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Conclusion 

  

 Like many books, my introduction was written after I had completed a draft of the 

book’s substantive chapters.  As a result, though it may sound a bit odd, some of what I’d 

like to say in concluding this book has already been said in my introduction.  

Accordingly, let me suggest that the reader reconsider the introduction now, in light of 

having read the book.  This will enable me to minimize, though not entirely avoid, 

repeating my introduction’s relevant points, in order to focus on other matters here.   

 Specifically, I shall begin by taking stock of the main topics I have canvassed, of 

some of the lessons learned, and of what remains to be done.  I’ll then revisit the question 

of whether the meaning or logic of "all-things-considered better than" determines that it 

is a transitive relation, consider some responses to my views, and address the 

appropriateness of sometimes accepting views that seem incredible or even inconsistent.  

I shall then discuss the relation between some of my claims and the topic of moral blind 

alleys, followed by some thoughts on the relation between my views and skepticism.  I 

end with a final comment on the position I find myself in regarding my results.   

 For the interested reader, Appendix D provides a detailed summary of each 

chapter.   

14.1 Topics Canvassed 
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 This book canvasses many issues related to our understanding of the good, and to 

comparative evaluations of different outcomes.  Sometimes the different outcomes 

involve different individuals, and sometimes they involve different ways a single life 

might go.  General topics, addressed at length, included aggregation, transitivity, moral 

ideals, and the nature of practical reasoning.   

 Regarding aggregation, I presented and assessed various different principles 

regarding trade-offs between quality and number, or quality and duration, both between 

lives and within lives.1  These principles address such questions as when, if at all, it 

would be better for fewer people to benefit (or suffer) to a greater extent, than for more 

people to benefit (or suffer) to a lesser extent; and when, if at all, it would be better for 

one person to have fewer greater-benefits (or greater-harms), or for that person to have 

more lesser-benefits (or lesser-harms).  I discussed, at length, both additive-

aggregationist principles and anti-additive aggregationist principles.   

 Regarding transitivity, I explored the nature of transitivity and, by examining 

various examples of both normative and non-normative notions, identified the underlying 

conditions that would lead us to judge a notion as corresponding to a relation that was 

transitive or non-transitive.  I defined “non-transitivity” in such a way as to be neutral 

between cases where we might say of a notion that it corresponded to a single relation, R, 

for which transitivity failed, and cases where we would say that the notion of transitivity 

failed to apply across the different sets of alternatives for which the notion generated 

rankings, because, for instance, the notion ranked certain alternatives according to one set 

of criteria, corresponding, perhaps, to a given relation R, but other alternatives according 

to a different set of criteria, corresponding, perhaps, to a different relation R’.   
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 Regarding moral ideals, I explored the nature, plausibility, and implications of 

two different models for understanding the value of utility and its relation to other moral 

ideals:  the Standard Model and the Capped Model.  These models reflect different ways 

of understanding how to value different ideals in comparison with each other so as to 

arrive at all-things-considered rankings of different alternatives.  I also explored the 

nature, plausibility, and implications of two different ways of understanding the nature of 

moral ideals:  the Impersonal Internal Aspect View and the Essentially Comparative 

View.  On the former view, how good an alternative is with respect to any ideal must 

depend solely on the internal features of that alternative in a manner consistent with a 

certain type of impersonality.  On the latter view, there are at least some ideals such that 

how good a given alternative is with respect to that ideal will depend, at least in some 

cases, on the other alternatives with which that alternative is compared. 

 Regarding practical reasoning, my discussion of the previous topics illustrated 

that many assumptions that we routinely employ in practical deliberations are 

inconsistent.  I shall detail this more in the following section, but assumptions “in play” 

included fundamental axioms of expected utility theory, like the transitivity of “all-

things-considered better than” and the Principle of Substitution of Equivalence; a 

particularly plausible version of an Independence of Irrelevant Alternatives Principle; 

especially plausible versions of certain moral ideals, like maximin and utility; the ideal of 

equality; and the general view that many moral ideals are limited in scope, such that they 

are relevant for making certain comparisons but not others, as, for example, appears to be 

the case with both additive and anti-additive aggregationist principles.   
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 In addressing the major general topics, a host of other topics were also broached.  

These included:  a series of spectrum arguments; the intuitive underpinnings of certain 

attitudes towards charitable giving;  the intuitive plausibility of the Levelling Down 

Objection; the Repugnant Conclusion and Lollipops for Life Case; The Minimize Great 

Additional Burden’s View and the Consolidate Substantial Additional Benefit’s View; 

problems of iteration, and how these might confront national and international agencies; 

Prisoner’s Dilemmas, and Each-We Dilemmas more generally; Rawls’s and Nozick’s 

view about the separateness of individuals; the distinction between compensation and 

moral balancing; the goodness of an individual life and Sidgwick’s conception of self-

interest; McTaggart’s Single Life Repugnant Conclusion; principles of decomposition 

and recombination; proportionality arguments; incommensurability; precise and 

imprecise comparability; the money pump; global and strategic reasoning; the non-

transitivity of “not worse than,” “permissibility,” and “moral obligatoriness;” the relation 

between the right and the good; the heritability of non-transitivity; the cost of fine-

grained solutions for preserving the transitivity of the “better than” relation; the axiom of 

continuity; an argument against abortion; objections to my spectrum arguments spanning 

such issues as Sorites Paradoxes, vagueness, indeterminacy, Zeno’s Paradox, heuristics, 

and similarity-based arguments; whether all utility is intrinsically valuable; total versus 

average utility, and worries about average views generally; the Absurd View; neutrality 

regarding persons, places, and times; whether certain moral ideals may have to share 

certain formal or structural features and, in particular, whether if numbers count for 

utility they may also have to count for equality; the Mere Addition Paradox; the 

impersonal value of equality; How Only France Survives; the plausibility of person-
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affecting principles in general, and for such ideals as utility and maximin in particular; 

the Pareto Principle; and various advantages to accepting essentially comparative views, 

including making sense of normal human preferences and behavior that would otherwise 

be irrational.    

 Of course, broaching a topic is easy; doing so in a way that is valuable is another 

matter.  Naturally, I hope that I have often approached, if not fully succeeded, in 

accomplishing the latter.  But the reader must be the judge of this.   

14.2  Lessons Learned 

 One of the principal lessons learned is how difficult it may be to reconcile some 

of our deepest beliefs about the nature of the good, moral ideals, and practical reasoning.  

We saw that in many contexts we employ intuitively powerful additive aggregationist 

principles in judging how two outcomes compare all things considered.  We also saw that 

in many other contexts we employ intuitively powerful anti-additive aggregationist 

principles in judging how two outcomes compare all things considered.  This was so, I 

argued, both within and between lives; that is, for comparisons involving alternative ways 

a single life might go, and for comparisons involving alternative ways different lives 

might go.  But, we saw that given certain empirical assumptions it would be extremely 

difficult to deny—namely, that there could be certain spectrums of cases such that the 

additive aggregationist principles seemed relevant for comparing alternatives that were 

“near” each other on the spectrums, while the anti-additive aggregationist principles 

seemed relevant for comparing alternatives that were “far apart” from each other on the 

spectrums—the principles in question were incompatible with the transitivity of the “"all-

things-considered better than" relation.  I claimed that, for many, giving up any of the 
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incompatible positions would be extremely difficult, and would have significant practical 

and theoretical implications. 

 A similar problem concerns some widely held beliefs regarding the axioms of 

expected utility theory.  I noted that many people find the Principle of Continuity 

extremely plausible for a wide range of cases, including a set of cases that I called “easy” 

cases.  But I also noted that many find the Principle of Continuity extremely implausible 

for certain other cases, that I called “extreme” cases.  Rather than accept a simple, “pure,” 

view, which would insist that continuity either be accepted for all cases, or rejected for 

all cases, I suggested that here, as elsewhere, many would find a more moderate, 

intermediate, view most plausible; namely, that the Principle of Continuity is plausible 

for many, but not all, cases.  But I pointed out that this seemingly reasonable 

“compromise” position is incompatible with the Principle of Substitution of Equivalence 

and the transitivity of the “all-things-considered better than” relation.  Thus, once again, 

many will be forced to give up a view that they find deeply plausible.   

 We saw that there is good reason to believe that at least three significant 

normative relations may be non-transitive:  the “permissibility” relation, the 

“obligatoriness” relation, and the “not worse than” relation.  I noted that while most 

would accept that such normative relations could be non-transitive, some continue to 

insist that "all-things-considered better than" must be a transitive relation.  Regarding this 

view I made several points.  First, I observed that if we are already open to the possibility 

that three significant normative relations are non-transitive, shouldn’t we at least be open 

to the possibility that other normative relations might also be non-transitive, including 

the "all-things-considered better than" relation?  Second, I pointed out that one reason 
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why some people have worried about "all-things-considered better than’s" not being 

transitive, is that they have worried about the possibility of our being money-pumped, at 

least theoretically, if that were so; and this theoretical possibility has seemed to some to 

be a mark of irrationality, even if there are strategic practical steps people could employ 

to avoid actually being money pumped in the real world.  But I pointed out that the 

possibility of being money-pumped, at least theoretically, already arises, both 

individually and collectively, once one recognizes the non-transitivity of the 

“obligatoriness” and “not worse than” relations.  Accordingly, the money-pump 

consideration with its attendant worries about irrationality no longer seems to militate 

against accepting the possibility that "all-things-considered better than" might be a non-

transitive relation, once one has accepted the possibility that “obligatoriness” and “not 

worse than” might be non-transitive relations.  Finally, and most importantly, I suggested 

that the relation between the right and the good is such that there is good reason to 

believe that the non-transitivity of the “obligatoriness” relation might be carried over 

into, or “inherited” by, the "all-things-considered better than" relation.  So, once one is 

prepared to accept that the “obligatoriness” relation is non-transitive, as many are, there 

is good reasons to doubt that "all-things-considered better than" must be a transitive 

relation. 

 The last point is an instance of a general truth of great significance.  If a complex 

notion corresponds to a relation, and if an important aspect of that complex notion itself 

corresponds to a relation, then if the latter relation is non-transitive, the former relation is 

highly likely to also be non-transitive, as the non-transitivity of the aspect is likely to be 

inherited by the wider notion of which it is an important element.  Thus, in particular, if 
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there is any important aspect of the notion of "all-things-considered better than" which 

corresponds to a non-transitive relation, the "all-things-considered better than" relation is 

itself likely to be non-transitive. 

 Another general truth of great significance concerns the scope of moral ideals.   

Many people believe that certain ideals are limited in scope, in the sense of applying to, 

and giving us a basis for comparing, certain alternatives, but not others.  John Rawls 

thought this was so of his two principles of justice, and it is arguably true of the Pareto 

Principle and many other principles.   But this, too, raises the possibility that "all-things-

considered better than" will be a non-transitive relation, depending on the manner in 

which the principle is limited in scope.  Suppose some principle, P, is limited in scope, so 

that it is relevant for comparing certain alternatives, but not others.  Suppose, further, that 

the way in which this is so is such that P is relevant and significant for determining how 

A and C compare, but not relevant for comparing how A and B compare, or how B and C 

compare.  Then it might well be that A is better than B all things considered—which is to 

say, taking full account of all of the factors that are relevant and significant for comparing 

those alternatives—and B is better than C all things considered, yet A is not better than C, 

all things considered.   This might be so because, by hypothesis, given the limited scope 

of P, there is a factor that is relevant and significant for comparing A and C, namely P, 

which might help make it the case that A is not better than C, that is not relevant for 

comparing A with B, or B with C, and so has no bearing on how those alternatives 

compare, all things considered.   

 Importantly, the issue here is not simply whether different ideals might be 

relevant for assessing different outcomes.  Or whether, in accordance with a principle of 

 8 



contextual interaction, a given ideal might have different significance in different 

contexts.  By themselves, such views are perfectly compatible with "all-things-considered 

better than" being a transitive relation.  The question, rather, is whether the relevance and 

significance of certain ideals for assessing any given outcome can depend on the other 

outcomes, if any, with which it might be compared.  If so, then the value of A, considered 

by itself, may be different than the value of A when it is compared with B, which in turn 

may be different than the value of A when it is compared with other alternatives, such as 

C, or B and C, and so on.  In this case, A might be better than B, and B better than C, but 

A not better than C.  Perhaps A receives a high value in comparison with B, and B a high 

value in comparison with C, but A a low value in comparison with C, where, in each 

case, the value of A, is determined by all of the factors that are relevant and significant 

for making each comparison.   

 Some people have thought that worries about transitivity arise when one eschews 

a simple monistic approach to practical reasoning—according to which outcomes should 

be assessed in terms of a single factor, ideal, or consideration—in favor of a more 

complex pluralistic view that gives weight to many different factors, ideals, or 

considerations in assessing outcomes.  Although there is a kernel of truth to this position, 

it is deeply misleading.  One can have an extremely complex, pluralistic, view of 

practical reasoning that gives weight to many different ideals and, as implied above, one 

can even grant that in different contexts one’s different ideals would have greatly 

different weights; but no matter how complex one’s function might be that assigns values 

to outcomes, as long as each outcome receives a single value or range of values 

representing how good it is, all things considered, independently of which alternatives, if 
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any, it is compared with, then the "all-things-considered better than" relation will be 

transitive.2  On the other hand, one might adopt a simple “monistic” view that ranks 

outcomes solely in terms of a single factor, ideal, or consideration, but if the view assigns 

values to outcomes in part depending on the alternatives with which it is compared, then 

the possibility arises that "all-things-considered better than" will be a non-transitive 

relation.  So, for example, as we saw in Chapter Thirteen, even if all we cared about in 

comparing outcomes was the single value maximin, or the single value utility, our "all-

things-considered better than" judgments might be non-transitive, depending on the 

versions of those principles that we employ.   

 To be sure, any view that generates a non-transitive "all-things-considered better 

than" relation will be pluralistic in one sense; namely, it will have more than one way of 

valuing an outcome depending on the alternatives with which it is compared, and in 

doing this it will be attending to more than one element that the view deems relevant in 

assessing outcomes.  This is the kernel of truth to the claim that pluralism is relevant to 

whether the "all-things-considered better than" relation is non-transitive.  But the crucial 

point isn’t whether we are monists or pluralists, in the sense of fundamentally valuing 

one ideal or more than one ideal, but the nature of the good and practical ideals that we 

value.   

 We have learned that there are two fundamentally different conceptions of 

practical ideals, an Impersonal Internal Aspect View of ideals, and an Essentially 

Comparative view of ideals.  If the former view is correct, then how good an outcome is 

regarding any particular ideal, or all things considered, will depend solely on the internal 

features of that outcome accountable from an impartial perspective.  If, however, an 
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Essentially Comparative view of ideals is correct, then how good any outcome is with 

respect to any particular ideal, or all things considered, may depend on the alternatives, if 

any, with which that outcome is compared.  In the former case, "all-things-considered 

better than" will be a transitive relation; but in the latter case, the possibility arises that 

"all-things-considered better than" will be non-transitive.   

 It may be that an Impersonal Internal Aspect View adequately captures many of 

our practical ideals.  One ideal that I suggested is best captured by such a view is the 

ideal of equality, but there may be many others as well.  On the other hand, I argued that 

some principles that people find powerfully relevant for assessing outcomes reflect an 

Essentially Comparative View; for example, the most plausible version of maximin, the 

narrow person-affecting principle, the Pareto Principle for same people cases, and the 

person-affecting version of utility.  Moreover, importantly, given the point about 

heritability noted above, if there is even one important ideal that is relevant to our all 

things considered judgments that is best captured by an Essentially Comparative View of 

ideals, the possibility will arise that "all-things-considered better than" will be non-

transitive.   

 In addition to there being two different conceptions of practical ideals, we 

considered two different approaches to understanding the value of utility and its relation 

to other ideals in generating all things considered judgments.  We considered a Standard 

Model of utility and its relation to other ideals that could suitably capture our additive 

aggregationist views.  We also considered a Capped Model of utility and its relation to 

other ideals that could suitably capture our anti-additive aggregationist views.  
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Predictably, both models were intuitively plausible for some cases, but intuitively 

implausible for others. 

 Another lesson we learned was the way in which there could be serious problems 

of iteration for anti-additive aggregationist principles, particularly for national or 

international organizations.  Specifically, we saw that if one repeatedly followed such 

principles, one could, in certain circumstances, be led to make a series of choices, each of 

which, individually, produced the best possible available outcome, but which collectively 

would bring about an outcome that was undeniably worse than the outcome that one 

would have been led to, had one instead ignored anti-additive aggregationist reasoning 

when making one’s individual choices, thereby bringing about the worse available 

outcome with each individual choice.   

 Much of this book tried to illuminate certain views that stand or fall together, as 

well as the implications of different combinations of views.   Although our results in this 

area are too numerous and complicated to fully detail here, some of them might be might 

be summed up as follows. 

 1.  One might adopt the Impersonal Intrinsic Aspect View of ideals, and combine 

it with a version of the Standard Model of utility and its relation to other ideals; while 

rejecting the Essentially Comparative View of ideals, and any version of a Capped Model 

of ideals.   

Key advantages of this view:  It would naturally support our many additive 

aggregationist intuitions and the additive aggregationist principles presented in 

this work.  It would support the view support that "all-things-considered better 

than" is a transitive relation, the Independence of Irrelevant Alternatives 
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Principle, and the Principle of Substitution for Equivalence.  It would avoid the 

problems of iteration to which anti-additive aggregationist principles can 

sometimes lead.  It is also fully compatible with the Principle of Continuity, and 

expected utility theory.    

Key disadvantages of this view:  It is at odds with the many anti-additive 

aggregationist intuitions and principles presented in this work.  So, for example, it 

entails the Repugnant Conclusion, the desirability of trading off between lollipops 

and lives, the Single Life Repugnant Conclusion, and the view that if only one 

lived long enough, it would be better to have two consecutive years of 

excruciating torture at some point in one’s life, than one extra mosquito bite per 

month.  As discussed, these are views that the vast majority of people would find 

very difficult to believe.   This view also denies that our assessment of 

alternatives could ever depend on the kind of factors that Parfit appealed to in 

presenting his Mere Addition Paradox; for example, whether the fact that an 

outcome involved Mere Addition could be relevant to how good or bad it was in 

comparison with another outcome.  Accordingly, it entails the rejection of the 

most plausible version of maximin for comparing outcomes, the narrow person-

affecting principle, the Pareto Principle for same people cases, and the person-

affecting version of utility.  More generally, it denies that any principle can be 

limited in scope, in a way that would be relevant for some comparisons involving 

an outcome, but not others.  Finally, if the view is construed so as to be fully 

compatible with expected utility theory, it has to accept the Principle of 

Continuity even in so-called “extreme” cases, which many find hard to believe. 
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2.  One might adopt the Impersonal Intrinsic Aspect view of ideals, and a version 

of a Capped Model of ideals; while rejecting the Essentially Comparative View of ideals 

and any version of the Standard Model of utility and its relation to other ideals.   

Key advantages of this view:  It can capture many of the anti-additive 

aggregationist intuitions and principles presented in this work, and so enable us to 

reject the Repugnant Conclusion, the desirability of trading off between lollipops 

and lives, the Single Life Repugnant Conclusion, and the view that if only one 

lived long enough, it would be better to have two consecutive years of 

excruciating torture at some point in one’s life, than one extra mosquito bite per 

month.  This view could also capture many, though not all, of our additive 

aggregationist intuitions; in particular, in those cases where the values of our 

ideals have not yet reached or come very near to the upper limits on those ideals 

of the relevant capped view.   This view would also support the view that "all-

things-considered better than" is a transitive relation, the Independence of 

Irrelevant Alternatives Principle, and the Principle of Substitution for 

Equivalence.   

Key disadvantages of this view:  As with the previous view, this view denies that 

our assessment of alternatives could ever depend on the kind of factors that Parfit 

appealed to in presenting his Mere Addition Paradox; for example, whether the 

fact that an outcome involved Mere Addition could be relevant to how good or 

bad it was in comparison with another outcome; it entails the rejection of the most 

plausible version of maximin for comparing outcomes, the narrow person-
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affecting principle, the Pareto Principle for same people cases, and the person-

affecting version of utility; and it denies that any principle can be limited in 

scope, in a way that would be relevant for some comparisons involving an 

outcome, but not others.  In addition, there will be some cases where most people 

have strong additive aggregationist intuitions that this view will be unable to 

capture; these will be cases where an outcome has approached or reached a 

relevant “cap” regarding one or more ideals.  Furthermore, this view requires that 

either we accept a version of How Only France Survives—according to which an 

outcome might actually become better, if most of its population, all of whom had 

lives that were well worth living, died, and the surviving members were made 

worse off—or we deny that the ideals of equality and maximin have any 

significant value.  Although this view can capture some of our anti-additive 

aggregationist intuitions and principles, it will also have to reject some of them, 

such as the Minimize Great Additional Burdens and Consolidate Additional 

Benefits Views; otherwise, it will face problems of iteration with implications that 

are not only deeply implausible, but clearly false.  Additionally, this view must 

cap how bad an outcome can be with respect to different ideals, face versions of 

the Absurd Conclusion, or reject standard views about neutrality with respect to 

people, places, and times.  Finally, the view may be at odds with the Principle of 

Continuity and expected utility theory, as its ability to capture our anti-additive 

aggregationist intuitions may enable it to capture the view that the Principle of 

Continuity should be rejected for so-called “extreme” cases, but, as we saw, the 

cost of doing so will be that the Principle of Continuity also has to be rejected for 
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at least some so-called “easy” cases, if the view is to continue to capture the 

Principle of Substitution for Equivalence and the transitivity of the "all-things-

considered better than" relation. 

3.  One might adopt an Essentially Comparative View and a version of a Capped 

Model of ideals for certain ideals or comparisons, and perhaps an Impersonal Intrinsic 

Aspect View and a version of the Standard Model of utility and its relation to other ideals 

for other ideals or comparisons. 

Key advantages of this view:  It can capture the many anti-additive aggregationist 

intuitions and principles presented in this work, and so enable us to reject the 

Repugnant Conclusion, the desirability of trading off between lollipops and lives, 

the Single Life Repugnant Conclusion, and the view that if only one lived long 

enough, it would be better to have two consecutive years of excruciating torture at 

some point in one’s life, than one extra mosquito bite per month.  It can also 

capture the many additive aggregationist intuitions and principles presented in this 

work, such as the view that among two illnesses, one of which was slightly less 

bad than another, it would be better to eradicate the less bad illness if it affected 

far more people, or the view that that it would be better to experience a certain 

intensity of pain for a given duration of time, than a pain that was only slightly 

less intense, but that lasted much longer.   This view can capture the kind of 

reasoning Parfit appealed to in presenting his Mere Addition Paradox, as well as 

the most plausible version of maximin for comparing outcomes, the narrow 

person-affecting principle, the Pareto Principle for same people cases, and the 

person-affecting version of utility.  It can also capture the view that some 
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principles may be limited in scope, in the sense that they be relevant for some 

comparisons involving an outcome, but not others.  At the same time, this view 

can avoid How Only France Survives, while recognizing that both equality and 

maximin have significant value.  It can also capture the view that for some ideals, 

such as equality, an outcome’s value does not depend on the alternatives with 

which it is compared.  Finally, it can capture the widely held intuitive judgments 

that the Principle of Continuity is plausible for so-called “easy” cases, but 

implausible for so-called “extreme” cases.   

Key disadvantages of this view:  On this view, "all-things-considered better than" 

is non-transitive:  either transitivity fails or it fails to apply across sets of 

alternatives to which we might previously have thought it did, and should, apply.  

Strictly speaking, one might preserve the view that the "all-things-considered 

better than" relation is transitive in one of several ways; for example, by 

appealing to a sufficiently fine-grained individuation of outcomes, or by invoking 

something like a Sports Model for assessing outcomes, according to which the 

best outcome is the one that is best in the greatest number of pairwise 

comparisons.  But it is intuitively dubious whether such moves are ultimately 

defensible in all cases for which they would be required, and even if they are, they 

undermine a particularly intuitive and powerful version of the Independence of 

Irrelevant Alternatives Principle.  Correspondingly, and most importantly, such 

moves substantially eviscerate the importance and role that the transitivity of "all-

things-considered better than" plays in practical reasoning.  Accordingly, such 

moves deliver a pyrrhic victory at best, one whose practical implications are 
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strikingly similar to those that would obtain if, in fact, "all-things-considered 

better than" were not a transitive relation.  This view can capture anti-additive 

aggregationist principles like the Minimize Great Additional Burdens and 

Consolidate Additional Benefits Views, but insofar as it does so it will face the 

problems of iteration generated by such views.  Moreover, like the preceding 

view, this view must cap how bad an outcome can be with respect to different 

ideals, face versions of the Absurd Conclusion, or reject standard views about 

neutrality with respect to people, places, and times.  Finally, insofar as such a 

view is developed to capture the position that the axiom of continuity should be 

rejected in so-called “extreme” cases, this view would entail the rejection of the 

Principle of Continuity in its entirety—even in so-called “easy” cases—or the 

Principle of Substitution for Equivalence, or the transitivity of "all-things-

considered better than."  Each of these is a fundamental axiom of expected utility 

theory, the rejection of which would require a significant reconceptualization of 

the theory itself, those disciplines that depend on it (like game theory, decision 

theory, and economics), and practical reasoning more generally.   

Other views and combinations of views are also possible.  As indicated above, I 

can’t detail them all here.  But I think it is safe to assume that no matter how many 

advantages another view may have, it, too, will face serious disadvantages.  As we have 

seen, many people are deeply wedded to a wide range of disparate beliefs about the good, 

moral ideals, and the nature of practical reasoning, many of which are in tension, and 

some of which are incompatible.  This virtually guarantees that any view that hopes to 
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adequately respond to such beliefs will be very complex and deeply counterintuitive in 

some respects.   

14.3  Work Remaining 

There are many questions that this book raises that have not yet been answered, 

numerous topics that have been broached but not sufficiently explored.  I am acutely 

aware that the path yet to be traversed is far longer than the path already taken.  Without 

aiming for completeness, let me mention, in no particular order, just some of the many 

directions that future research might pursue. 

I presented two different models for thinking about how different ideals might 

combine to generate rankings of different alternatives, the Standard Model and the 

Capped Model.  As presented, the Standard Model was fairly developed, but I noted 

some ways in which one might want to revise some of its elements to avoid certain 

objections.  Other revisions might also be considered.  Or an entirely new model might be 

developed to capture those elements of the Standard Model worth preserving, while 

attempting to avoid its biggest shortcomings. 

The topic of holism was mentioned in this work, but did not receive a lot of 

attention, as it is largely orthogonal to the main lines I wanted to pursue.  However, the 

issue of holism—which subsumes the importance of interaction effects and the Principle 

of Contextual Interaction—is central to an adequate understanding of the good, moral 

ideals, and the nature of practical reasoning.  Ultimately, we need a much better 

understanding of the nature and significance of holism for assessing outcomes, and any 

models that we develop for assessing outcomes will have to adequately reflect that 

understanding.  It is possible that the revisions necessary for the Standard Model to 
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adequately capture the truth about holism would be so great, as to be tantamount to 

rejecting the Standard Model in favor of a different one.   

As presented, the Capped Model was little more than a sketch for how best to 

capture the value of different ideals alone, and in relation to each other.  A host of 

different questions arose as to how to fill in the details of that sketch.  Such questions 

included whether there might be caps on how good an outcome might be with respect to 

any given ideal, but no caps on how bad an outcome might be with respect to any given 

ideal; whether there might be different caps for different ways in which an ideal might be 

realized—for example, whether the cap for any amount of utility of a “low” quality might 

be different than the cap for any amount of utility of a “high” quality; whether for certain 

ideals there might be thresholds such that there would be no caps for instantiations of the 

ideal above the threshold, but there would be caps for instantiations of the ideal below the 

threshold in question, and/or vice versa; whether the upper limit in a value for any given 

ideal could actually be attained, or only approached;  and whether the rate at which an 

upper limit was approached would be increasing, decreasing, constant, or varying with 

each extra “unit” of the ideal in question.  Much work needs to be done in addressing 

such questions.  Also, much work needs to be done to determine how to set the correct 

caps for different ideals, so that they receive their “due” weight in relation to each other, 

and this work will be complicated by the necessity of determining the manner and extent 

to which holistic considerations come into play regarding different outcomes and 

different comparisons. 

As with the Standard Model, one would like to develop the Capped Model so as 

to maximize the advantages of the model while minimizing its disadvantages.  But it is 
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entirely possible that some different model might do a better job of capturing what the 

Capped Model is intended to capture, and that we should simply reject the Capped Model 

and replace it with another model instead.  This is certainly worth considering. 

 In this work I made numerous simplifying assumptions, including assumptions 

about which ideals are relevant for comparing outcomes, and how best to understand 

those ideals for the cases under consideration.  The simplifying assumptions were 

suitable for my purposes, but ultimately they need to be dropped.  If we are really to 

accurately compare outcomes, at some point we will need to identify and clarify the 

nature of all of the factors relevant for making such comparisons.  We will also need to 

be able to determine how much each of the various factors matter in relation to each other 

in the context of comparison, taking account of any relevant holistic considerations.  

Doing this will be no easy task; almost certainly, the best answers available to us in this 

area will be severely incomplete, and where they are not incomplete, they will generally 

be imprecise.3 

I raised numerous worries about appealing to something like the Sports Model as 

a way of preserving the transitivity of the "all-things-considered better than" relation.  On 

the Sports Model, the best alternative would be the one that was ranked higher the most 

number of times in pairwise comparisons against all of the relevant alternatives.  If two or 

more alternatives were tied, they would be equally best.  But I suggested that in the moral 

domain, it would be mistake to only compare each alternative with every other alternative 

one happened, in fact, to be facing; that if one truly wanted to bring about the best 

alternative all things considered, one should compare each alternative with every other 

possible alternative one might have faced.  This raised a host of practical and theoretical 
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problems, especially if, as seems plausible, for any two alternatives A and B, there are an 

infinite number of possible alternatives, such that however A compared to B in a pairwise 

comparison, that is how A would compare to those infinite alternatives in an infinite 

number of pairwise comparisons.  One might explore various ways of responding to such 

worries.  Perhaps one could defend the claim that if one’s concern is to bring about the 

best available outcome all things considered, it is legitimate to only consider the 

alternatives one is presently facing.  Or perhaps one could defend the claim for any 

indefinitely large (or even infinite?) number of alternatives one might face, there is an 

algorithm that would enable one to select a “manageable representative” subset of those 

alternatives, such that one could reasonably compare each member of the subset with 

every other, and whichever alternative(s) was (were) the winner amongst that set, would, 

in fact, be the winner amongst the larger set, so would, in fact, be the best alternative all 

things considered.  I am not sanguine about the prospect that such a move is plausible, or 

that any other adequate answer to the worries I raised is in the offing, but the stakes in 

this area are sufficiently high that such avenues are worth exploring. 

I suggested that equality was best understood in the way suggested by an 

Impersonal Internal Aspect View rather than an Essentially Comparative View.  An 

obvious issue to be explored is whether there are any other ideals that are also best 

captured by such a view, and if so, which ones. 

Also, I noted that some ideals may have to share certain formal or structural 

features; suggesting, for example, that just as there may be a cap on how good an 

outcome can be with respect to equality, there may have to be a cap on how good an 

outcome can be with respect to utility, and similarly, if numbers count for utility, they 
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may also have to count for equality.  But I also noted that while equality may best be 

understood on an Impartial Internal Aspect View, a large part of what we care about 

regarding utility is best captured by an Essentially Comparative View.  One might 

wonder if there is a tension between these sets of views and if so how, if at all, it should 

be resolved.  My discussion of utility implied that not all of what we care about regarding 

utility can be captured by the Essentially Comparative View of it that I discussed.  

Perhaps this means that some of our concerns regarding utility are best captured by an 

Impartial Internal Aspect View.  In that case, our concern for equality and some of our 

concerns about utility would share the formal or structural feature of reflecting an 

Impersonal Internal Aspect View of moral ideals.  Still, one might wonder whether 

different ideals, or different concerns regarding a single ideal, may have to share certain 

formal or structural features, but not others, and if so, which ones, and why. 

This work broached the possibility that we may have to abandon standard views 

about the importance of being neutral with respect to sentient beings, space, and time.  

One question worth pursuing is whether the different possible “locations” in which 

goodness might obtain—sentient beings, space, and time—should be treated the same or 

differently regarding neutrality?  Another question worth pursuing is whether neutrality is 

an all or nothing requirement, or whether there should be varying degrees of neutrality?  

Perhaps all “local” sentient beings, places, or times, must be treated neutrally, but there is 

no requirement of neutrality at all regarding “non-local” sentient beings, places, or times.  

Or perhaps the requirement of neutrality lessens as a function of how “far away” sentient 

beings, locations, or times are from the “local” ones.  Such a function might be direct, or, 

like gravity, reflect an inverse square law, or, like radioactive decay, be exponential; in 
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the first case the “force” of the requirement of neutrality would drop at a constant rate, in 

the second case at an increasing rate, and in the third case at a decreasing rate, in 

proportion to how “far away” sentient beings, places, or times were from the “local” 

ones.   

Here, too, questions arise regarding whether different ideals may need to have the 

same formal or structural requirements of neutrality.  For example, in keeping with the 

kinds of arguments presented throughout this book, it is easy to show that if we think the 

force of the requirement of neutrality weakens over time for some ideals, but not others, 

then “all things considered better than” is likely to be a non-transitive relation.4  More 

generally, those who continue to be wedded to the notion that "all-things-considered 

better than" is a transitive relation, will have to treat all ideals similarly regarding 

neutrality.  On reflection, then, I suspect that much work needs to be done to even fully 

identify, much less resolve, the many important questions that arise regarding neutrality. 

Most moral theorists ignore questions of infinity.  In many ways this is prudent, as 

there may be no actual choices people face where considerations of infinity would come 

into play, and perhaps, as importantly, because there are well-known problems and 

puzzles of infinity that are notoriously difficult to solve.  Still, ideally one would like a 

theory of practical rationality that would adequately cover all possible cases, and I 

believe that thinking carefully about examples involving infinity may reveal important 

shortcomings in certain views.   

For example, perhaps we should think it a serious shortcoming of any theory of 

practical rationality if—as some believe is the case with expected utility theory—it is 

unable to recommend that we choose an alternative where people would spend all of 
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eternity repeatedly cycling through one million days in heaven followed by one day in 

hell, rather than one where people repeatedly cycled through one million days in hell 

followed by one day in heaven.5  Similarly, thinking about cases involving infinity can 

teach us that we care about more than simply maximizing utility, or, alternatively, that we 

believe that “maximizing” utility involves more than merely achieving infinite positive 

utility.  (Of course, most of us already knew this!  My point here is merely to help 

illustrate how thinking about cases involving infinity can shed light on normative 

positions.)  After all, if we somehow learned that the universe had existed infinitely in the 

past, and that there had always been a positive net utility during each of its moments, I 

don’t believe that would lead many of us to think that it no longer mattered at all whether 

or not all sentient life ended today, whether it continued for many centuries yet to come 

at a very high level of existence—which most would think highly desirable—or whether 

it continued for many centuries with everyone suffering intensely—which most would 

think highly undesirable.  But, of course, given that for all finite p, (+∞ + p) = +∞, if 

maximizing utility simply meant achieving infinite utility, there would be nothing to 

choose between the three alternative ways in which the universe might unfold regarding 

utility maximization. 

I suggest, then, that thinking about cases involving infinity may illuminate certain 

desiderata for theories of practical rationality, and possible ways in which we need to 

understand the good, moral ideals, and practical reasoning to meet those desiderata. 

On the Essentially Comparative View of ideals, the factors that are relevant and 

significant for assessing an alternative can vary depending on the other alternatives with 

which that alternative is compared.  Correspondingly, I noted that it is unclear what 
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relevance, if any, pairwise comparisons between various alternatives might be, when 

more than two alternatives are considered together.  More generally, in principle, 

knowing how A compares with any fixed set of alternatives won’t tell us how A 

compares to the members of that set in the context where additional (or fewer) 

alternatives are also considered along with the initial set.  Accordingly, an important line 

to pursue is whether one can determine under what conditions new factors will, in fact, 

come into play in assessing a set of alternatives with the addition of new (or contraction 

of) alternatives and, more particularly, if one can say in advance what those factors will 

be and their relative significance in assessing the expanded (or contracted) set of 

alternatives.  At the same time, one would like to be able to say under what conditions the 

addition of new (or contraction of) alternatives would alter the relevance and significance 

of previously relevant and significant factors, and how, exactly, this would go.  Perhaps 

there are a relatively limited number of ways, and cases, in which variations in the 

alternatives with which a given alternative are compared can alter the factors that are 

relevant and significant for assessing an alternative, and perhaps we can discover a few 

simple rules that govern this matter.  But perhaps not.  This is a topic that will bear 

careful consideration if we decide that an Essentially Comparative View is correct for at 

least some ideals and contexts. 

A related topic that bears careful scrutiny is whether one can circumscribe this 

work’s more worrying results.  For example, even if one is persuaded that there are some 

cases where the "all-things-considered better than" relation is non-transitive, one might 

try to show that these are rare, and very special, cases, so that for the most part we don’t 

have to worry about this work’s worries in our daily practical reasoning.  Perhaps one 
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could show that in most real-world cases the factors that give rise to the non-transitivity 

of "all-things-considered better than" are not present.  Alternatively, one might try to 

argue that while strictly speaking the "all-things-considered better than" relation is non-

transitive, for most real-world cases we can safely and rationally proceed as if it is 

transitive; just as one might contend that while strictly speaking Newtonian physics needs 

to be replaced by relativity theory and quantum mechanics, for most real-world cases we 

can safely and rationally proceed as if Newtonian physics were true.   

As with some of the other lines suggested in this section, I am not, myself, 

particularly optimistic that one will achieve great success pursuing this line.  But it is 

certainly worth pursuing.  In the face of a view with seemingly far-reaching and 

devastating implications, one’s first choice is always to refute the view; but if that proves 

unfeasible, one’s next choice is always to try to limit the damage as much as possible.6 

Finally, having shown that some of our beliefs are inconsistent, much more work 

needs to be done to determine which of them, if any, should in fact be given up.  This will 

involve further exploration of the practical and theoretical consequences of giving up any 

of the beliefs in question.  For example, I have observed that the axiom of transitivity and 

the Principle of Continuity underlie expected utility theory, which in turn underlies game 

theory, decision theory, and economics.  This naturally raises the questions of how 

expected utility might be revised, or what it might be replaced with, if we ultimately 

decided that the axiom of transitivity or the Principle of Continuity must be rejected, and 

of what the implications of this would be for our understanding of game theory, decision 

theory, and economics.  Similarly, much more thought needs to be given regarding the 

full impact of such moves as abandoning additive-aggregationist principles, or anti-
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additive aggregationist principles, or the view that at least some ideals are either limited 

in scope or have a nature that is best captured by an Essentially Comparative View.   

In sum, in my judgment this book opens up a large number of avenues that need 

exploring.  It raises a host of difficult questions; but settles few, if any, of them.  

However, not everyone shares this view.  Some believe that the book effectively closes 

off the avenues that I think need exploring, by showing that pursuing such avenues would 

be fruitless.  I’ll briefly touch on this position, among others, in the following sections. 

14.4  On the (Ir)Relevance of Meaning or Logic to Whether "All-Things-Considered 

Better Than" is a Transitive Relation 

 In this section, I want to follow up on a point broached in my introduction.  When 

I first began thinking about the issues raised in this book, I knew of no one who 

questioned the fact that "all-things-considered better than" was a transitive relation.  

Indeed, as noted in my preface, when I first broached the idea that perhaps "all-things-

considered better than" wasn’t transitive, Tom Nagel told me that he wouldn’t understand 

what someone meant who claimed that all things considered A was better than B, and all 

things considered B was better than C, but all things considered A was not better than C.  

So, at the time, Nagel thought that it was an analytic truth that "all-things-considered 

better than" was a transitive relation, and this view was held by many, including Tim 

Scanlon and Derek Parfit.  Others, like John Broome, held that it was a logical, rather 

than analytic, truth that "all-things-considered better than" was a transitive relation.   

 I believe that these positions had the unchallenged dominance that they did, 

because people were assuming that some version of the Impersonal Intrinsic Aspect View 

of ideals was correct; and on such a view it is, indeed, true that "all-things-considered 
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better than" must be a transitive relation.  At this point, no one had recognized that some 

of our deepest normative views reflect an alternative conception of ideals, which I have 

called the Essentially Comparative View.  Indeed, it wasn’t until Parfit gave us his 

ingenious Mere Addition Paradox, and I explored the underlying foundations of that 

Paradox, that it became apparent that an Essentially Comparative View plays a 

significant role in our normative reasoning.7   

 Prior to understanding the possibility that some ideals could be essentially 

comparative, and the full nature of such ideals, it made perfect sense for someone to fail 

to understand how it could possibly be that "all-things-considered better than" might not 

be a transitive relation.  But once one understands the possibility that some of our ideals 

might be essentially comparative, it no longer seems either analytically or logically 

impossible that "all-things-considered better than" might not be a transitive relation.  To 

the contrary, for those who, on reflection, are prepared to accept that at least some of our 

ideals are essentially comparative, it can seem perfectly straightforward how it could be 

that "all-things-considered better than" might not be a transitive relation.  Accordingly, I 

suggest that the possibility of coming to calmly accept what seemed previously 

impossible quite naturally accompanies a (paradigm?) shift in our conception of ideals, 

from one that is exclusively an Impersonal Intrinsic Aspect View, to one that is at least in 

part an Essentially Comparative View.    

 I have claimed that whether or not "all-things-considered better than" is a 

transitive relation depends on the nature of moral ideals.  If an Impersonal Intrinsic 

Aspect View is correct, then "all-things-considered better than" must be a transitive 

relation; but if an Essentially Comparative View is even partly correct, then "all-things-

 29 



considered better than" may be non-transitive.  However, whether or not an Essentially 

Comparative View is partly correct is not determined by the meanings of the words “all 

things considered better than.”  Likewise, it doesn’t seem that the logic of “better than” 

guarantees that an Essentially Comparative View of ideals must be false.  It is a central, 

and important, substantive question for normative theory what view of ideals is correct.  

This is not a question that could be settled by terminological analysis, nor does it seem to 

be the kind of question that is settled by the logic of “better than.”   

 This point is worth emphasis.  Consider those who contend that a person-affecting 

view of morality is relevant when making at least some comparisons.  They might claim 

that maximin is relevant for comparing certain outcomes, but that the only plausible 

version of maximin is an essentially comparative one.  Or they might claim that a person-

affecting version of utility is relevant for comparing certain outcomes, or that the Pareto 

Principle provides an independent consideration that is both powerful and relevant for 

comparing certain same-people cases.  Such claims represent substantive normative 

positions.  Such positions may be wrong; but surely someone who wants to argue against 

such claims has to do more than insist that such positions have to be wrong, because such 

positions open the possibility that "all-things-considered better than" is non-transitive, 

and it is analytically or logically true that "all-things-considered better than" is a 

transitive relation.  So, to focus on one particular claim, if the Pareto Principle lacks the 

independent weight some people think it has, this won’t be true because of the meanings 

of the words "all-things-considered better than.”  Nor will it be true, I believe, because of 

the logic of “better than.”   
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 In sum, I remain open to the possibility that we must ultimately reject the 

Essentially Comparative View of ideals.  Perhaps people are mistaken when they 

implicitly appeal to such a view.  But if they are, they are making a substantive mistake 

about the nature of the good, moral ideals, and normative reasoning.  They are not 

making a terminological mistake involving a failure to understand the words "all-things-

considered better than,” nor is their mistake a failure to understand the logic of “better 

than.”   

 Some people believe that one of this work’s main lessons is that the notion of "all-

things-considered better than" is incoherent.8  Their thought can be expressed as follows.  

We do use the words "all-things-considered better than" to mean that if, all things 

considered A is better than B, and all thing considered B is better than C, then, all things 

considered A is better than C.  But we also use the words "all-things-considered better 

than" to mean that if A is better than B taking proper account of all of the factors that are 

relevant and significant for making that comparison, then A is better than B all things 

considered.  Moreover, importantly, in and of itself, the latter meaning does not rule out 

the possibility that some ideals might be essentially comparative, and so it opens up the 

possibility that, for the reasons I have shown, "all-things-considered better than" is not a 

transitive relation.  Thus, the notion of "all-things-considered better than" is incoherent, 

because its meaning entails both that "all-things-considered better than" must, and yet 

may not be, a transitive relation. 

 Others continue to believe that the notion of "all-things-considered better than" is 

coherent and that it is either analytically or logically true that the “all-things-considered 

better than” relation is transitive.  But they grant that this cannot settle the substantive 
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normative question of whether certain ideals are essentially comparative.  More 

specifically, they admit that it is at least possible that in certain contexts the factors that 

are relevant and significant for assessing an outcome will depend on the alternative(s), if 

any, with which that outcome is compared.  On this view, the comparisons that would be 

made in such cases might be of great normative significance, but they would not be "all-

things-considered better than" comparisons.  They couldn’t be.  Perhaps, in such cases, 

we might say that one outcome was “preferable” to another, or “more choiceworthy,” but 

we couldn’t say that it was “"all-things-considered better than.”  The latter notion would 

be restricted in scope so as to only apply across alternatives for which the resulting 

rankings were transitive.  Unfortunately, on this view it is unclear to how many 

alternatives the notion of "all-things-considered better than" could usefully be applied.  In 

addition, it is unclear what the significance of the notion of "all-things-considered better 

than" would still be for practical reasoning.  If, for example, it were possible for A to be 

better than B “all things considered,” yet for B to be more “choiceworthy” than A, it isn’t 

clear how much weight, if any, the former ranking should have in our normative 

deliberations.   

 In my introduction, I acknowledged that some people may use the words "all-

things-considered better than" in such a way as to make it analytically or logically true 

that "all-things-considered better than" is a transitive relation.  And since people can use 

words however they see fit, they may continue with such usage in the face of this book’s 

considerations.  For such people, I suggest that one of the two preceding views is in 

order. 
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 On the other hand, I believe that some people already use the notion of "all-

things-considered better than" in a reason-involving sense of the sort assumed throughout 

this work, and that others will come to accept such usage as reflecting the best way of 

understanding the notion for the purposes of practical reasoning.  Understood in the 

reason-involving sense, the notion of "all-things-considered better than" leaves open both 

the possibility that an Impersonal Intrinsic Aspect View captures the full truth about the 

good and normative ideals, and the possibility that an Essentially Comparative View 

captures at least part of the truth about the good and normative ideals.  If the former turns 

out to be correct, then it will turn out that the "all-things-considered better than" relation 

is, in fact, transitive, as most have thought all along, but this will not simply be because 

of the meanings of the words "all-things-considered better than,” nor will it simply be 

because of the logic of “better than.”  If, on the other hand, the latter turns out to be 

correct, then the possibility arises that "all-things-considered better than" will be a non-

transitive relation, for the reasons given in this work. 

14.5  Some Responses to My Views 

  I have contended that despite the Impersonal Intrinsic Aspects View's 

advantages, it is extremely difficult to reject the view that at least some principles are 

essentially comparative, and suggested a fundamental incompatibility between that view, 

the view that "all-things-considered better than" must be transitive, and the view that how 

two alternatives compare all things considered depends solely on how they compare in 

terms of the relevant and significant factors for making that comparison, and not on how 

one or both compare to some other, independent, alternative(s). 

 33 



 Not everyone will be troubled by my results.  To the contrary, some virtue 

theorists and deontologists might relish insuperable difficulties with ranking outcomes.  

Already convinced that the question "which outcome would be best?" receives too much 

attention, they might welcome its relegation to the scrap heap of the unanswerable 

enabling the "genuinely" important questions—such as "how ought one to be?" or "what 

ought one to do?"—to receive more consideration in the domain of practical reasoning.  

And, of course, people like Nozick and Foot might welcome my results as further 

vindication of their view that claims about one outcome being better than another are 

ultimately unintelligible.  (I’ve heard Foot say, in discussion, that she simply doesn’t 

understand what someone means in claiming that one outcome is better than another.)   

 These positions cannot be taken lightly.  Perhaps my arguments are best 

interpreted as a frontal assault on the very intelligibility of consequentialist reasoning 

about morality and rationality.  Perhaps, at the end of the day, we should restrict our 

attention in the normative realm to such notions as virtue, duty, care, rights, and so on, 

abandoning our concerns about the good or bringing about the best available outcome.  

But this is not a position I readily endorse.  As I noted at the very beginning of this book, 

I concur with Rawls that any “ethical doctrines worth our attention [must] take 

consequences into account….  One which did not would be simply irrational, crazy.”9  I 

continue to believe that it is both intelligible, and normatively significant, that an 

outcome where millions of people flourish but one person suffers a scratched finger 

would be a better outcome than one where the millions of people suffered greatly, but the 

one person was spared his scratch.  However we come to terms with this book’s 

arguments, it must leave room for the intelligibility and significance of such claims. 
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 Others who will not be troubled by my results will include certain 

consequentialists, like total utilitarians, or average utilitarians, or certain perfectionists.  

Such theorists will simply reject Essentially Comparative Views, and “bite the bullet” 

when it comes to accepting the unintuitive consequences of doing so.  I have never been 

attracted to such theories, but I confess that I now appreciate their simplicity and 

elegance as I never did before.   Still, I continue to believe, with Nagel, that “Simplicity 

and elegance are never reasons to think that a philosophical theory is true:  on the 

contrary, they are usually grounds for thinking it false.”10  Such views are perfectly 

consistent and they avoid the morass of problems raised in this book.  These virtues are 

not to be sniffed at.  Still, such views are far too simple minded, and I believe one should 

seek other “messier” and more complex solutions, to the problems we confront. 

 Some people are troubled by my book’s arguments, but not sufficiently so as to 

shake their confidence in certain fundamental assumptions, including the axioms of 

expected utility theory.  Thus, they hold fixed their conviction that "all-things-considered 

better than" is a transitive relation, the Principle of Substitution for Equivalence, the 

Principle of Continuity, and so on.  Impressed by the scope and explanatory power of 

expected utility theory, such people use that theory, and its underlying axioms, as a 

modern-day Ockham’s razor, to shave off any principles or intuitions incompatible with 

the theory, thereby guaranteeing a resulting view that is coherent.  If the result of doing 

this is to accept certain deeply unintuitive consequences, such as the Repugnant 

Conclusion, they are prepared to do this as the price of consistency.  This is the kind of 

view espoused by John Broome.11 
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 There is much to be admired about this view.  And perhaps, at the end of the day, 

it, or something like it, will be the best that we can do in the face of the problems I have 

raised.  But, for the reasons that I have conveyed previously, I am leery about jumping 

into the comforting arms such an approach seems to offer.  For all its power and 

accomplishments, I fear that expected utility theory is, in its own way, too rigid, 

simplistic, and monolithic to do justice to the full complexity and even morass of 

normative thinking.  Like cost-benefit analysis, expected utility theory is a powerful and 

effective tool for certain restricted domains, but it may obscure or run roughshod over 

important insights and truths if it is employed beyond those domains.   

 Long ago, Aristotle offered the sage warning “that in every subject … [one must 

look] for only so much precision as its subject matter permits.”12  This warning has been 

ably amplified and defended by people like David Lewis and Amartya Sen.  Lewis notes 

that it is a strength of his account of causation that it does not identify the cause of an 

event in those cases where it is indeterminate what the cause of the event really is; while 

it is a shortcoming of some rival accounts that for every event they always identify its 

cause even in those cases where it is, in fact, indeterminate what the cause of the event 

is!13  Similarly, Sen believes that the normative realm is vague and incomplete, and 

hence that our normative theory must accurately reflect that vagueness and 

incompleteness in its pronouncements and implications.  Accordingly, he believes that i

is a shortcoming of certain normative theories, such as certain versions of total 

utilitarianism, that they offer precise and complete answers to every possible question 

about what we ought to do.

t 
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even inconsistent in certain respects.  Accordingly, any theory that hopes to accurately 

reflect the normative realm must reflect such features.  I fear that expected utility theory 

fails to adequately do that.   

 As noted earlier, following Nagel, “I believe one should trust problems over 

solutions, intuition over arguments, and pluralistic discord over systematic harmony.”15   

This makes me wary of too readily wielding the powerful tool of expected utility theo

as a way of “resolvin

ry, 
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 There is a heated debate about whether there could be genuine metaphysical 

vagueness, or whether all vagueness is epistemological.  On the latter view, vagueness is

always a function of the concepts we employ to carve up or understand the world, or o

our limited perceptual or cognitive capacities from which we derive our information 

about the world.  On the former view, the world itself is vague in certain respects, so t

an ideal observer with unlimited and “perfect” conceptual, perceptual, and cogniti

capacities would rightly “see” the world as vague.  A fortiori, a full and accurate 

understanding of the world would reflect its vagueness.  I can’t take up this vexing issu

here, but I note that a similar issue arises regarding inconsistency.  It might be argued 

whether there could be genuine metaphysical inconsistency—inconsistency within the 

world itself which any accurate understanding of the world must reflect—or whether all 

inconsistencies must be epistemological—arising because of the concepts that we employ 
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could be inconsistencies, at least of a certain kind, within the world, any fully accurate 

theory of the world would have to reflect those inconsistencies. 

 Suppose we accept an Essentially Comparative View of ideals, and as a result 

come to believe that "all-things-considered better than" is not a transitive relation.  More 

particularly, suppose that there are three alternatives A, B, and C, such that we come to 

believe that it really is the case that all things considered A is better than B, and all things 

considered B is better than C, but all things considered A is not better than C.  Would this 

mean that we have inconsistent beliefs, or that we thought the world was inconsistent?   

 I’m inclined to think not.  It would mean this if we also thought that "all-things-

considered better than" was a transitive relation.  But if we accept an Essentially 

Comparative view of ideals, and reject the view that "all-things-considered better than" is 

a transitive relation, then where is the inconsistency in our beliefs, or the world, if it turns 

out that there are three alternatives A, B, or C that are actually related to each other in the 

manner our beliefs suggest?   Consider any other relation that is not transitive, for 

example, the “being the father of” relation.  Clearly there is nothing inconsistent about us, 

or the world, if we rightly believe that John is the father of Henry, and Henry is the father 

of Elliot, but John is not the father of Elliot.  There would only be something inconsistent 

about those three beliefs, and the propositions corresponding to them, if in fact “being the 

father of” was a transitive relation, but it is not.  Why isn’t the same thing true of beliefs 

or propositions about how different alternatives compare with each other all things 

considered, if, in fact, "all-things-considered better than" isn’t a transitive relation? 

 But many people may balk at such reasoning.  They may insist that there is a 

conceptual connection between the notions of consistency and transitivity such that any 
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set of rankings that is transitive is consistent, and any set of rankings that is intransitive is 

inconsistent.  On this view, if an Essentially Comparative View of ideals were correct, we 

might come to believe that all things considered A is better than B, and all things 

considered B is better than C, but all things considered A is not better than C, but, if we 

did, our beliefs would be inconsistent.  And if, caught in the grip of the arguments of this 

book, we came to believe that such a triad of beliefs were actually true, that would 

involve our believing that the world, itself, was inconsistent.  Suppose one thought this 

way, as many do.  What, if anything, would that show about the reasonableness of our 

ever accepting an intransitive and (thus) inconsistent ranking of different alternatives? 

 I don’t want to take a stand on whether there can be genuine metaphysical 

inconsistencies; but I’m willing to accept that in some cases there can be good reason to 

accept inconsistency as part of our best current understanding of the world, while we 

continue to seek an even better understanding which would be devoid of inconsistencies.  

Moreover, I’d like to suggest that this is in fact a rather modest proposal. 

 W.V.O. Quine famously argued that we could, conceivably, revise any of our 

beliefs in the face of new evidence about the world, including our beliefs in the most 

fundamental laws of logic.16  Of course, Quine believed that our picture of the world 

would have to change radically before we would ever give up a fundamental law of logic, 

but the point is that he believed that we couldn’t rule out in advance that one day our 

picture of the world might so change.  I think Quine is right.  Right now it seems 

impossible to believe that A and not A could ever both be true at the same time, but 

humans have shown an amazing capacity not only to believe the impossible, but to 

substantially revise their conceptions of the world, and even to alter the world itself, so as 
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to come to believe, and in some cases to even actualize, what previously seemed 

impossible.   

 Let me set aside people’s amazing capacity to believe the impossible in the 

religious realm—that a single being could be both mortal man and immortal God, that a 

single being might at one and the same time be three beings—God the Father, God the 

Son, and the Holy Spirit—and so on.  The “miracles” of religion are generally accepted 

as articles of faith, rather than on the basis of reason.  But what about the “miracles” of 

contemporary life and science? 

 Modern man calmly accepts as everyday realities what would have seemed 

impossible for most of human history.   To cite just a few banal examples:  the ability to 

wake up in New York, and go to bed the same day in Tokyo; the ability to simultaneously 

talk with seven people on seven different continents—as well as an eighth person in outer 

space!; the ability to send a message to thousands of people around the world at the touch 

of a button, that they would receive more or less instantly; the ability to prolong a man’s 

life by giving him a new heart; the ability to create a human being in a test tube; the 

ability to cook raw food in a matter of moments;  the ability to unleash more energy by 

splitting, or fusing, one or two objects smaller than a pin head, than one could unleash by 

burning entire forests; and so on and so on.  Most of our ancestral generations would 

have regarded these now common-place events literally as miracles.  They would have 

thought them impossible.  They would have been wrong, of course.  But the point here is 

that the boundaries of the “possible” and “impossible,” and the conceivable and 

inconceivable, are being stretched, and altered, on a daily basis. 
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 I am not claiming that advances in technology have caused us to revise our 

understanding of the laws of logic.  My point is simply to offer a modest reminder that 

the mere fact that a current set of views strikes us as impossible or inconsistent, doesn’t 

necessarily mean that it is.  Perhaps with a sufficient advance in our understanding of the 

world, we’ll come to see how our views can be reconciled.  Of course, the more radical 

Quinian possibility remains:  perhaps with a sufficient advance in our understanding of 

the world, we’ll come to see that we should accept our views even though they are 

inconsistent and cannot be “reconciled.”   

 Let me say a bit more about our being open to accept views that seem incredible, 

impossible, or perhaps even inconsistent.  For much of human history, it would have 

seemed incredible, or perhaps even impossible, for an event occurring on the other side of 

the solar system, galaxy, or even universe to have any impact on events on Earth.  People 

would have greeted such a possibility with derision, violating the seemingly a priori truth 

that there can be “no action at a distance.”  But, with advances in physics, and the 

paradigm shifts accompanying them, we learn that such interactions are possible because 

of the presence of gravitational and electromagnetic fields.  Note, in this case we were 

able to retain the “a priori” view that there is no “true” action at a distance, but only via 

radical reconceptualization of how objects are connected in space and time.   

 On the other hand, on quantum mechanics, a new challenge to the a priori 

principle of no action at a distance arises, with the famous Einstein-Podolsky-Rosen 

Paradox.17  Here, too, we might ultimately be able to preserve the claim that there is no 

“true” action at a distance, but this requires further radical revision in our understanding 

of the nature of reality, including, perhaps, our understanding of causality and how 
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information can be conveyed across the space/time continuum.  Perhaps this should not 

be surprising, given that the move to quantum mechanics already represents a radical 

departure from previous understandings of causality and the nature of reality.   

 For example, for most of human history it was considered to be an a priori truth 

that every event had a cause, and this was interpreted to imply that if two sets of causal 

conditions were identical, the resulting effects would be identical.  But, on quantum 

mechanics, the a priori truth that every event has a cause can be preserved, only by 

radically reconceptualizing what that involves.  After all, quantum mechanics teaches us 

that from any given causal conditions a multitude of effects might ensue.  Thus, on one 

occasion an apple might fall when it is detached from its branch, on another it might 

remain suspended in the air, and on a third it might disappear entirely, with no variation 

at all in the antecedent conditions producing these events.  Of course, quantum 

mechanics will predict that the former effect is vastly more probable than either of the 

latter two, but it allows for the possibility that any of the three effects, as well as an 

indefinite number of other ones, could ensue from the very same antecedent conditions.   

 Similarly, for much of history people would have thought that waves and particles 

had distinctive natures and properties, and that an entity could be a wave or a particle, but 

not both.  But according to modern physics all matter and energy possess the nature and 

properties of both waves and particles, though to varying degrees.  Here, a radical 

reconceptualization of our understanding of the world makes possible a reconciliation 

between seemingly inconsistent views:  such as the view that electrons are waves with 

wave-like natures and properties, and the view that electrons are particles with particle-
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like natures and properties.  Prior to advances in our understanding of physics, a wave-

particle conception of electrons might have seemed as unintelligible as a round-square.   

 Next, consider “nihlo ex nihlo”—the view that “nothing comes from nothing”—

which was long regarded as yet another a priori truth.  It appears the Big Bang Theory 

presents a counterexample to that claim, at least as it would have been understood by 

most of its advocates.  Yet many scientists and others believe that something like the Big 

Bang Theory is, or at least might be, true.  Hence they are either rejecting what 

previously seemed to many to be an a priori truth, or reconceptualizing what such a truth 

commits one to.   

 Many people with modern sensibilities laugh at the medieval question:  how many 

angels can you fit on the head of a pin?  But consider the following modern question:  

how many planets and stars can you fit within a sphere the size of a golf ball?  If 

scientists’ claims about black holes are to be believed, the answer appears to be an 

indefinitely large number of them!  Such claims are incredulous, to say the least.  But 

they might yet be true, and presumably they seem a lot less incredulous to those whose 

understanding of the world has shifted in the ways required by the math and physics that 

underlies such claims. 

 Finally, I conjecture that for most of human history it would have been thought an 

a priori truth that of any two events, A and B, there would be a single fact of the matter as 

to whether A preceded B, B preceded A, or they were simultaneous.  Similarly, it would 

have been thought a necessary metaphysical truth that if two people were born at the 

exact same moment they would always be the exact same age until one of them died (and 

so stopped aging).  But on special relativity, we learn that there is no single fact of the 
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matter as to whether one event precedes another, that this is dependent on the frame of 

reference, or light cone, from which (or perhaps within which) the events are observed.  

So, within one light cone, A may precede B, within another, A and B may be 

simultaneous, and within another, B may precede A, and there is no privileged 

metaphysical perspective that allows us to say that one of the three temporal orderings is 

the real one.  Also, on special relativity we learn that two people who are born at the 

same time will actually age at different rates, if they undergo different histories of 

acceleration and deceleration.  Thus, famously, according to special relativity, an 

identical twin who was shot off into space, and who travelled around the universe at 

speeds approaching the speed of light, would, if he returned to Earth and stepped off his 

ship, actually have aged less than his identical twin that remained behind.   

 The upshot of these remarks is simple.  Modern science is teeming with claims 

and assumptions that seem incredible, or even impossible, until one makes the necessary 

shift in one’s understanding of the world.  Once one makes such a shift, if one is able to, 

the fantastic and the impossible may no longer seem so.  Moreover, and importantly, the 

claims of science may yet be true (or not!) even if we are not able to make the conceptual 

and intuitive shifts necessary to truly get our heads around them. 

 Let me say a bit more about inconsistency itself.  I believe there are contexts in 

both the normative and non-normative realms where there is more reason to maintain an 

inconsistent view or set of views, than to revise one’s view or views merely to avoid the 

inconsistency.  Of course, this is compatible with hoping, or even expecting, that 

eventually knowledge will progress enabling us to revise, resolve, or surpass our 

inconsistent views.  But until we actually reach that stage, we should maintain those 
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views that there are “sufficiently” powerful reasons to accept, even when doing so 

involves inconsistency. 

 Consider, for example, Niels Bohr’s model of the atom at the beginning of the 

twentieth century.  Scientists were well aware that Bohr’s model was internally 

inconsistent.  Despite this, his model was the reigning model of the atom for over a 

decade, because it was better than any other available model in making successful 

predictions and explaining certain observed phenomenon.18  Eventually, the quantum 

mechanical model of the atom replaced Bohr’s, but I suggest that this is mainly because 

of its greater predictive and explanatory success, not because it was seen to be consistent 

and Bohr’s inconsistent.  After all, presumably, there were lots of models of the atom that 

were consistent but not preferred to Bohr’s, because they were less able than Bohr’s to 

account for the relevant data.19   

 Next, consider the conflict between general relativity and quantum mechanics.  

My understanding is that so far as scientists can currently tell, there is no consistent way 

of combining them both, as the two theories are fundamentally incompatible.  But there 

are powerful reasons to accept both general relativity and quantum mechanics, as both 

theories have enormous predictive and explanatory power.  Accordingly, it is reasonable 

to continue to employ both theories in doing science, even if one accepts that at the most 

fundamental level they are incompatible.  Of course, in doing this one may be assuming 

that eventually the apparent incompatibility will be resolved, or the two theories 

superseded by another equally or more powerful consistent theory.  But one can’t assume 

that that day will necessarily arrive, and unless or until it does, scientists are better served 
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giving weight to both of the theories, than they would be if they abandoned one, or both, 

in the name of consistency. 

 As is well-known, Einstein spent much of the latter portion of his life seeking a 

unified field theory.  The aim of such a theory is to give a unified coherent account of 

four fundamental forces in nature, strong nuclear interaction, electromagnetic interaction, 

weak nuclear interaction, and gravitational interaction.  Some people regard the unified 

field theory as the Holy Grail of science, and like the Holy Grail, it has so far eluded 

everyone who has sought it.  It may continue to do so.  It may be that there simply isn’t a 

theory that can provide a coherent unified account of all of the fundamental forces of 

nature.  But if this is so, it raises the following possibility.  Perhaps the very best account 

that we can come up with for explaining electromagnetic interaction—which is to say the 

one there is most reason to accept based on its predictive and explanatory success—will 

be fundamentally incompatible with the very best account that we can come up with for 

explaining one or more of the other fundamental forces.  In that case, I submit that it 

would be rational to maintain the inconsistent set of views—hoping something better 

might come along, but recognizing that it might not—rather than to reject one or more of 

the views solely on the grounds of inconsistency.   

 Lastly, a point about singularities.  There are at least two kinds of singularity that 

mathematicians and physicists describe.  There is the kind of singularity that is presumed 

to have obtained at the very beginning of the Big Bang, and there is the kind of 

singularity that is presumed to obtain at the center of a black hole.  As I understand it, the 

laws of physics go entirely out the window at the “points” of singularity, and at moments 

and spaces extremely close to those points.  I don’t pretend to understand such claims, but 
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I think they imply that the mathematical and physical descriptions that we employ to 

describe most of the known or postulated universe are inconsistent with the mathematical 

and physical descriptions that we employ to describe the very beginning, and possibly the 

very end, of the universe.  This may not be right.  But suppose it is.  Suppose there is no 

consistent account we can yet give that adequately explains everything we want to 

explain about the beginning and end of the universe and everything in between.  That 

would not be enough, I believe, to abandon our current models of the universe.  We 

should continue to accept and develop the best models we have for the phenomena we are 

studying until better models of those phenomena arise, and this is so even if the models 

we have most reason to accept are inconsistent.   

 Suffice it to say, I believe similar considerations apply in the normative realm.  

Here I’ll note just one example.  Consider the conflict between consequentialist and 

deontological approaches.  Most pluralists blithely assume that while such approaches 

conflict, they are not incompatible.  But suppose this were not true.  Suppose, that when 

one carefully explored the foundations of the two theories they were, in fact, inconsistent.  

Perhaps they rest on competing and conflicting conceptions of the nature of duties, or 

autonomy, or moral agency.  Would this be sufficient reason to abandon either or both 

approaches in normative reasoning?  I think not.  I believe that consequentialism has a 

powerful and important role to play in normative reasoning.  It captures a great deal of 

what needs to be captured in such reasoning.  But the same is true of deontology.  At least 

until a fuller, richer, theory is available that does as good or better job of capturing the 

crucially important tenets of morality that these theories capture, it would be a mistake to 

forsake either of them in the name of consistency.   
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 Recall Emerson’s contention that “a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little 

minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.”20  Emerson’s contention 

seems unduly harsh, but the key word here is “foolish.”  Consistency is a laudable 

desiderata to seek in one’s views and theories.  Assuming alternative theories do roughly 

as well in other respects, it would be crazy to be neutral between consistent and 

inconsistent theories.  But it is a foolish to abandon a view that there is powerful reason 

to accept merely because it is inconsistent with some other view that there is also 

powerful reason to accept.  In many cases, accepting an inconsistent view or theory may 

be the best we can do in the short run.  And, unless the world cooperates, it may be the 

best we can do in the long run as well.   

 We may vehemently assume, fervently expect, or desperately hope that at the end 

of the day the world is, and must be, consistent, and thus that the ideal theory will also be 

consistent.  But our assumptions, expectations, and hopes won’t make it so, in either the 

normative or non-normative realms.  Depending on the nature of reality, the ideal theory 

may not be consistent.  But even if the ideal theory is, that theory may be unavailable to 

us, now or ever.   

 I conclude that there are many contexts in which it would be perfectly reasonable 

and appropriate to accept (apparently?) inconsistent beliefs, at least until further advances 

in our understanding enable us resolve or abandon such beliefs.  So, even if we accept the 

view that it would be inconsistent to accept an intransitive ranking of alternatives, that is 

not yet enough to establish that we should abandon such rankings.  Given our current 

understanding of the normative realm, an intransitive and inconsistent ranking of 

alternatives may be more reasonable than any other ranking that currently suggests itself. 
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14.7  Moral Blind Alleys in an Inconsistent World? 

 Tom Nagel once wrote “”We have always known that the world is a bad place.  It 

appears that it may be an evil place as well.”21  Nagel makes this remark in the context of 

having argued for the possibility of “moral blind alleys”; understood as circumstances in 

which people might find themselves, through no fault of their own, such that no matter 

what they do they will be acting wrongly.  As Bernard Williams makes clear, this kind of 

view involves a particularly egregious form of moral luck, striking deeply at the Kantian 

conception that each person is always ultimately in control of, and hence responsible for, 

whether they act rightly or wrongly; a conception which, as Williams puts it, has “an 

ultimate form of justice at its heart.”22  Of course, many would argue that only rational 

agent’s can be evil, or unjust, so that talk of the world’s being “evil” or “unjust” is at best 

metaphorical and misleading and more likely mistaken or nonsensical.  But without 

getting bogged down in terminological wrangling, the point of Nagel and Williams’s 

views seems plain enough.  There seems to be something especially objectionable about 

the possibility that we might find ourselves in a predicament not of our making such that 

no matter what we did we would, in a deep and fundamental way, be acting wrongly. 

 Roughly, Nagel’s account of moral blind alleys suggests that they will only arise 

in (relatively rare?) cases where we have overwhelmingly powerful consequentialist 

reasons to do a given action X, but these are opposed by similarly powerful deontological 

reasons that prohibit the doing of X.  An example might be where we find ourselves 

confronted with the possibility of mercilessly torturing an innocent child as our sole 

means of preventing a terrorist from blowing up a city.  Here, one might think that there 

are overwhelmingly powerful consequentialist reasons to torture the child, militated 
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against by overwhelmingly powerful deontological restrictions against torturing an 

innocent child “come what may.”   

 Interestingly, on Nagel’s account of the nature and source of normative reasons, 

the fact that we can confront such conflicts reflects a deep truth about us; specifically, it 

reflects the fact that humans can take both objective and subjective perspectives on the 

world, such that from a certain (relatively) “objective” perspective there will be reason to 

act as consequentialism dictates, but from a different (relatively) “subjective” perspective 

there will be reason to act as deontology dictates.  Crucially, for Nagel, each perspective 

is equally our perspective, and a perspective that we can only forsake at the cost of an 

etiolation or radical disassociation of ourselves.  In those cases where consequentialism 

delivers an especially powerful and unequivocal verdict, and (hence?) where it may be 

particularly appropriate or compelling to take up or “occupy” the objective perspective, 

the reasons provided by that perspective may assert “primacy” or “dominance” over all 

other reasons provided by any other perspective, and thus it may be that we genuinely act 

wrongly if we fail to abide by that verdict; but, likewise, in those cases where deontology 

delivers an especially powerful and unequivocal verdict, and (hence?) where it may be 

particularly appropriate or compelling to take up or “occupy” the subjective perspective, 

the reasons provided by that perspective may also assert “primacy” or “dominance” over 

all other reasons provided by any other perspective, and thus it may also be that we 

genuinely act wrongly if we fail to abide by that verdict.  We see, then, that for Nagel the 

possibility of facing moral blind alleys arises from our capacity to (more or less 

simultaneously) take different perspectives on the world and be motivated by the reasons 
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that hold for us from each of those perspectives, together with the fact that in some cases 

the rival perspectives can generate conflicting reasons each of which is compelling.23 

 Nagel’s is, of course, not the only account of moral blind alleys.  If we distinguish 

between general duties—like don’t lie except in circumstances x, y, or z—and particular 

duties which correspond to the particular actions prescribed by the general duties—like 

don’t tell Othello that Desdemona is unfaithful to him when she is not, solely for reasons 

of personal gain—then the possibility of moral blind alleys arises for any view that 

acknowledges that there can be one or more general duties that prescribe conflicting 

courses of action, each of which is a genuine particular duty.  Here, the notion of a 

genuine particular duty is contrasted with the notion of a “mere” prima facie duty, such 

that failure to act in the way a genuine particular duty prescribes will be wrong.   

 In Sophie’s Choice, Sophie faced a dilemma which many regard as a paradigmatic 

example of a moral blind alley:  she had to choose which of her two children would live, 

or let both be killed by the Nazis.24  Here, Sophie’s dilemma does not involve a conflict 

between her deontological duties toward her children, and her consequentialist duty to 

bring about the best outcome.  Her dilemma arises solely within the deontological realm.  

Sophie has a duty to save her son if she can; which she can, and does.  But Sophie also 

has an equally strong duty to save her daughter if she can; which she can, but doesn’t.  

Accordingly, some believe that Sophie acts wrongly in failing to save her daughter when 

she could have done so.  But, of course, on this thinking, had she saved her daughter, she 

would have acted wrongly in failing to save her son, when she could have done so.  

Hence, the sense, for some, that Sophie was facing a moral blind alley.  The basic thought 

here is that while Sophie couldn’t have a duty to save both of her children—since ought 
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implies can, and it isn’t possible for her to save both—for each of her children she has a 

duty to save that child if it possible for her to do so, and it is.  Moreover, the duty to save 

one’s child, if one can, is not merely a prima facie duty; it is a “genuine” duty that is not 

outweighed, cancelled, or rendered moot even by the presence of an equally strong 

conflicting duty to save another of one’s children.  On such thinking, Sophie found 

herself in a situation, not of her making, where whatever she chose, she would, in a deep 

and fundamental way, be acting wrongly. 

 My point in commenting on Sophie’s Choice is not to endorse the view that 

Sophie was facing a genuine moral blind alley.  Nor am I wedded to the above analysis as 

the best interpretation of what is going on if we think Sophie was facing a moral blind 

alley.  My point is merely to illustrate how moral blind alleys would arise for any view 

that allows for the possibility of two conflicting genuine particular duties.   Depending on 

one’s views of what general duties obtain and the particular genuine duties they generate, 

there may or may not be moral blind alleys, and they may or may not involve a conflict 

between consequentialist reasoning or an objective (agent-neutral?) perspective and 

deontological reasoning or a subjective (agent-relative?) perspective.   

 Consequentialists have long thought it a virtue of their theory that it avoids the 

problem of moral blind alleys, with its attendant problem of moral luck that many find 

deeply problematic.25  On their view, there is only one general duty—in each 

circumstance, to promote the best outcome amongst all of one’s available options, or (to 

handle cases of ties or imprecise equality) if there is no uniquely best outcome, produce 

any one of the available outcomes such that there is no other available outcome that 

would be better than it.  Consequentialists have long assumed that this general duty could 
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never produce conflicting genuine particular duties; a fortiori, they think it is always 

possible for individuals to avoid acting wrongly and hence that there are no genuine 

moral blind alleys.  So, for example, if torturing an innocent child would promote the best 

consequences, then doing so would be tragic but not wrong.  Similarly, if Sophie’s 

saving her son produced consequences that were no worse than those that would have 

been produced had she saved her daughter, then however tragic and heartrending her 

choice undoubtedly was, it was not wrong. 

 I’m not sure what to say about the deeply problematic possibility of moral blind 

alleys, and its profound implications for moral luck and our understanding of morality.  

But I think this book’s considerations raise serious doubts about the consequentialists’ 

blithe assumption that their view avoids moral blind alleys, and in this respect is clearly 

superior to any deontological or other view that allows for the possibility of moral blind 

alleys. 

 My point here is not the familiar one levied by some advocates of moral blind 

alleys that since, on reflection, it appears that there really are some moral blind alleys, it 

is a weakness and not a strength of consequentialism that it cannot accommodate and 

account for such situations.  My point here is the altogether different one that 

consequentialism may, in fact, face moral blind alleys, or at least situations that seem 

very much akin to moral blind alleys.   

 Suppose, at the end of the day, that this book’s considerations lead us to accept 

that there are sets of cases for which "all-things-considered better than" is a non-transitive 

relation.  More specifically, suppose that we decide that there are cases where all things 

considered A is better than B, and all things considered B is better than C, but all things 
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considered C is better than A; or that there are spectrums of outcomes such that the 

spectrum’s first outcome is better than the second, the second is better than the third, the 

third is better than the fourth, and so on, but that the last outcome is better than the first.   

In such cases, it appears that there will be no best outcome that consequentialism could 

direct us to select, and not because the outcomes are equally good, or imprecisely equal, 

or utterly incomparable.  The outcomes are comparable, but they don’t admit of a 

transitive ordering.26  Accordingly, consequentialism will be impotent to guide us in 

contexts where we face such choices.  Worse, it appears that consequentialists facing 

such choices would be in a moral blind alley of sorts.  For the problem isn’t “merely” that 

there is no single best, or equally best, or imprecisely equally best, choice.  The problem 

is much deeper, in that whatever choice the consequentialist might make would, by 

hypothesis, be worse than an available alternative that they might have made.  Hence, by 

standard consequentialist lights, in such circumstances the consequentialist is doomed to 

act wrongly whatever he chooses.  But this, of course, is the mark of a moral blind alley.   

 Although the point here should be clear, let me illustrate it by way of the kind of 

pain spectrum discussed in Chapter Two.  If it really would be worse to bring about an 

outcome where many people suffered to some extent, than to bring about an outcome 

where only half as many people suffered to a slightly greater extent, then there will be 

spectrums of cases where according to consequentialism it would be wrong to bring 

about the second outcome rather than the first, the third rather than the second, the fourth 

rather than the third, and so on.  But, by the same token, if it really would be worse to 

bring about an outcome where some people suffered immensely for many years, than an 

outcome where innumerable people suffered one extra mosquito bite per month for the 
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course of their lives, then according to consequentialism it would be wrong to bring about 

the former outcome rather than the latter one.  If the world is inconsistent in the manner 

now under consideration, both of these sets of judgments might be true.  But, of course, 

as should be evident by now, together these judgments imply that the consequentialist 

could face a spectrum of cases such that no matter what outcome they chose, they would 

be acting wrongly.   

 It appears, then, that the problem of moral blind alleys is not only a possible 

problem for deontologists and their ilk.  If "all-things-considered better than" is not a 

transitive relation—and this remains a big “if”, but one that we may eventually come to 

accept—then it may also be a problem for consequentialists.   

 Our discussion of Sophie’s Choice suggested that the problem of moral blind 

alleys could arise wholly as a result of deontological considerations.  Our current 

discussion suggests that the problem of moral blind alleys could also arise wholly as a 

result of consequentialist considerations.  Accordingly, while I find Nagel’s account of 

the source of moral blind alleys interesting and suggestive, as implied earlier, I think it is 

mistaken in implying that moral blind alleys could only arise as a result of a conflict 

between deontological and consequentialist demands.   In addition, I think it is 

misleading in contending that it is fundamentally because of a fact about us—namely our 

capacity and tendency to adopt both objective and subjective perspectives on the world—

that the problem of moral blind alleys arises.   

 Although I have not taken a stand on the difficult question of whether all 

inconsistencies must ultimately be epistemological rather than metaphysical in origin, I 

think that the latter cannot be ruled out in advance.  And if one construes the “world” to 
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include both the normative and non-normative realms, as I do, then I think we must be 

open to the possibility that the best reason for believing or accepting that "all-things-

considered better than" is not a transitive relation is because the world is such that for 

some alternatives A, B, and C, it really is the case that all things considered A is better 

than B, and all things considered B is better than C, but all things considered A is not 

better than C.  In that case, the consequentialist who faced a moral blind alley in choosing 

between A, B, and C would do so because the world was inconsistent, not because she 

was taking two distinct and inconsistent (objective and subjective) perspectives of the 

world.27  

 Since the latter half of the twentieth century, it has been a staple of literature, 

theater, and film that insanity may be the only sane response to an insane world.28  A 

variation of that theme is that inconsistency may be the only rational response to an 

inconsistent world.  Economists, psychologists, and philosophers have long held that it is 

a paradigmatic mark of irrationality to believe that A is better than B, and B better than 

C, but not to believe that A is better than C, and similarly to prefer A to B, and B to C, 

but not to prefer A to C.  But this longstanding view has assumed that the world is 

consistent in the sense that the correct ranking of all alternative outcomes would 

correspond to a transitive ordering.  This book raises the serious possibility that the world 

is not consistent in the manner assumed.  If it is not, then Emerson was right to chide 

those who “foolishly” insist on consistency.  Someone who is fully rational—in the sense 

of being fully responsive to all the reasons that there are—should accurately reflect the 

world’s inconsistency in her beliefs and preferences, even if the necessity of avoiding 
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money pumps, personal ruin, and social disaster may dictate various practical strategies 

for dealing with such inconsistent beliefs and preferences.29   

14.8 Skepticism 

 Are the arguments of this book an argument for skepticism?  Do they have deeply 

skeptical implications?  To some extent, any genuinely intriguing impossibility argument 

raises skeptical doubts about how much we can trust even those intuitions that we feel 

most confident about.  I think my arguments do raise skeptical doubts of this kind, but in 

that respect they are like numerous other arguments that are already prevalent in 

contemporary thought.  Where my arguments raise new, and possibly deep, skeptical 

worries is where they suggest that we may need to reject the Impersonal Internal Aspect 

View of ideals, and as a result, may come to recognize that "all-things-considered better 

than" is not a transitive relation.  Of course, as recognized previously, no argument can 

force us, by logic alone, to forsake the transitivity of the “betterness” relation.  

Accordingly, as I have stressed throughout this work, there are various options available 

that would enable us to hang on to the view that "all-things-considered better than" is a 

transitive relation.  Still, I think it is not too bold to claim that this work at least raises 

doubts as to whether we can be quite so confident that "all-things-considered better than" 

is a transitive relation.  Given that, let me say a bit about the nature and scope of the 

skeptical worries that would arise if, in the end, we reject the transitivity of "all-things-

considered better than".  In doing this, it may help to contrast the skeptical worries such a 

view engenders with the nature and source of a few other major skeptical positions.  So 

let me begin with a brief presentation of the latter.   
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 For many, skepticism is associated with a lack of faith in God.  Nietzsche 

famously claimed that God is dead, by which he meant that there is no God, and 

Dostoevsky famously contended that if there is no God, everything is permitted.30  Many 

believe that Doestevsky was right; that morality, and values more generally, ultimately 

depend on the existence of God as their Creator and/or Foundation.  For such people, 

coming to believe that Nietzsche was also right propels them into the abyss of skepticism; 

a skepticism that the Universe lacks Value, and that life is meaningless and absurd.   

 For others, skepticism reflects a lack or loss of faith in the fundamental aims and 

presuppositions of the Enlightenment Project.  Believing in the importance and 

attainability of Human Progress, Enlightenment thinkers sought the amelioration of the 

human condition with great confidence in the power of human Reason to recognize the 

Good; in the nature of man as basically good, ensuring that the “better angels of our 

nature”31 would seek the Good that our Reason recognized; and in the power of science 

and education to transform and ultimately perfect both man and society.  For many, 

Twentieth Century events—including, but by no means limited to, World War I, the 

Holocaust, the firebombing of Dresden, the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 

the deportations and mass starvations of Stalinist Russia, and the development and use of 

chemical and biological weapons—sounded the death knell of the Enlightenment Project 

and gave rise to the conviction that the Universe lacks Value and that life is meaningless 

and absurd.   

 Finally, for many, skepticism arises from a kind of Humean, empiricist, or 

scientific world view that emphasizes the ontological primacy of the natural world.  

Believing that the world consists of primary material objects—atoms and subatomic 

 58 



particles—and the natural forces and laws that govern their behavior, some people 

believe that we are “mere atoms in a void” and there is no place for ontologically 

significant non-natural facts or values.32  On this view “values are not objective, are not 

part of the fabric of the world”; they are manmade inventions, to be rejected, 

manipulated, or changed as it suits our desires and purposes.33  Some people who hold 

such a view will deny that they are moral skeptics, pointing out that on their view it is 

perfectly appropriate to make such claims as “I ought not to eat meat,” or “Henry ought 

not to lie to his mom,” and that such claims can even have truth value.  But despite such 

protestations, on their view they can change their desires and intentions at any point and 

for any reason so as to change the truth value of the statements in question.  Anyone who 

believes that moral values and truths are so malleable and wholly dependent on us in such 

a way is a moral skeptic as I use that notion.   

 As should be clear, if the results of this work are skeptical, they rest on entirely 

different foundations than these other familiar brands of skepticism.  Nothing in this work 

presupposes that a Supreme Being must serve as the creator and/or foundation of values.  

Nothing in this work presupposes that man is essentially good or that man and society are 

perfectible.  And nothing in this work presupposes a narrow naturalistic conception of the 

world that precludes the possibility of significant normative facts that we may recognize.  

To be sure, like many, in reflecting on the countless Twentieth Century examples of 

“man’s inhumanity to man” I feel a sense of ennui and despair about where we are as a 

species and our prospects for Human Progress.  But even more so I feel an acute sense of 

outrage, shame, and resentment that so many evil and unjust actions were perpetrated, 

and this reinforces, rather than undermines, my belief that there are important values that 
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we are capable of recognizing and abiding by, even if all too often we fail to do so for an 

assortment of selfish, chauvinistic, lamentable, and wicked reasons.   

 Nothing in this book supports the view that life is meaningless and absurd, that 

there are no values, or that if there are values, we are incapable of recognizing or being 

moved by them.  Indeed, I completely reject (though don’t argue for the rejection of) all 

forms of nihilism.  Insofar as this book leads to a form of skepticism, it does so on the 

basis of the view that there are, as it were, too many values, rather than none.  More 

specifically, the results of this work are skeptical precisely insofar as they suggest that 

there are normative facts and values that we recognize and which provide us with 

significant reasons for acting, but that the values and reasons that there are conflict in 

such a way as to preclude there being a coherent, transitive, ordering of certain sets of 

alternative outcomes.   

 The scope of such skepticism then depends on just how far such worries extend.  

If it can be successfully argued that there is a fairly limited, and perhaps peculiar, set of 

outcomes, such that no transitive ordering obtains of those outcomes, but that for the vast 

majority of sets of outcomes there is a transitive ordering, then this work’s implications 

will not be too ominous or skeptical.  But I suspect it will be difficult to develop a 

successful argument for the view in question.  Once it is accepted that "all-things-

considered better than" is not a transitive relation for some sets of cases (if it ever is), I 

think it will be shown that the considerations supporting such a conclusion also support 

the much broader conclusion that "all-things-considered better than" is not a transitive 

relation for many sets of cases, and perhaps even most sets of cases.  Indeed, ultimately, 

there may prove to be no defensible “middle-ground” position that is relatively 
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unthreatening.  It may well be that "all-things-considered better than" either is, or is not, a 

transitive relation for all cases.34 

 The preceding remarks are speculative, but they suggest that in the worst-case 

scenario, there may be no coherent ranking of alternatives with respect to goodness.   

This would have profound implications for consequentialism, which understands the right 

as that which is conducive to the good.  Whether one adopts a maximizing conception of 

consequentialism—according to which one only acts rightly if one brings about the best 

(or equally best, or imprecisely equally best) outcome, or a satisficing conception of 

consequentialism—according to which one only acts rightly if one brings about an 

outcome that is “sufficiently” good, it appears that there would be no basis to choose, or 

rule out, one alternative rather than any other if there is no coherent ranking of 

alternatives with respect to goodness.  It appears, then, that on the worst-case scenario, 

either “everything would be permitted” or “nothing would be permitted” according to 

consequentialism, if "all-things-considered better than" isn’t a transitive relation.  Put 

differently, there would be no basis for seeing some actions as right and others as wrong 

relative to any other actions.   

 Similar remarks apply to expected utility theory, which tells us that one acts 

rationally only insofar as one maximizes the expected value of one’s actions.  Such a 

view presupposes that there is a coherent transitive ranking of alternatives.  Without such 

a ranking, it is hard to see how expected theory could either approve, or disapprove, of 

one action over any other.  Likewise, similar remarks apply to both maximizing and 

satisficing conceptions of prudential action, which see people as acting prudently only 

insofar as they bring about either the best (or equally best or imprecisely equally best), or 
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a “sufficiently” good, available outcome in self-interested terms.  Such views embody a 

consequentialist perspective, and like other versions of consequentialism, they depend on 

there being a coherent ranking of alternative outcomes on the basis of which people are 

supposed to make their choices.  In the absence of such coherent rankings, such views 

can provide no guidance for rationally choosing one alternative over any other. 

 It appears, then, that rejecting the transitivity of "all-things-considered better 

than" may have devastating implications for both moral and prudential consequentialist 

theories.  But, as Rawls made plain in the sentences I quoted at the very beginning of 

Chapter One, it is hardly only consequentialist theories for which such a result would 

have devastating implications.  Recall Rawls’s words:  “All ethical doctrines worth our 

attention take consequences into account in judging rightness.  One which did not would 

be simply irrational, crazy.”35  The same might be said for all prudential doctrines worth 

our attention.  Yet, plainly, such theories won’t be able to take consequences into account 

in the way Rawls and most people would have wanted and expected them to, if there is 

no coherent ranking of outcomes with respect to goodness.   

 One can see, then, why Parfit, who is to a large extent a consequentialist, once 

suggested that my arguments present the most serious case for skepticism about practical 

reasoning since Hume.  He thought this because, although he ultimately rejected them, he 

thought that my arguments lent considerable plausibility to the view that "all-things-

considered better than" isn’t a transitive relation, and hence that there is no coherent 

ranking of outcomes.   

 I have been discussing the outer boundaries of what may be at stake if "all-things-

considered better than" is not a transitive relation.  But I continue to reject nihilism in all 
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its forms.  Accordingly, if necessary, I would reject the importance of consequentialist 

reasoning for normative theory, before concluding that “everything is permitted” in the 

moral or prudential domains.  In section 14.5, I mentioned the view that “perhaps, at the 

end of the day, we should restrict our attention in the normative realm to such notions as 

virtue, duty, care, rights, and so on, abandoning our concerns about the good or bringing 

about the best available outcome (p. n).”  As I noted then, this is not a position I readily 

endorse; but I certainly would endorse it if the alternative was nihilism.   

 I believe there are many sources of reasons that can guide our behavior besides 

the category of the good.  At present, I continue to regard the good as a fundamental 

category for normative theory.  So if, in the end, we determine that there is no coherent 

ranking of alternatives with respect to goodness, I would seek, and expect to find, another 

role for the good to play in normative theory than the one that we have customarily 

assigned to it.  But if that proved futile, then I think we would have to revise our theories 

of practical reasoning accordingly.  We have learned to develop “Godless” theories of 

practical reasoning.  Thought I am not yet persuaded that we will need to, I am confident 

that we could, and should, develop suitable “Goodless” theories of practical reasoning, if 

that proves necessary.  

14.9 Final Remarks 

 Some readers will no doubt be surprised, perplexed, or dismayed that in a book as 

long as this one, I haven’t taken a stand on which combination of views I think is the 

right one.  No doubt, many readers will think it is absolutely clear which views should be 

accepted or rejected, and they will assume that I am being dense in not also seeing this, or 

perhaps simply being coy or disingenuous in not admitting to it.  While density on my 
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part is certainly a possibility here, I assure the reader that I am being neither coy nor 

disingenuous in this matter.  I find the issues raised in this book incredibly complex and 

difficult, and despite having thought about them for many years now, I remain at a loss as 

to what I should ultimately believe.  As Nagel put it so succinctly and I noted in my 

introduction, “I do not feel equal to the problems treated in this book.”36 

 So, as I described in my introduction, I feel in a position a bit like that of a juggler 

who is trying to juggle too many balls at once, and who knows he will eventually have to 

let some of them drop, but who, regarding each ball as incredibly precious, cannot see 

how he could possibly let any of them drop.  Thus, the juggler frantically continues his 

juggling in a desperate attempt—which he knows must ultimately prove futile—to keep 

each of them in the air as long as possible.  Having said that, however, let me note three 

important respects in which the juggler analogy is misleading.   

 First, as I described his situation, the juggler has only two options with respect to 

each ball:  he can keep it in the air, or let it drop.  With respect to the important positions 

discussed in this work, we have three options:  we can retain them as is, we can reject 

them entirely, or we can revise them.  Perhaps, with sufficient development of our 

thought, we will be able to revise our views so as to render them compatible, while at the 

same time preserving most, if not all, of what is important about them.   

 Second, as I described his situation, the juggler’s predicament really is futile.  He 

will eventually tire and let something drop.  But the position with respect to inconsistent 

ideas is different.  Nothing can force someone to give up a set of inconsistent views.  

Moreover, as I noted in section 14.6, although there is always reason to seek a richer 

conceptual and theoretical understanding of the world that is consistent, until we have 
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actually arrived at such an understanding we may be better served by hanging on to our 

present, inconsistent, views, than by moving to any consistent set of views currently 

available. 

 Third, in the end, it is solely up to the juggler to decide which balls are most 

important to him, and which ones he will let drop.  On my realistic conception of the 

normative realm, it is not similarly up to us to simply decide which positions should be 

accepted and which revised or rejected.  This is important.  I know of some people who 

are so attached to certain views that they find plausible and useful, that they are prepared 

to reject any views that are inconsistent with them, “no matter what.”  Some have this 

attitude towards expected utility theory, because it has proved to be such a powerful and 

helpful tool in so many domains of practical reasoning.  But no matter how useful a view 

or theory may be, it may be incompatible with another view whose truth does not depend 

on us.  Our theories should reflect the world as it actually is, and on my view, whether or 

not the normative realm is vague, incomplete, or even inconsistent depends on facts about 

the nature of the good and normative reasoning, not on what is useful for us, or on how 

we use certain words, or on how we think the normative realm “should” be.   

 There is an old joke about the prevailing attitudes in England in the first part of 

the Twentieth Century.37  The pessimists at the time looked around them, and thought 

that the world was in such a mess that Civilization as they knew it would soon come to an 

end.  The optimists looked at the very same set of events, and thought they were right!  I 

am reminded of this joke, because pessimists reading this work may conclude that, if my 

arguments are sound, we must reject or drastically revise our current understandings of 

 65 



 66 

                                                

the good, moral ideals, and the nature of practical reasoning.   Optimists, in turn, may 

think they are right.   
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Appendix B, I discuss the relations between quantity, quality, duration, and number.   
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no. 4, 1985, pp. 169-221, especially the first lecture.  

4  I present an argument of this kind in "Justice and Equality:  Some Questions about Scope," in Social 

Philosophy and Policy 12, no. 2, eds. Paul, Ellen F., Miller, Fred D., and Paul, Jeffrey, pp. 72-104, 

Cambridge University Press, 1995. 

5  Arguably, the expected value of an infinite number of periods of one million days in heaven is +∞, which 

is also the expected value of an infinite number of periods of one day in heaven.  Likewise, the expected 

value of an infinite number of periods of one million days in hell is -∞, which is also the expected value of 

an infinite number of periods of one day in hell.  Seemingly, then, the expected value of an eternal cycle of 

one million days in heaven followed by one day in hell, and the expected value of an eternal cycle of one 

million days in hell followed by one day in heaven would both be the same, namely +∞ + -∞.  Mind you, 

we may decide that where cases involving infinities are involved, we can’t make the usual arithmetical 
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of the two alternatives in the above manner.  But if this is so, it would be an example of the kind of 

important lesson we need to learn in developing a full theory of practical rationality that we might only 

recognize by considering alternatives involving infinity.  I am grateful to Derek Parfit, who first brought 

this particular example of a worry about infinity to my attention, many years ago.  (Ironically, Parfit, 
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himself, is dubious about how much of genuine significance we can learn about normative theory by 

reflecting on cases involving infinity.)    

6  Let me briefly indicate one reason why it may not be easy to limit the scope of my arguments.  Suppose 

one contends, as some do, that while there is non-transitivity across some “special” sets of cases—like a 

spectrum of cases from very long lives that include two years of torture to very long lives that include one 
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on that spectrum, there could be, in principle, an outcome that is equally bad, call it P1, which is also a 
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(I think similar worries can be raised if one assumes that the relation between A, B, and C, and P1, P2, and 

P3, respectively, is only imprecise equivalence, and not strict equivalence, but the argument for this is too 



 68 

                                                                                                                                                 
complicated to present here.)  Of course, the considerations here employ the Principle of Substitution for 

Equivalence, and they may also seem to be implicitly relying on an Impersonal Internal Aspect View of 

ideals, which may seem inappropriate if one is granting the possibility of non-transitivity for some cases, so 

these considerations can be rejected if one is willing to reject such positions.  But, as should be evident by 
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Noctabules in 1950), Joseph Heller’s book Catch-22 (originally published in 1961 by Simon and Shuster), 

Ken Kesey’s book One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (originally published by The Viking Press, 1962), and 

the film King of Hearts (screenplay written by Daniel Boulanger and Maurice Bessy, directed and produced 
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29  Of course one practical strategy that naturally suggests itself and that we might deem appropriate to 

adopt in many, if not all, cases, would be to impose a constraint of consistency on our preferences and 
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actions!  But we must not forget that the usefulness of a strategy or convention does not make it right, and 

entails nothing about what it is regarding reality that makes it useful.  We should also remember that in 

imposing a constraint of consistency on one’s preferences and actions, one may, for good rational reasons, 

be effectively rendering oneself less than fully rational.  See Part One of Reasons and Persons for an 

excellent discussion of the kinds of issues associated with such a position.   

30  Nietzsche expresses his view in section 108 of the Gay Science; Dostoevsky expresses his view via his 

character Ivan Karamozov, in The Brother’s Karamozov.   
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“higher” nature that is in each of us which is basically good, and which can be appealed to and direct our 

actions.   
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