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ARTICLE

PREROGATIVES UNDER RISK

Aidan B. Penn

I show that in cases of risk, agent-centered prerogatives generate apparent conflicts between 
two compelling principles: Objective-Subjective Link (if you know that an option is objectively 
permissible, then it’s subjectively permissible), and a version of Ex Ante Pareto (if an option 
gives everyone affected a worse prospect than an available alternative, and all else is equal, then 
it’s subjectively impermissible). Some might think that these conflicts provide a new argument 
against prerogatives. Others might think that these conflicts support rejecting one of these prin-
ciples. I argue, instead, that these conflicts are merely apparent: one’s prerogatives depend in 
a particular way on one’s uncertainty such that they’re compatible with both principles. The 
upshot is a better understanding both of principles like Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante 
Pareto, and of how prerogatives apply under risk.

I. Introduction

What should you do when you’re uncertain about your options’ outcomes? 
Many moral theories struggle to answer this question in a way that’s compat-
ible with two compelling principles.

Objective-Subjective Link If you know that an option is objectively permis-
sible, then it’s subjectively permissible.

Ex Ante Pareto If an option gives everyone affected a worse prospect than an 
available alternative, and all else is equal, then it’s subjectively impermissible.

Why accept Objective-Subjective Link? To a first approximation, an option 
is objectively permissible in a given state of the world when it’s permissi-
ble given the facts in that state; an option is subjectively permissible when 
it’s permissible given your uncertainty. So, if you know that an option is ob-
jectively permissible, then—even if you’re uncertain about the state of the 
world—you know that it’s permissible given the actual facts, whatever they 
turn out to be. Surely, it seems, such an option is subjectively permissible.

https://doi.org/10.16995/fe.17774
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Why accept Ex Ante Pareto? A prospect is a set of probability-outcome 
pairs: for example, a half chance of a particular benefit and a half chance of a 
particular harm. Assuming the relevant probabilities represent your uncer-
tainty, if an option gives someone a worse prospect, it seems to you worse 
for that person. So, if an option gives everyone affected a worse prospect, 
it seems to you worse for everyone affected. Surely, it seems, when all else 
is equal—that is, at least, when the option affects only people who don’t de-
serve to be worse-off—such an option is subjectively impermissible.

A simple case illustrates the appeal of both principles. Suppose that a 
stranger has a painful medical condition, and you have an extra dose of 
medicine: if you give it to the stranger, there’s a half chance that they’ll be 
cured and a half chance that the medicine will be ineffective but harmless. 
When all else is equal, giving the medicine to the stranger seems subjectively 
required. Together, Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto explain 
why. Assuming you know that giving the medicine is objectively permissi-
ble regardless of whether it cures the stranger or is ineffective but harmless, 
you know that giving the medicine is objectively permissible whatever the 
actual facts turn out to be. So, by Objective-Subjective Link, giving the med-
icine is subjectively permissible. In addition, not giving the medicine gives 
the stranger a worse prospect than giving the medicine, since suffering a 
painful condition with certainty is surely worse than a half chance of being 
cured. So, by Ex Ante Pareto, not giving the medicine is subjectively imper-
missible. So, giving the medicine is uniquely subjectively permissible and so 
subjectively required.

Unfortunately, however, although Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante 
Pareto are compatible in this case, many moral theories generate apparent 
conflicts between these principles in other cases. As others have shown, 
such conflicts arise for any moral theory that includes commitments to (in-
ter alia) prioritarianism, contractualism, constraints, limited aggregation, 
or risk-aversion.1 While some maintain that these apparent conflicts aren’t 
as problematic as they seem, others conclude that we should reject these 
commitments altogether. Indeed, since Harsanyi, principles like Objective-

1. On prioritarianism, see Wlodek Rabinowicz, “Prioritarianism for Prospects,” Utilitas 14, no. 1 
(2002): 2–21, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820800003368. On contractualism, see Johann Frick, 
“Contractualism and Social Risk,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 43, no. 3 (2015): 175–223, https://doi.
org/10.1111/papa.12058. On constraints, see Caspar Hare, “Should We Wish Well to All?,” The Philo-
sophical Review 125, no. 4 (2016): 451–472, https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-3624764. On limited 
aggregation, see Seth Lazar, “Limited Aggregation and Risk,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 46, no. 2 
(2018): 117–159, https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12115. On risk-aversion, see Simon Blessenohl, “Risk 
Attitudes and Social Choice,” Ethics 130, no. 4 (2020): 485–513, https://doi.org/10.1086/708011.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820800003368
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12058
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12058
https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-3624764
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12115
https://doi.org/10.1086/708011
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Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto have played a central role in influential 
arguments for simple consequentialist theories like utilitarianism.2

In this paper, I show that yet another type of moral theory generates ap-
parent conflicts between Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto: 
namely, moderate moral theories—that is, those that include agent-centered 
prerogatives and so imply that it’s sometimes permissible, but not required, 
to favor or sacrifice one’s own interests even when doing so is impartially 
worse.3 This is significant for several reasons.

First, prerogatives are central to commonsense morality. We all sometimes 
give more or less weight to our own interests than to others’. This basic aspect 
of moral thought and practice regulates our willingness to sacrifice for oth-
ers, the forms of behavior that we regard as supererogatory, and the expec-
tations of beneficence, courage, and mercy that we regard as reasonable. It’s 
striking, then, that such a central aspect of commonsense morality seems 
to force such a difficult choice between such compelling principles. Indeed, 
given just how compelling these principles are, it may seem that applying 
prerogatives under risk places prerogatives themselves—and so common-
sense morality itself—under risk. Second, prerogatives not only seem to gen-
erate particularly clear conflicts between Objective-Subjective Link and Ex 
Ante Pareto, but they also do so independently of any similar conflicts gener-
ated by other commitments. Since it’s an open question whether all of these 
conflicts should be addressed similarly, it’s worth considering how preroga-

2. See John C. Harsanyi, “Cardinal Welfare, Individualistic Ethics, and Interpersonal 
Comparisons of Utility,” Journal of Political Economy 63, no. 4 (1955): 309–321, https://doi.
org/10.1086/257678; John Broome, Weighing Goods: Equality, Uncertainty, and Time (Basil 
Blackwell, 1991), https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119451266; Hilary Greaves, “A Reconsideration of 
the Harsanyi–Sen–Weymark Debate on Utilitarianism,” Utilitas 29, no. 2 (2017): 175–213, https://
doi.org/10.1017/S0953820816000169; Philippe Mongin and Marcus Pivato, “Social Evaluation un-
der Risk and Uncertainty,” in The Oxford Handbook of Well-Being and Public Policy, ed. Matthew 
D. Adler and Marc Fleurbaey (Oxford University Press, 2016), 711–745, https://doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780199325818.013.23.

3. For influential defenses of moderate theories, see Samuel Scheffler, The Rejection of  
Consequentialism (Oxford University Press, 1982), https://doi.org/10.1093/0198235119.001.0001;  
Michael Slote, Common Sense Morality and Consequentialism (Routledge, 1985), https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781003049265; F. M. Kamm, “Supererogation and Obligation,” The Journal of Phi-
losophy 82, no. 3 (1985): 118–138, https://doi.org/10.2307/2026351; F. M. Kamm, “Non-Conse-
quentialism, the Person as an End-in-Itself, and the Significance of Status,” Philosophy & Public 
Affairs 21, no. 4 (1992): 354–389, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2265370; and Douglas W. Portmore, 
Commonsense Consequentialism, (Oxford University Press, 2011), https://doi.org/10.1093/acpro
f:oso/9780199794539.001.0001. For influential criticisms, see Shelly Kagan, The Limits of Morality 
(Clarendon Press, 1991), https://doi.org/10.1093/0198239165.001.0001. For a recent overview, see 
Thomas Hurka, “Moral Demands and Permissions/Prerogatives,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy, Fall 2024 Edition, ed. Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman, https://plato.stanford.
edu/archives/fall2024/entries/moral-demands-permissions/.

https://doi.org/10.1086/257678
https://doi.org/10.1086/257678
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119451266
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820816000169
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820816000169
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199325818.013.23
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199325818.013.23
https://doi.org/10.1093/0198235119.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003049265
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003049265
https://doi.org/10.2307/2026351
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2265370
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199794539.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199794539.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/0198239165.001.0001
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2024/entries/moral-demands-permissions/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2024/entries/moral-demands-permissions/
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tives’ distinctive structure and motivations bear on the distinctive conflicts 
that they seem to generate. In this way, prerogatives provide an overlooked 
test case that stands to shed new light on the general tension between prin-
ciples like Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto. Finally, examining 
the apparent conflicts that prerogatives generate between these principles is 
a key step in developing our understanding of how prerogatives apply under 
risk—an issue that moral moderates have largely neglected.4

After I show that prerogatives generate apparent conflicts between 
Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto, my central aim is to determine 
whether these conflicts pose a serious problem for moderate theories. My 
central claim is that these conflicts don’t pose a serious problem because 
they’re merely apparent: the most promising moderate theories, I’ll argue, 
understand one’s prerogatives to depend in a particular way on one’s uncer-
tainty such that they’re compatible with both principles. This has two im-
portant upshots, one negative and one positive. The negative upshot is that 
principles like Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto don’t support 
rejecting moderate theories in favor of immoderate alternatives like utilitar-
ianism. The positive upshot is a better understanding of how prerogatives 
apply under risk—in particular, of the relevant aspects of prerogatives’ struc-
ture, extent, and foundational motivations.

Here’s the plan. In Section II, I explain three assumptions. In Section III, 
I explain why prerogatives generate apparent conflicts between Objective-
Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto. In Sections IV and V, I develop the two 
most promising moderate responses to these conflicts, one of which reflects 
what I call “ex ante” moderate theories while the other reflects what I call “ex 
post” moderate theories. In Sections VI and VII, I consider several arguments 
against each of these responses, finding them unconvincing. In Section VIII, 
I use the foregoing to provide an abductive argument for my favored ex ante 
moderate theories that satisfy both Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante 
Pareto, and I consider the implications that this has for the overall tenability 
of a moderate view of ethics.

4. For an important exception, see Seth Lazar, “Deontological Decision Theory and Agent-
Centered Options,” Ethics 127, no. 3 (2017): 579–609, https://doi.org/10.1086/690069. Note, 
though, that Lazar doesn’t consider the apparent conflicts between principles like Objective-
Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto. I also discuss these conflicts in co-authored work, written 
alongside an early version of this paper. See Kacper Kowalczyk and Aidan B. Penn, “Opaque Op-
tions,” Philosophical Studies 181 (2024): 1837–1849, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-024-02134-6.  
Note, though, that Kowalczyk and I don’t consider how moderates should respond to these con-
flicts, which is my focus in what follows.

https://doi.org/10.1086/690069
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-024-02134-6
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II. Three Assumptions

In what follows, I rely on three assumptions that I believe moral moderates 
would accept.

First, I assume that it’s sometimes permissible, but not required, to ben-
efit from a scarce resource when one could instead give that resource to a 
stranger who would benefit from it more. To illustrate, consider:

Medicine 1 You’re about to receive a dose of medicine. Without it, you’ll suffer 
a mildly painful medical condition. A stranger needs a dose of the same med-
icine to prevent a more severe condition, and yours is the only dose available. 
You have a button: pressing it gives the dose to the stranger; not pressing it al-
lows the dose to be administered to you. You know everything just described.

Table 1 summarizes this case. “0” represents receiving the dose and so being 
cured, “−1” represents suffering the mild condition, and “−3” represents suf-
fering the severe condition. I explain this choice of numbers in a moment.

Self Other

Press –1 0

Don’t Press 0 –3

Table 1: Medicine 1

I assume that moderates would agree that, in some version of this case, each 
option is permissible. You have a self-favoring prerogative to allow yourself 
to receive the dose, even though doing so makes things go impartially worse.

Second, I assume that it’s sometimes permissible, but not required, to use 
a scarce resource to benefit oneself when one could instead allow a stranger 
to use that same resource to provide an equal benefit to themself. To illus-
trate, consider:

Medicine 2 Again, you and a stranger each need a dose of medicine, and 
only one dose is available. This time, however, you both have a moderately 
painful medical condition, and the dose isn’t about to be given to either of 
you (or anyone else). You have a button: pressing it claims the dose for your-
self; not pressing it allows the stranger to claim the dose for themself. You 
know everything just described.

Table 2 summarizes this case. “0” again represents being cured while “–2” 
represents suffering the moderately painful condition. Accordingly, the 
numbers that I use are assumed to represent (only) ordinal comparisons: 
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being cured (0) is better than suffering the mild condition (–1), which is bet-
ter than suffering the moderate condition (–2), which is better than suffering 
the severe condition (–3).

Self Other

Press 0 –2

Don’t Press –2 0

Table 2: Medicine 2

I assume that moderates would agree that, in some version of this case, each 
option is permissible. Some would say that each option is permissible sim-
ply because their outcomes are equally impersonally good. Others would 
say that a self-favoring prerogative is needed to justify pressing because it 
prevents the stranger from being cured, rather than merely allowing them 
to suffer. Still others would say that pressing is permissible only if you own 
the dose. I remain neutral between these views. Notice, though, that because 
pressing doesn’t involve doing harm to the stranger, I’m not assuming that 
there are prerogatives to do harm.

Medicine 1 and Medicine 2 differ with respect to the severity of your and 
the stranger’s conditions, and with respect to which option benefits you 
and which benefits the stranger. These differences help to construct a case, 
described in the next section, in which prerogatives generate an apparent 
conflict between Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto. Of course, 
though, I focus on these cases merely for the sake of illustration; other cases 
would work just as well.5

Third, I assume that moderate theories must provide an account of sub-
jective permissibility, not just an account of objective permissibility. To illus-
trate, consider a “Jackson” case: the stranger has a severe medical condition; 
you don’t know whether medicine A will cure them fully while medicine B will 
kill them, or vice versa, but you know that medicine C is guaranteed to cure 
them almost-fully.6 It’s natural to say that giving C is subjectively required, even 
though you know that it’s objectively impermissible, since you know that ei-
ther giving A or giving B is objectively required. Admittedly, it’s controversial 
how exactly to characterize this distinction. But in the simple cases with which 
I’m concerned, it’s uncontroversial that objective permissibility in a given state 

5. Analogous cases also raise analogous problems for self-sacrificing prerogatives, other-re-
garding prerogatives, and “lesser-evil” options, but I leave these to future work.

6. Frank Jackson, “Decision-Theoretic Consequentialism and the Nearest and Dearest 
Objection,” Ethics 101, no. 3 (1991): 461–482, https://doi.org/10.1086/293312.

https://doi.org/10.1086/293312
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depends only on the options’ outcomes in that state, while subjective permis-
sibility depends on the options’ outcomes in all epistemically possible states.7

There’s one subtlety to flag. What’s objectively permissible isn’t always 
what would be permissible under full information because one’s uncer-
tainty sometimes affects the morally-relevant features of one’s options’ out-
comes—and so affects which outcomes one’s options might have, assuming 
that outcomes are individuated by their morally-relevant features. This hap-
pens, for example, when unexpected pleasures or pains are more intense. In 
general, as Broome says, some outcomes’ morally-relevant features include 
“a property with modal elements.”8 In such cases, outcomes in different 
states “interact”: for example, the pleasure in a low-probability state is made 
more intense by the boredom in a high-probability state. However, when 
one’s options would have the same outcomes as the options in a case of full 
information, the morally-relevant features of one’s options’ outcomes are 
the same as they would be under full information, and so objective permis-
sibility indeed coincides with permissibility under full information.

III. The Problem

Consider:

Medicine 3 Either you’ve just been told that you’re in a situation like 
Medicine 1 (your condition is mild, the stranger’s condition is severe, pressing 
gives the dose to the stranger—call this possibility “M1”), or you’ve just been 
told that you’re in a situation like Medicine 2 (you and the stranger have the 
moderate condition, pressing claims the dose for yourself—call this possibil-
ity “M2”). Unfortunately, due to your medical condition, you can’t remember 
which. Each possibility is equally likely. You know everything just described.9

7. Jackson cases might seem to raise a problem for Objective-Subjective Link: presumably, you 
know that the disjunctive option giving-A-or-giving-B is objectively permissible, but then Objec-
tive-Subjective Link mistakenly implies that this is subjectively permissible. However, this merely 
shows that Objective-Subjective Link must be restricted to fully-specific options—that is, those 
that specify all morally-relevant considerations. For discussion, see Daniel Muñoz and Jack Spen-
cer, “Knowledge of Objective ‘Oughts’: Monotonicity and the New Miners Puzzle,” Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 103, no. 1 (2021): 77–91, https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12702. Hereafter, I 
ignore this complication because I discuss only fully-specific options. Similarly, Objective-Subjec-
tive Link might be questioned in cases involving uncertainty about one’s own epistemic position, 
but I ignore this complication because I discuss only cases without such higher-order uncertainty.

8. Broome, Weighing Goods, 114.
9. I discovered this type of case while thinking about Hare’s structurally similar case involving 

incomplete preferences. See Caspar Hare, “Take the Sugar,” Analysis 70, no. 2 (2010): 237–247, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/analys/anp174. Here, though, I won’t examine connections between 
prerogatives and incompleteness. For discussion, see Ralf M. Bader, “Agent-Relative Pre-

https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12702
https://doi.org/10.1093/analys/anp174
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Table 3 summarizes this case.

M1 (0.5) M2 (0.5)

Self Other Self Other

Press –1 0 0 –2

Don’t Press 0 –3 –2 0

Table 3: Medicine 3

What should moderates think is subjectively permissible in this case?
Either you’re in a situation like Medicine 1 or Medicine 2. In each of those 

cases, moderates think that each option is permissible. The only difference 
in Medicine 3 is that you’re uncertain about the actual facts, but that doesn’t 
seem to affect the options’ outcomes. For example, it doesn’t—let’s assume—
make your or the stranger’s suffering more or less intense. So, it seems that 
moderates should think that each option in Medicine 3 is objectively per-
missible in each possible state, M1 and M2. (Remember: objective permissi-
bility coincides with permissibility under full information when the relevant 
outcomes are the same.) But since you know that you’re either in M1 or M2, 
presumably you know that not pressing is objectively permissible. So, by Ob-
jective-Subjective Link, each option is subjectively permissible. Call this the 
argument from Objective-Subjective Link.

The catch, of course, is that not pressing gives both you and the stranger 
a worse prospect than pressing. Each option gives you and the stranger a 
half chance of being cured, but not pressing gives both of you a half chance 
of suffering a more painful condition: it gives you a half chance of suffer-
ing the moderate rather than the mild condition; it gives the stranger a half 
chance of suffering the severe rather than the moderate condition. Surely, a 
half chance of a more painful medical condition makes for a worse prospect. 
Since all else is equal, Ex Ante Pareto implies that not pressing is subjectively 
impermissible. Call this the argument from Ex Ante Pareto.10

rogatives and Suboptimal Beneficence,” in Oxford Studies in Normative Ethics Volume 9 
(Oxford University Press, 2019), 223–250, https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198846253.003.0011; 
Daniel Muñoz, “Three Paradoxes of Supererogation,” Noûs 55, no. 3 (2021): 699–716, https://
doi.org/10.1111/nous.12326; and Chris Tucker, “Parity, Moral Options, and the Weights of Rea-
sons,” Noûs 57, no. 2 (2023): 454–480, https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12410. For a similar case, see 
Kowalczyk and Penn, “Opaque Options,” 1838.

10. Some moderates might reject Ex Ante Pareto because it subjectively prohibits giving one-
self a worse prospect when it affects no one else (see Slote, Common-Sense Morality and Con-
sequentialism); or because it prohibits doing what’s only slightly worse for oneself and others 
(see Alfred Archer, “Supererogation, Sacrifice, and the Limits of Duty,” The Southern Journal of 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198846253.003.0011
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12326
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12326
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12410
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These arguments cannot both be sound. But which is unsound, and why?
Really imagine being in Medicine 3. Imagine noticing that not pressing 

gives both yourself and the stranger a half chance of suffering more pain-
ful conditions. Having noticed this, would you even seriously consider not 
pressing? I wouldn’t. I would regard not pressing as morally outrageous. I 
think, then, that the argument from Objective-Subjective Link must be going 
wrong somewhere.

Of course, some—call them immoderates—will say that the argument 
from Objective-Subjective Link goes wrong in assuming that there are pre-
rogatives. More carefully, they’ll argue that since Objective-Subjective Link is 
so compelling, it must be that you don’t know that not pressing is objectively 
permissible, and so it must be that not pressing isn’t objectively permissible 
in both M1 and M2. But if the outcomes in M1 and M2 are the same as those 
in Medicine 1 and Medicine 2, respectively, moderates must be mistaken in 
claiming that not pressing is permissible in Medicine 1 and Medicine 2. And 
since not pressing is surely permissible in Medicine 2—after all, it just allows 
the stranger to claim the dose for themself—you must not have a self-favor-
ing prerogative not to press in Medicine 1.

There are two main ways in which moderates could try to respond. First, 
they could try to accept the argument from Ex Ante Pareto and reject the 
argument from Objective-Subjective Link without rejecting prerogatives 
altogether. Call proponents of this response ex ante moderates. Second, 
moderates could—contra intuition—try to accept the argument from Ob-
jective-Subjective Link and reject the argument from Ex Ante Pareto. Call 
proponents of this response ex post moderates.11

Philosophy 54, no. 3 [2016]: 333–354, https://doi.org/10.1111/sjp.12176); or because it conflicts with 
certain views of equality or priority (see Section V). But this principle could here be restricted 
to cases in which one affects both oneself and others, the stakes are substantial, and consider-
ations of equality and priority support giving the better prospects (since pressing is at least as 
good in ex ante and ex post equality and priority). Some might instead worry that Ex Ante Pareto 
requires a privileged way of designating persons. See Anna Mahtani, “The Ex Ante Pareto Prin-
ciple,” Journal of Philosophy 114, no. 6 (2017): 303–323, https://doi.org/10.5840/jphil2017114622. 
This raises a problem beyond my scope. For recent discussions, see Johan E. Gustafsson and 
Kacper Kowalczyk, “Ex-Ante Pareto and the Opaque-Identity Puzzle,” Journal of Philosophy 123, 
no. 1 (2026): 63–76, https://doi.org/10.5840/jphil20251177; Timothy Williamson, “Epistemologi-
cal Consequences of Frege Puzzles,” Philosophical Topics 49, no. 2 (2021): 287–319, https://doi.
org/10.5840/philtopics202149226.

11. Hybrid moderates reject both arguments. Analogous responses have some appeal else-
where (see, e.g., Lazar, “Limited Aggregation and Risk”; Alec Walen, “Risks and Weak Aggrega-
tion: Why Different Models of Risk Suit Different Types of Cases,” Ethics 131, no. 1 [2020]: 62–86, 
https://doi.org/10.1086/709985), but, as best I can tell, not here.

https://doi.org/10.1111/sjp.12176
https://doi.org/10.5840/jphil2017114622
https://doi.org/10.5840/jphil20251177
https://doi.org/10.5840/philtopics202149226
https://doi.org/10.5840/philtopics202149226
https://doi.org/10.1086/709985
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There are two natural questions to ask about these two responses. First, 
can immoderates show that both responses are implausible? If so, Objec-
tive-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto would together support rejecting 
moderate theories. Second, which response is more plausible? Although ex 
ante moderates’ response is more intuitively plausible, it seems committed 
to rejecting Objective-Subjective Link, which, again, is highly compelling. At 
the very least, then, moderates should try to settle this question more deci-
sively. Accordingly, in the next two sections, I’ll develop what I think are the 
most promising versions of ex ante and ex post moderates’ responses, and 
I’ll consider how immoderates and other moderates might object to each. 
To do this, it will help to have in mind the types of moderate theories that ex 
ante and ex post moderates would each naturally defend.

Ex ante moderates would naturally defend moderate theories—what I’ll 
call ex ante moderate theories—that determine subjective permissibility by 
(i) assessing the prospect that each option gives to each person; (ii) using 
persons’ prospects to determine the subjective reasons for each option, al-
lowing one to give more or less weight to one’s own prospects than to oth-
ers’; then (iii) using the subjective reasons to determine what’s subjectively 
permissible.12 Given this “prospects-first” structure, Ex Ante Pareto reflects 
a natural constraint on how prospects combine to determine the subjective 
reasons: if an option gives everyone affected a worse prospect, and all else 
is equal, these prospects must combine in such a way that there’s decisive 
subjective reason to choose an alternative.13

Ex post moderates would naturally defend moderate theories—what I’ll 
call ex post moderate theories—that determine subjective permissibility by 
(i) assessing the objective reasons for each option in each possible state, 
where these allow giving more or less weight to one’s interests in each state; 

12. Compare: ex ante prioritarian theories determine an option’s expected value by (i) as-
sessing the prospects it gives to each person, (ii) giving priority to worse prospects, then  
(iii) summing up. See David McCarthy, “Utilitarianism and Prioritarianism I,” Economics & Phi-
losophy 22, no. 3 (2006): 335–363, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267106001015.

13. Little if anything depends on my use of reasons-talk. Moderates have various ways of 
characterizing the considerations that determine permissibility, often distinguishing between 
considerations of two kinds: justifying reasons and requiring reasons (Joshua Gert, “Norma-
tive Strength and the Balance of Reasons,” The Philosophical Review 116, no. 4 [2007]: 533–562, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-2007-013; Archer, “Supererogation, Sacrifice, and the Limits 
of Duty”); “the efforts standard” and “the precedence standard” (Kamm, “Supererogation and 
Obligation,” 124); moral and non-moral reasons (Portmore, Commonsense Consequentialism; 
Slote, Common-Sense Morality and Consequentialism); reasons’ “stringency” and “gravity” (Seth 
Lazar, “Accommodating Options,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 100, no. 1 [2019]: 246, https://
doi.org/10.1111/papq.12252); or, reasons and prerogatives (Muñoz, “Three Paradoxes of Superer-
ogation”). Any of these would suffice for my purposes.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267106001015
https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-2007-013
https://doi.org/10.1111/papq.12252
https://doi.org/10.1111/papq.12252
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(ii) using the objective reasons in each state and the probability of each state 
to determine the subjective reasons; then (iii) using the subjective reasons to 
determine what’s subjectively permissible.14 Given this “objective-reasons-
first” structure, Objective-Subjective Link reflects a natural constraint on 
how objective reasons combine to determine the subjective reasons: if an 
option is objectively permissible in each state, these objective reasons must 
combine in such a way that there isn’t decisive subjective reason to choose 
an alternative.

I turn now to considering how ex ante moderates could reject the argu-
ment from Objective-Subjective Link (Section IV), and then how ex post 
moderates could reject the argument from Ex Ante Pareto (Section V).

IV. How Ex Ante Moderates Could Reject the Argument from 
Objective-Subjective Link

To reject the argument from Objective-Subjective Link, ex ante moderates 
must deny either Objective-Subjective Link or the claim that you know that 
not pressing in Medicine 3 is objectively permissible. It might seem that they 
could reject Objective-Subjective Link simply by insisting that subjective 
permissibility is determined by persons’ prospects, not by objective reasons. 
However, this view is difficult to accept. To see why, it’s worth reflecting fur-
ther on the motivation for Objective-Subjective Link.

The central motivation for Objective-Subjective Link, I think, is the actual 
reasons conception of risk, according to which the mere fact that one doesn’t 
know which possible state of the world is actual isn’t independently signifi-
cant. On this view, one’s epistemic position is significant merely as a guide to 
the objective reasons in the actual state of the world, whatever it turns out to 
be—that is, to the actual reasons, whatever they turn out to be. An option is 
subjectively permissible if, and only if, it’s the best available means, relative 
to one’s epistemic position, to fulling the actual reasons. Often, one doesn’t 
know which options are objectively permissible because one doesn’t know 
which state of the world is actual, and so one must somehow use the rele-
vant probabilities to trade-off the objective reasons in each state. But in the 
lucky few cases in which one knows that an option is objectively permissible, 
one knows that it adequately fulfills the objective reasons in the actual state, 

14. Compare: ex post prioritarian theories determine an option’s expected value by (i) assess-
ing the objective value of each possible outcome, giving priority to the worse-off in each state, 
(ii) discounting each outcome’s objective value by its probability, then (iii) summing up (McCa-
rthy, “Utilitarianism and Prioritarianism I,” 339).
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whatever it turns out to be—that is, the actual reasons, whatever they turn 
out to be. Surely, then, such an option is among the best available means, 
relative to one’s epistemic position, to fulfilling the actual reasons, and so is 
subjectively permissible. Viewing such an option as subjectively impermis-
sible would reflect a concern for something other than the actual reasons.

A testament to its appeal, the actual reasons conception plays a signifi-
cant role in the motivations for a wide range of decision theories. Of course, 
decision theories are usually formulated in terms of value rather than rea-
sons, but this difference doesn’t matter here. As Andrew Bacon has recently 
argued, one central motivation for expected utility theory is—and originally 
was, at least for Pascal and Fermat—that one should maximize the expecta-
tion of actual value, where an option’s actual value is the value that would be 
realized given the actual state of the world, if one were to choose it.15 Here, 
actual value is an objective quantity in the sense that it doesn’t depend on 
one’s epistemic position, except insofar as one’s epistemic position is rele-
vant to the value of what would in fact happen (as when unexpected plea-
sures or pains would be more intense). On this view, then, actual value is 
what ultimately matters, and options are merely instrumentally valuable as 
a means to bringing about actual value. The subjectively best options are the 
best means, relative to one’s epistemic position, to promoting actual value. 
Bacon argues that this is precisely what underlies many contemporary 
causal decision theories.

In contrast, noncausal decision theories, like evidential decision theo-
ries, can’t be understood as instructing one to maximize the expectation of 
any objective quantity—actual value or otherwise.16 According to evidential 
decision theories, the mere fact that one’s options affect multiple possible 
states itself affects what’s valuable or what reasons there are. On these views, 
there is no well-founded notion of “objective value,” “objective reasons,” or 
“objective permissibility.” The only relevant notions of decision-theoretic 
value, reasons, and permissibility aren’t in any interesting sense objective; 
they essentially depend on the agent’s epistemic position such that one’s epi-
stemic position cannot be thought of merely as a guide to the actual facts. All 
decision-theoretic value is epistemic, “shot through” with the agent’s mind; 
the map is valuable in itself, not merely as a means of navigating the territory.

15. Andrew Bacon, “Actual Value in Decision Theory,” Analysis 82, no. 4 (2022): 617–629, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/analys/anac014.

16. See Bacon “Actual Value in Decision Theory”; Arif Ahmed and Jack Spencer, “Objective 
Value Is Always Newcombizable,” Mind 129, no. 516 (2020): 1157–1192, https://doi.org/10.1093/
mind/fzz070.

https://doi.org/10.1093/analys/anac014
https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzz070
https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzz070
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It might seem, then, that to reject Objective-Subjective Link, ex ante mod-
erates could endorse a noncausal decision theory. However, even those sym-
pathetic to such theories might allow that there’s something that plays the 
role of objective permissibility in simple cases like Medicine 3, and so a plau-
sible restriction of Objective-Subjective Link holds in such cases. The cases 
that make noncausal decision theorists skeptical of the general applicabil-
ity of objective notions are cases in which you gain information about your 
options’ outcomes upon learning which act you choose, in which you face 
severe forms of decision instability, or in which you face bets on the laws of 
nature.17 Clearly, cases like Medicine 3 needn’t involve any such complica-
tions. So, to reject Objective-Subjective Link, ex ante moderates would have 
to maintain not only that objective permissibility in general is ill-founded, 
but also that there’s no well-founded restriction of this notion to simple 
cases. Suffice it to say that this would be highly controversial.

If ex ante moderates can plausibly reject the argument from Objective-
Subjective Link, then, it will be by denying that in Medicine 3 you know that 
not pressing is objectively permissible—that is, by denying that not pressing 
is objectively permissible in each possible state. This requires explaining why 
your uncertainty in Medicine 3 affects the morally-relevant features of your 
options’ outcomes—or, as it’s sometimes said, why the outcomes should be 
“reindividuated” (or “redescribed”)—such that not pressing isn’t objectively 
permissible in each state. Is such an explanation available?18

The obvious difference between the outcomes of not pressing in Medicine 
3 and the outcomes of not pressing in Medicine 1 and Medicine 2 is that 
the former, but not the latter, results from an option that gives you and the 
stranger a worse prospect. Perhaps, then, ex ante moderates could simply 
maintain that this makes not pressing objectively impermissible in each 
state.19 Generalizing beyond Medicine 3, this amounts to accepting a version 
of Ex Ante Pareto that concerns objective permissibility:

17. See, respectively, Robert Nozick, “Newcomb’s Problem and Two Principles of Choice,” in 
Essays in Honor of Carl G. Hempel, ed. Nicholas Rescher (Springer, 1969), 114–146, https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-94-017-1466-2_7; Andy Egan, “Some Counterexamples to Causal Decision The-
ory,” Philosophical Review 116, no. 1 (2007): 93–114, https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-2006-023; 
Arif Ahmed, “Causal Decision Theory: A Counterexample,” Philosophical Review 122, no. 2 (2013): 
289–306, https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-1963725.

18. Thanks to two anonymous reviewers for pressing me to address this question more care-
fully, to discuss the explanation offered in the next paragraph, and to clarify the further argu-
ments in this section.

19. One might suggest that this makes not pressing objectively permissible in only one state. But 
not pressing gives worse prospects in both states because you’re uncertain in the same way in both 
states, and so presumably the fact that not pressing gives worse prospects makes it objectively im-
permissible in both states if it does so in either state. One might instead suggest that the fact that not 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-1466-2_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-1466-2_7
https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-2006-023
https://doi.org/10.1215/00318108-1963725
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Objective Ex Ante Pareto If an option gives each person affected a worse 
prospect, and all else is equal, then it’s objectively impermissible.

Unfortunately, this principle is incompatible with the standard view of objec-
tive and subjective permissibility. Recall that in the Jackson case described in 
Section II, it’s natural to say that giving medicine C is subjectively required, 
even though you know that it’s objectively impermissible, because you know 
that one of giving medicine A or B is objectively required. However, each of 
giving A and giving B surely gives the stranger a worse prospect than giving 
C: a half chance of death and a half chance of being cured is surely worse 
than being guaranteed to be almost-fully cured. So, Objective Ex Ante Pareto 
implies that each of giving A and giving B is objectively impermissible. While 
some ex ante moderates may entertain such a revisionary view of the objec-
tive-subjective distinction, this seems to me sufficiently radical that it’s un-
clear whether it provides ex ante moderates a plausible way of rejecting the 
argument from Objective-Subjective Link. Here, then, I’ll assume that ex ante 
moderates should accept the standard view of the objective-subjective dis-
tinction, if only to see whether there is a less controversial response available.

Indeed, I think there is. Many moderates defend a version of the claim that 
one has a self-favoring prerogative not to choose options that are costly to 
oneself because requirements to impose costs on oneself are in some way 
distinctively demanding. For example, in Medicine 1, you’re permitted not to 
press because pressing would involve imposing costs on yourself by prevent-
ing yourself from being cured, and so requiring you to press seems distinc-
tively demanding. Plausibly, however, in cases of risk, whether a requirement 
to choose an option is distinctively demanding in the relevant way depends 
not on whether the option is in fact costly but rather on whether it appears 
costly—that is, whether it gives you a worse prospect. If so, then since press-
ing gives you a better prospect, you don’t have a self-favoring prerogative not 
to press in M1.20 But if you lack a self-favoring prerogative not to press in M1, 
then since not pressing is impartially worse in M1 and all else is equal, not 
pressing isn’t objectively impermissible in M1, and so the argument from Ob-
jective-Subjective Link is unsound. Call this the apparent-cost explanation.21

pressing gives worse prospects is merely a strong objective reason against it. But then there could 
still be cases in which it’s objectively permissible in each state to give everyone a worse prospect.

20. If a self-favoring prerogative is needed to justify pressing in Medicine 2, it also follows that 
you don’t have a self-favoring prerogative to press in M2. For simplicity, I ignore this hereafter 
because it isn’t relevant to resisting the argument from Objective-Subjective Link.

21. Compare: some maintain that inequality that results from options that give better and 
equally good prospects isn’t (as) objectionable as it would be under full information. Views of 
this kind have been widely discussed. For an early discussion, see John Broome, “Fairness,” 
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If the apparent-cost explanation is correct, Tables 1 and 3 are misleading be-
cause they suggest that the outcomes of your options when M1 is the actual 
state in Medicine 3 are the same as the outcomes of your options in Medicine 
1. A more helpful representation indicates which benefits generate self-favor-
ing prerogatives. In Table 1*, for example, the parenthetical “P” indicates that 
you have a self-favoring prerogative not to press, while the crossed-out “P” in  
Table 3* indicates that you lack this prerogative due to your uncertainty.

Self Other

Press –1 0

Don’t Press 0 (P) –3

Table 1*: Medicine 1

M1 (0.5) M2 (0.5)

Self Other Self Other

Press –1 0 0 –2

Don’t Press 0 (P) –3 –2 0

Table 3*: Medicine 3

The apparent-cost explanation has several strengths. First, it allows ex ante 
moderates to accept both Ex Ante Pareto and Objective-Subjective Link. In 
cases in which one’s options affect yourself and others, and so self-favoring 
prerogatives are potentially relevant, any option that Ex Ante Pareto implies 
is subjectively impermissible gives you a worse prospect, and so the appar-
ent-cost explanation implies that there’s no state in which you have a self-
favoring prerogative to choose that option. Since options that give everyone 
affected a worse prospect must be in some state impartially worse, and since 
all else must be equal for Ex Ante Pareto to apply, such options will in some 
state be objectively impermissible, thereby preventing conflicts with Objec-
tive-Subjective Link.22

Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 91, no. 1 (1990): 87–101, https://doi.org/10.1093/aristote-
lian/91.1.87. For a recent discussion, see Michael Otsuka, “Equal Chances versus Equal Out-
comes: When Are Lotteries Fair and Justified?,” Political Philosophy 1, no. 2 (2024): 381–398, 
https://doi.org/10.16995/pp.16917. Thanks to Kacper Kowalczyk for a particularly helpful discus-
sion of these issues that convinced me to focus on the apparent-cost explanation.

22. In a sense, then, ex ante moderates could endorse a theory with an objective-reasons-first 
structure, but since the objective reasons would depend on persons’ prospects, such theories 
would still have a prospects-first structure in an important sense.

https://doi.org/10.1093/aristotelian/91.1.87
https://doi.org/10.1093/aristotelian/91.1.87
https://doi.org/10.16995/pp.16917
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Second, the apparent-cost explanation is compatible with the standard 
view of objective and subjective permissibility. In the Jackson case, you (the 
agent) are unaffected, and so the apparent-cost explanation is silent. But 
consider a variant of this case in which both you and the stranger are in the 
same situation, and you must decide whether to give both yourself and the 
stranger doses of medicine A, B, or C. Presumably, giving C is still subjec-
tively required, even though you know that it’s objectively impermissible. 
The apparent-cost explanation is perfectly compatible with this view. Since 
giving C gives you a better prospect, the apparent-cost explanation merely 
implies that you don’t have a self-favoring prerogative to give A or give B, 
and so the relevant objective reasons in each state are simply the objective 
reasons to do what’s best for yourself and the stranger (giving A or giving B).

Finally, the apparent-cost explanation extends to cases of risk natural views 
of the motivation for self-favoring prerogatives. It implies that not pressing is 
objectively impermissible in M1 for the same basic reason that it’s impermis-
sible under full information not to do what’s impartially best when one lacks 
a self-favoring prerogative and all else is equal. Moderates will disagree about 
exactly what this reason is, specifying and explaining in different ways the sense 
in which requirements to do what’s costly to oneself are distinctively demand-
ing. I’ll say more below about the foundational motivations for ex ante moder-
ate theories (Section VII). For now, let me just say that ex ante moderates could 
claim that doing what’s impartially worse when one lacks a self-favoring prerog-
ative is objectively impermissible because it fails to promote the good, it fails to 
satisfy others’ claims to beneficence, it fails to treat others as moral equals, or it’s 
permitted only by principles that others could reasonably reject.

Immoderates and ex post moderates might object that the apparent-cost 
explanation renders objective permissibility overly sensitive to the agent’s 
uncertainty. However, it’s difficult to identify a plausible and relevant restric-
tion on reasonable accounts of objective permissibility that supports this 
objection. As I said in Section II, all sides should agree that the morally-rele-
vant features of one’s options’ outcomes, and so what’s objectively permissi-
ble, sometimes depend on one’s uncertainty—that is, that outcomes in dif-
ferent states sometimes interact, as when unexpected pleasures and pains 
are more intense. The apparent-cost explanation just implies that outcomes 
in different states interact in a further way such that one lacks self-favoring 
prerogatives in each state to choose options that give one a worse prospect. 
Of course, there must be some limits on how to individuate outcomes, but 
natural limits don’t threaten the apparent-cost explanation. In the context 
of rational choice, for example, Broome maintains that “Outcomes should 
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be distinguished as different if and only if they differ in a way that makes it 
rational to have a preference between them.”23 One might similarly suggest 
that in ethics, outcomes should be distinguished as different if, and only if, 
they differ in a way that makes it rational for an agent who is concerned only 
with acting morally to have a preference between them. But ex ante moder-
ates should insist that it’s perfectly rational for such an agent to prefer that 
they don’t impose costs on others when they lack a prerogative to do so.

Immoderates and ex post moderates might instead object that although 
the apparent-cost explanation isn’t ruled out on structural grounds, it never-
theless provides a substantively implausible account of the objective reasons 
in Medicine 3. However, it’s difficult to settle decisively this type of disagree-
ment about which considerations ultimately morally matter. Immoderates 
and ex post moderates might insist that objective permissibility in a given 
state is determined by your and others’ interests in that state, not by your 
prospects.24 But ex ante moderates will insist that the apparent-cost ex-
planation explains why the objective reasons are indeed sensitive to your 
prospects. This disagreement is uncomfortably close to normative bedrock. 
Crucially, moreover, the dialectically relevant question here is whether im-
moderates or ex post moderates can show that ex ante moderates’ response 
to the argument from Objective-Subjective Link is implausible, not whether 
ex ante moderates can convince their opponents.25

I think, then, that if immoderates or ex post moderates are going to show 
that ex ante moderates cannot plausibly reject the argument from Objective-
Subjective Link, they’ll need a further argument. Below, I’ll consider some 
further arguments to which they could appeal. First, though, I want to con-
sider how ex post moderates could reject the argument from Ex Ante Pareto. 
For it turns out that ex post moderates’ response is more difficult to reject 
than it might seem.

V. How Ex Post Moderates Could Reject the Argument from 
Ex Ante Pareto

To reject the argument from Ex Ante Pareto, ex post moderates must deny Ex 
Ante Pareto or the claim that not pressing in Medicine 3 gives each person 
a worse prospect. Again, I don’t see a plausible way of denying the latter. 

23. Broome, Weighing Goods, 103.
24. Compare: Wasserman influentially argues that chances of a good are not themselves 

goods. See David Wasserman, “Let them Eat Chances: Probability and Distributive Justice,” Eco-
nomics & Philosophy 12, no. 1 (1996): 29–49, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267100003709.

25. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for clarifying this point.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266267100003709
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Surely, a half chance of a more painful medical condition makes for a worse 
prospect. So, ex post moderates must deny Ex Ante Pareto. To do so, they 
might insist that subjective permissibility is determined not by persons’ 
prospects, but by the objective reasons in each state. To see whether and how 
this might support rejecting Ex Ante Pareto, it’s worth reflecting further on 
this principle’s motivations.

The central motivation for Ex Ante Pareto, I think, is the individual rea-
sons conception of social choice, according to which the mere fact that one’s 
options affect multiple people isn’t independently morally significant.26 On 
this view, one’s moral reasons—as far as people go—concern only how one’s 
options affect each person individually. Often, the reasons concerning each 
person conflict, and so trade-offs are unavoidable. But in the lucky few cases 
in which one’s reasons concerning each person support the same option, it 
seems clear that one should choose that option. Doing anything else would 
reflect a concern for something other than the ways in which one affects 
each person, even when all else is equal.

A testament to its appeal, the individual reasons conception plays a sig-
nificant role in the motivations for many moral theories. Simple consequen-
tialist theories are supported by this conception because options supported 
by the reasons concerning each individual are options that maximize the 
good, as these theories understand it. But many sophisticated consequen-
tialist and non-consequentialist theories also at least purport to enjoy sup-
port from the individual reasons conception—for example, by including du-
ties of beneficence that apply at least when persons’ interests align.

Nevertheless, some theories are incompatible with the individual rea-
sons conception. According to these theories, the mere fact that one’s op-
tions affect multiple people itself affects the relevant reasons: the reasons 
concerning each person “interact” such that one isn’t required to do what’s 
in each person’s interests. For example, some egalitarian theories embrace 
“levelling-down,” implying that even under full information, one sometimes 
should do what’s worse for everyone because it reduces inequality.27 Ex post 
moderates needn’t accept anything so strong. A more helpful model for ex 
post moderates is found in certain prioritarian theories, according to which 
there’s stronger reason to benefit the worse-off.28 These theories avoid level-
ing-down, but they still generate apparent conflicts between Ex Ante Pareto 

26. Compare Frick, “Contractualism and Social Risk,” 187–8.
27. See Larry Temkin, “Equality, Priority, and the Levelling-Down Objection,” in The Ideal of 

Equality, ed. Matthew Clayton and Andrew Williams (St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 126–161.
28. See Derek Parfit, “Equality and Priority,” Ratio 10, no. 3 (1997): 202–221, https://doi.

org/10.1111/1467-9329.00041.

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9329.00041
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9329.00041
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and Objective-Subjective Link, to which some prioritarians respond by re-
jecting Ex Ante Pareto.29 To illustrate, consider

Medicine 4 You and the stranger each have moderately painful conditions. 
Again, only one dose of medicine is available. This time, however, the dose is 
about to be split in half, with a half-dose being administered to each of you. 
With only a half-dose, you’ll each suffer a condition that’s more painful than 
the mild condition but less painful than the moderate condition—a mild* 
condition, I’ll say. You have a button: pressing it prevents the dose from being 
split and gives the dose to you or the stranger, depending on the outcome 
of a fair coin-flip; not pressing it allows each of you to receive a half-dose.30

Table 4 summarizes this case, where “–1 – ε” represents suffering the 
mild* condition.

Heads (0.5) Tails (0.5)

Self Other Self Other

Press –2 0 0 –2

Don’t Press –1 – ε –1 – ε –1 – ε –1 – ε

Table 4: Medicine 4

For some specification of the mild* condition, prioritarians believe that both 
of you suffering the mild* condition is at least as good as one of you being 

29. I here simplify these issues to highlight the basic argumentative strategy. This challenge 
to Ex Ante Pareto is originally due to Roger B. Myerson, “Utilitarianism, Egalitarianism, and the 
Timing Effect in Social Choice Problems,” Econometrica 49, no. 4 (1981): 883–897, https://doi.
org/10.2307/1912508. For influential discussion, see Broome, Weighing Goods, 185–192; Rabinow-
icz, “Prioritarianism for Prospects”; Michael Otsuka and Alex Voorhoeve, “Why It Matters That 
Some Are Worse Off Than Others: An Argument Against the Priority View,” Philosophy & Public 
Affairs 37, no. 2 (2009): 171–199, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.2009.01154.x; Derek Parfit, “An-
other Defence of the Priority View,” Utilitas 24, no. 3 (2012): 399–440, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S095382081200009X; Michael Otsuka, “Prioritarianism and the Separateness of Persons,” Util-
itas 24, no. 3 (2012): 365–380, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820812000064; Michael Otsuka, “Pri-
oritarianism and the Measure of Utility,” Journal of Political Philosophy 23, no. 1 (2015): 1–22, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12023; Marc Fleurbaey and Alex Voorhoeve, “Decide As You Would 
with Full Information!,” in Inequalities in Health, ed. Nir Eyal et al. (Oxford University Press, 
2013), 113–128, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199931392.003.0009; Johann Frick, “Uncer-
tainty and Justifiability to Each Person: Response to Fleurbaey and Voorhoeve,” in Inequalities 
in Health, ed. Nir Eyal et al. (Oxford University Press, 2013), 129–146, https://doi.org/10.1093/
acprof:oso/9780199931392.003.0010; and Matthew D Adler and Nils Holtug, “Prioritarianism: 
A Response to Critics,” Politics, Philosophy & Economics 18, no. 2 (2019): 101–144, https://doi.
org/10.1177/1470594X19828022.

30. Thanks to two anonymous reviewers for suggesting that I discuss a case like this to make 
the present point.

https://doi.org/10.2307/1912508
https://doi.org/10.2307/1912508
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.2009.01154.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S095382081200009X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S095382081200009X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820812000064
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12023
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199931392.003.0009
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199931392.003.0010
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199931392.003.0010
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X19828022
https://doi.org/10.1177/1470594X19828022


419Prerogatives under Risk

fully cured and the other suffering the moderate condition. When all else is 
equal, they’ll say that it’s permissible under full information to bring about the 
former rather than the latter. It seems, then, that in Medicine 4, prioritarians 
should think that not pressing is objectively permissible in each state. So, by 
Objective-Subjective Link, not pressing is subjectively permissible. But, plau-
sibly, suffering the mild* condition with certainty is a worse prospect than a 
half chance of suffering the moderate condition and a half chance of being 
cured. If so, then by Ex Ante Pareto, not pressing is subjectively impermissible.

Some ex post prioritarians would deny that not pressing gives a worse 
prospect by defending certain forms of risk-aversion. This doesn’t provide a 
useful model for ex post moderates because, again, not pressing in Medicine 
3 surely gives you and the stranger worse prospects. Other ex post prioritar-
ians, though, reject Ex Ante Pareto. What ultimately matters, they say, isn’t 
giving persons better prospects but promoting objective value. Cases like 
Medicine 4 show that given a commitment to a prioritarian theory of objec-
tive value, persons’ interests sometimes determine objective value in such a 
way that taking the best means, relative to one’s epistemic position, to pro-
moting objective value involves giving worse prospects. In a sense, persons’ 
interests interact to determine objective value such that the best means, rel-
ative to one’s epistemic position, to promoting objective value isn’t always 
the best means, relative to one’s epistemic position, to promoting each per-
son’s interests. In these cases, they argue, it isn’t implausible to give worse 
prospects because doing so is a way of promoting objective value.31

Ex post moderates could reject Ex Ante Pareto in this same general way. 
What ultimately matters, they could say, isn’t giving persons better pros-
pects but fulfilling the objective reasons. Cases like Medicine 4 show that, 
given a commitment to prerogatives, your and others’ interests sometimes 
determine the objective reasons in such a way that the best means, relative 
to your epistemic position, to fulfilling these reasons involves giving worse 
prospects. In a sense, your and others’ interests interact to determine the 
objective reasons such that the best means, relative to your epistemic posi-
tion, to fulfilling the objective reasons isn’t always the best means, relative to 
your epistemic position, to promoting each person’s interests. In these cases, 
ex post moderates could argue, it isn’t implausible to give worse prospects 
because doing so is a way of fulfilling the objective reasons.

31. As mentioned in note 22, some of those more sympathetic to ex ante prioritarianism or 
egalitarianism would deny that the outcomes of not pressing in Medicine 4 are better than those 
of pressing. Again, the apparent cost explanation allows ex ante moderates to respond similarly 
to Medicine 3.
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Immoderates and ex ante moderates might insist again that the sub-
jective permission not to press in Medicine 3 is simply too intuitively 
implausible to accept. But, again, it’s difficult to regard such intuitive 
judgments alone as decisive, at least until the possibility of a more deci-
sive argument is ruled out. Immoderates and ex post moderates might 
instead try to show that ex post moderates’ account of the relevant ob-
jective reasons is implausible. But, again, disagreements of this kind are 
uncomfortably close to normative bedrock. If anything, moreover, ex 
post moderates’ account of the objective reasons seems more straight-
forward than ex ante moderates’, since ex post moderates maintain that 
costs and benefits to the agent generate self-favoring prerogatives in each 
possible state in cases of risk just as they would in cases of full informa-
tion. Of course, immoderates may think that they have other arguments 
against moderate theories, but the question here is whether principles 
like Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto in particular support  
rejecting prerogatives.

I think, then, that if immoderates or ex ante moderates are going to show 
that ex post moderates cannot plausibly reject the argument from Ex Ante 
Pareto, they’ll need a further argument. Here, however, it might seem that a 
further argument is indeed available. In discussions of other parts of morality, 
so-called “composition arguments” have been claimed to show that ex post 
theories are untenable.32 These arguments work by “decomposing” cases 
in which one’s options affect multiple people into multiple cases in which 
one’s options affect only a single person; then they claim that it’s subjectively 
impermissible in these single-person cases to give a worse prospect; then 
they infer that it’s also subjectively impermissible to give everyone a worse 
prospect when these cases are “composed” so that one’s options again affect 
multiple people. Given how influential composition arguments have been in 
other contexts, it’s natural to wonder whether there’s a convincing composi-
tion argument against ex post moderates. To anticipate, it takes some work 
to spell out such an argument, but the work is worthwhile: once the details 
are clear, we can see why this type of argument isn’t convincing for general 
reasons that cast doubt on whether composition arguments against ex post 
theories are ever convincing.

32. For influential examples, see Frick, “Contractualism and Social Risk”; Hare, “Should We 
Wish Well to All?”
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VI. On Composition Arguments Against Ex Post Moderates

What I think is the strongest composition argument against ex post moder-
ates has four steps.33

Step one: consider the following single-person variants of Medicine 3.

Medicine 5 Just like Medicine 3, but you know that the stranger doesn’t 
need the dose. So, either you have the mild condition, pressing gives the dose 
to the stranger for no benefit, and not pressing allows yourself to receive it 
(call this possibility “M1*”); or, you have the moderate condition, pressing 
claims the dose for yourself, and not pressing allows it go unclaimed (call 
this possibility “M2*”).

Table 5 summarizes this case.

M1* (0.5) M2* (0.5)

Self Other Self Other

Press –1 0 0 0

Don’t Press 0 0 –2 0

Table 5: Medicine 5

Medicine 6 Just like Medicine 3, but you know that you don’t need the dose. 
So, either the stranger has the severe condition, pressing gives the dose 
to them, and not pressing allows yourself to receive it for no benefit (call 
this possibility “M1*”); or, the stranger has the moderate condition, press-

33. Composition arguments come in a few varieties. Some appeal to diachronic cases. See 
Tom Dougherty, “Aggregation, Beneficence and Chance,” Journal of Ethics & Social Philoso-
phy 7, no. 2 (2013): 1–19, https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v7i2.73; Joe Horton, “Aggregation, Risk, 
and Reductio,” Ethics 130, no. 4 (2020): 514–529, https://doi.org/10.1086/708534. But moderate 
theories seem to violate the relevant diachronic principles under full information. See Bader, 
“Agent-Relative Prerogatives and Suboptimal Beneficence”; Adam Bales and Claire Benn, “Su-
pererogation and Sequence,” Synthese 198, no. 8 (2021): 7763–7780, https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11229-020-02547-w. Others appeal to an “agglomeration” principle: if you ought to do x and you 
ought to do y, then you ought to do the composite action of x and y. See Hare, “Should We Wish 
Well to All?,” 460. But it’s unclear whether such a principle is both plausible and dialectically 
relevant. See James R. Kirkpatrick, “Permissibility and the Aggregation of Risks,” Utilitas 30, no. 
1 (2018): 107–119, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820817000036; Ryan Doody, “Opaque Sweetening 
and Transitivity,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 97, no. 3 (2019): 559–571, https://doi.org/10.
1080/00048402.2018.1520269; Kacper Kowalczyk, “People in Suitcases,” Journal of Moral Philoso-
phy 20, no. 1–2 (2023): 3–30, https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-19030009. Still others leave the type 
of composition unspecified. See Frick, “Contractualism and Social Risk,” 187–8. I focus on com-
position arguments from contraction consistency principles, which have received less attention 
but seem more promising in the present context.

https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v7i2.73
https://doi.org/10.1086/708534
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-020-02547-w
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-020-02547-w
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820817000036
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048402.2018.1520269
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048402.2018.1520269
https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-19030009


Free & Equal422

ing claims the dose for yourself for no benefit, and not pressing allows the 
stranger to claim it (call this possibility “M2*”).

Table 6 summarizes this case.

M1* (0.5) M2* (0.5)

Self Other Self Other

Press 0 0 0 –2

Don’t Press 0 –3 0 0

Table 6: Medicine 6

Some moderates will think that, in Medicine 5, each option is subjectively 
permissible because there are self-sacrificing prerogatives to make oneself 
worse-off when it affects no one else. Call these strong self-sacrificing pre-
rogatives. Others won’t go this far, maintaining that pressing is subjectively 
required, and so accepting only weak self-sacrificing prerogatives. I’ll assume 
that there are strong self-sacrificing prerogatives, explaining in footnotes 
how to modify the argument given only weak self-sacrificing prerogatives.34

In Medicine 6, your options affect only the stranger, and pressing gives 
them a better prospect. Because all else is equal, pressing seems subjectively 
required. This follows from:

Restricted One-Person Ex Ante Pareto If an option affects only a single 
person compared to an available alternative, the option gives that person 
a worse prospect, the single person affected isn’t the agent, and all else is 
equal, then it’s subjectively impermissible.35

Why accept this principle? It’s strictly weaker than Ex Ante Pareto, and its mo-
tivation is stronger. As we’ve seen, the main way to resist Ex Ante Pareto is to 
maintain that the ways in which one affects multiple persons’ interests can 
interact such that a concern for fulfilling one’s objective reasons sometimes 
comes apart from a concern for each person’s individual interests. But if an op-
tion affects only a single person, it’s unclear how such interaction could occur.

Step two: all and only the options that are permissible in Medicine 5 and 
Medicine 6 remain permissible if you face both cases simultaneously. Cases 

34. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to address this.
35. Given only weak self-sacrificing prerogatives, moderates could accept this principle with-

out the condition that the single person affected is not the agent. This principle could also be 
restricted in the ways mentioned in footnote 10, so that it applies only when stakes are high and 
considerations of equality and priority support giving the better prospect.
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like this are somewhat complicated, but they are indeed possible. To illus-
trate, consider:

Medicine 7 Again, you and a stranger each need a dose of medicine. This time, 
however, you have different conditions and so need different medicines. You 
have condition 1 and so need a dose of medicine 1; the stranger has condition 
2 and so needs a dose of medicine 2. You have two buttons: button 1 controls 
the dose of medicine 1; button 2 controls the dose of medicine 2. You know 
everything just described. Unfortunately, however, you don’t know whether 
you have a mild version of condition 1, the stranger has a severe version of 
condition 2, and both doses are about to be administered to you, in which case 
pressing each button gives the corresponding dose to the stranger (call this 
possibility “M1**”); or whether you have a moderate version of condition 1, the 
stranger has a moderate version of condition 2, and both doses are unclaimed, 
in which case pressing each button claims the corresponding dose for yourself 
(call this possibility “M2**”). Each possibility is equally likely.

Table 7 summarizes this case.

M1** (0.5) M2** (0.5)

Self Other Self Other

Press both –1 0 0 –2

Press only 1 –1 –3 0 0

Press only 2 0 0 –2 –2

Press neither 0 –3 –2 0

Table 7: Medicine 7

Compared to pressing both, pressing only button 1 doesn’t affect you and 
gives the stranger a worse prospect. So, by Restricted One-Person Ex Ante 
Pareto, pressing only button 1 is subjectively impermissible. Similarly, com-
pared to pressing only button 2, pressing neither doesn’t affect you and gives 
the stranger a worse prospect. So, by Restricted One-Person Ex Ante Pareto, 
pressing neither is subjectively impermissible. Finally, because pressing both 
and pressing only button 2 differ only in how they affect you, each seems 
subjectively permissible given strong self-sacrificing prerogatives.36

36. Given only weak self-sacrificing prerogatives, pressing only button 2 is subjectively im-
permissible because it gives you a worse prospect compared to pressing both while affecting no 
one else. Assuming some option is subjectively permissible, pressing both must then be sub-
jectively required.
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Step three: pressing both is subjectively required in the variant of Medicine 
7 in which pressing only button 1 and pressing only button 2 are rendered 
unavailable. To illustrate, consider:

Medicine 8 Like Medicine 7, except the buttons are connected such that 
pressing only one button has the same effect on who gets which dose as 
pressing neither.

Table 8 summarizes this case.

M1** (0.5) M2** (0.5)

Self Other Self Other

Press both –1 0 0 –2

Press at most one 0 –3 –2 0

Table 8: Medicine 8

Options are standardly individuated by the outcomes that they stand to bring 
about. So, Medicine 8 seems just like Medicine 7, except the distinct options of 
pressing only button 1 and pressing only button 2 are unavailable. But remov-
ing these options doesn’t seem to change what’s subjectively permissible, except 
by removing a subjectively permissible option (pressing only button 2). So, in 
Medicine 8, pressing both seems subjectively required. This follows from:

Restricted Contraction Consistency for Requirement Suppose that it’s sub-
jectively required to choose one of x1,…, xn (each of which is subjectively 
permissible) from a set of options X, and that x1,…, xn differ only in how they 
affect the agent. Then for any subset X’ of X that includes some but not all 
of x1,…, xn, it’s subjectively required to choose one of these options from X’ 
when all else is equal.37

This principle says that if it’s required to choose one of several options that 
differ only in how they affect the agent, then removing some but not all of 
these options (perhaps along with some impermissible options) makes it 
subjectively required to choose one of the several options that wasn’t re-
moved. While it may sound complicated, this principle has a natural ratio-

37. Moderates who accept only weak self-favoring prerogatives could accept Contraction 
Consistency for Requirement: if it’s subjectively required to choose a (fully-specific) option, x, 
from a set of options, X, then for any subset X′ of X that includes x, it’s subjectively required to 
choose x from X′ when all else is equal. While some commitments—for example, limited aggre-
gation—violate these principles, prerogatives do not, and so moderates should accept one of 
these principles once “all else equal” is properly understood.
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nale. For when it’s subjectively required to choose between options that dif-
fer only in how they affect the agent, none of these options is so costly to the 
agent that a less costly alternative is subjectively permissible. But this isn’t 
affected, it seems, by merely removing some of these options (and perhaps 
some impermissible options).

Step four: Medicine 3 isn’t morally different from Medicine 8. The only de-
scriptive difference is that the former involves one button while the latter in-
volves two. This isn’t morally significant. So, since pressing both in Medicine 
8 is subjectively required, pressing in Medicine 3 is subjectively required—
contra ex post moderates.

It might seem, then, that ex post moderates must reject not only Ex Ante 
Pareto but also Restricted One-Person Ex Ante Pareto. Because it’s unclear 
how ex post moderates could reject the latter, this might seem to provide pre-
cisely the further argument that immoderates and ex ante moderates need to 
raise a decisive problem for ex post moderates. Is this argument convincing?

I think not. Ex post moderates have principled reason to reject Restricted 
Contraction Consistency for Requirement by maintaining that pressing nei-
ther is subjectively impermissible in Medicine 7 but subjectively permissible 
in Medicine 8. In particular, they have principled reason to maintain that 
pressing neither is subjectively impermissible in Medicine 7 only because 
pressing only button 2 is available. For in Medicine 7, compared to press-
ing only button 2, pressing neither affects only the stranger and is worse for 
them.38 However, in Medicine 8, when pressing only button 2 is unavailable, 
there’s no alternative that affects only the stranger and is worse for them, and 
so pressing neither (equivalently, at most one) is subjectively permissible. In 
ex post moderates’ reasons-talk: in Medicine 7, there’s decisive objective rea-
son to press only button 2 over pressing neither in M1**, and there’s decisive 
objective reason to press neither over pressing only 2 in M2**. But the for-
mer are stronger than the latter, since the stranger is worse off in M1** if you 
press neither than in M2** if you press only button 2. So, since the states are 
equiprobable, pressing neither is subjectively impermissible. However, in 
Medicine 8, there isn’t decisive objective reason to press both in either state, 

38. I’m assuming here that at least some ex post moderates could accept the claim that 
whether an option is subjectively permissible depends only on pairwise comparisons with 
other options. For an argument that moderates in general should accept this claim, see Muñoz, 
“Three Paradoxes of Supererogation.” Given only weak self-sacrificing prerogatives, there’s also 
decisive subjective reason in Medicine 7 to press only button 1 over pressing neither, but when 
both pressing only button 1 and pressing only button 2 are removed, pressing neither becomes 
subjectively permissible.
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since the options affect both you and the stranger just as they do in Medicine 
3. So, pressing neither (equivalently, at most one) is subjectively permissible.

The general point is that removing options that affect only a single per-
son can make it such that the remaining options affect multiple people. So, 
because ex post moderates should maintain that, when options affect mul-
tiple people, persons’ interests sometimes interact to determine the objec-
tive reasons, they should also maintain that removing options sometimes 
affects the objective reasons, thereby affecting the subjective reasons and so 
what’s subjectively permissible, contra Restricted Contraction Consistency 
for Requirement. This point may generalize to the influential composition 
arguments against ex post theories of other parts of morality. Although other 
parts of morality may raise distinctive complications, proponents of ex post 
theories may also be able to explain why persons’ interests interact to de-
termine the objective reasons. If so, they may have the resources to respond 
similarly to analogous composition arguments, by accepting the relevant 
weakening of Ex Ante Pareto, like Restricted One-Person Ex Ante Pareto, but 
rejecting the key “composition” premise, like Restricted Contraction Consis-
tency for Requirement.

Although the composition argument against ex post moderates is un-
convincing, one might now wonder whether an analogous argument works 
against ex ante moderates. Surprisingly, this type of argument has been 
largely overlooked in discussions of other parts of morality. Such an argu-
ment would work by “decomposing” cases in which one’s options affect mul-
tiple possible states into multiple cases in which one’s options affect only a 
single state; then they would claim that it’s subjectively permissible in these 
cases to choose certain options, using a weakening of Objective-Subjective 
Link restricted to options that affect only a single state; then they would in-
fer that it’s also subjectively permissible to choose these options when these 
cases are “composed,” even though the resultant options together give ev-
eryone affected a worse prospect. Accordingly, this type of argument would 
purport to show that ex ante moderates must reject the weakening of Ob-
jective-Subjective Link restricted to options that affect only a single state. 
However, I won’t work through the details of this argument here. Now that 
we’ve seen why the above personwise composition argument against ex post 
moderates isn’t convincing, it’s straightforward to see why the analogous 
statewise composition argument against ex ante moderates isn’t convincing. 
Just as ex post moderates have the resources to resist the personwise compo-
sition argument by maintaining that persons’ interests sometimes interact 
to determine the objective reasons such that removing an option sometimes 
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affects what’s subjectively permissible, so too ex ante moderates have the 
resources to resist the analogous statewise composition argument by main-
taining that—given the apparent-cost explanation—outcomes in different 
states sometimes interact to determine the objective reasons such that re-
moving an option sometimes affects what’s objectively permissible. Again, 
then, to raise a decisive problem for either ex ante or ex post moderates, a 
further argument is needed.

VII. Foundational Motivations

Rather than appealing to principles like Ex Ante Pareto or Objective-Subjec-
tive Link, one might argue that ex ante or ex post moderate theories con-
flict with, or aren’t as well-supported by, the foundational motivations for 
prerogatives. While it’s controversial what the foundational motivations for 
prerogatives are, considering the most influential proposals will go a long 
way toward evaluating arguments of this kind.

Consider first Scanlon’s contractualist defense of prerogatives, according 
to which we could reasonably reject principles for the general regulation of 
behavior that prohibit impartially suboptimal forms of self-favoring and 
self-sacrifice.39 There is ongoing controversy among contractualists about 
whether reasonable rejectability is more plausibly extended to cases of risk 
in a way that is sensitive to persons’ ex ante or ex post claims. While this con-
troversy has focused on other aspects of contractualist theory—especially 
the limits it places on aggregation—it applies just as well to prerogatives. If 
an ex ante theory proves the most plausible development of the contractual-
ist view of morality, it will straightforwardly support an ex ante view of pre-
rogatives. If an ex post theory proves the most plausible development of the 
contractualist view of morality, it will straightforwardly support an ex post 
view of prerogatives. But while it may be illuminating to consider preroga-
tives as yet another frontier in the ongoing debate between ex ante and ex 
post contractualists—a task I leave to future work—it will remain unclear 
which type of moderate theory contractualism favors until this broader de-
bate is settled more conclusively.40

39. T. M. Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Harvard University Press, 1998), 224–5, https://
doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv134vmrn.

40. Analogous points apply to related contractarian views, according to which morality is 
characterized by a set of principles that it would be rational to choose under suitable condi-
tions. See, e.g., John C. Harsanyi, “Morality and the Theory of Rational Behavior,” Social Re-
search 44, no. 4 (1977): 623–656, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40971169; David Gauthier, Morals 
by Agreement (Clarendon Press, 1987), https://doi.org/10.1093/0198249926.001.0001. Of course, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv134vmrn
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv134vmrn
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40971169
https://doi.org/10.1093/0198249926.001.0001
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Although the structure of contractualist justification doesn’t clearly favor 
ex ante or ex post moderate theories, contractualists and non-contractual-
ists alike might think that the substantive considerations that motivate pre-
rogatives favor one type of theory over the other. Consider, then, the view 
that including prerogatives allows a moral theory to respect agents’ moral 
autonomy,41 and the related view that including prerogatives allows a theory 
to reflect agents’ moral status as ends-in-themselves.42 If moderate theories 
better protect agents’ moral autonomy or reflect agents’ moral status by be-
ing more permissive than immoderate alternatives, one might think that ex 
post moderate theories better protect agents’ autonomy or reflect agents’ 
status by being more permissive than ex ante moderate theories. But this is 
too quick. It’s plausible that for any ex ante moderate theory, there’s a more 
permissive ex post moderate theory. For example, for any ex ante moderate 
theory that subjectively requires not pressing in Medicine 3, there’s a more 
permissive ex post moderate theory that subjectively permits each of press-
ing and not pressing. However, it’s not plausible that every ex post moderate 
theory is more permissive than every ex ante moderate theory. An ex ante 
moderate theory will be more permissive than an ex post moderate theory if 
the former extends a moderate theory that includes much stronger preroga-
tives under full information.

Rawls develops a view of justice along these lines, and while he considers “permissions” only in 
his brief discussion of principles for individuals, he anticipates many of the motivations later 
developed for moderate theories, especially in his focus on agents’ moral autonomy, moral sta-
tus, evaluative points of view, and the strains of commitment. Part of Rawls’s argument for the 
two principles, remember, is that public recognition of equal liberty ensures mutual respect of 
each person’s conception of the good, which in turn supports the self-respect needed to pursue 
one’s life plan, and so expresses the nature of persons as ends-in-themselves, capable of acting 
from an evaluative perspective on the world. See John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1971), §19, §29, §40, https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674042605. Again, though, these 
considerations don’t clearly favor either type of moderate theory.

41. See Slote, Common-Sense Morality and Consequentialism; Seana Shiffrin, “Moral 
Autonomy and Agent-Centred Options,” Analysis 51, no. 4 (1991): 244–254, https://doi.
org/10.2307/3328768; Dan W. Brock, “Defending Moral Options,” Philosophy and Phenomeno-
logical Research 51, no. 4 (1991): 909–913, https://doi.org/10.2307/2108190; Fiona Woollard, Do-
ing and Allowing Harm (Oxford University Press, 2015), 109–12, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:o
so/9780199683642.001.0001.

42. See Kamm, “Non-Consequentialism”; Seth Lazar, “Moral Status and Agent-Centred Op-
tions,” Utilitas 31, no. 1 (2019): 83–105, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820818000201. Some think 
of prerogatives as rights against oneself, and this view could naturally be combined with an 
autonomy- or status-based view of the basis of rights. See Paul Hurley, “Getting Our Options 
Clear: A Closer Look at Agent-Centered Options,” Philosophical Studies 78, no. 2 (1995): 163–188, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00989680; Daniel Muñoz, “From Rights to Prerogatives,” Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research 102, no. 3 (2021): 608–623, https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12682. 
But this won’t clearly favor ex ante or ex post moderate theories given analogous disagreements 
between ex ante and ex post theories of rights.

https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674042605
https://doi.org/10.2307/3328768
https://doi.org/10.2307/3328768
https://doi.org/10.2307/2108190
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199683642.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199683642.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820818000201
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00989680
https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.12682
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One might instead suggest that appeals to autonomy or moral status more 
strongly support ex ante moderate theories because agents in cases of risk 
are typically in fact concerned with each person’s prospects, and properly 
respecting the agent’s autonomy or status involves making reasonable room 
for them to act on what they care about. But, again, this is too quick. These 
views imply that morality makes reasonable room for the agent’s evaluative 
commitments, where these commitments reflect the agent’s views of what 
has final, non-instrumental value or of the objective reasons. Yet an agent’s 
concern with persons’ prospects is not typically a concern for what has final, 
non-instrumental value or for the objective reasons; it’s a concern for the 
best means to achieving such value or fulfilling such reasons. Moreover, even 
if some motivations for prerogatives in effect grant the agent a protected 
sphere within which they can select not only ends but also means, and even 
if most agents typically assess their options in accordance with ex ante mod-
erate theories, some agents could as a matter of contingent psychological 
fact assess their options in accordance with ex post moderate theories. And 
just as there have to be reasonable limits on the choice of ends, so too there 
would have to be reasonable limits on the choice of means. The question 
would then arise whether these limits are more plausibly characterized by an 
ex ante or ex post moderate theory. In general, as far as I can tell, autonomy- 
and status-based views are compatible with ex ante and ex post moderate 
theories because nothing internal to these views bears on the question of 
how to extend them to cases of risk.43

Finally, consider Scheffler’s view, according to which moderate theories 
provide one acceptable way of reflecting “the independence of the personal 
point of view”—that is, the fact that agents standardly, although not nec-
essarily, give disproportionate significance to their own projects relative to 
those projects’ impersonal value.44 One might again be tempted to think 
that if the content of one’s prerogatives depends on one’s evaluative commit-
ments, and if one is centrally concerned with persons’ prospects in cases of 
risk, then one’s prerogatives depend on persons’ prospects in cases of risk, 
and so ex ante moderate theories are well-motivated while ex post moderate 
theories are not. But, as above, this would be too quick. Insofar as people do 
standardly value their prospects, they value their prospects merely instru-
mentally and so not in the way that on Scheffler’s view provides the basis 

43. The same goes for “Dual-Ranking Consequentialism,” defended by Portmore, Common-
sense Consequentialism, ch. 5. Lazar similarly claims merely that his ex ante moderate theory 
is compatible with—rather than uniquely supported by—his status-based view. See Lazar, 
“Deontological Decision Theory and Agent-Centered Options,” 594–6.

44. Scheffler, The Rejection of Consequentialism, 60.
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for a prerogative. Moreover, even if Scheffler’s view did regard instrumental 
valuing as providing such a basis, the question would again arise whether 
the reasonable limits on this type of valuing are better characterized by an ex 
ante or ex post moderate theory.

However, unlike autonomy- and status-based views, which seem neutral 
with respect to the choice between ex ante and ex post moderate theories 
because nothing internal to them bears on the question of how to extend 
prerogatives to cases of risk, there seem to be aspects of Scheffler’s view that 
do indeed bear on this question. Perhaps, then, once we understand how 
best to extend Scheffler’s view to risk, we’ll find that it more strongly supports 
one of ex ante or ex post moderate theories. Alternatively, and to anticipate, 
even if this suggestion proves difficult to defend, the extension of Scheffler’s 
view to cases of risk may nevertheless provide an illuminating way of charac-
terizing the conceptions of morality that underlie ex ante and ex post mod-
erate theories. Let me explain further, then, how Scheffler’s view works and 
how I think it is most naturally extended to cases of risk.

Motivating Scheffler’s view is a conception of the moral domain as centrally 
involving, perhaps deriving from, the relationship between the personal and 
impersonal points of view. Applied to a choice situation, each point of view 
provides an assessment of the reasons for choosing each option. Assessment 
from the impersonal point of view is impartial: the effects of each option 
on each person are given equal and positive weight. Assessment from the 
personal point of view reflects the agent’s evaluative position: the fact that 
they act from a position characterized by deep and forceful evaluative com-
mitments, the significance of which standardly isn’t weighed by the agent in 
direct proportion to their impersonal value. This, again, is the independence 
of the personal point of view.

Moral theories are then distinguished in part by the way in which they 
reflect the independence of the personal point of view. Impersonal theories 
defer to the impersonal point of view, reflecting the independence of the 
personal point of view only by allowing that impersonal value depends on 
the fulfillment of each person’s evaluative commitments. Egoist theories de-
fer to the personal point of view, reflecting its independence by giving it carte 
blanche. Moderate theories reflect the independence of the personal point 
of view by integrating the personal and impersonal assessments to arrive at 
an overall assessment of one’s reasons that permits both what is imperson-
ally best, and what is, within reason, impersonally worse. Such integration 
can be thought of as involving two stages: first, an option’s morally relevant 
features are integrated into impersonal and personal assessments of the rea-
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sons for choosing it; second, the personal and impersonal assessments are 
integrated to determine the strength of one’s overall reasons and so what’s 
permissible. Scheffler claims not that a moderate form of integration pro-
vides the uniquely acceptable way of reflecting the independence of the per-
sonal point of view, but that “it gives rational expression to some plausible 
attitude towards persons.”45

To extend Scheffler’s view to cases of risk, I want to make two main sugges-
tions. First, the agent’s epistemic position is another aspect of their personal 
point of view, alongside their evaluative commitments. My main reason for 
thinking of one’s epistemic position in this way is that one’s agency is both eval-
uatively and epistemically situated: like one’s evaluative commitments, one’s 
epistemic position partly constitutes the distinctive position from which one 
exercises one’s agency. Whatever the prospects for a belief-desire model of ac-
tion, it’s in some sense one’s evaluative commitments and epistemic position 
that together explain why one pursues some alternatives and not others. And 
just as the evaluative aspect of one’s personal point of view is independent in 
the sense that it standardly diverges from the evaluative content of the imper-
sonal point of view, so too the epistemic aspect is independent in the sense 
that it standardly diverges from the “fully informed” point of view—that is, 
from the actual facts.46 Second, moral theories can be distinguished in part not 
only by the way in which they reflect the independence of the agent’s evalua-
tive point of view, but also by the way in which they reflect the independence 
of the epistemic aspect of the personal point of view. It is here that the choice 
between ex ante and ex post moderate theories arises within Scheffler’s view.

On an ex ante version of Scheffler’s view, the agent’s epistemic position 
is centrally relevant to the first stage of integration, in which the personal 
and impersonal assessments are generated by integrating options’ morally 
relevant features. The agent’s epistemic position is used to assess persons’ 
prospects, which function as the “inputs” to the personal and impersonal 
assessments. Then, in the second stage of integration, in which the personal 
and impersonal assessments are integrated to determine what’s subjectively 
permissible, the agent’s epistemic position is irrelevant.

On an ex post version of Scheffler’s view, the agent’s epistemic position 
plays a more minor role in the first stage of integration. The agent’s epistemic 

45. Scheffler, The Rejection of Consequentialism, 65.
46. This analogy is stronger if the morally relevant aspects of one’s epistemic position partly 

depend on one’s commitment to certain epistemic values, but no such view is assumed here. 
For an influential defense of such a view, see Thomas Kelly, “Evidence Be Permissive,” in Con-
temporary Debates in Epistemology, 2nd ed., ed. Ernest Sosa, Matthias Steup, and John Turri 
(Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 298–311, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781394260744.ch12.

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781394260744.ch12
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position is relevant to the generation of the impersonal and personal assess-
ments only insofar as it affects how the options would affect each person in 
accordance with ex post moderates’ view of the objective reasons, as when 
unexpected pleasures and pains are more intense. Then, in the second stage 
of integration, in which the personal and impersonal assessments are inte-
grated, the agent’s epistemic position plays a central role. In this stage, the 
subjective reasons are determined by the objective reasons given by the first 
stage together with the probabilities of each state as given by the agent’s ep-
istemic position. On this view, the agent’s epistemic position is used primar-
ily to assess the “outputs” of the first stage of integration so as to determine 
the subjective reasons and so what’s subjectively permissible.

While my aim here isn’t to defend Scheffler’s view, it seems to me a poten-
tial strength of this view that it makes possible this characterization of the 
disagreement between ex ante and ex post moderate theories in terms of the 
two stages of integration and so in terms of the way in which each type of 
theory reflects the independence of the personal and impersonal points of 
view—or, in more dramatic terms, the evaluative and epistemic situatedness 
of agency. Nevertheless, the point to emphasize is that Scheffler’s view seems 
capable of motivating both ex ante and ex post moderate theories, and it 
doesn’t seem to motivate one more strongly than the other. It would moti-
vate one more strongly than the other if the ex ante or ex post view of the two 
stages of integration better reflects a morally significant fact about persons. 
As far as I can tell, however, each provides a natural way of reflecting the fact 
of epistemic independence and in turn provides a natural characterization 
of the relationship between personal and impersonal points of view. If one 
worries that the ex post version alienates us from the moral significance of 
persons’ prospects (as understood by ex ante moderates), one might just as 
well worry that the ex ante version alienates us from the moral significance 
of the objective reasons (as understood by ex post moderates). So, as Schef-
fler says of moderate and impersonal theories, I say of ex ante and ex post 
moderate theories: each gives rational expression to some plausible attitude 
towards persons.

VIII. An Abductive Argument

Absent a more decisive argument, the best we can do may be to use the fore-
going to evaluate the overall strengths and weaknesses of the rival theories. 
When we do this, I think, there’s a compelling case to be made for ex ante 
moderate theories.
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Consider first how ex ante and ex post moderate theories compare in ac-
commodating our intuitive judgments about cases. Any ex post moderate 
theory sometimes permits giving everyone a worse prospect, even when all 
else is equal, as in Medicine 3. As I have said, this seems implausible. When I 
imagine being in your position in Medicine 3 and noticing that not pressing 
gives both the stranger and myself a worse prospect, not pressing seems out-
rageous. Moreover, I don’t know of any cases in which the implications of ex 
post moderate theories seem more plausible than those of ex ante moderate 
theories. In general, then, it seems that ex ante moderate theories better ac-
commodate our intuitive judgments about cases.47

Consider next the motivations for ex ante and ex post moderate theo-
ries. I’ve just argued that neither is more strongly supported by the founda-
tional motivations for prerogatives. In addition, ex ante moderate theories 
are compatible with both Ex Ante Pareto and Objective-Subjective Link and 
so with both the individual and actual reasons conceptions. In contrast, ex 
post moderate theories are compatible only with Objective-Subjective Link 
and the actual reasons conception, although they will insist that their more 
straightforward account of objective reasons provides principled reason to 
reject Ex Ante Pareto and so also the individual reasons conception. How-
ever, ex post moderates’ more straightforward account of objective reasons 
doesn’t seem to diminish the force of the intuitive judgment that pressing 
is subjectively required in Medicine 3. This seems to me particularly signifi-
cant. As we’ve seen, ex post moderates and some ex post prioritarians reject 
Ex Ante Pareto in analogous ways in Medicine 3 and Medicine 4, respectively. 
Yet when I keep in mind ex post prioritarians’ account of objective value, 
not pressing in Medicine 4 doesn’t seem to me particularly implausible. In 
contrast, even when I keep in mind ex post moderates’ account of the objec-
tive reasons, not pressing in Medicine 3 still seems outrageous. This suggests 
an underlying difference between prerogatives and prioritarianism. Ex post 
prioritarians’ violations of Ex Ante Pareto may be more reasonable because 
the moral significance of giving priority to the worse-off is plausibly under-
stood as primarily determining the objective value of outcomes indepen-
dently of the agent’s uncertainty, whereas ex post moderates’ violations of Ex 
Ante Pareto seem far less reasonable because prerogatives aren’t as plausibly 
understood as primarily determining the objective reasons independently 

47. In Kowalczyk and Penn, “Opaque Options,” we raise diachronic problems for ex ante 
moderate theories, but more work here is needed, since prerogatives also generate such prob-
lems under full information. See again Bales and Benn, “Supererogation and Sequence”; Bader, 
“Agent-Relative Prerogatives and Suboptimal Beneficence.”
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of the agent’s uncertainty; rather, they’re more plausibly understood as pri-
marily determined by the agent’s epistemic position, as ex ante moderates 
claim. More generally, this suggests that ex post moderate theories’ simpler 
account of objective reasons isn’t sufficiently compelling to make up for ex 
post moderate theories’ implausible implications.

I conclude, then, that ex ante moderate theories are more plausible than 
ex post alternatives. When competing moral theories have similarly compel-
ling foundational motivations, but one better accommodates our intuitive 
judgments—at least our sufficiently clear judgments that persist upon re-
flection and for which we lack a compelling theory of error—it’s reasonable 
to conclude that the more intuitively compelling theory is the more plausi-
ble. Of course, it would be preferable to have a more decisive argument, but 
often in ethics this is the best we can do.

How do ex ante moderate theories compare with immoderate alterna-
tives? Of course, my aim here isn’t to give a general defense of prerogatives. 
The point to emphasize for present purposes is that the apparent conflicts 
that prerogatives generate between Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante 
Pareto don’t support rejecting ex ante moderate theories in favor of immod-
erate alternatives because ex ante moderate theories can satisfy both of these 
principles by appealing to the apparent-cost explanation. This provides new 
reasons for skepticism about Harsanyi-style arguments from principles like 
Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto for simple consequentialist 
theories like utilitarianism.

Admittedly, some moderates may be skeptical of whether principles like 
Objective-Subjective Link and Ex Ante Pareto ever could have raised a se-
rious challenge for the general tenability of a moderate view of ethics. So 
far, I have ignored this response, but it’s sufficiently common among those 
sympathetic to prerogatives that it deserves acknowledgment. In particular, 
some moderates might suggest that the problem on which I’ve focused is 
merely symptomatic of the attempt to subject our moral thought to a level of 
precision inappropriate for the subject matter of ethics. Insofar as our moral 
thought includes elements of the individual and actual reasons conceptions, 
they might claim, the relevance of these conceptions to human conduct is 
not well-characterized by principles like Ex Ante Pareto and Objective-Sub-
jective Link or well-illustrated by highly-stylized cases like Medicine 3. This 
view might seem especially appealing to moderates who take prerogatives 
to be motivated by the search for a moral theory compatible with a suitably 
realistic conception of human psychology.
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However, a response along these lines depends for its force on an account 
of the subject matter of ethics that clarifies and supports the sense in which 
that subject matter isn’t amenable to the broad methodological approach 
I’ve employed here. I don’t know whether such an account can be given. Rea-
sonable expectations about the level of precision appropriate in ethics are 
largely set by the extent to which attempts at greater precision succeed in 
delivering an acceptable theory. The possibility of failure in this regard is all 
the more reason to try.

If anything, the foregoing suggests that prerogatives allow for more sys-
tematic theorizing than it might have seemed. Such theorizing may also have 
significant practical implications. According to ex ante moderate theories, 
we can assess the content of our prerogatives simply by giving our own pros-
pects more or less weight than others’; we needn’t keep track of the objective 
reasons in each possible state of the world. This may simplify moral deliber-
ation, for example, in cases of charitable donation when it’s clear whether 
there’s a reasonable weighting of one’s prospects that justifies non-donation. 
Of course, even seemingly simple cases may raise significant challenges. 
It’s particularly natural to wonder how prerogatives interact in cases of risk 
with other parts of morality—not least aggregation, constraints, priority, and 
equality. This, though, is precisely the type of question that motivates the 
further systematic development of moderate moral theories.
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