation
between that thesis and oic is, nor why I am similarly unconvinced by Streumer’s argu-
ment.
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of getting done what we are obliged to do. When we enjoy the re-
wards of aspiring to satisfy an impossible obligation, or learn some-
thing by our failure to satisfy it, we are plausibly better off than if
we were sensitive to no such obligation. Such, at least, is a thought
expressed in the Protestant tradition, and by philosophers such as
Iris Murdoch.7

It is worth noting that there are quite down-to-earth examples of
impossible obligations playing a role in bringing someone to greater
self-knowledge. Your friend is boastful and conceited about her vir-
tuousness, and it would be better for everyone—including her—if
she achieved a more realistic estimation of what are, in fact, quite
considerable flaws in her character. For her, fulfilling her obligation
to, for example, graciously help her aged mother is quite beyond the
realms of possibility, for she is so spoiled—and irredeemably so—
that graciousness is not within her power even if she does bring her-
self to help. Telling her that she ought to help graciously, then, has
not the slightest hope of getting her to do it; and yet telling her
would be more than just to say that it would be a good thing if she
were to help graciously (it would be more than just an ‘evaluative
ought’), it would be to give her some guidance as to what she ought
to do. The point of telling her what she ought to do here would not
be to get her to do it (for she cannot), but to show her (if she is sus-
ceptible) that because she cannot do as she ought to she must stop
thinking of herself as—and behaving as if she were—a paragon of
virtue. Such a use of the ‘ought’ of guidance and advice would be far
from pointless.

So I agree that talk of the ‘point’ of an obligation or our know-
ledge of it is hopelessly naive if the ‘point’ must be found in the role
it plays in our deliberation about what to do, and not in the self-
knowledge we acquire as a result of our failure or the ‘incidental’
accomplishments of an albeit doomed attempt. And I should note
that it is only for the sake of charity that I am granting that the
‘pointlessness’ (of any kind) of a putative obligation would be a rea-
son to think that there is no such obligation. I take it that which ob-

7 See, for example, Luther (1520a, preface; 1520b, p. 57; 1525, pp. 125–6), and, in the
twentieth century, Karl Barth (1921, esp. ch. 3). Luther’s importance in debates about oic
has recently been nicely brought out by Wayne Martin (2009, 2010), my debt to whom in
thinking about this issue is, I hope, obvious. I claim just that these ideas are suggestive, not
that they are correct. On the value of aspiring to perfection in a non-religious context, see
Murdoch (1970).
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ligations there are is a matter of what the correct first-order theory
of obligation has to say (whichever theory that is). But my aim is to
show that nobody should be at all tempted by the sort of argument
for oic that we are considering, so I shall grant as much as possible
to the proponent of that argument and we shall see where it gets
them.

III

The Deliberative Point of Impossible Obligations. The point I want
to add to the criticisms of this sort of argument for oic which I
have already mentioned is that it is not even true that our knowl-
edge of impossible obligations is bound to be deliberatively point-
less: (knowledge of) our impossible obligations might very well play
a role in helping us to decide what to do in the perfectly ordinary
sense of choosing amongst the possibilities, so we needn’t even take
our eye off the Aristotelian point about deliberation to see that the
idea under consideration is wrong-headed.8

One of the things we do all the time is to think about what to do
from the options seemingly available to us in the light of what we
take to be the constraints and requirements to which we are subject.
Sometimes the effect of those constraints and requirements—or
more precisely the effect of our sensitivity to them—is subtle and
goes largely unnoticed so far as the phenomenology of deliberation
is concerned. But sometimes, and not all that rarely, we are aware of
our decisions being the result of a process which includes reasoning
deliberately in the light of our commitments. Reasoning in the light
of our commitments can take many forms, but one of the forms it
can take, and which it does take by no means rarely, is to move
from knowledge of an ethical framework to conclusions about the
permissibility or impermissibility of particular actions which fall
within the domain of the possible.

8 Graham (2011, pp. 367–9) has recently presented another, different, argument to the con-
clusion that even if you accept what I am calling the Aristotelian point about deliberation
(or moral deliberation at least) you needn’t reject the possibility of impossible obligations
(directed at Copp’s 2003 version of what we might call the ‘Aristotelian defence’ of oic).
Graham’s argument depends upon the idea that morality issues ‘subsidiary obligations’ to
do such-and-such given that one does not do what one ought to do (such as issue an apol-
ogy, perhaps): ‘in those cases in which morality requires people to do things they cannot do,
it can guide them by virtue of the subsidiary moral requirements that it yields’ (p. 369).
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Sometimes we are not sure which ethical framework is the right
one. Not being sure which is the right ethical framework is not, and
need not be for my point, a feature of all our explicitly rational de-
liberation, and it is probably not even typical. But when we are un-
sure and nonetheless find ourselves with no recourse other than to
see our decision in the light of some reasonably systematic frame-
work, we have good reason to take an interest in aspects of various
frameworks which are not directly relevant to the action we are de-
liberating about or the situation in which we find ourselves. It is
then, I want to suggest, that we might very well take an interest in
what follows from different moral theories, or in which commit-
ments are a feature of different more or less systematic frameworks
of moral thought. So much is just sometimes part of practical delib-
eration.

Now the question is what role, if any, might our knowledge of
impossible obligations play in practical deliberation? And the an-
swer might be this: my knowledge of my impossible obligations is
potentially as useful in deciding between rival ethical frameworks as
my knowledge of other obligations, and deliberating about what to
do in a particular circumstance is sometimes inter alia a matter of
deciding between rival ethical frameworks.

I shall say a little more about how this might be in a moment. But
first I must clarify a few things. First, I am not requiring us to think
of ‘ethical frameworks’ here as complete systems of moral philoso-
phy. An ethical framework might be extremely local to a particular
type of situation or context. What will individuate frameworks will
be, roughly, the principles they involve, or the features they recom-
mend as salient.

Second, it might be supposed that in arguing that knowledge of
impossible obligations might very well play a role in deciding be-
tween rival ethical frameworks as part of practical deliberation, I
am smuggling in more than I am entitled to, or at least more than
would be granted by an antagonist who, since they deny that we
have any impossible obligations, will deny that such knowledge is
ever available. But my opponents here are supposed to be those who
deprecate the usefulness of any such knowledge, and infer from that
that there is really no reason to believe in what such knowledge is
(or would be) knowledge of, so it is perfectly legitimate to help my-
self to the assumption that there is such knowledge in order to test
their claim that it would be useless if we had it.
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Third, I should also add that we needn’t worry here about how
we might come by knowledge of impossible obligations—the source
of our knowledge of obligations is an interesting and difficult ques-
tion regardless of whether they are supposed to be possible or im-
possible (and on at least many of the existing theories of how we
come by such knowledge, there is no principled reason to think of
knowledge of impossible obligations as more epistemically problem-
atic).

So, precisely how might knowledge of an impossible obligation
help me to decide between rival ethical frameworks and thereby
stand in a better position to decide what I ought to do from the op-
tions available to me? Here is one way. Suppose I am faced with a
decision whether or not to χ, where χ-ing is possible for me to do
(or to not do). This is not a decision which I am in a position to
make to my satisfaction ‘immediately’, that is, without explicitly
putting χ-ing in the context of the various ethical frameworks which
seem to be relevant and plausible. (I will continue to speak of
‘frameworks’ to assuage the worries of those who don’t like think-
ing of deliberation as invoking theories. If you are happy with in-
voking theories, feel free to read ‘theory’ for ‘framework’.) Suppose
that it is not clear to me which of two frameworks, T1 and T2 , is the
best; that according to T1 I ought to χ but according to T2 I ought
not to χ; and that I know that T1 and T2 exhaust the plausible
frameworks (or at least the ones available to me for deliberation).9

Now, suppose that I know that I have an obligation to χ. Suppose
also, though the point is that this is irrelevant to my deliberation,
that (my) χ-ing is impossible. Suppose next that I know that accord-
ing to T1 I ought not to χ, but that according to T2 I ought to χ. I
therefore conclude that T1 is not a good framework after all (it de-
livers the wrong result with respect to my obligations in re χ-ing),
and therefore that T2 is the most plausible framework. According to
T2 I ought not to χ, and so I decide not to χ. I have thereby deliber-
ated about what to do—what to actually do, from the available
possibilities—by (inter alia) invoking knowledge of an impossible
obligation. So knowledge of impossible obligations is not necessari-
ly pointless even when deliberating between possibilities.

9 Perhaps I know this because I know that I ought to χ, and I know that T1 and T2 are the
only frameworks (of which I know) according to which I ought to χ , or on which I am even
permitted to χ .
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If knowledge of impossible obligations is particularly good in a
case such as the one I just described (because it means we are rea-
soning from the (normative) facts, which is presumably a good way
of reasoning), then we have a clear reason for denying that impossi-
ble obligations themselves would necessarily be deliberatively point-
less: they are the obligations knowledge of which allows us to
reason well in some real-world circumstances of deliberation about
what to do, where what I am deliberating about is what is possible.
So impossible obligations are not necessarily deliberatively point-
less, and there is no good argument here for oic.10

Department of Philosophy
University of York

Heslington
York yo10 5dd

uk
christopher.jay@york.ac.uk

References

Aristotle 1999: Nicomachean Ethics. Translated by Terence Irwin, 2nd edn.
Cambridge: Hackett.

Barth, Karl 1921: The Epistle to the Romans. Translated by Edwyn
C. Hoskyns. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933.

Copp, David 2003: ‘“Ought” Implies “Can”, Blameworthiness, and the
Principle of Alternate Possibilities’. In Michael McKenna and David
Widerker (eds.), Moral Responsibility and Alternative Possibilities: Essays
on the Importance of Alternative Possibilities. Burlington, vt: Ashgate.

Graham, Peter A. 2011: ‘“Ought” and Ability’. Philosophical Review,
120(3), pp. 337–82.

Griffin, James 1992: ‘The Human Good and the Ambitions of Consequen-
tialism’. In Ellen Frankel Paul, Fred D. Miller, Jr. and Jeffrey Paul (eds.),
The Good Life and the Human Good. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

10 This paper was originally written at Merton College, Oxford. A discussion of this paper’s
main idea with Krister Bykvist was a great help in writing up a first draft, and thanks are due
to Lee Walters and Ralph Wedgwood for various discussions of these and related themes. I
should like to thank Craig French and Lee Walters for comments on a draft of this paper.
Thanks also to Tim Chappell, Penelope Mackie, Sasha Vereker, Jay Wallace, and particularly
Simon Rippon for comments, questions and discussion when I presented this at the Joint Ses-
sion; I regret that space has prevented me from adequately addressing all their concerns.
©2013 The Aristotelian Society
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Vol. cxiii, Part 3

doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9264.2013.00360.x



IMPOSSIBLE OBLIGATIONS ARE NOT POINTLESS 389
Hare, R. M. 1963: Freedom and Reason. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Herman, Barbara 1996: The Practice of Moral Judgment. Cambridge, ma:

Harvard University Press.
Kant, Immanuel 1788: Critique of Practical Reason. In Practical Philoso-

phy. Translated and Edited by Mary J. Gregor. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996.

——1793: Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason. In Religion
within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and Other Writings. Edited by Al-
len Wood and George di Giovanni. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1998.

Luther, Martin 1520a: A Brief Explanation of the Ten Commandments, the
Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer. In Works of Martin Luther, with Introduc-
tions and Notes, vol. ii. Philadelphia, pa: A. J. Holman, 1916.

——1520b: The Freedom of a Christian. Translated by Mark D. Tranvik.
Minneapolis, mn: Fortress Press, 2008.

——1525: The Bondage of the Will. In Erasmus-Luther: Discourse on Free
Will. Translated and edited by Ernst F. Winter. New York: Frederick Un-
gar Publishing, 1961.

Martin, Wayne 2009: ‘Ought But Cannot’. Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society, 109, pp. 103–28.

——2010: ‘The Judgment of Adam’. In Joseph Parry (ed.), Art and Phe-
nomenology. Oxford: Routledge.

Moore, G. E. 1922: Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005.
Murdoch, Iris 1970: The Sovereignty of Good. Abingdon: Routledge, 2001.
Prichard, H. A. 1928: ‘A Conflict of Duties’. In Philip Stratton-Lake (ed.),

Moral Writings. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002.
Ross, David 1930: The Right and the Good. Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 2002.
Sayre-McCord, Geoffrey 1986: ‘Deontic Logic and the Priority of Moral

Theory’. Noûs, 20(2), pp. 179–97.
Schroeder, Mark 2011: ‘Ought, Agents, and Actions’. Philosophical Re-

view, 120(1), pp. 1–41.
Stern, Robert 2004: ‘Does “Ought” Imply “Can”? And Did Kant Think It

Does?’. Utilitas, 16(1), pp. 42–61.
Streumer, Bart 2006: ‘Reasons and Impossibility’. Philosophical Studies,

136(3), pp. 351–84.
Wedgwood, Ralph 2006: ‘The Meaning of “Ought”’. In Russ Shafer-Land-

au (ed.), Oxford Studies in Metaethics, vol. 1. Oxford: Oxford Universi-
ty Press.

——2007: The Nature of Normativity. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
©2013 The Aristotelian Society
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Vol. cxiii, Part 3

doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9264.2013.00360.x


	Impossible Obligations are not Necessarily Deliberatively Pointless - Christopher Jay
	I. Introduction
	II. The Various Roles of Obligation
	III. The Deliberative Point of Impossible Obligations
	References




