Notes on Value Conflicts and How We Handle Them

[ Based on Hollenback, David, Nuclear Ethics: A Christian Moral Arguement , 1983  and others….]

Values are the basic forms of human good, "for example , human freedom national identity or a just social order based on respect for the full range of human rights." They are all equally fundamental. 

1. PROBLEM: It is entirely possible that basic human values are incommensurable. That is , they cannot be measured against each other. [ Paul Ramsey says so]  If this is true, how do we choose when they are in conflict ? 

2. Answer 1: (from McCormick): basic values are interconnected, to achieve one we must necessarily pursue and achieve others in tandem. Societies that don't respect human rights are not known for their respect for other human values either. This is the interrelatedness of incommensurable goods.

3. Judgments about this interdependence and how we should proceed to prioritize our basic values must be "based on the historical experience of the human community" , in other words , upon  our understanding of the historical record. For example, we don't appease dictators, although this is a logical option, because of our experience with Adolph Hitler and the Munich accords. 

4. Consider the relationship between peace and justice. For example,  just war theorists argue that "the goods of peace and justice are interdependent, but justice is regarded as the precondition of peace in the concrete political order. The pursuit of justice , even by force [threat of force????] Can in some circumstances be the only way to fulfill the duty to promote both peace and justice.

5. The counter to #5 is to reverse the direction of the priority. Pacifist argue that there is no way to peace , peace is the way . That to go to war for the purpose of achieving peace is self-defeating. They use historical evidence in an effort to demonstrate that just war theory has encouraged more wars than it has limited or restrained. Indeed they argue , as Gordon Zahn has argued that  " 'history makes tragically clear' that military and political decision-makers ' will always be ready and eager to exploit every ethical loophole or exception...as justification for some new escalation of war's inhumanity' . In other words pacifists ...argue for the priority of nonviolence as a precondition for justice on the basis of both political history and political psychology." 

6. General principles from the above: 

A. some values are experientially prior to others that is they  must be achieved before others can be achieved. You can win some rounds with this line of analysis. 

B. Historical examples or analogies can work both as examples and also as evidence of systemic human psychological predispositions to act or chose in certain ways. 

7. Insights from Roger E. Solt [Debating Values, 1987]; Three general ways to debate values:

A. As # 2

B. Second: argue relative importance of  two values in a specific context: i.e. when in conflict , in a democratic social order, in a totalitarian social order, etc. [ like #3 above, but more specific ]

C. Argue rhetorically. Since values can be so inexorably tied to our personal preferences that we cannot be brought to rationally sort them out, perhaps the resort to pure rhetoric is not unjustified. Indeed, at least one modern philosopher argues that emotions and emotional reaction is a warranted way to sort out values and make value choices. 

8. Insights from Roger E. Solt [Debating Values, 1987] : other techniques for arguing values:

A. Absolute v. pluralism: concept that one value takes absolute priority over another;

B. Often expressed by the concept of a value hierarchy, where values are ranked relative to each other. Maslow’s so called “hierarchy” is a commonly used example.  One argues that value self-actualization  is higher on the ranking and therefore more important than food. in this hierarchy. 

i. Not often done in practice: willing to trade a little of  one for more of another. If life is absolute value, than why do we drive too fast in the pursuit of  excitement or being there on time instead of being late?

ii. Additionally, one can reverse the logic: since food is lower on the hierarchy, basic material needs are more important than self-acutalization.

iii. Another hierarchy method: means/ends hierarchy:

1. problem:values are held independently of each other, as ends in themselves.

2. there are many values which do not have prerequisites!

iv. Another approach: values cannot be placed in a hierarchy!

9. Insights from Roger E. Solt [Debating Values, 1987] other techniques:

A. Quantity v. quality

i. Great quanities of  some values still do not outwieght even small violations of more fundamental values!

B. Intentions v consequences

i. See Kant (intentions make an act right or wrong, not outcomes) vs. consequences: outcomes make a value good or bad, right or wrong, not intentions (Consider utilitarians!)

C. Naturalism, intuitionism and subjectivism

i. Naturalism, human nature, connection to teleology,  “is-ought”, Aristotle.

ii. Intuitionalism: connection to emotions as barometers of philosophical truth? verification?

iii. Subjectivism: Hitler and Ghandi – both OK.

D. Authority v analysis:

i. Presumption of  tradition

ii. Impartiality of an authority, and the convergence of  such impartial observes can be useful warrant for a value position.

iii. The more universal a value proposition is, the more warrantable is an appeal to authority on its behalf. 

E. Value translation: express different values in terms of some common denominator value: e.g. : express all values in terms of  cost benefit analysis and thus compare them to each other in this way. 

