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Abstract
This paper is largely about the plausibility of ‘violability’ principles, which claim that if something is obligatory for someone, that person must be able to not fulfil their obligation. I present an argument to show that Logical Violability (the principle which claims that it must be at least logically possible not to fulfil any obligation, and often taken to be a violability principle so obvious that it would be absurd to deny it) is false. But I also offer some discussion of what practical deliberation and action guidance require, and argue that nothing in what they require motivates violability principles – just as they do not motivate the principle that ought implies can. So, by various means, I aim to show that substantive assumptions to the effect that whatever is obligatory must be contingent in some way are at least not as plausible as they are commonly supposed to be, and might well be false.


1. Violability

I should like to undermine a commonly accepted principle, which I shall call Logical Violability:
[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]
[bookmark: OLE_LINK36][bookmark: OLE_LINK37]If A’s Φ-ing is logically necessary, then necessarily A is not under an obligation to Φ.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  I will use upper case Greek letters (Φ) for obligations, which might be ‘atomic’ or ‘complex’. Lower case Greek letters (φ, χ) will be used for the individual acts in complex obligations, so that an obligation, Φ, might be to (φ and χ), or to (φ or χ). ] 


It is an instance of a more general principle, which we might simply label Violability:

[bookmark: OLE_LINK101][bookmark: OLE_LINK102][bookmark: OLE_LINK22][bookmark: OLE_LINK23]If A’s Φ-ing is necessary, then necessarily A is not under an obligation to Φ.

Violability restricts our obligations to those things we can possibly not do. The popular ‘Ought Implies Can’ (OIC) principle restricts our obligations to those things we can do, so there is a sense in which Violability is the other side of the same coin as OIC: both principles restrict our obligations according to our abilities, although in each case it remains to be specified which sense of ‘ability’ or ‘can’ is the intended one. More specific Violability principles are individuated by the kind of necessity they mention in the antecedent of the Violability conditional. 
There needs to be some restriction on the sort of necessity referred to in Violability, if it is to have any plausibility at all. Two issues present themselves immediately. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK24][bookmark: OLE_LINK25]First, according to a familiar semantics for deontic logic, what is obligatory is what it is necessary for a good person to do, or what is necessary in order for things to be good, or what is necessary in order to avoid the bad.[footnoteRef:2] The necessity mentioned in Violability had better not be that necessity, for otherwise Violability would, according to this semantics at least, have the effect of disbarring any candidate obligation from being an obligation: in order to be obligatory, Φ-ing would need to be necessary in some way (e.g. necessary for things to be ideal, or necessary in order to avoid the bad); but if Violability is interpreted in such a way that the necessity mentioned in Violability is (or includes) what is necessary for things to be ideal, or to avoid the bad, Violability would rule out Φ-ing’s being obligatory. Φ-ing’s being obligatory would, per impossible, require Φ-ing to be both necessary for avoiding the bad (according to the semantics) and not necessary for avoiding the bad (according to Violability, interpreting the necessity it mentions as necessity in respect of avoiding the bad).  [2:  See Anderson [1956] and Kanger [1957] for formalizations of such views, and Hilpinen & McNamara (2013: §§6.2; 7.2) and Hansson (2013: §§3.3-4) for discussion. The idea is an old one, suggested by Leibniz (Hilpinen & McNamara (2013: p.6)).] 

Second, some things which are clearly morally obligatory if anything is are prudentially necessary, or necessary in other ways. My moral obligation to refrain from strangling the person who messed up my order in the restaurant coincides with the clear prudential necessity for me to refrain from doing things, including this, which will have me locked up. But that prudential necessity surely cannot rule out my having a moral obligation not to strangle that person.[footnoteRef:3] In general, whatever type of obligation (moral, rational, prudential etc.) Violability is supposed to govern, there is going to be some kind of necessity (prudential, rational, moral etc.) which should not as a necessary truth about obligation rule out Φ-ing being that-type-of-obligatory.  [3:  For a more contentious example, see Hughes (2018): if I cannot possibly speak during the minute’s silence (because I have lost my voice), then it does not follow that it is not the case that I morally ought not to speak. I call this example more contentious simply because I think some will be ready to bite the bullet and say that in such a case I don’t have that obligation, after all. I am not inclined to say that, but in any case the fact that what is prudentially necessary can be what one morally ought to do seems to me very hard to deny with any plausibility – if only because, plausibly, it is at least sometimes prudentially necessary to be moral, for the sake of one’s reputation, if for no other reason. Such a prudential requirement cannot in principle have prudential necessity coming apart from moral obligation in every case.] 

	I shall not dwell here on precisely which sorts of necessity should be included in Violability in order to make it plausible, or as plausible as possible. For now, I shall simply note that at least some philosophers have endorsed theses which seem to call for a Violability principle in which the mentioned necessity is stronger than logical necessity. Kant, for example, argued that God is under no obligations because given his ‘holy will’ it is impossible for him to will anything other than what the moral law requires: obligation is the requirement that one bring their will into line with the moral law when it is not naturally inclined in that direction, and since God’s will cannot but be naturally inclined in that direction, he is under no obligations. (Kant [1785]: 4:414; see also [1797]: 6:386, on our having no obligation to pursue our own happiness, because that is what ‘everybody wants unavoidably’.) Here, we may quibble about whether the necessity Kant has in mind – i.e. the necessity of God’s will being inclined towards what the moral law requires (or the necessity of our pursuing our own happiness) – is metaphysical necessity (due to God’s (or our) nature) or psychological necessity (due to the particular – but metaphysically contingent – nature of his (or our) will), but either way it is not logical necessity. So Kant, for one, clearly wished to endorse a version of Violability in which the mentioned necessity includes at least the metaphysical or psychological necessity which makes it inappropriate to speak of God having obligations (or our having obligations to promote our own happiness). Similarly, Bennett (1964) seems happy to assume a quite general version of Violability. And Lavin (2004) cites many more philosophers committed to Violability of one form or another.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Strictly speaking, Bennett who speaks of rules is not making a claim about Violability as stated here – i.e. as a condition on obligations. But it is clear that similar considerations are in play. ] 

	I shall leave the general form of Violability aside for now, and argue that Logical Violability, at least, is a principle which ought not to be believed – or at least that it is by no means as plausible as it is often assumed to be.


2. Logical Violability

[bookmark: OLE_LINK93][bookmark: OLE_LINK92][bookmark: OLE_LINK104][bookmark: OLE_LINK103][bookmark: OLE_LINK62][bookmark: OLE_LINK42][bookmark: OLE_LINK41]In what follows, I shall use parentheses to avoid scope ambiguity, even for some natural language formulations. I shall use the abbreviation ‘(φA or not-φA)’ to stand for ‘a particular person, A, either φ-s or doesn’t φ on a particular occasion’. This is a logically necessary truth.[footnoteRef:5] So, Logical Violability entails that it cannot be obligatory that (φA or not-φA). Since it is a logical truth that either I donate or I don’t, I cannot, according to Logical Violability, have an obligation to (donate or not donate).  [5:  At least assuming, as I shall, the classical Law of Excluded Middle, and assuming that A is a person who exists, so no issues arise from presupposition failure.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK51][bookmark: OLE_LINK49][bookmark: OLE_LINK50]	What could be wrong with Logical Violability, then? Well, for a start it is known that so-called Standard Deontic Logic (SDL) cannot happily accommodate Logical Violability. (Hilpinen & McNamara (2013: pp.60-1)) This should give serious pause for thought to those who are wedded to both SDL and to Logical Violability. But I do not think this is the real problem with Logical Violability, because I don’t think that we have any very good reason to be wedded to SDL. Indeed, I think there are some pretty good reasons not to be wedded to SDL. We could, then, simply adopt a deontic logic which does accommodate Logical Violability, such as the one developed by Jones & Pörn (1986).
	We should, however, be cautious in our adoption of substantive logical principles and other principles which materially limit the range of first order normative claims that are viable. Adopting Logical Violability means accepting a constraint which simply rules out many moral claims. This we should only countenance on the basis of reasons sufficiently robust to underwrite such a constraint; we should not accept such constraints lightly. And it is, I think, very hard to mount a serious motivation for Logical Violability based on anything other than its brute plausibility.[footnoteRef:6] I do not mean to deprecate brute plausibility as a motivation; justifications must stop somewhere. And there are plenty of people who seem to think that if anything about normativity is obvious, Logical Violability is. Even Lavin, who does not take general Violability principles (or ‘error constraints’ as he calls them) for granted, and offers a careful and critical analysis of several interpretations of them, is perfectly happy to say that what he calls the ‘logical interpretation’ of the ‘error constraint’ – i.e. what I am calling Logical Violability – is ‘obviously true’, and that a putative obligation to (φ or not-φ) is ‘absurd’. (Lavin (2004: pp.426-7; 431))[footnoteRef:7] In the next section, though, I shall argue against Logical Violability. And if I am right, and in the absence of a persuasive substantive argument in favour of Logical Violability, we have no reason to accept that principle and encode or respect it in our deontic logic. [6:  Haji (2011; 2012: Chapters 2 and 3) seeks to establish an equivalent of Violability with an argument which might not be undermined by the arguments I present in this paper. However, that argument is certainly not without some pretty substantive assumptions of its own which I don’t have space to discuss here. ]  [7:  Lavin (2004: pp.429-31) points out that historically a principle very like Logical Violability has been argued for (e.g. by Rousseau and Butler), on the basis that principles such as ‘yield to the stronger’ (Rousseau) or ‘act as you please’ (Butler) would simply direct us to do what, by definition of the terms involved, we will do. This is essentially Kant’s idea about why we have no duty to promote our own happiness, mentioned above, if Kant is interpreted to mean that it is part of the meaning of ‘agent’ or ‘God’ they agents necessarily promote their own happiness, and God necessarily wills in accordance with the moral law.  ] 



3. Plausible Instances of O(φA or not-φA)

In this section, I shall give an argument to suggest that Logical Violability is false, given some not implausible assumptions about the grounds of obligation.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK99][bookmark: OLE_LINK100][bookmark: OLE_LINK29][bookmark: OLE_LINK13][bookmark: OLE_LINK28]Let’s assume that, at least sometimes, the fact that A ought to φ is due to (grounded in) the fact that A’s φ-ing has some feature, F. Suppose that A’s φ-ing has feature F. Other-things-being-equal, this would mean that A ought to φ. Now suppose that A’s χ-ing has feature G, such that other-things-being-equal, A ought to χ, for G of A’s χ-ing grounds an obligation in just the way that F of A’s φ-ing does.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK98][bookmark: OLE_LINK97][bookmark: OLE_LINK124][bookmark: OLE_LINK123][bookmark: OLE_LINK67][bookmark: OLE_LINK66][bookmark: OLE_LINK64][bookmark: OLE_LINK65]Suppose further that although A’s φ-ing and A’s χ-ing are each possible, they are not compossible: if A φ-s, A cannot χ; and if A χ-s, A cannot φ. Given the other-things-being-equal obligations and the fact that other things aren’t equal in the relevant respects, what is obligatory is for A to (either φ or χ). If A neither φ-ies nor χ-s, A has failed to meet an obligation grounded in the features F and G of A’s φ-ing and A’s χ-ing, respectively. The only reason A is not under a straightforward obligation to φ is that there is a feature, G, of A’s χ-ing which makes A’s χ-ing a normatively acceptable alternative to A’s φ-ing. And vice versa for the feature, F, of A’s φ-ing which makes it a normatively acceptable alternative to A’s χ-ing. The fact that there exist normatively acceptable alternatives to both A’s φ-ing and A’s χ-ing does not mean that it is permissible for A to neither φ nor χ, for the normatively acceptable alternatives do not include failing to (either φ or χ) – why would they, given that the only feature of the situation (or of A’s choice set) which prevents straightforward obligations for A to φ or to χ is the existence of equally strong grounds of obligation to do the other thing?
[bookmark: OLE_LINK87][bookmark: OLE_LINK86][bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK118][bookmark: OLE_LINK117][bookmark: OLE_LINK120][bookmark: OLE_LINK119][bookmark: OLE_LINK68][bookmark: OLE_LINK110][bookmark: OLE_LINK109]	If all this is right, we can see that Logical Violability is false by simply substituting not-φ-ing for χ-ing. Suppose that there is a feature, F, of A’s φ-ing such that other-things-being-equal, A ought to φ. But suppose that there is some other, independent feature, G, of A’s not φ-ing such that other-things-being-equal, A ought to not-φ. Since A’s φ-ing and A’s not-φ-ing are incompossible, what A ought to do, in light of the other-things-being-equal obligations and the fact that other things are not equal in the relevant respects, is to (either φ or not-φ). But what is obligatory here – i.e. A’s either φ-ing or not-φ-ing – is logically necessary: as noted above, it is logically necessary that (φA or not-φA). So, a logical necessity could be obligatory, contra Logical Violability.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Someone might object that I defined Logical Violability as saying that if A’s φ-ing is logically necessary, then A’s φ-ing cannot be obligatory; but A’s φ-ing is, let’s say, an atomic action, whereas in the argument I’ve just given it is the disjunction (A’s φ-ing or A’s not-φ-ing) which is invoked, and what goes for atomic actions might not go for such disjunctions, meaning that an obligation for A to (φ or not-φ) does not violate Logical Violability (which speaks only of atomic actions, and I have produced no counterexample involving atomic actions). To this I have two responses. (1) When Logical Violability is presented and defended, there is never (to my knowledge) any such restriction imposed. (2) There would be no reason (that I can think of) to impose such a restriction. I doubt that there are such things as disjunctive actions, but even so, points (1) and (2) seem correct with respect to disjunctive propositions about actions, and this will be enough even if we are concerned with deontic logic, with respect to those deontic logics which take their operators to range over sentences or propositions and not actions. ] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK115][bookmark: OLE_LINK116]	What could be objectionable in the above argument? There two obviously substantive assumptions upon which the argument I have given relies. The first is that, at least sometimes, A’s obligations are due to A’s actions having some particular feature(s). The second is that an agent faced with equally strong reasons or other-things-being-equal-obligations to perform incompossible actions is, at least sometimes, under an obligation to perform (one action or the other).[footnoteRef:9] [9:  For ease of expression here I settle for putting the point in terms of the strength – I might have said ‘weight’ – of reasons; but I take it that it wouldn’t be too difficult to make essentially the same point in a way that didn’t commit us to the idea that reasons have strengths or weights, and maybe didn’t mention reasons at all. ] 

	The first assumption really just amounts to the assumption that obligations sometimes have grounds, or can be explained, and are not always brute: it is not always the case that a person ought to do something just because they ought to, with nothing more to say. Some philosophers have thought that moral obligations, at least, are generally brute in this sense: Prichard [1912] offers an argument to that effect. And some of Prichard’s fellow intuitionists agree. But not all of them. G. E. Moore (1903) notoriously argued that goodness is unanalysable; but he was explicit in his belief that obligation could very well be analysed in terms of goodness, and he is in agreement with the assumption upon which the above argument depends: whatever is obligatory, according to Moore, is obligatory because it is either intrinsically good or leads to what is good (Moore (1903: pp.25-6)), and both being intrinsically good and leading to what is good will do very well as examples of features F and G in the argument above. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK125][bookmark: OLE_LINK126][bookmark: OLE_LINK127][bookmark: OLE_LINK129][bookmark: OLE_LINK128]	Why else might the assumption be rejected? Some divine command theorists might agree that obligations aren’t brute, but deny that obligations depend upon features of actions, so would not concede (to the letter) the assumption upon which the above argument, as formulated, depends. According to the sort of divine command theory of obligation I have in mind, obligations depend upon features of something, but not of the actions which are obligatory: they depend upon features of the will of God, or features of God’s actions (i.e. God’s commanding or prohibiting – not features of what is commanded or prohibited).[footnoteRef:10] But we could easily reformulate the argument, replacing features F and G of A’s φ-ing and χ-ing with A’s being commanded or prohibited to φ and χ. It might be doubted that a consistent God would ever issue commands to φ and to χ when φ-ing and χ-ing are incompossible; but on reflection it should be clear that a general command such as the command to help those in desperate need will easily entail more particular requirements to help individuals in need, where it is not possible to help each individual in more or less equally desperate need and one should, therefore, help X if one doesn’t help Y and help Y if one doesn’t help X (i.e., just the sort of disjunctive obligation derived in the first part of the original argument), assuming that X and Y are the only candidates for help.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Of course, some ways of dealing with the ‘Euthyphro dilemma’ might require us to say that what God commands itself depends upon evaluative features of things (such as the commanded actions), anyway. See for example Adams [1973] and Quinn (2006). ]  [11:  This is plausibly what leads Kant, for example, to speak of the duty of beneficence as an ‘imperfect’ (disjunctive) duty.] 

I do not claim to have canvassed all the putative reasons for rejecting the assumption that, at least sometimes, obligations are grounded in or explained by the features of actions; far from it. All I want to suggest is that the assumption is plausible, and furthermore that it (or a functional equivalent of it) is an assumption which could at least be granted – and is sometimes positively proposed – by proponents of a wide range of otherwise divergent normative and meta-normative views.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK145][bookmark: OLE_LINK146][bookmark: OLE_LINK139][bookmark: OLE_LINK140][bookmark: OLE_LINK149][bookmark: OLE_LINK150][bookmark: OLE_LINK160][bookmark: OLE_LINK161][bookmark: OLE_LINK148][bookmark: OLE_LINK147][bookmark: OLE_LINK142][bookmark: OLE_LINK141][bookmark: OLE_LINK143][bookmark: OLE_LINK144]	As for the assumption that an agent faced with equally strong (or maybe incommensurable) reasons or other-things-being-equal-obligations to perform incompossible actions is, at least sometimes, under an obligation to perform (one action or the other), it could be motivated in various ways.[footnoteRef:12] It might be that you don’t believe in the possibility of conflicting obligations, but you want to acknowledge the normative significance of features F and G of A’s φ-ing and of A’s χ-ing, respectively, even in cases where A’s φ-ing and A’s χ-ing are incompossible: since those features can’t ground an obligation for A to (φ and χ), and it would be arbitrary and bizarre to say that in combination they ground an obligation merely for A to φ, or merely for A to χ, it seems necessary to say that F and G ground an obligation for A to (φ or χ). How else, given a commitment to the impossibility of conflicting or unsatisfiable obligations, could the ex hypthesi normative significance of both F and G be respected?  [12:  I have put the assumption in terms of features grounding other-things-being-equal obligations, but for those who don’t like that sort of talk, we could easily recast it, in Aristotelian spirit, in terms of practical reason determining a disjunctive obligation on the basis of reasons for performing incompossible actions, or determining that there is decisive reason to perform one or other incompossible action (i.e., without saying that those reasons ground other-things-being-equal obligations), where those reasons would, in other circumstances, be decisive in respect of recommending each particular action. (Thanks to Owen Hulatt for helping me to see this point.)] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK151][bookmark: OLE_LINK152][bookmark: OLE_LINK153]	On the other hand, some of us are quite prepared to accept the possibility of unsatisfiable obligations. But we can still grant the assumption under discussion. In some cases, perhaps, F and G of A’s φ-ing and A’s χ-ing are such that whether or not A can do both, A ought to do both. But still, there could very well be cases in which F and G are features of actions which, whilst sufficiently normatively weighty to ground obligations to φ or to χ, respectively, in the absence of the other feature, do not ‘combine well’ such as to ground an obligation to (φ and χ). 
It might be that very often a person ought to do two incompossible things, because they have promised to. But there are cases in which, even though generally one ought to keep one’s promises, even when doing so is impossible, what is promised is such as to make it positively wrong to do all that one has promised, regardless of whether one could. If I have promised two friends that I will help each of them move house, and it turns out that they are each moving on the same day, far apart from each other, a hardliner about promise keeping might well think that even though I can’t keep both promises, I ought to. But if what I have promised to two different people is that I will marry them, there are very good reasons to think that I am obliged not to keep both promises: marriage is the sort of institution which should only be entered into exclusively, and the normative importance of that fact outweighs the normative importance of the fact that I have made promises to two people. And this doesn’t depend upon the possibility or otherwise of marrying them both. So, whether or not you believe in the possibility of unsatisfiable obligations, you might well say that I ought to marry one or other of the people I promised to marry (if they still want me!), thus doing as much as I can to keep my promises without violating some even more important norm. Such cases demonstrate that it is not only those who want to accommodate the normatively relevant features of incompossible actions but don’t believe in unsatisfiable obligations who have reason to accept the assumption I relied upon above, i.e. that normatively relevant features of incompossible actions sometimes ground disjunctive obligations. 
	Both the substantive assumptions upon which the argument at the beginning of this section relied are at least defensible. I think they are overwhelmingly plausible; but more importantly they are congenial to a very broad range of normative and meta-normative views. The way of arriving at an obligation to do what is logically necessary by means of the argument at the beginning of this section is, I think, entirely intuitive and available to proponents of a broad range of views; at least so long as they haven’t already convinced themselves of Logical Violability. But to object to the argument simply on the basis that it fails to respect Logical Violability is obviously question-begging: some other flaw in the argument needs to be exhibited. 
	Might my assumption that not-φ-ing can have some feature G which grounds an other-things-equal obligation in the way described above be flawed?[footnoteRef:13] One objection might be that the ways of not doing something are so heterogeneous that there will be no appropriately normatively significant feature G shared by all of them, and indeed they might not all have even different normatively significant features of the right sort.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Thanks to Daniel Morgan, Mary Leng and Rob Trueman for bringing this issue to my attention. ]  [14:  The point is really that one or other of φ-ing and not-φ-ing is bound to admit of a heterogeneous  variety of ways, simply because that is required in order for this to be a genuine dichotomy. But I put the point just in terms of not-φ-ing being problematically heterogeneous to keep things simple. ] 

	I have two replies to this objection. The first is that the argument I offered does not require that all the various ways of not-φ-ing have G, nor any other normatively significant feature, so it is no problem if some lack it, or if some lack any appropriately significant feature. If some way of not-φ-ing has G, then plausibly that is enough. At least, it is enough if we grant at least a restricted (pseudo-)deontic entailment principle, which I will call ‘Determinable Entailment’: if A (other-things-being-equal-)ought to Φ, and Φ-ing is a determinate of the determinable Χ-ing, then A (other-things-being-equal-)ought to Χ.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Determinable Entailment is a pseudo-deontic principle in that it governs other-things-being-equal obligations as well as actual obligations. See n.11, above, on the fact that we might formulate all this in ways which don’t appeal to the arguably dubious notion of an ‘other-things-being-equal-obligation’. ] 

	Clearly, a person can have an obligation to Φ without their having an obligation – or even moral permission – to Φ in each of the ways there is (for them) to Φ. If I have an obligation to repay a debt, I do not have an obligation – or even moral permission – to repay it with radioactive cash; in fact, I have an obligation to not repay it that way. So, nobody should object to Determinable Entailment on the basis that there are some ways of not-φ-ing which A ought not to pursue. That A ought to Φ means that if A doesn’t Φ then A does wrong. That doesn’t entail that A avoids wrongdoing however A Φ-s.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  It might be possible that a particular way of Φ-ing is both obligatory (as a way of Φ-ing) and impermissible (since it is a particular way of Φ-ing with some impermissibility-grounding feature), if an action can be both obligatory and impermissible (as I happen to believe actions can be). In that case, I might have an obligation to repay the debt with radioactive cash, even though doing so is impermissible. Still, though, since repaying it that way is impermissible, there is no reason to think that Determinable Entailment problematically generates moral permissions.] 

	Someone might object to my casual assumption that what is in play here is the determinate-determinable relation, insisting that I must first show that ways of not Φ-ing are determinates of the determinable not-Φ-ing. After all, a great deal has been written about the determinate-determinable relation, trying to distinguish it carefully from other relations, and it might be that ways of not Φ-ing are related to not-Φ-ing in one of those other ways instead. 
	However, I am quite confident that invoking the determinate-determinable relation (‘determination’) here is not too quick. There isn’t space here to discuss how all the standard features of determination are satisfied by the relation between ways of not Φ-ing and not-Φ-ing; but it seems to me that only a few are apt even to seem controversial.[footnoteRef:17] There might be reasonable doubts about whether ‘Determinate Incompatibility’ is satisfied: if x has determinate P of determinable Q at time t, then x cannot have, at t, any other determinate R of Q at the same level of specificity as P. An event of not lying might be both an event of telling the truth and an event of being evasive (by not telling enough of the truth to be properly informative), and perhaps telling the truth and being evasive are different determinates of the same level of specificity. But Determinable Incompatibility is controversial anyway, so I don’t take failing to satisfy it to be a very good reason to doubt the overwhelmingly plausible claim that ways of not Φ-ing are determinates of not-Φ-ing.  [17:  In what follows I draw on the list of features given in Wilson (2023: §2.1).] 

Stronger entailment principles for deontic logic have been proposed, to the effect that an obligation to Φ entails an obligation to Χ in every case where Φ-ing entails Χ-ing (not just where the determinate-determinable relationship is in play). Such strong principles would afford a reply to the objection I am considering, because any particular way of not-φ-ing with feature G entails not-φ-ing, so an other-things-being-equal obligation to not-φ in the way with G would entail an other-things-being-equal obligation to not-φ, as required for the argument I am defending. But such strong entailment principles are stronger than necessary for the reply I want to give. [footnoteRef:18] It serves my purposes if Determinable Entailment holds, regardless of whether any stronger entailment principles hold, since each particular way of not-φ-ing (including the way with G) is obviously a determinate of the determinable not-φ-ing, so an other-things-being-equal obligation to not-φ in the way with G entails an other-things-being-equal obligation to not-φ, as required for the argument.  [18:  See for example the ‘Inheritance Principle’, derivable in SDL. Inheritance plays a role in causing trouble for SDL’s (and some weaker deontic logics’) accommodation of Violability (since Violability in combination with Inheritance entails that nothing is obligatory – a result which, though not incoherent, is certainly implausible, and which anyway shouldn’t be delivered by deontic logic alone). (Hilpinen & McNamara (2013: p.38; 61)) So, it is just as well that my reply here requires a weaker principle: even if, in order to make a variant of SDL safe for Violability, Inheritance is rejected, Determinable Entailment remains viable, as far as I can see (and the most obvious proof that nothing is obligatory in systems including Inheritance and Violability requires an entailment principle stronger than Determinable Entailment, I think). ] 

	In any case, my second reply to the objection above is that we probably don’t need to appeal to even Determinable Entailment. There is a role for Determinable Entailment in the argument I am defending if a reason is needed for positing an other-things-being-equal obligation to not-φ on the basis of some normatively significant (and other-things-being-equal decisive) feature G of a particular way or ways of not-φ-ing. The objection I am considering assumes that this would be the only way to ground an other-things-being-equal obligation to not-φ. But it might be that there are features of A’s not-φ-ing as such (rather than features peculiar to particular ways of not-φ-ing) which ground the required other-things-being-equal obligation to not-φ.
	Sometimes it matters that one doesn’t do something (rather than it mattering that one’s not doing it assumes a particular form). Indeed, this idea is encoded in our practices of teaching children, and each other, what matters: we do not itemise the ways in which one might not lie (in a particular circumstance), explaining that each of them has something about it which is morally important. Rather, we explain that it is morally important not to lie because lying is morally problematic, and so not doing it is important. 
	This brings to light that G of not-φ-ing might really just be something like the fact that not-φ-ing avoids doing something morally problematic (i.e. φ-ing). That doesn’t undermine the argument. And it reminds us that we needn’t be concerned about the fact that there might be ways of not-φ-ing which we have obligations not to partake in. When we explain to children – or to each other – that we ought to not lie (in some particular circumstances), we rightly feel no embarrassment in the knowledge that there are some ways of not lying (such as by telling the truth in a way designed to hurt the feelings of our addressee) which we ought not to have any part in. The fact that there are some ways of not lying which we ought not to go in for (in some particular circumstance) does nothing to undermine our confidence in the fact that we ought not to lie (in those circumstances). So, we should not doubt that at least sometimes, it is the not doing something which matters morally, rather than a feature of not doing it only in some particular ways. And if it is sometimes the not doing which matters, then the suggestion that not-φ-ing can have G without its having G being inherited from or grounded in the peculiar features of particular ways of not-φ-ing is in good order. So, the objection under consideration, which assumes that G of A’s not-φ-ing must be grounded in the peculiar features of particular ways of not-φ-ing, fails. 
	 
4. Action Guiding

What I have tried to show in the previous section is that Logical Violability loses plausibility once we think in terms of what makes things obligatory, or what grounds obligations, rather than in terms of what we do with (beliefs about) obligations. But Logical Violability might have some intuitive plausibility if we are thinking more or less just in terms of the role obligations play in action guiding. Some people find it plausible that in action guiding terms an obligation to make a logical necessity true would be rather pointless. Indeed, this focus on action guiding is also, I think, what lends credibility to any Violability principle (see Section 2, above).
	I have gone on as if what makes things obligatory is something like the goodness of the state of affairs produced, or the intrinsic justice of some actions, given the character of those actions. But, it could be argued, whilst some actions are best in terms of the goodness they promote, or are intrinsically just, that is simply to say that those acts are optimific, or just; it is a further thing to say that their optimality or justice makes it the case that they are obligatory, for what the concept of obligation adds to the concepts of optimality or justice is precisely a relation to practical deliberation. More precisely, obligations aren’t just to perform actions; they are supposed to be action guiding.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK166][bookmark: OLE_LINK167][bookmark: OLE_LINK164][bookmark: OLE_LINK165]Several discussions of the principle that Ought Implies Can (OIC) have focussed on the idea, often used to motivate that principle too, that in order for an obligation (or our knowledge of it, or beliefs about it) to be action guiding, it must be contingent whether or not one does what one has an obligation to do.[footnoteRef:19] That idea can seem plausible: if A’s obligation to φ, or A’s knowledge of that obligation, or A’s believing in that obligation, is to make a difference in respect of A’s φ-ing, it must be that A’s φ-ing is possible but not necessary – because for anything to make a difference in respect of A’s φ-ing, there must be a difference to be made, and nothing could make any difference to what is either impossible or a logically necessary truth. But I think we need to get much clearer about what is required for something to be action guiding.  [19:  See e.g., critical discussions in Littlejohn (2009), Graham (2011), Jay (2013), Talbot (2016) and Hughes (2018).] 



	Here I take ‘action guiding’ to mean capable of being considered by an agent such as to potentially affect their choice of action.[footnoteRef:20] And I want to avoid a potential mistake: thinking in terms of making a difference to an agent’s choice of action makes it easy, I think, to slip into thinking of the difference in question as a difference in respect of which action is chosen; but that is not quite what is meant, because a consideration can make a difference to a choice without that amounting to or being manifested in something being chosen which otherwise wouldn’t have been – difference in choice can consist in a difference in the reasons for which something is chosen, rather than in something different being chosen. [20:  For the sake of simplicity, I will retain this formulation although someone might reasonably object that ‘capable of being considered’ is too strong: perhaps an agent can be guided by something (a fact which they are perceptually in contact with but have no conscious awareness of, or a tacit belief or bias which is not reflected upon at all etc.) without it being considered as such. Were the formulation to be complicated to take account of these possibilities, I don’t think anything in the argument below would be adversely affected.] 

	Why have I focussed on choice of action, or deliberation, in my characterisation of action guiding, rather than making a difference to which action is chosen? Simply because our topic is normative action guidance, and not merely what I’ll call ‘action determination’. All sorts of things can make it the case that I perform one action as opposed to another, or some action as opposed to none, or vice versa. Some of these are merely causal influences: the fact that I even consider one action rather than another might be due, in part at least, to my being hungry, and my subsequent action might be due, in this way, to facts about my being hungry and the causal influence that had on my choice of action. Other action influences are not causal, but constitutive: I might have thought carefully about whether to dance or not, weighing up various considerations in favour of dancing and counting against it; but the fact that I end up flailing around the dancefloor as opposed to dancing a tango is explained by facts about how the bodily movements I am performing relate to the movements which, in fact, constitute a tango – my performing a non-tango dance as opposed to tangoing is not explained by my choosing not to tango (perhaps I was trying to), but by what a tango is, what my bodily movements are, and the mismatch between them. Such causal or constitutive facts which determine what an agent ends up doing I call (partial) action determiners. We want to know, however, the way(s) in which obligations can be action guiding, and nobody who takes an interest in the plausibility of principles like Violability and OIC thinks that obligations are action guiding in virtue of being mere action determiners.[footnoteRef:21] [footnoteRef:22] [21:  Perhaps beliefs about obligations are causal (or even constitutive) action influences. But the view that beliefs are action guiding in this sense is not the sort of view which leads people to accept Violability or OIC; or at least it certainly should not be, because, even if there is an entailment from A believes that there is an obligation for A to Φ to it is contingent that A Φ-s (which I think there clearly is not, and as I argue below), that does not establish the validity of either Violability or OIC, which both refer to obligations themselves, not agents’ beliefs about obligations.]  [22:  One example of a philosopher who defends Violability on the basis of the role of choice in action is Finnis: ‘Ought implies can not. Norms and normative claims (including “I should not have done…”) make sense only as addressed to those who have, or had, a choice.’ (2011: p.1) My argument will be that the second sentence does not imply the first. ] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK39][bookmark: OLE_LINK38][bookmark: OLE_LINK43][bookmark: OLE_LINK40][bookmark: OLE_LINK45][bookmark: OLE_LINK44][bookmark: OLE_LINK48]One question about what it takes for an obligation to be action guiding is whether an obligation for A to Φ can only be action guiding if it plays a role in A’s decisions, choices or plans about Φ-ing in particular. Someone might be unwilling to accept that an obligation for A to Φ can be action guiding unless the action being guided is A’s Φ-ing itself. I do not think we should agree with someone who takes that stance. As Talbot (2016: §3.4) argues, the view that for A’s obligation to Φ to be action guiding it must guide A’s Φ-ing itself is implausibly restrictive, and rules out many cases in which we would very naturally say that that an obligation for A to Φ is apt to guide the choices and actions of others, not to mention A’s own decisions about what else (aside from Φ-ing) to do given that they didn’t or won’t Φ.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  The defences of unfulfillable obligations in respect of their potential for action guidance given in Graham (2011), Jay (2013) and Talbot (2016) rely on the idea that an obligation to Φ can be action guiding in virtue of playing a role in an agent’s coming to do something other than Φ-ing. But the defences given in Littlejohn (2009) and Hughes (2017) do not. ] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK60][bookmark: OLE_LINK63]Some will retain the feeling that if an obligation to Φ is action guiding, then it must be the case that someone can try to Φ; so, if there is some requirement that the normative be action guiding in a first-personal way, it is that if there is an obligation for A to Φ then A must be able to try to Φ. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK77][bookmark: OLE_LINK78]As I argued above, action guiding is not the same as what I called action determining. To be guided is specifically to choose or deliberate in a certain way: a way which takes account of that which guides. Now it ought to be completely obvious that deliberating about what to do and choosing a course of action doesn’t require that the agent succeeds in performing any of the actions they are deliberating about or choosing between. What, though, of the mere possibility of success? Again, there is nothing to say that we can deliberate about or choose only those actions which we can complete. One fact which makes this true is that deliberation and choice depend in large part not upon what the facts are, but upon what we believe the facts to be; and obviously, we can have false beliefs, including false beliefs about what is possible.[footnoteRef:24] Who would say that a person who believes their Φ-ing to be possible and weighs up what they take to be the advantages and costs of Φ-ing is failing to deliberate about Φ-ing, just because their Φ-ing is (unbeknownst to them) impossible? In just the same way, a person might deliberate about whether or not to Φ (or about how to Φ) believing it to be up to them whether to Φ or not to Φ (or believing it to be up to them how they Φ), although actually their Φ-ing (in a particular way) is a fait accompli.  [24:  I should be careful here, because I argued above that what I called ‘constitutive action determiners’ make a difference to what is, in fact, being done; and similarly, I think it is plausible that facts about what really counts as performing some particular action can make a real difference to what one is deliberating about (e.g. if you are deliberating about ‘whether to tango’, but you have a completely wrongheaded idea about what a tango involves and you are weighing up the merits and demerits of performing a particular set of movements which bear no relation to a tango, then your own conception of your deliberation is simply wrong and you are not deliberating about doing a tango at all). So, facts – as opposed to beliefs about facts – can play some role in determining the content of deliberation. But this wrinkle will not affect what I argue below. ] 

So long as we keep in mind the obvious fact that people can be mistaken about the modal status of actions they are considering, we should reject any suggestion that deliberation or choice require real contingency on the part of what is deliberated about or chosen. At most, what is required is that the agent believes that what is deliberated about or chosen is contingent.[footnoteRef:25] But that immediately puts principles such as Violability and OIC in a bad light, in so far as they are supposed to be motivated by the action guiding feature of normativity: the only plausible restriction on what can be action guiding – assuming that action guiding is a matter of choice and deliberation – which mentions contingency is a requirement that agents believe that what they are deliberating about or choosing (so, what they ought to do, in so far as they are deliberating about their obligations) is possible but not necessary, and so Violability and OIC, which say nothing about agents’ beliefs and say that what is obligatory must actually be contingent, are much stronger than the only plausible relevant conditions on action guiding.  [25:  Clearly, whether a person who has false beliefs (including false beliefs about the contingency of what they are deliberating about) is deliberating well is a further question. I don’t think they are necessarily deliberating badly, especially if their mistake is an epistemically virtuous response to misleading evidence. But in any case, the quality of a person’s deliberation is not our topic here. ] 

In fact, things are even worse for Violability and OIC. Or so I shall now argue, although to be clear the point made in the previous paragraph is already sufficient to undermine the plausibility of Violability and OIC, regardless of whether what I am about to say is right. I will try to convince you (if you don’t already believe it) that a person can perfectly coherently deliberate about and choose to do something which they believe – and, if the epistemic circumstances are right, even know – to be impossible, and what they believe – and perhaps know – to be a fait accompli (even a logical one).[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Bobier (2017) has argued that a necessary condition for an agent to deliberate about some action is that they hope for the outcome of that action, and a crucial plank of that argument is the assumption – unargued for – that ‘Practical deliberation is limited to what an agent believes or thinks is possible for her to attain. We cannot practically deliberate about what is thought to be impossible or necessary.’ (p.1) The following discussion, then, bears upon issues beyond the role of normativity in action guiding, for if I am right then we learn something about the place of hope in practical reasoning, also.
	For a rather different attack on the assumption that deliberation presupposes belief in the contingency of our actions, see Nielsen (2011), which also sets the debate about this assumption in its historical (particularly ancient) context very nicely. ] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK134][bookmark: OLE_LINK135][bookmark: OLE_LINK27]In order to show that an agent can deliberate about and choose what they believe to be impossible, I will start with the relationship between deliberation or choice and trying. It is not true that whenever an agent deliberates about and chooses some action, they will necessarily try to perform that action – if only because they might die having resolved to act in the future but before having the opportunity to attempt the action they have resolved to perform. But what is true, I think, is that an agent cannot try to perform an action without having chosen the action they are trying to perform. A person cannot accidentally try to do something. An entailment from ‘A tries to Φ’ to ‘Φ-ing is something A has chosen to do’ seems to be part of the very meaning of ‘trying’ in this context.[footnoteRef:27] And I take it that any choice can be the outcome or conclusion of deliberation (even if not all deliberation issues in choice), so that if an agent tries to Φ then it is at least possible that they deliberated about whether to Φ.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Care is required here, for it is certainly possible to try to do something accidentally: I can try to offend you accidentally by deliberately forgetting about all your sensitivities and thereby hoping to end up saying something which (unbeknownst to me at the time, since I have forgotten about your sensitivities) will offend you. But there what is planned to be non-deliberate is the way I perform the action – the action itself is still chosen, and my choosing it explains my trying to forget your sensitivities. Another important point is that the claim here is not that every trying is chosen, but that for every case of A trying to Φ, A has chosen to Φ (and not just chosen to try to Φ). This might seem too strong; but it is plausible, I think, that trying to Φ is impossible to make sense of other than as a deliberate step towards Φ-ing – and to take deliberate steps towards something is, surely, to have chosen that destination. (I want to argue elsewhere, for other purposes, that a person can have reasons to try to Φ which are not, and do not entail, reasons to Φ. But that thesis is not, I think, in tension with what I claim here, for I don’t deny that trying to Φ and Φ-ing are distinct – though not unrelated – acts.) ]  [28:  The assumption here is just that it is possible that any particular choice is the outcome of deliberation; it is not that it is possible that every choice is the outcome of deliberation. Perhaps there can be choices which are guided by reasons (so count as choices even according to a quite strict definition of choice for agents) but are not the product of deliberation. Arpaly & Schroeder (2012) argue that there must be, on pain of infinite regress. But that argument only shows that not all an agent’s choices can be the product of deliberation, not that for any arbitrary choice of an agent it cannot be the product of deliberation: to avoid infinite regress, we don’t need essentially non-deliberative choices; we just need it to be the case that in fact some of each agent’s choices are non-deliberative (though they could have been deliberative, so long as others were non-deliberative). ] 

If what I have just said is right, then if there are cases in which an agent tries to do what they believe to be impossible, then there are cases in which an agent chooses to do what is impossible, and there could be cases in which it is possible to deliberate about doing what one believes to be impossible. And, I want to suggest, there are cases in which it would be overwhelmingly natural to describe an agent as trying to do what they believe to be impossible. 
Others have proposed some plausible examples. Hornsby (2010: p.18) gives a nice one: a person attempts to lift a heavy weight which they believe they cannot lift, in order to prove a point (namely, that they cannot lift it because it is made of stone and not, as someone else maintains, of polystyrene).[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  For similar examples, and discussion, see Ludwig (1992; 1995). A thorough survey of relevant views is given by Adams (1997).] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK82][bookmark: OLE_LINK91][bookmark: OLE_LINK96][bookmark: OLE_LINK81][bookmark: OLE_LINK108][bookmark: OLE_LINK107]Some philosophers have argued that trying to Φ is simply incompatible with believing it to be impossible that one Φ-s. Some of these philosophers acknowledge that it certainly seems as if it would be correct to describe a person as trying in some circumstances when that person believes that their apparent goal is an impossible one, and argue that our natural claims about such cases are misguided for sophisticated philosophical reasons.[footnoteRef:30] Others simply seem not to have noticed how natural it is to use the language of trying to describe such cases.[footnoteRef:31] I do not have the space, here, to address the particular arguments offered by those who believe that specific philosophical truths about the nature of intention or belief rule out the very possibility of trying to do what one believes to be impossible. But note that we can tell the story of a person who seems to be trying what they believe to be impossible so that it is not only natural to describe them as doing just that; it can even be natural to describe them as rationally trying to do what they believe to be impossible.  [30:  See, e.g. Adams (1995). Ludwig (1995) responds.]  [31:  See, e.g., Griffin (1996; 2010). Griffin actually asserts two rather different claims about the topic. In (1996: p.91) he says that (a) if A tries to Φ then A thinks that they have a chance of successfully Φ-ing; but in (2010: p.15) he says that (b) if A tries to Φ then A does not think that they have no chance of Φ-ing. Clearly, (a) does not entail (b), and (b) does not entail (a): A might think that they have a chance of successfully Φ-ing but also, because they have inconsistent beliefs, think that they have no chance of Φ-ing; or A might not think that they have any chance of Φ-ing, but not think that they have a chance of successfully Φ-ing either, because they have no view on the matter.] 

Suppose, for example, that it is not just that someone is trying to prove a point, but that they are trying to win a bet. (Ludwig (1992).) Adapting Hornsby’s example, suppose your friend has bet you that you can lift a heavy-looking block. Wanting to win the bet, you need to show that you cannot lift it; but, of course, your friend will not pay up unless they believe that you have tried and failed – they will say that you have cheated if they don’t believe that you have been trying. You might be able to fool your friend into thinking that you are trying, but if you think you are not able to do this then the most sensible thing to do is to try. If you believe that you cannot lift the weight anyway, then trying (as opposed to pretending to try) doesn’t add any risk of losing the bet: you believe that even if you try you will still win the bet. On the other hand, not trying risks giving your friend an excuse not to pay up. So, the rational thing to do is to try. And notice that you have more reason to try in this context, given the balance of risks and benefits, the surer you are that you cannot succeed.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Yaffe (2010: Chs.2 & 3) argues that trying to Φ involves intending to Φ, and that ‘[a]n intention is not rational, for instance, if the agent believes that he will not do as he intends.’ Following Bratman (1999), who calls this the ‘strong consistency requirement’, Yaffe argues for this on the basis that ‘[a]n agent with an intention who violates this norm has trouble coordinating with his future self and with others and so, in turn, has trouble making the world match his intention.’ (Yaffe (2010: pp.86-7); for more discussion of Bratman’s strong consistency requirement see ibid Ch.2, and the works cited in Ch.2, fn.11).  The argument of this paragraph is intended to show that it is not necessarily irrational to try something which one believes one will not do, whether or not trying involves intending. If Yaffe is right about the involvement of intention in trying, then reflecting on the example I’ve given should make us doubt that Yaffe is right about the irrationality of ‘hopeless intentions’, I think. There are good reasons for doubting the quoted coordination argument for the strong consistency requirement, but there is not space to go into them here. Suffice it so say that in the example I’ve given, the person trying to win the bet by trying to lift the block doesn’t seem to be having any particular trouble ‘making the world match’ their overall intention, which is to win some money by trying (and perhaps even intending) to do something. See also Thalberg (1962) and Hedman (1970). ] 

I have argued, then, that we can try to do things which we think are impossible, that if we try to do something then we have chosen to do it and perhaps deliberated about doing it (as we might if we deliberate about whether to take the bet, in the example I just gave), and therefore that we can choose and deliberate about things which we believe to be impossible. Therefore, it is not even true that action guiding – as a matter of choice and deliberation – requires beliefs about the possibility of actions. If obligations are action guiding, that does not even require that those who are guided by them believe that what they are guided towards is possible, much less that what they are guided towards is possible.
Can a person similarly try to do what they believe to be a fait accompli? I think they can. I said above that a person can deliberate about whether to Φ when their Φ-ing is, in fact, a fait accompli – so long as they don’t believe their Φ-ing to be a fait accompli, at least. An example of this is the sort of case made famous by Frankfurt (1969): you think that it is up to you whether to shoot; but even if you don’t try to shoot, your nemesis will flick the switch which triggers a device they have implanted in your brain which makes you shoot anyway. So, your shooting is a fait accompli, although you can perfectly well decide to shoot on the basis of deliberation, unaware of the device. Now suppose you know about the implanted device, but you doubt whether it will work. You might choose, on the basis of deliberation, to shoot anyway, because you want to shoot and you don’t want to leave it to a device you don’t trust to see to it that you shoot. Finally, suppose that you know about the device and don’t doubt that it would work – so you believe that your shooting is a fait accompli – but you have some reason for preferring to shoot because you have tried to, rather than not trying to shoot and letting the device kick-in: perhaps there is a side effect which the device will have if it kicks in which you do not want to incur (and which you have no reason to incur, given that you can shoot by simply trying to). In this case, it seems obvious that you can have a good reason to try to shoot, and that you can respond to that reason in deliberation and thereby try to shoot, regardless of recognising your shooting to be a fait accompli. 
I said, above, that if a person tries to Φ then they have chosen to Φ and their Φ-ing is something they could have deliberated about. If that is right, then since we can try to do what we know to be a fait accompli, we can deliberate about whether to perform even a known fait accompli. And if what I said about the relation between action guiding and deliberation is correct, then this fact indicates that even a known fait accompli can count as action guiding. As I said, this goes far beyond what is required to straightforwardly undermine the action guiding based motivation for Violability (all that is required for that is to remember that we can have false beliefs about what is possible), so even if what I have argued recently is misguided in some way, the action guiding based motivation for Violability is still crippled. If I am right about the extent of our capacity to deliberate about and choose actions even when they are known to be impossible or fait accompli, though, we should be even less impressed by claims that OIC or Violability are forced upon us by facts about which sorts of considerations could possibly be action guiding. 
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