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In this thesis I aim to answer two questions: Are alternatives for choice ever
incomparable? and, In what ways can items be compared? 1 argue that there is no
incomparability among bearers of value and that the ways in which items can be
compared are richer and more varied than commonly supposed. The two questions are
closely related; in arguing against incomparability a positive picture of comparability
emerges. The case against incomparability is a case for a new conception of
comparability more capacious than has been traditionally conceived. This ‘broad’
conception of comparability has three distinctive features: it distinguishes
incomparability from noncomparability, it includes the possibility of ‘emphatic’
comparability, or comparisons between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ goods; and it makes logical
space for a fourth generic value relation — what I shall call ‘on a par’ — beyond the
standard trichotomy of relations of ‘better than’, ‘worse than’, and ‘equally good’. Each
of these features arises out of defects of certain incomparabilist arguments. Indeed, the
approach to the broad conception of comparability via examination of incomparabilist
arguments makes clear that much of the intuitive pull of incomparability depends on a
narrow and impoverished conception of comparability.

Investigation of comparability and incomparability is motivated by a proposed
substantive account of practical justification according to which there can be no justified
choice without the comparability of the alternatives. The existence of widespread
incomparability, then, undermines the rationality of practical life. This thesis’ argument
against incomparability and for a broad conception of comparability serves to vindicate

the role of practical reason in choice.



To Derek Parfit
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Introduction

There is a growing interest among moral, political, and legal philosophers in
what is called ‘the incommensurability of values’. This label, however, is doubly
unfortunate. For one thing, the interest is not usually in values per se but in the items that
bear value and, specifically, in bearers of value that figure as alternatives for choice. For
another thing, there is disagreement over what ‘incommensurability’ means.! Some
philosophers define as ‘incommensurable’ items that cannot be precisely measured by a
single scale of units of value? Others understand ‘incommensurable’ to mean
‘incomparable’.® Indeed, almost all philosophical discussion of incomparability has been
conducted under this label.

It is sometimes thought that the first idea entails the second ~ that if there is no
single scale of value in terms of which two items can be precisely measured, they are
incomparable.* But it is a platitude of economic and measurement theory that the lack of
such a scale does not entail incomparability. Given that the two ideas are distinct, let us
henceforth reserve the term ‘incommensurable’ for items that cannot be precisely
measured by some common scale of units of value and the term ‘incomparable’ for items
that cannot be compared.’

Recent discussions of incommensurability have revolved around its putative
significance for the valuation of goods, maximizing theories of right action, akrasia, and
even the very subject-matter of ethics. So, for example, legal theorists like Margaret Jane
Radin, Cass Sunstein, and Richard Warmer have argued that since the merits of certain
items—e.g., body parts, pristine beaches, and love relationships — cannot be measured by
money, it follows that economic approaches to valuation such as cost-benefit analysis are
inappropriate for these goods.® John Finnis, Michael Stocker, and David Wiggins have
argued variously that the existence of incommensurable goods sounds the death knell of
maximizing theories of practical reasoning. Each has offered an alternative to
maximization that is supposedly able to account for the existence of incommensurable
alternatives for choice.” Wiggins and Martha Nussbaum have thought that the correct
account of weakness of will essentially involves appeal to the incommensurability of
good-making features of the alternatives.® Stocker has suggested that the existence of
incommensurables invites us to rethink the very subject matter of ethics: the failure of
maximizing, action-guiding ethics paves the way for an ethics that is instead non-
maximizing and attitude-guiding.’

Interesting as these claims are, in this dissertation 1 set aside the first idea—
incommensurability—and focus on the second—incomparability. I do so for two reasons.
Despite recent interest in incomparability, philosophical investigation of the notion is
almost nonexistent. More importantly, though, incomparability is ultimately the more
significant notion. It is doubtful whether incommensurability has the significance that

incommensurabilists attribute to it. The various views usually under attack—cost-benefit
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valuation, maximization, and so on—have available to them ways of circumventing the
problems that incommensurability poses; for precise measurability of items by a single
unit of value is not essential to any of these views. Comparability, however, is essential.
How could things be valued in terms of trade-offs between costs and benefits if costs and
benefits are incomparable? How could value be maximized if its instances cannot be
compared? The purported significance of incommensurability is less controversial if
claimed for incomparability instead.

In this dissertation I argue that the comparability of alternatives is necessary for
the possibility of justified choice among them; if alternatives are incomparable, there is
no justification for choice. The defense of this claim requires making out a case for a
substantive view of normativity and its connection with reasons. If the substantive view
is correct, incomparability among alternatives has critical practical consequences. For
wherever items are incomparable, practical reason cannot guide choice between them.
And if incomparability is widespread, whether it is possible to lead a practically rational
life is very much at issue.

The bulk of the dissertation is devoted to answering two questions: Is there any
incomparability among bearers of value? and, In what ways can items be compared? I
argue that we have good reason to think that there is no incomparability among bearers
of value and that the ways in which items can be compared is richer and more varied than
commonly supposed. The two questions are closely related; in the course of the critique
of incomparabilist arguments, a positive picture of comparability emerges. The case
against incomparability is a case for a new conception of comparability, one that is more
capacious than has been traditionally conceived. This ‘broad’ conception of
comparability has three distinctive features: it distinguishes incomparability from
noncomparability, it includes the possibility of ‘emphatic’ comparability, or comparisons
between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ goods; and it makes logical space for a fourth generic value
relation — what I shall call ‘on a par’ — beyond the standard relations of ‘better than’,
‘worse than’, and ‘equally good’. Each of these features arises out of considering the
defects of certain incomparabilist arguments. Indeed, the approach to the broad
conception via examination of incomparabilist arguments makes clear that much of the
intuitive pull of incomparability depends on a narrow and impoverished conception of

comparability.'®

Chapter 1 defines incomparability, offers an account of how comparisons are
determined, and investigates one way in which comparisons might be numerically
modelled. The proposed definition highlights an important feature of the intuitive notion.
It is almost universally assumed that if two items are comparable, the first must be better
than the second, worse than it, or the items must be equally good. Call this The
Trichotomy Thesis. Just about every definition of incomparability assumes that the
Trichotomy Thesis is true. But the Trichotomy Thesis is a substantive view about the
logical space of comparability and is no part of the intuitive notion of incomparability.

Indeed, as we see later in the thesis, the Trichotomy Thesis 1s false. Our definition of
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incomparability maintains the required neutrality on this matter.

All comparisons must proceed with respect to a ‘covering value’. The value
with respect to which a comparison is made, and in particular, its structure, determines
comparisons with respect to that value. An account of the determination of comparisons,
then, requires an account of the structure of values. Thus, our investigation of
comparisons involves resuscitation of an unfashionable field of philosophy, axiology. An
account of the structure of values is proposed and a corresponding account of the
determination of comparisons is given. If these accounts are correct, a striking claim
about the connection between values and evaluative comparison follows. The structure of
values is in part constituted by comparisons of their bearers. Any theory of value that
treats value as logically prior to evaluative comparisons is thereby flawed.

Chapter 1 ends by examining a model for numerically representing comparisons
adapted from the standard model used by economists and decision theorists for
numerically representing preferences. It is argued that the Standard Model is more
powerful than many philosophers commonly suppose. This is not to say that the Standard
Model is a satisfactory, however. The Standard Model depends on the truth of the
Trichotomy Thesis and therefore cannot capture comparisons between items not related
by the standard trichotomy. An alternative, nonstandard model of numerical
representation is proposed in chapter 5.

Chapter 2 takes up the task of motivating investigation of comparability and
incomparability. Here the connection between practical reason and comparability is
explored. The claim that the justification of choice depends on the comparability of
alternatives is defended and a general account of the normativity of justifying reasons
proposed. Without comparability, practical reason must fail to guide choice.

In chapter 3, the attack on incomparabilist arguments begins. Six common types
of argument for incomparability are described and shown to be unconvincing. These are:
(1) arguments from the diversity of values, (2) arguments from ‘bidirectionality’, that is,
the condition that one item is better in some respects but worse in others, (3) arguments
from the ‘noncalculative’ nature of practical deliberation (4) arguments from the rational
irresolvability of conflicts, (5) arguments from the incomparability of values, and (6)
arguments from the lack of an appropriate covering value. The important distinction
between incomparability and noncomparability is developed from discussion of the sixth
type of argument, and a common practical predicament thought to be paradigmatic of
incomparability is defused.

Though these incomparabilist arguments fail, three more promising lines of
incomparabilist argument remain. These are taken up in turn in chapters 4, 5 and 6. In
chapter 4, the thought that some goods are constitutively incomparable with others is
examined. It is argued that the cases to which such a thought most plausibly applies are
better understood as cases of ‘emphatic’ comparability, that is, the comparability that
holds between certain ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ goods. An account of the distinction between
‘higher’ and ‘lower’ goods is proposed.

Chapter 5 confronts what is perhaps the strongest ground for incomparability.
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This is the plausibility of judging that there are some items, neither of which is better
than the other, for which a small improvement in one does not thereby make the
improved item better. That there are such cases, however, shows only that between some
items, the traditional trichotomy of relations, ‘better than’, ‘worse than’ and ‘equally
good’, may fail to hold, but it does not show that the items are incomparable. An
argument for the claim that some such items must be comparable is offered. Thus, if
none of the traditional trichotomy of relations holds and yet the items are comparable,
they must be related by a fourth relation beyond the traditional trichotomy: on a par. The
rest of the chapter is taken up with an intuitive account of parity and a sketch of a
numerical model of comparison that provides an alternative to the Standard Model.
Chapter 6 considers the final type of incomparabilist argument which moves
from the vagueness of values to the incomparability of items bearing those values. It is
argued that the vagueness of values or value concepts cannot be grounds for
incomparability. The bulk of the chapter is concermed with an ingenious argument
recently made by John Broome that threatens both the possibility of parity and the
possibility of incomparability. Broome argues that any failure of the standard trichotomy
to hold must be an indeterminate failure, and in particular must be due to the vagueness
of comparative concepts. Since parity implies a determinate failure of the standard
trichotomy, if Broome is right, what has been thought to be a fourth relation — on a par —
is not a sui generis fourth relation but the upshot of the vagueness of comparisons. And
since incomparability, whether or not the Trichotomy Thesis is true, entails the
determinate failure of the standard trichotomy, Broome’s argument blocks
incomparability. It turns out, however, that Broome’s argument rests on a false principle.
Therefore, the possibility of parity and of incomparability are, for the time being, secure.
The dissertation closes with a suggestion for how judgements of parity might be resolved

into practical choices.
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Endnotes

' There is another idea that goes under the label but which does not apply to
objects of choice. This is the idea, spawned by the writings of Thomas Kuhn, that
understanding or evaluation across different conceptual schemata is impossible. Kuhn
himself understood by ‘incommensurability’ the untranslatability of different theories of
science. He saw his notion of untranslatability as a metaphorical rendering of the
Pythagorean notion of incommensurability described below. See Thomas S. Kuhn,
“Commensurability, Comparability, Communicability”, Philosophy of Science
Association 2: (1982), 670-671. Illuminating discussion of the problem of
incommensurability across ethical schemata can be found in Charles Taylor, Sources of
the Self (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), ch. 1; Gopal Svreenivasan, “On
Alien Moral Worlds” (unpublished ms.); Donald Davidson, “On the Very Idea of a
Conceptual Scheme” in his Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1984), pp. 183-198; and Alasdair Maclntyre “Relativism, Power, and Philosophy,”
in Michael Krausz, ed., Relativism: Interpretation and Confrontation (Notre Dame:
Notre Dame University Press, 1989).

? This use has an etymological pedigree. The Pythagoreans first determined as
‘incommensurable’ the diameter and side of a regular pentagon: the proportional lengths
could not be expressed in terms of integers, and thus it was thought that there was no
single scale of units in terms of which their lengths could be precisely measured. This is
not an example of incommensurability by modern lights, however; unlike the Greeks
who had not recognized irrational numbers as such, we can represent the ratios in terms
of the reals. There is some disagreement among scholars as to when and with what
mathematical object incommensurability was first discovered. There is no doubt,
however, that the discovery was of profound importance to the Pythagoreans because, as
one commentator puts it, “[the discovery] destroyed with one stroke the belief that
everything could be expressed in integers, on which the whole Pythagorean philosophy
up to then had been based.” Kurt von Fritz, “The Discovery of Incommensurability by
Hippasus of Metapontum,” in David Furley and R. E. Allen, eds., Studies in Presocratic
Philosophy (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970), 1:407. Legend has it that
Hippasus of Metapontum, thought by many to have discovered the existence of
incommensurables, was drowned at sea by the gods for making public his discovery. See
also Thomas Heath, 4 History of Greek Mathematics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1921),
1:65, 154-157.

} See, e.g., Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1986).

“See, e.g., H. L. A. Hart, The Concept of Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961),
p. 167: “When a choice has been made between such competing alternatives it may be
defended as proper on the ground that it was for the ‘public good’ or the ‘common good’.
It is not clear what these phrases mean, since there seems to be no scale by which
contributions of the various alternatives to the common good can be measured and the
greater identified.” For a good summary of the line of reasoning leading to this
conclusion (which he does not endorse), see Bernard Williams, “Conflicts of Values,” in
his Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 76-77.

5 For a catalogue of other notions which are sometimes confused with
incomparability, see James Griffin, “Incommensurability: What’s the Problem?” in Ruth
Chang, ed., Incommensurability, Incomparability, and Practical Reason (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1997), henceforth cited as J/PR. See also my discussion in
chapters 3 and 6 below where I distinguish the indeterminacy of comparison from
incomparability.
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 Margaret Jane Radin, “Compensation and Commensurability,” Duke Law
Journal, 43 (1993): 56-86; Cass Sunstein, “Incommensurability and Valuation in Law,”
Michigan Law Review, 79 (1994):779-861 and “Incommensurability and Kinds of
Valuation: Some Applications in Law,” JIPR; Richard Warner, “How Shall I Compare
Thee: Incommensurability in Law” (unpublished ms). See also Elizabeth Anderson,
Value in Ethics and Economics (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993); and
Anderson and Richard H. Pildes, “Slinging Arrows at Democracy: Social Choice Theory,
Value Pluralism, and Democratic Politics,” Columbia Law Review, 90 (1990): 2121-
2214. Anderson and Pildes are concerned with incomparability, not incommensurability,
but for reasons that will become clear in my discussion of Anderson in chapter 3, this
difference may not be significant.

7 John Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980),
ch. 5, sec. 6, see esp. pp. 112-113, see also his “Commensuration and Public Reason”,
IIPR; Michael Stocker, “Abstract and Concrete Value: Plurality, Conflict and
Maximization,” IIPR; and his Plural and Conflicting Values (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1990); David Wiggins, “Incommensurability: Four Proposals,” /IPR; his “Deliberation
and Practical Reason”, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 76 (1975-1976): pp. 29-
51, reprinted in Amelie Rorty, ed., Essays on Aristotle's Ethics (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1980), pp. 221-240, and more generally his Needs, Values, Truth
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), pp. 215-238.

* David Wiggins, “Weakness of Will, Commensurability, and the Objects of
Deliberation and Desire,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 79 (1978-1979): pp.
251-277, reprinted in Rorty, ed., Essays on Aristotle's Ethics, pp. 241-266, and in his
Needs, Values, Truth, pp. 239-267. See also Martha Craven Nussbaum, The Fragility of
Goodness, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 106-121. Compare
Michael Stocker, Plural and Conflicting Values (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990),
ch. 7.

® Michael Stocker, “Abstract and Concrete Value: Plurality, Conflict and
Maximization,” [IPR; and his Plural and Conflicting Values. See also Elizabeth
Anderson, Value in Ethics and Economic; and Gerald Gaus, Value and Justification
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

' The strategy of broadening the conception of comparability invites the charge
of verbal vacuity. But the account of comparability sketched does not define away
incomparability; there is conceptual space for incomparability, but, as [ argue, there is
also good reason to think that it does not obtain.
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CHAPTER 1

INCOMPARABILITY AND COMPARISONS

1. Incomparability: The Basic Notion

We start with a rough definition of incomparability: two items are incomparable
if there is no positive value relation that holds between them. The notion of a positive
value relation and, correspondingly, of a positive comparison, rests on the general
distinction between positive and negative claims (or facts). A positive claim describes
how things are, while a negative claim describes how things are not. So, for example, the
claim that Mary loves John is positive, while the claim that it is not the case that she
loves him is negative. The distinction might be put metaphorically as follows: Imagine
the world as a vast painting. The painting can be completely described by true claims
about the colour of each region. Positive claims aim to report the colour of a region of
the painting, while negative ones only aim to indicate how regions are not coloured. The
claim that a positive value relation holds between two items — i.e., a positive comparison
— attempts to say what the colour is in that part of the world; in saying that a positive
relation holds between two items one is saying something about what their relation is, not
merely saying what their relation is not. A negative comparison aims not to say what is
the colour of part of the world but to say what it is not. ‘Better than’, ‘less kind than’, and
‘as cruel as’ are positive value relations, while ‘not better than’, ‘if kind, not much more
kind than’ and ‘neither crueler than nor kinder than’ are not. If items are incomparable,
nothing can be said about what value relation holds between them. This is not to say that
nothing at all can be said about their relative merits. Though in Sartre’s famous case,
going off to fight the war and staying home to care for one’s mother may be
incomparable, it may nevertheless be true that going off to fight in the war is the more
patriotic, that neither option is worse than the other, and that they may both be better than
spending one’s days in a gambling hall. If items are incomparable, one can say what their
relation is not and perhaps what their relation is to other items. But nothing can be said
about what relation holds between them.

Although the distinction between positive and negative claims is deeply
intuitive, some metaphysicians have denied its coherence. It may seem unwise, then, for
our definition of incomparability to depend on it. I address this worry later in the chapter
by offering an alternative, equivalent definition that does not rely on the distinction.
However, because the distinction is so deeply intuitive and its rejection, I think, largely
motivated by controversial theoretical pre-commitments, we shall persist in building our
definition around it.

It is almost universally assumed that the logical space of positive value relations

for any two items is exhausted by the trichotomy of relations, better than, worse than, and

equally good. Call this assumption The Trichotomy Thesis. According to this thesis, if
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one item is neither better nor worse than another and yet the items are not equally good,
nothing affirmative can be said about what relation holds between them: they are
incomparable. Thus, the Trichotomy Thesis gives rise to what we might call a
‘trichotomous’ definition of incomparability. But the Trichotomy Thesis is a substantive
thesis that requires defense, and we should be careful not to build it into the definition of
the intuitive notion of incomparability. Much of rational choice theory can be seen as
making just this mistake, taking as definitional of the notion what is in fact substantive.
Our definition of incomparability is neutral as to which positive value relations there are.

Just about every philosopher who writes about incomparability defines the
notion as the failure of the trichotomy to hold, and many implicitly take the Trichotomy
Thesis as true, whether definitionally or not. As I will argue in chapters 5 and 6, the
Trichotomy Thesis is false; there is a fourth positive value relation — ‘on a par’ — not
reducible to the traditional three. If this is right, we will have to adjust common
understandings of positive value relations. ‘Better than’ is not necessarily equivalent to
‘not worse than, not equally good, and not incomparable’, for it may also require that the
items for which it holds are not on a par. ‘At least as good as’ should not be understood
as ‘better than or equally good’, since it may also be consistent with items being on a par;
we might gloss it as ‘not worse than and not incomparable’, leaving open the possibility
that the items for which it holds are better than, equally good, or on a par. ‘Not worse
than’, in turn, is not equivalent to ‘better than, equally good, or incomparable’, for it may
also allow for the possibility that items are on a par.» And so on. The discussion
throughout this dissertation should be understood as leaving open the possibility that the
Trichotomy Thesis is false.

Incomparability involves some failure of comparability, but what sort of failure?
A particular positive value relation may fail to hold between items determinately—it may
be false of them—or indeterminately—it may be neither true nor false of them. Joseph
Raz has urged that since incomparability seems not to be a consequence of the general
indeterminacy of language, the failure of comparison is determinate.! Most
incomparabilists talk as if the failure of comparability were determinate. One notable
exception is John Broome, who seems to suggest that incomparability may be the result
of the vagueness of comparative predicates.? Of course, an indeterminacy of comparison
might have its source not in vagueness but in some other defect, a possibility we discuss
in chapter 3.’ In chapter 6, I argue that incomparability is not a matter of vagueness and
that the failure of comparability that gives rise to incomparability is determinate.* The
argument I give is conceptual, so if we take its success for granted, we should define
incomparability as the determinate failure of comparison. Although we shall have more
to say about Broome and these matters later, let us be satisfied here with the promissory
note. We shall thus say that two items are incomparable if, for each particular positive

value relation, it is false that it holds between them.

1.1. The covering value requirement
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There is a further, crucial refinement we must make to the definition. Every
comparison must proceed in terms of a value. A ‘value’ is any consideration with respect
to which a meaningful evaluative comparison can be made. Call such a consideration the
covering value of that comparison. Covering values can be oriented toward the good, like
generosity and kindness; toward the bad, like dishonor and cruelty; general, like
prudence and moral goodness; specific, like tawdriness and pleasingness-to-my-
grandmother; intrinsic, like pleasurableness and happiness; instrumental, like efficiency;
consequentialist, like pleasurableness of outcome; deontological, like fulfillment of one’s
obligations; moral, like courage; prudential, like foresight; aesthetic, like beauty; and so
on.” How well an item does with respect to a value is its merit.

Value relations are either generic or specific. Generic relations, like ‘better
than’, ‘as valuable as’, and ‘worse than’, presuppose a covering value. They are strictly
three-place; x is better than y with respect to V, where V ranges over values. When V is
specified, the generic relation is thereby relativized. Specific value relations, like ‘kinder
than’, ‘as cruel as’, and ‘tawdrier than’, have their covering values built in. It is plausible
to suppose (as implied by the Trichotomy Thesis) that every specific value relation has a
relativized generic equivalent; ‘kinder than’, for example, is equivalent to ‘better than
with respect to kindness’. Thus, we can dispense with talk of specific value relations in
favor of their relativized generic counterparts. ‘Comparison’ and ‘value relation’ shall
refer to their generic, positive varieties.

That all comparisons necessarily proceed in terms of a value becomes evident
once we attempt to understand a comparative claim that flouts the requirement. A bald
claim that philosophy is better than pushpin, for example, cannot be fully understood
without reference to some respect in terms of which the claim is made. Philosophy may
be better in terms of gaining a kind of understanding or intrinsic worthwhileness but
worse in terms of providing relaxation or developing hand-eye coordination. Although
the respect in terms of which a comparison is made is not always explicit, some value
must always be implicit for there to be any comparison to be understood.

To deny that comparisons must be relative to a value is to assert that there is a
sensible notion of comparable simpliciter. But there is no such notion. Consider the
nonevaluative relation ‘greater than’. This rod may be greater than that one with respect
to length or mass or conductivity, but it cannot be greater, period. Just as it makes no
sense to say that one thing is simply greater than another, it makes no sense to say that
one thing is simply better than another; things can be better only in a respect.® So it goes
for all value relations. For convenience, I will often omit explicit mention of a covering
value, but one should always be understood.

There are three lines of attack that might be made on the covering value
requirement. Investigation of these lines of attack will help us to highlight some
important structural features of comparisons. The first argues that certain meta-ethical
views, namely monism and subjectivism, can make sense of nonrelativized comparisons.

If there is ultimately only one value, or if comparisons are constituted by preferences,
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then comparisons need not proceed in terms of any respect. The second argues that since
practical reason sometimes requires us to make comparisons ‘all things considered’, and
‘all things considered’ is not a value, comparisons need not proceed with respect to a
covering value. The third does not deny the requirement but argues that it brings
relativization in only a spurious sense since every comparison can be understood as
proceeding with respect to a very general covering value like ‘value’ or ‘goodness’ or
‘ought-to-be-doneness’. None of these attacks succeeds.

Monism, it might be thought, does not require that comparisons proceed with
respect to a value. Since there is ultimately only one value, the supervalue, all
comparisons with respect to any other value reduce to comparisons with respect to the
supervalue. And there is no need to specify the supervalue when making a comparison
since it is understood that all comparisons ultimately proceed with respect to it. However,
that all comparisons ultimately proceed in terms of the same value does not show that
some covering value is not required for the comparison to be that comparison. It might
be thought, for example, that what it is for something to be simply better is for it to
maximize happiness for the greatest number. Still, the bald claim that something is better
than something else must be understood as relativized to some value, privileged or not.
Moreover, any plausible monist will admit that the meaning of a comparison depends on
the covering value with respect to which it is made, even if the comparison is reducible to
one with respect to a single value; ‘ice cream is tastier than grass pudding’ says
something different from ‘keeping one’s promises is morally better than not’. Though
they ultimately reduce to comparisons in terms of, say, conduciveness to pleasure or
happiness, what they mean depends on the covering values to which they are relativized.

It might also be thought that subjectivism is compatible with things being
comparable simpliciter. Subjectivists maintain that something is valuable if and only if it
1s desired. By extension, a subjectivist might maintain that one prefers one thing to
another if and only if the one thing is better than the other thing. Since the preferences
are simpliciter, so is betterness. But preferences, if they are to constitute betterness,
cannot be simpliciter. For betterness must be transitive, and if, as subjectivists would
have us believe, the relation between preferences and betterness is biconditional,
preferences must also be transitive.” However, preferences can be neither transitive nor
intransitive uniess they proceed in some respect. There is no genuine intransitivity if, for
example, I prefer skiing to hiking because it is more pleasurable, hiking to a trip to the
Bahamas because it is less costly, and a trip to the Bahamas to skiing because it is more
exotic.® The notion of transitivity builds in the requirement that the transitive preferences
be relativized to a common respect. In general, the standard axioms that subjectivists will
want to abide presuppose that preferences are so relativized. Indeed, the relativization
guarantees that the axioms are not empty; where preferences appear to violate those
axioms, the respect in terms of which those preferences are relativized provides a
substantive constraint on the reindividuation of the alternatives.” Thus, if preferences are

to constitute value, they cannot proceed simpliciter but must themselves be relativized.

Chapter |



11

Neither monism nor subjectivism escapes the covering value requirement. But
we have yet to investigate the other two attacks. Before confronting these directly, it will

be helpful to explain something of the structure of covering values.

1.2. Covering values and contributory values

Comparisons usually proceed with respect to many values. If we are comparing
two candidates for a philosophy job or two desserts to top off a delicious meal or two
possible locations in which to spend a sabbatical, there are certain values deemed
relevant to the comparison. In comparing Eunice and Janice for a vacant philosophy
chair, we might attempt to compare their originality, creativity, clarity of thought,
insightfulness, historicity, style, and so on. These values all contribute to the content of
philosophical talent, that is, they make up the value of philosophical talent. The content
of a value is what makes the value the value that it is. A value may in turn contribute to
the content of other values; philosophical talent may, along with other values, like
administrative skill, ability to satisfy the donor, ability to attract high-caliber graduate
students, and so on, contribute to the content of ‘goodness as the new philosophy chair’.
A value that constitutes in part the content of another value is a contributory value of that
value.' Thus, contributory values are important in two ways. They constitute values, and,
through constituting covering values, they help to determine comparisons with respect to
those covering values.

Most, if not all, covering values have contents constituted by multiple
contributory values. Most, if not all, of these contributory values will in turn have
multiple contributory values, and if value holism is correct, the regress can be circular. I
doubt whether there are any value simples, but if there are, they are likely either very
specific values, like the particular pleasure an individual has when eating a pineapple, or
‘thick’ values, like chastity or courage,'’ which do not plausibly form the foundation for
the contents of other values. It is not surprising that values should have contents that do
not ‘bottom out’; reflection confirms that for any value we might take as foundational of
another, we can list multiple values that contribute to the content of that value."

The content of a value is not simply given by the contributory values that make
it up. Every value has structure, that is, its content has a particular organization. (In the
case of value simples, the structure is unitary.) This structure can be glossed in terms of
comparisons among the value’s contributory values with respect to greatness of
contribution to the value. The comparative greatness of contribution to a value can be
understood in two ways: one value makes a greater contribution to the content of V than
another if (1) it is more significant in determining the merits of any item with respect to
V, or (2) it is a larger part of an ideal or perfection of V.

Take, for example, philosophical talent. Its content is not given merely by its
contributory values of originality, creativity, clarity of thought, insightfulness, historicity,
style, and so on; philosophical talent has a structure. That structure can be roughly

described by comparisons of its contributory values with respect to the greatness of their
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contribution to philosophical talent. Originality makes a greater contribution to
philosophical talent than does clarity of thought which in turn makes a greater
contribution than historicity. In determining how philosophically talented someone is, we
look first to the contributory values that make the greatest contribution — originality,
insightfulness, and clarity, for instance. If you ask me, “How philosophically talented is
Eunice?” and I extol the merits of Eunice with respect to historicity, you might
reasonably reply, “Yes, but how original, insightful, and clear is she?” Conversely, if I
tell you how original, insightful, and clear she is, you may reasonably neglect to inquire
about her historicity, since you already have a good, albeit rough, idea of how
philosophically talented she is. Similarly, our understanding of an ideal of philosophical
talent — a perfection or zenith — shows originality in every case to be a larger part than
historicity.

The comparisons of contributory values make philosophical talent the value it
is. If historicity made a greater contribution than originality, we would have not what we
understand as philosophical talent, but some other value. Nonetheless, comparisons of
contributory values with respect to greatness of contribution to a value provide only a
gloss of the structure of that value because the structure of a value is always more
detailed than that described by these general, abstract comparisons. In the next section, I
offer a detailed account of the determination of the structure of values that illustrates just
how complex a value structure is.

Comparisons of contributory values with respect to their contribution to a value
are significant in that they are the standard form of value comparisons. Like bearers of
value, values themselves can be compared only with respect to a covering value. There
are, it seems to me, only two ways value comparisons can be understood. Typically, a
comparison of two values, like originality and historicity, is a comparison with respect to
greatness of contribution to a value to which they contribute, like philosophical talent. In
the typical case, value comparisons say something about the constitution of the value to
which they contribute. Sometimes, however, values can be compared not with respect to
the greatness of contribution to V, but with respect to V itself."® Sexual pleasure and
accomplishment in work might be compared with respect to pleasure: which value
‘bears’ — or less awkwardly ‘is constituted by’ — the greater pleasure? Here we do not say
something about the constitution of pleasure, but rather, we say something about the
constitution of the values being compared. In this case, though, values play the role of
bearers of value. If comparisons of value are to be understood as comparisons of value
qua abstract values, they must, I believe, be understood as comparisons of their
contribution to some V.

We can now return to the second attack on the covering value requirement. That
attack, recall, points out that sometimes practical reason requires us to compare items all

things considered. Perhaps option 1 is better with respect to efficiency, and option 2 is

better with respect to moral goodness, but if choice between them is to be justified, we
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must determine which is better with respect to both efficiency and moral goodness — that
is, which is better, all things considered. (The same point can be put in terms of what we
have most reason to do or to esteem.) But is ‘all things considered’ a value?

Note that the content of ‘all things considered’ shifts from comparison to
comparison; indeed, there is no restriction on its content. Whether we are comparing job
candidates, desserts, or sabbatical spots, then, we can compare the items, ‘all things
considered’, but the things considered in one case — philosophical talent — are not the
things considered in another case — nutritiousness. ‘All things considered’ is a
placeholder for any value; it operates as shorthand for whatever values are relevant to the
situation. Let us call considerations that operate as placeholders for any value schematic
considerations. Schematic considerations are not themselves values; although they appear
to be considerations with respect to which evaluative comparisons can be made, it is only
in virtue of the values for which they stand that evaluative comparisons can be made with
respect to them. Put another way, ‘all things considered’ has no structure. It makes no
sense to say that one value makes a greater contribution to ‘all things considered’ than
another. Whether efficiency makes a greater contribution than ‘kindness’ depends on
what value ‘all things considered’ stands-in for. If it holds a place for ‘economic well-
being’, efficiency will make a greater contribution; if the value it stands for is ‘moral
goodness’, then kindness will."

Thus, while ‘all things considered’ is not a value, comparisons, all things
considered, proceed with respect to a value. The covering value requirement is not, then,
undermined by such comparisons.

We can now see why the third line of attack is misguided. This opponent of the
covering value requirement does not deny that comparisons must proceed with respect to
a covering value, but instead urges that this relativization is empty. On this view, every
comparison necessarily proceeds with respect to a very general consideration like ‘value’

15 or ‘what matters’, but such relativization does no work.

or ‘ought-to-be-doneness
Claiming that comparisons must be relativized to ‘value’ 1s like claiming that
propositions must be relativized to ‘the true’ or to ‘the false’.

Either these comparisons proceed with respect to a proper value (‘value’ is
either a proper value itself or a schematic consideration) or they are absolute
comparisons. But how are we to understand the absolute claim that Eunice is better than
Janice? Building relativization into the context in which a comparison is made so that the
comparison itself appears unrelativized but its identity depends on the context in which it
occurs, would be transparent abdication of the absolutist position. Without some such
relativization, however, there is not one comparison rather than another to be

understood.'®

1.3. The covering value requirement and incomparability

Just as comparisons must be relativized to a covering value, so must the failure

of comparison. Our definition of incomparability, then, is this: fwo items are
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incomparable with respect to a covering value if, for every positive value relation

relativized to that covering value, it is false that it holds between them. Those who think
the Trichotomy Thesis is true would say that two items are incomparable with respect to
a covering value just in case it is false that the first is better than the second or that the
second is better than the first or that they are equally good with respect to that covering
value.

Failure to appreciate the relativization of incomparability to a covering value is
responsible for certain mistaken claims of incomparability. These involve items as
different as ‘apples and oranges’ or ‘chalk and cheese’. How can the samurai code of
honor be compared with the Protestant work ethic? An act of patriotism and one of filial
love? A novel and a war film? Once these questions are relativized to a covering value,
comparison is no longer elusive: cheese is better than chalk with respect to goodness as a
housewarming gift, and oranges are better than apples with respect to preventing scurvy.

But perhaps those who cite these examples do not mean to claim that no
comparison can be made. Perhaps their claim is only that the intrinsic merits of these
items cannot be compared. For example, the samurai code of honor might be comparable
with the Protestant work ethic with respect to some instrumental value, like ‘efficiency in
reducing the trade deficit’, but there is no covering value in terms of which their intrinsic
merits can be compared. This is what Elizabeth Anderson has in mind when she says that
attempts to compare the genius of a scientist and the honor of a gentleman must fail."”
The claim that there is no covering value in these cases is, however, ambiguous between
two claims: (1) that there is no covering value with respect to which the intrinsic merits
of the items can be compared and (2) that there is such a covering value but the items are
incomparable with respect to it. The first is not a claim of incomparability but rather the
claim that a certain sort of covering value does not exist. It is not a claim of
incomparability because incomparability must proceed relative to a covering value, and if
there is no covering value with respect to which the intrinsic merits can be compared,
then there can be neither comparability nor incomparability with respect to it.'"® The
second, however, is a claim of incomparability. ‘Goodness as a moral code’ might be a
covering value that pits the intrinsic value of the code of honor against that of the work
ethic. And perhaps the honor code and work ethic cannot be compared with respect to
goodness as a moral code. But this is not obvious. Indeed, we will see in subsequent

chapters that providing grounds for such a claim is no easy task.

2. An Account of the Structure of Values and Comparisons of Bearers

We now turn to the question, What determines comparisons of bearers of value?
That is, what provides the basis for bearer comparisons? The account we provide is
componential; it explains how these comparisons are determined in terms of the
components of comparisons. The assumption that a componential analysis can be given is

a substantive one, but weak enough, I believe, not to rule out any plausible account."

Chapter |



15

How bearer comparisons are determined is something best understood, I believe
through a theory of values. Axiology has long been out of fashion as a field of
philosophical inquiry, but I suspect that any proper account of bearer comparisons will
involve some axiological investigation. Here, we shall answer the question, What
determines comparisons of bearers of value? by first answering the axiological question,
What determines the structure of values?

Recall that the structure of a value is its organized content; it is what makes the
value the value that it is. Providing an account of how such a structure is determined,
then, is providing an account of what makes a value the value that it is. We have already
seen that the structure of a value can be glossed by comparisons of the contributory
values with respect to greatness of their contribution to that value. In the next few
sections, we provide a detailed account of what forms the basis of that structure, one
which shows, incidentally, why comparisons of contributory values provide at best a
rough description of a value’s structure. This route to bearer comparisons via value
structure may appear both foolhardy and pointless. Why tackle one difficult question by
tackling another, patently more difficult one, if it can be avoided? And how, at any rate,
can investigation of the general question of what makes a value the value that it is shed
any light on the question of how bearers of value are determined? As we shall see,
approaching the account of bearer comparisons in this way simplifies the account and
deepens it by illuminating a fundamental connection between values and bearer

comparisons.

2.1. The structure of values

Values are manifested in the world in particular quantitative and qualitative
ways. A manifestation of love, for instance, has a quantitative dimension: the amount of
love may be small or large or of greater or lesser intensity, and so on. It also has a
qualitative dimension: the love may be a particular quality of mature, romantic,
unrequited, obsessive, innocent, and so on, love. Call a manifestation of a value with
particular quantitative and qualitative dimensions an aspect of that value. An aspect of
love is a particular ‘package’ of love with quantitative and qualitative dimensions — for
example, this amount of mature love or that amount of intense romantic love. All values
are manifested in aspects.

It is plausible to suppose that the structure of a value is determined by
comparisons of these packages of the value with respect to the value.” So, for instance,
the structure of philosophical talent is determined by comparisons of aspects of
philosophical talent — a large amount of a particular quality of sublime philosophical
talent is better with respect to philosophical talent than a small amount of a particular
quirky philosophical talent. A complete set of comparisons between any two aspects of
philosophical talent fully determines the structure of philosophical talent.?’ Such
comparisons may seem more natural if we give the manifestations a ‘home’: a person

bearing the sublime aspect would be better with respect to philosophical talent than a
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person bearing the quirky aspect. In any case, if the large amount of particular sublime
talent were worse than the small amount of the quirky talent, the structure of

philosophical talent, and therefore its identity, would be very different.

More often than not, the greater the quantitative dimension of an aspect, ceteris

paribus, the better that aspect with respect to the value. Other things equal, more of a
value is better with respect to that value than less. But more is not always better. To
paraphrase Aristotle, you can have too much of a good thing. A manifestation of too
much of a particular quality of raw philosophical talent may be worse with respect to
philosophical talent than a lesser amount of that raw quality. Some values are structured
such that, beyond a certain threshold, more of a value as manifested in an aspect is worse.
In general, we should not expect the trade-offs between value aspects to behave in a tidy,
linear fashion.

The structure of a value is determined by comparisons of the aspects of that
value with respect to that value. Can we break down aspects of a value into components?
Take the aspect of philosophical talent — a large amount of a particular sublime
philosophical talent. How is such an aspect to be understood? It is most plausibly
understood as a bundle of, for example, certain amounts of particular qualities of sublime
originality, pellucid clarity, deep insight, subtle historicity, and so on. Aspects of a value
are constituted by bundles of aspects of contributory values of that value. A comparison
of aspects of V with respect to V, then, is a comparison of two bundles of contributory
value aspects with respect to V.

The relations between aspects of V, contributory values of V, and bundles of

contributory aspects can be represented by the table in Figure 1, where v, are the
contributory values of some value V; v/ the aspects of V; and v/ the jth aspect of the ith

contributory value.

Figure 1.
The Constitution of Aspects of a Value and

The Determination of the Structure of Its Contributory Values

aspects of V

vI v2 V3
: 1 2 3
contributory v, v, v, v,
values
1 2 3
of Vv, Vv, \'A v,
\%
1 2 3
Vs Vs V3 Vi
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The table in Figure 1 describes the constitution of aspects of V and the
determination of the structure of each contributory value of V. Each aspect of V, v', v*...,
heading a column is constituted by the contributory value aspects in its column. The
structure of each contributory value, v,, v,..., beginning a row is determined by
comparisons of the contributory value aspects in its row. Similarly, the structure of V
itself is determined by comparisons of its aspects.

It will help to illustrate the account by way of example. Take philosophical
talent. For simplicity, let us suppose that philosophical talent has only two aspects, p' and
p’, and two contributory values, originality, o, and historicity, h. The structure of
philosophical talent is determined by the comparison of the two aspects of philosophical
talent, o and h. Similarly, the structure of o and h is determined by comparisons of their
aspects, respectively, o, and 0,, and h, and h,. Each aspect of philosophical talent, p, and
p, Is constituted by a bundle of contributory value aspects — a particular aspect of
originality and a particular aspect of historicity. We can represent these relations by the

table in Figure 2.

Figure 2.
The Constitution of Aspects of Philosophical Talent and
The Determination of the Structure of Contributory Values of Philosophical Talent
(Simplified)

aspects of philosophical talent

p' p’
contributory o o' o’
values of
philosophical h h' h?
talent

The structure of philosophical talent is determined by comparisons of the bundles (o', h')
and (0%, h?). Formally,

The structure of V= C((0', hY), (0%, h?)),
where <= is the symbol for ‘is determined by’, and C,(x, y) is the comparison with
respectto Vof x and y.

The two-bundle case allows us to ignore certain complications that arise when
there are finitely more than two bundles of contributory value aspects. Consider the three

bundle case. Since comparisons are, we have stipulated, always pairwise, the structure of

the covering value is determined by the sef of comparisons of pairs of the three bundles.
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Suppose philosophical talent is constituted by only three aspects, each of which is
respectively constituted by the bundle of contributory values, x, y, and z. The structure of
philosophical talent is determined by the comparisons of x and y, of x and z, and of y and
z. These comparisons can be represented by a function S relativized to philosophical
talent, S,, that takes ordered pairs of bundles of contributory value aspects as inputs and
gives their comparison as outputs. Since a function is equivalent to the set of ordered
pairs of its inputs and corresponding outputs, S, is equivalent to a set of ordered pairs
- whose first member is an ordered pair of bundles and whose second member is the
comparison of that pair. (In the two-bundle case, we could dispense with the function S,
because the comparison of the bundles just is the set of comparisons of all aspects of V.)
We can formalize the three-bundle case as follows:

Su(%, ¥, 2) = {<(x, ¥), Cux, ¥)>, <(x, 2), C(x, 2)>, (¥, 2), Cy, 2)>}.

The account can now be generalized for any value V and any finite n such that

V is constituted by a set x of n bundles of contributory value aspects. The structure of V
is determined by the set of comparisons of all pairs in ¥, which can be represented by a
function S, of ¥, which is in turn equivalent to a set of ordered pairs, the first member

being the pair of bundles taken as the argument of the function and the second member

being the comparison of that pair given as the output of the function. Formally:

The Determination of the Structure of V

The structure of V <= S(x) = {<(x, y), C.(x, ¥)>: X, ¥ € X},
where ¥ is a set of n bundles of contributory value aspects, each of which constitutes an

aspect of V; S,( %) is the set of comparisons of members of ¥; x and y members of x; and

C.(x, y) the comparison of x and y.

The account, however, is far from compliete. For we now have a new difficulty:
What determines the comparisons of bundles of contributory value aspects? In other
words, what determines C(x, y)? The key to providing an account of the structure of
values, I believe, lies in answering this question. We examine two possible answers

below.

2.1.1. Comparisons and evaluative differences
But first, it will be helpful to introduce the notion of an evaluative difference

and to explain its relation to comparisons.”” An evaluative difference between two items
is simply how the items differ with respect to some value, in our case, the covering value.
I shall take evaluative differences to be abstract entities between pairs of items that do
not depend on any particular unit or origin for their identity. Evaluative differences, that
is, are independent of any system of measurement. The existence of abstract differences
is common enough; there is an abstract difference in length between two uneven sticks:
there is a difference in length independently of whether it is measured in inches, miles, or

light years.

Chapter |




19

The evaluative difference between two items is equivalent to their comparison.
This can hardly be controversial. If I tell you that the difference in musical talent between
Mozart and Salieri is that Mozart is twice as talented, I have told you how Mozart and
Salieri compare with respect to musical talent. The converse holds as well. Just as the
existence of an evaluative difference between items is their comparability, the lack of an
evaluative difference between two items is their incomparability. If I tell you that an
evaluative difference does not exist between Mozart and Beethoven with respect to
musical talent, I have told you that Mozart and Beethoven are incomparable with respect
to musical talent.

This way of understanding evaluative differences highlights an ambiguity in the
phrase ‘no difference’. Sometimes when we say there is no evaluative difference between
two items we mean that the items are evaluatively identical, that is, equally good. But we
might also mean that the items cannot be compared, as in ‘there can be no difference in

goodness of career between a career in hang-gliding and one in accounting.’ Let us, for
clarity, think of the former case as one in which there is a zero evaluative difference, and

the latter as one in which an evaluative difference does not exist fout court. Two items
that are equally good have an evaluative difference of zero, but two items that are
incomparable have no evaluative difference at all. When I shall say there is ‘no
difference’ between items, I shall take that to imply that the items are incomparable.
Although we shall have more to say about evaluative differences in a later
chapter, it is worth mentioning some of their features here. All evaluative differences are
either biased toward one item or unbiased, that is not biased toward any item. So, for
example, if x is better than y, the difference between x and y is biased positively towards
x and negatively towards y. If x and y are equally good, the difference between them is
unbiased; neither alternative is ‘favoured’ by the difference. Some of these differences

have a magnitude, that is, they can be more or less great. If two items are equally good,

the magnitude of their difference is zero, as we have already mentioned above. It is
plausible to think that if items can only be rank-ordered, e.g., as first, second, third, then
there is no magnitude to their differences. Zero evaluative differences should be
distinguished both from differences with no magnitude, where the items can only be
rank-ordered, and from the nonexistence of differences, where the items are
incomparable.

Now if there is no evaluative difference between items, it does not follow that
nothing can be said about how those items evaluatively differ. We might be able to give
their evaluative differences with respect to various contributory values or with respect to
certain aspects of the covering value. What we cannot give is the evaluative difference
between them with respect to the covering value.

Note that the equivalence between the existence of an evaluative difference and
comparability gives rise to an alternative way of drawing the distinction between

comparability and incomparability. We need not appeal to the distinction between
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positive and negative claims, but can instead appeal to the existence and nonexistence of
evaluative differences. For those who feel queasy about the distinction between the

positive and the negative, we can offer an alternative definition of incomparability that
does not rely on but is nevertheless consistent with that distinction: Two items are
incomparable with respect to a covering value if it is false that there is an evaluative

difference between them with respect to that covering value. The items are comparable if
it 1s true that there is such an evaluative difference. Those who reject the distinction
between the positive and the negative are thus free to understand the claim that two items
are comparable not as the claim that there is a positive value relation that holds between
them but rather as the claim that there is an evaluative difference between them. We can,
moreover, frame the two central questions of concern in this dissertation in terms of
evaluative differences: Are there always evaluative differences between items? and,
What kinds of evaluative differences are there?

I myself have trouble understanding how the distinction between positive and
negative claims could fail to hold, but trying to justify my conviction is beyond what I
can do here. However, in order that the arguments of this dissertation not rely on what
might be a controversial thesis, I present almost all of my arguments about comparisons
and comparability in terms of evaluative differences. Where it is most natural or
persuasive to present an argument in terms of positive and negative claims or value
relations, I do so but take care to indicate either in the text or in an accompanying
endnote how the parallel argument in terms of evaluative differences might go. This is
not the cleanest backdrop against which to operate, but in this way I am able to express
my conviction that the original proffered definition of incomparability in terms of the
positive and the negative is correct without at the same time weakening my arguments

either against incomparability or for the proposed conception of comparability.?

2.1.2. The atomistic account

We turn to the first account of how comparisons of bundles of contributory
value aspects are determined. Since comparisons and differences are equivalent, our
question might be put as follows: ‘What determines the evaluative difference between
two contributory value aspect bundles?’

It is plausible to suppose that differences between bundles of contributory value
aspects are determined by differences between the aspects that make up those bundles —
how else could they be determined? I shall take this supposition for granted. But how the
differences between those aspects are to be understood and combined to yield the
difference of the bundles is not so clear.

The first account relies on what we might call the atomicity assumption. This
assumption holds that the merit of any aspect with respect to V does not vary with the
aspects with which it is bundled. The merit with respect to philosophical talent of a
certain amount and particular quality of ornginality, then, is constant whether bundled

with a great amount of a particular subtle historicity or a small amount of a particular
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aspects, that is, the differences between the bundles of contributory value aspects that
constitute them, is in turn determined by a function of the sum of the differences between
individual aspects of a contributory value, belonging respectively to each bundle, with

respect to that contributory value. Formally:

The Atomistic Account of the Structure of Values

The structure of V <= S (x) = {<(X, y), D\(X, y)>: X,y € ¥}, and

D,(a, B) < F,(D,(a', a%), D,(b', b),... D,(n', n*))

=DyJa', a)+ Db, b}),+...+ D (n', n%)
where o and B are two bundles of contributory value aspects belonging to the set x of
bundles of contributory value aspects each bundle of which constitutes an aspect of V; a,
b, c...n are contributory values of V; a' is an aspect of a belonging to the first bundle o

and a’ is an aspect of a belonging to the second bundle B, and so on for each contributory

value b, c,..., n; and F is the function that adds the differences between contributory

value aspects.

The atomistic account is not complete without some explanation of how F adds
together component differences. It might be thought, for instance, that abstract entities
are not the kinds of things that can be added. But there is no problem, in principle, with
adding evaluative differences qua abstract entities. We can add two abstract lengths by
imagining them placed end to end. Similarly, evaluative differences can in principle be
added without presupposing some unit, like inches, in terms of which their sum is given.

The problem lies not in the abstract nature of evaluative differences but in
whether evaluative differences can themselves be coordinated. Two differences are
coordinated if there is some unit that measures both differences. So although the
differences are unit-less, their coordination depends on their ability to be measured by a
unit. The unit can be arbitrary; it can itself be an abstract difference between two items.
Two abstract lengths can be added because they are both lengths and thus coordinated;
any unit that measures the one measures the other. Two evaluative differences, however,
might not be measurable by the same unit. One evaluative difference might, as it were, be
measurable by pounds, ounces, or grams while the other, as it were, is measurable by
inches, centimeters or light years. There is no way of coordinating weight and length —
there is no unit that measures both — and thus no way to add weights and lengths.

To see how coordination might be achieved, return to our two-bundle example
of philosophical talent. The atomistic account assumes that the differences between o'
and 0%, and between h' and h? can be coordinated, for the sum of these differences gives
the difference between the bundles. Coordination of the component differences follows if
there is an equivalence between some difference between aspects of originality on the
one hand and some difference between aspects of historicity on the other. Suppose that
the difference between two particular aspects of originality were equivalent to the

difference between two particular aspects of historicity. That is,
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D,(o', o) = D (h*, h'), for some i, j, k, and 1.
We can now take any system of measurement, R, by which the difference between o' and
o can be measured. Suppose that, according to that system of measurement, the
difference between o' and o is 3 R-units. Now we take any system of measurement, S, by
which the difference between h* and h' can be measured. Suppose that according to S,
that difference is 6 S-units. Given that we have determined that the two differences are
equivalent, we now have a way to coordinate R-units with S-units: 1 R-unit = 2 S-units.
We can thus coordinate every difference between originality aspects with every
difference between historicity aspects; so long as we keep to our respective systems R
and S, we simply multiply the number assigned to the historicity aspects by the system S
by '2 to translate those S-units into R-units. In this way, we get a numerical
representation of each component difference in terms of R-units. Each component

difference, then, can be measured by the same unit, and thus the differences can be
added.

This way of coordinating component differences, by assigning weights, is just
one, perhaps the most obvious, way in which addition of the differences is guaranteed to
succeed.”® But it makes certain assumptions, such as whether component differences can
be represented by real numbers that may not always hold. We examine whether
differences can be represented by real numbers below. The issue of coordination is
revisited at the end of the dissertation.

For now, we focus on a fundamental flaw of the atomistic account: the atomicity
assumption.”’ This assumption likens the merit of an aspect to an independent atom
whose trajectory does not depend on what other atoms are around it, and thus holds that
the comparison of two contributory value aspects does not vary with the contributory
value aspects with which each is bundled. The assumption (and its variations in other
contexts) is motivated by the very good prospects for mathematically modelling
comparisons which follow if it is true. But there is good reason to think that the atomicity
assumption is false. Contributory value aspects are not plausibly atomistic in this way.
How good a middling amount of a particular subtle historicity is with respect to
philosophical talent, for example, varies with the other aspects with which it is bundled.
If bundled with a small amount of quirky originality, it may not have much merit with
respect to philosophical talent; if bundled with a small amount of sublime originality,
however, its merit may be very great indeed, for the combination of a sublime originality
and a subtle historicity is very powerful one with respect to philosophical talent.”® Each
aspect is not an atom unto itself; contributory value aspects when bundled together have
interactive effects.

Values form an ‘organic unity’; that is, the components that determine their
structure interact with one another in determining that structure. Every nonsimple value
has an ideal balance (or several ideal balances) of contributory value aspects, that is, a
bundle (or several bundies) of contributory value aspects than which no other bundle is

better. There is, for example, an ideal of philosophical talent — an ideal combination of
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aspects of originality, insightfulness, clarity, historicity, style, and so on, and it is against
this ideal that comparisons of aspects of the value, and of the contributory value aspect
bundles that constitute them, are determined.

How well a contributory value aspect does with respect to the covering value
depends on how close it brings the bundle to which it belongs to an ideal of the covering
value. The closer the aspect brings the bundles to an ideal, the better the aspect. The
middling amount of the particular subtle historicity above has greater merit when
belonging to a bundle that is thereby brought closer to an ideal of philosophical talent
than it does when belonging to a bundle that is not brought as close to an ideal. Suppose
we are comparing two philosophers, Kant and Fichte, with respect to philosophical talent.
Each bears a particular bundle of contributory value aspects. Now remove Fichte’s
originality and substitute it with Kant’s. The merit with respect to philosophical talent of
the aspect of originality borne by Kant is better when bundled with the Fichte-bundle
than with the Kant-bundle. For the contribution of the aspect of originality to the Fichte-
bundle is very great — without it, the Fichte-bundle is only so-so with respect to
philosophical talent but with it, the Fichte-bundle skyrockets close to an ideal of
philosophical talent. But the aspect of originality does not contribute as much to the merit
of the Kant-bundle. Without it, the Kant-bundle is still rather good with respect to
philosophical talent; with the aspect, it becomes much better, to be sure, but not in the
same spectacular way that the Fichte-bundle becomes better. In this way, the merit of a
contributory value aspect, and thus comparisons of those aspects, depend on the context
in which they occur.

That values are organic unities explains why a greater quantity of a contributory
aspect is not always better with respect to the covering value. Too much of a contributory
value aspect, and the ideal balance is overshot. Any account of the structure of values
must allow that values form organic unities. This allowance, of course, makes providing
an account of the structure of values more difficult. For simple pairwise comparisons of
individual aspects will no longer do; any such comparisons must be relativized to the

context in which the aspect occurs.

2.1.3. The organic account

I want now to propose an account of the structure of values that allows for the
possibility that aspects interact in ways that affect their comparative merit with respect to
V. Call this the organic account. The organic account holds that differences between
bundles of contributory value aspects are determined by a function of differences
between individual contributory value aspects contextualized to the aspects with which
they are bundled.

To see how this contextualization works, we need to introduce the notion of
mono-variant bundles of contributory value aspects. Two bundles are mono-variant if
they are made up of identical contributory value aspects save one. Take a bundle of

contributory values of philosophical talent — a bundle of a large amount of a particular
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sublime originality, a middling amount of a particular shallow historicity, and so on. Call
this bundle o. Now change one of its contributory value aspects — we might substitute the
middling amount of the particular shallow historicity with a middling amount of a
particular subtle historicity. Call this bundle «'. According to the organic account, the

difference between o and a’ is equivalent to the difference between the middling amount
of the particular shallow historicity and the middling amount of the particular subtle
historicity contextualized to the other contributory value aspects they share in common.
Now it follows by simple mathematics that between any two bundles of
contributory values, there is a shortest series of mono-variant bundles ‘connecting’ the

original, multi-variant bundles. (The caveat that the series is a shortest guarantees that the
changes in each contributory value aspect are only those that are necessary to get from

to B.) The organic account holds that the difference between any two bundles, o and f, of

contributory values is determined by a function of the contextualized differences between
| variant contributory value aspects of a shortest series of mono-variant bundles
connecting o and .

Return to our two-bundle case of philosophical talent. The bundles (o', h') and
(02, h?) are connected by a series of mono-variant bundles, namely (o', h'), (o', h?) and
(o', h?), (0% h?). The difference between each pair of mono-variant bundles is equivalent
to the difference between the variant aspects contextualized to the aspect they share in
common. So the difference between the first pair of mono-variant bundles is the
difference between h' and h? in the context of o'; and the difference between the second
pair is the difference between o' and o” in the context of h®. According to the organic
account, the difference between the two bundles (o', h') and (0% h?) is determined by a
function of the two contextualized differences. The account can be generalized in the
obvious way where there are finitely more than two aspects in each bundle.

We are left with two familiar questions. How are contextualized differences
determined? And how does the function yielding the difference between multi-variant
bundles combine the component contextualized differences?

The answer to the first question is that the contextualized differences are taken
as given. That is, if there are such differences, we can in principle determine what they
are. Suppose we must determine how philosophically talented Eunice is. Eunice bears a
bundle, o, of contributory value aspects — a certain amount of a certain quality of
originality, and so on. Suppose now that we discover that she is more historically
sensitive than we had thought; perhaps the middling amount of particular unremarkable
historicity we thought she bore is actually a middling amount of a rather subtle historicity
easily overlooked. Eunice is now Eunice’. We can in principle, says the organic account,
determine what difference this change in Eunice’s historicity makes to her philosophical
talent.

The second question also has a familiar answer. The function that combines the

component differences between mono-variant bundles is, like the function F of the
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atomistic account, one of addition. An analogy with length shows how this is almost
inevitable. For the difference in length between two points, 1 and 5, is an additive
function of the differences between successive unit pairs between 1 and 5. Similarly, it is
plausible to think that any function of differences between mono-variant bundles that
gives the difference between multi-variant bundles is one that adds the differences
between mono-variant bundles that, in some sense, traverse the distance between them.
We can summarize the organic account as follows. The structure of a value is
determined by a function which can be represented by the set of ordered pairs, whose
first members consist of pairs of bundles of contﬁbutory value aspects constituting an
aspect of the value, and whose second members consist of the difference between that

pair of contributory aspect bundles. Each of these differences is in turn determined by a
function of the sum of the contextualized differences between variant aspects of mono-

variant bundles connecting the multi-variant bundles. Formally,

The Organic Account of the Structure of Values

The structure of V <= S (x) = {<(x, y), DX, ¥)>: X, y € X}, and

D, B) < F(Dy(a, o), D(e’, a”),..., D&, B)

=Dy(a, o) +DJf(a', a") +...+ D (a", B)
where o and 3 are two bundles of contributory value aspects belonging to the set y of
bundles of contributory value aspects each bundle of which constitutes an aspect of V; a,

o', a'.... is a shortest series of mono-variant bundles connecting a and B; and F is the

function of addition.

The organic account is not complete without an explanation of how differences
between mono-variant bundles — the contextualized differences between their variant
aspects — can be added. As in our discussion of the atomistic account, we sidestep the
problem of coordination for now since an examination of the numerical representability
of differences may make any worries about coordination moot. For if differences can be
represented by real numbers, coordination follows. Let us here take for granted that if

there are component differences, those differences can be added.

2.2. Comparisons of bearers

The organic account of the structure of values translates easily into an account
of bearer comparisons. Bearers of value bear values not abstractly but in particular
aspects. An act is kind or pleasurable or life-saving not abstractly but as a particular
manifestation of those values. Bearers of value bear aspects of a value, and since aspects
of value are bundles of contributory aspects of the value, a bearer of value bears bundles
of contributory value aspects. When we compare bearers with respect to a value, we
compare the aspects of the values they bear. And when we compare the aspects they bear,
we compare bundles of contributory values that constitute those aspects. Thus, a

comparison between two bearers just is a comparison between two bundles of
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contributory value aspects.

The organic account of the structure of values, then, translates easily into an
organic account of bearer comparisons. A comparison of bearers just is a comparison of
two bundles of contributory value aspects. We have seen that a comparison of two
bundles of contributory value aspects is equivalent to the difference between the bundles,
which in turn is determined by a function of the differences between successive mono-
variant bundles leading from one of the bearers to the other. The function, we said, was
one of addition.

We can recapitulate by way of an example. Suppose we are to compare Eunice
and Janice with respect to philosophical talent. Let us take philosophical talent to be
simplified as above, with only two contributory values, originality, o, and historicity, h.
The comparison between them with respect to philosophical talent is the difference with
respect to philosophical talent of the two bundles of contributory value aspects they bear.
The difference between those two bundles of contributory value aspects is determined by
a function of the differences between mono-variant bundles connecting those bundles.
Suppose Eunice bears the bundle (o', h') and Janice bears the bundle (o?, h?). Then,

C, (Eunice, Janice) =D ((o', h'), (0?, h?))

< F,[Dy(<0', h'>, <0', h?>), D (<o, h*>, <o?, h*>)].

We can formalize the organic account of bearer comparisons generally as

follows:

The Organic Account of Bearer Comparisons

C.a, B) < F,[Dfo, &), D, a”),...,.D(a" ", B)

where a and B range over bearers of value that could be compared with respect to V; o
and o' are mono-variant bundles belonging to a shortest series of mono-variant bundles

connecting o and B; and F, is a function that adds differences between those mono-

variant bundles.

2.3. Two objections

Two objections to the organic account suggest themselves. First, it may have
been noticed that in our discussion of the organic account we implicitly assumed that
bundles of contributory value aspects being compared always consist in the same
contributory values, although in different aspects. But aspects of a value, and typical
bearers of value that bear those aspects, are not so conveniently constituted. Suppose we
are comparing Eunice, a modal logician working on the system S4, and Janice, a
philosopher of history working on Hume’s notion of reason. Historicity is irrelevant to
determining Eunice’s philosophical talent but not to determining Janice’s. When
comparing bearers of philosophical talent, then, we may find ourselves faced with a
bundle of aspects of originality, insightfulness, clarity, historicity, and style on the one

hand and a bundle of aspects of originality, insightfulness, clarity, and style on the other.

How are two bundles of aspects of different contributory values to be compared? How
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can we be sure that there is a series of mono-variant bundles connecting two multi-
variant bundles of different contributory value aspects?

But our assumption was one for simplicity only. It is in no way essential to
organic accounts that bundles of contributory value aspects be of the same contributory
values. Recall that mono-variant bundles are bundles identical in all contributory value
aspects save one. In our examples of mono-variant bundles, we assumed that the bundles
bore the same contributory values, but that they differed in bearing different aspects of
one of those contributory values. This assumption, however, is not required by the
definition of mono-variant bundles. The variation between mono-variant bundles, after
all, can be in that one bundle bears an aspect of historicity and the other bears no aspect
of historicity. All that matters to the organic account is that the difference between such
bundles — for example (o', h') and (0') - is plausibly taken as given. The difference made
to Eunice’s philosophical talent if we add to the aspects she bears an aspect of a new
contributory value is not any less plausibly given than the difference made to her
philosophical talent if we change the aspect of one of the contributory values she already
bears.

If mono-variant bundles can be understood in this way, it easily follows that any
two multi-variant, differently-valued contributory value bundles can be connected by a
series of mono-variant bundles. Thus, the difference between two bundles of aspects of
different contributory values is accounted for just as the difference between two bundles
of aspects of the same contributory values; both are a function of the differences between
the mono-variant bundles respectively connecting them.

There is another possible objection whose investigation helps to clarify the
account. This is the thought that the organic account guaranteesthe comparability of all
bearers of value. Since comparability and incomparability are substantive results, not
something that is built into the structure of values or the basis of bearer comparisons, any
account that guarantees one or the other must be rejected.

It might be thought that it is in the nature of mono-variants that they are always
Pareto-better or Pareto-worse than one another, and that, therefore, they are always
comparable. After all, isn’t every change in a contributory value aspect either an
improvement or detraction with respect to that contributory value? By substituting a
middling amount of shallow historicity borme by Eunice with a large amount of a subtle
historicity, don’t we thereby improve Eunice’s historicity? If each change is an
improvement (or detraction) in that contributory value, it follows that the new bundle is
at least as good as the original bundle in every respect but better (or worse) in one, i.e.,
Pareto-better (or Pareto-worse). Thus, it might be thought, every pair of mono-variant
bundles is comparable, and the comparison of the bearers, which is their sum, seems
assured.

But this line of thought goes wrong in several places. First, it is not clear that a
change in a contributory value aspect always involves an improvement in or a detraction

from that contributory value.
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If it does, then it must be because every aspect of a value is either better or
worse than every other aspect with respect to that value. But we have no reason to think
this is the case. For one thing, a change in a contributory value aspect may make no
evaluative change in the contributory value; increasing slightly the quantity of a quality
of historicity may make no difference with respect to historicity. For another, there is no
reason to think a priori that every aspect of a value is comparable with every other aspect
of that value. Second, even if mono-variant bundles are Pareto-better or Pareto-worse, it
does not follow that the bundles are comparable.” For the improvement (or detraction) in
one contributory value is an evaluative change with respect to that contributory value, not
with respect to the covering value. As we have already noted, values may be organic
unities; a very large improvement in Eunice’s historicity may make her more of a
historian than a philosopher. Whether we can then compare the improved Eunice with

her original self with respect to philosophical talent is an open question.

2.4. Two conclusions

The organic accounts proposed embody a particular componential approach
both to the structure of value and to bearer comparisons. Even if the organic accounts are
mistaken, the general componential approach they take is plausible. Assuming the
componential approach is correct, we should highlight two large-scale conclusions.

First, for the purposes of comparison, bearers of value can be treated as bundles
of contributory value aspects. In asking whether Janice is more philosophically talented
than Eunice, for example, we take each item to be a bundle of aspects of originality,
creativity, clarity, insight, and so on; the comparison of the two philosophers is the
comparison of the bundles of contributory value aspects they bear. The converse also
holds; comparisons of bundles of contributory value aspects with respect to V are
comparisons of possible bearers of V. Understanding bearers of value in componential
terms makes them appear less monolithic and their comparison potentially less
mysterious.

Second, given that the structure of a value is determined by comparisons of
aspects of that value, that aspects of a value are constituted by bundles of contributory
value aspects, and that bundles of contributory value aspects can, for the purposes of
comparison, be treated as bearers of value, it follows that the structure of value depends
on comparisons of bearers of value. For the components of organic accounts of value
structure are comparisons of bundles of contributory values, that is, possible bearers of
the covering value. Indeed, the fundamental components of both accounts are
comparisons of (or differences between) mono-variant bundles of contributory value
aspects, and each of these mono-variant bundles is, ex hypothesi, a bearer of the covering
value. Thus, if the componential approach is correct, the structure of a value is
determined by comparisons of bearers of that value.

This result undermines the usual assumption about the relation between value

and evaluative comparison. It is usually assumed that value is conceptually prior to
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evaluative comparison; that is, we understand comparisons in terms of our understanding
of values and not vice versa. Once we have figured out what, say, philosophical talent is,
comparisons of philosophers with respect to philosophical talent can then follow. But the
componential accounts of value and bearer comparisons entail that what makes a value
the value that it is depends on comparisons of bearers of that value; we cannot fully
understand philosophical talent without first understanding how some items compare
with respect to it. This is not to say, however, that evaluative comparison is conceptually
prior to value. For all comparisons must proceed with respect to a value, and thus
evaluative comparisons in turn depend on values; comparisons of philosophers with
respect to philosophical talent already presuppose the notion of philosophical talent, for
that is the value in part in virtue of which the comparison is the comparison that it is.
Thus, the componential approach suggests an interdependence between value and
evaluative comparison. What makes the value the value that it is depends on comparisons
of bearers with respect to that value; but at the same time, a comparison of two bearers of
a value depends on the covering value being the value that it is.*® If the componential

approach is correct, the persistent focus in ethics on value at the expense of evaluative

comparison requires correction.*!

3. Numerical Representation: The Standard Model

We now turn to the issue of how and whether comparisons — evaluative
differences — can be numerically represented, that is represented by real numbers.*? If
differences can be numerically represented, then coordination follows, and their addition, as
required by the componential account we favoured, is a straightforward matter. Numerical
representability, then, is not an isolated property of any one difference but rather a property
over a domain of differences. If the differences in a domain can be represented by real
numbers, then comparisons in that domain can be mathematically modelled. This in itself is
an important result, but it also bodes well for the prospects of mathematically modelling
items that depend on comparisons, such as, arguably, practical choices. Finally, how
comparisons are numerically representable tells us something about the structure of those
comparisons; not any number can represent a given comparison, but only one with a
significance that reflects the structure of that comparison.

We narrow our focus here to a particular model of numerical representation, one

which is standardly used by economists to represent individual preferences or social choice
functions. Our question then is whether the Standard Model provides an adequate model of

the comparisons we make.

3.1. The Standard Model and the Trichotomy Thesis

The central element of the Standard Model is the real-valued utility function, that
is, a function taking alternatives into real numbers. We have, so far, encountered only
‘difference’ functions, that is, functions taking differences between alternatives into some

output. The discussion of the numerical representability of differences, however, is better
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framed in terms of functions over alternatives rather than functions over their differences,
since the former provides the more general case and thus allows for a more comprehensive
discussion of the possible varieties of numerical representation on the Standard Model.*
According to the Standard Model, comparisons of items can be represented by a
family of utility functions, each function of which assigns real numbers to the alternatives
being compared.’ So, suppose we have the items x, y, and z. There is, according to the
Standard Model, a family of functions, each of which assigns a real number to x, a real
number to y, and a real number to z, that represents the comparisons of x and y, of x and z,
and of y and z. Now suppose x is better than y which is better than z. One function in the
family might assign respectively the numbers 3, 2, 1. Another might assign respectively the
numbers 835, 100, 40. And so on. No one function in the family strictly represents the

comparisons between the items, but together, the family of functions does. This is because
the significance of the numbers assigned depends on what other numbers can be assigned to
an item, and this information is given by all the functions that could represent the
comparison. ‘Representation’, then, is full representation, that is representation of all the
evaluative information there is concerning the given items.

Every utility function gives an ordering of the items it takes as arguments. That is,
items can be ranked in a list allowing for ties. Every such function obeys the ordinality

condition. That is,

The Ordinality Condition
U,(x) > U(y) iff x is better than y with respect to V, and
U,(x) = U(y) iff x and y are equally good with respect to V

where x and y are alternatives and U(x) is the number assigned by the utility function U to

alternative x.

The Ordinality Condition highlights the connection between the Trichotomy Thesis and
numerical representability on the Standard Model. If the Trichotomy Thesis is true, then any
comparable items will form an ordering and will be numerically representable by some
family of functions each of which satisfies the Ordinality Condition. If the items form a
mere rank-order, then the family of functions that represents their comparisons is one
containing every function that satisfies the Ordinality Condition. If the ordering of the items
contains more information than their mere rank-order, some subset of that family of
functions will represent the ordering. In any case, once it is established that the Trichotomy
Thesis holds, then numerical representability of any comparisons follows. The converse is
true as well. The Standard Model presupposes that the Trichotomy Thesis is true, for at the
Ordinality Condition at its heart presupposes that comparability is trichotomous. Note too
that on the Standard Model, the Trichotomy Thesis holds generally for all items, whether
alternatives themselves, their differences, or the differences between those differences, and
SO on.

Many philosophers have resisted the Standard Model because they assume that
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numerical representability commits them to the ontological view that values are quantities
of something. But the Standard Model commits one to no such thing. The thought that it

does might be traced to two mistakes. First, is a failure to take seriously the notion of
representability. Those who think that the relative merits of items can be numerically

represented need not assume that the good or the right can be ontologically reduced to

quantities of value. Value may be qualitative in nature and yet qualitative differences in

value might still be representable by real numbers.** Just as physicists can give a numerical
representation of the curve of a Ming vase or the hue of a moming sky at sunrise, qualitative
nuances in the evaluative differences between items might be representable by real
numbers.

Second, those who resist the Standard Model might have a misconception of what
representation by a number entails. It might be thought that if the evaluative differences of

items can be represented by a number, that number must be a number of units of the value,
and thus representation by a number commits one to there being ‘units’ of value. And
naturally, since the number of units of value is that in terms of which the comparison with
respect to the covering value is given, it must be the number of units of value each item
respectively bears that matters in assessing their comparative merits with respect to that
covering value. But numerical representability need not entail the existence of value units.
Items ranked on a list can be represented by the counting numbers according to their
successive positions on the list without assuming there is any unit by which each is
measured. Indeed, as we have just seen, the fact that the standard trichotomy of relations
holds over a domain of items entails that any comparisons within that domain can be
numerically represented.

A defense of the Standard Model will involve investigating what sort of
comparative structures it can represent. The central question 1s, What constraints might
there be on the family of utility functions that represents comparisons? Put another way,
what evaluative information beyond the mere rank order of items can be represented by a

family of utility functions?

3.2. Mere ordinality

One possible answer to these questions is that there is no further constraint other
than the ordinality condition itself. That is, the comparison involves no information beyond
the mere rank order of the items being compared. The representation of such comparisons is
given by a family of utility functions whose assignment of number is constrained only by
the number’s order.*® Call such comparisons merely ordinal.

We can illustrate mere ordinality by way of example. Start with a nonevaluative
case. Moh’s criterion gives a comparative criterion for the hardness of minerals: x is
harder than y just in case x scratches y and is not scratched by y; and x and y are equally
hard if neither scratches the other or they both scratch one another.’” According to

Moh’s, the ease or extent of the scratching is irrelevant; so long as there is some
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scratching, the mineral is scratched. If we apply Moh’s criterion to rubies, sandstone, and
diamonds, we will end up with a ranked list of those minerals according to their relative
hardness. But there can be no further information about the comparative hardness of
items that does not itself derive from the rank ordering. Although implicit is the further
information that the difference between the first and second items in the rank order is
smaller than the difference between the first and third which includes it, we cannot say,
for example, that diamonds are a lot harder than sandstone or that the difference in
hardness between diamonds and rubies is small in comparison with the difference in
hardness between rubies and sandstone.

Now consider an evaluative example. Modifying an example of Larry Temkin,
‘goodness of baseball team’ might be understood as ‘beats and is not beaten by’. Thus, a
baseball team is better than another if it beats but is not beaten by the other team.*® Such
a criterion would yield a rank list of baseball teams (assuming transitivity!) with no
independent information about how the differences between teams compare.

- But we should ask whether comparisons are plausibly merely ordinal. Neither
hardness nor goodness as a baseball team normally admit of merely ordinal comparison.
There are degrees of hardness and of goodness as a baseball team; diamonds scratch
sandstone easily, and the Twins beat the Padres handily. These covering values naturally
admit of comparisons with more structure than that allowed by mere ordinality.

This raises an important point. The numerical representability of a comparison is
determined by the covering criterion with respect to which it proceeds. The covering
value of a comparison determines whether that comparison is merely ordinal or has a
richer evaluative structure. Moh’s criterion for hardness and Temkin’s criterion for
goodness as a baseball team limit the structure of comparisons that proceed with respect
to them to one of mere ordinality. But Moh’s and Temkin’s criteria are far from our
natural understandings of hardness and goodness as a baseball team, both of which
naturally admit of more information than mere rank order of items that bear these
criteria. Indeed, most evaluative and nonevaluative criteria, at least as they are naturally
understood, admit comparisons with more than a merely ordinal structure. I cannot think
of any nongerrymandered covering value that gives rise to merely ordinal comparisons.
Values, as they are ordinarily understood, admit of comparison in degrees; the ways in
which something can be beguiling, lascivious, good, proud, and so on admit of
representation in terms of more or less. Merely ordinal comparisons will be the exception
rather than the rule. Mere ordinality, then, will not figure centrally in any defense of the
Standard Model.

3.3. Precise cardinality
At the other end of the spectrum of possible comparative structures are

comparisons with a great deal of information beyond the rank order of the items they
relate. I shall call these comparisons cardinal to indicate that their structure has

significance beyond mere ordinality. For instance, x may be twice as V as y. Or the

Chapter 1



34

difference between x and z may be three times as great as the difference between y and z.

The numbers assigned by the family of utility functions that represent cardinal
comparisons have cardinal significance. Suppose x is twice as good as y with respect to
V. Each function that is a member of the family of functions that represents this
comparative structure must assign numbers to x and y that respect their ratio, 2:1. So a
function that assigns the numbers 40 to x and 20 to y will be a member of the family, but
one that assigns the numbers 6 and 2 will not.*” Such comparisons are ratio cardinal
comparisons; the numbers assigned to alternatives by the functions in the family that
represents them are significant in their ratios. Ratio cardinality assumes that there is an
absolute, nonarbitrary zero which can be regarded as the merit of an item bearing no V,
but the choice of units is arbitrary. Length is a simple nonevaluative example of a
covering criterion that admits of ratio cardinal comparisons.

Sometimes, however, there is no absolute, nonarbitrary zero merit with respect
to V, but there is nonetheless ratio cardinality on the differences between items. In this
case, we can stipulate some zero and pick any arbitrary unit by which any item is
measured. So, for example, we can say that the difference between x and y with respect
to V 1s 5 p-units, if x is 10 p-units and y is 5 p-units or 2 g-units if x is 80 q-units and y is
78 q-units, and so on. Such comparisons can be represented by a family of functions,
each function of which assigns numbers giving the number of x-units of the items.** Such
comparisons are interval cardinal comparisons, since the interval difference between
their merits has significance. Temperature in degrees Fahrenheit is a simple
nonevaluative example of a criterion admitting of interval cardinal comparisons.

Some evaluative comparisons clearly have a ratio cardinal structure. For
example, two acts might be ratio cardinally compared with respect to ‘goodness of
number of lives saved’: one act may be twice as good with respect to number of lives
saved than the other. Again, we see that it is the structure of the covering value that
determines whether comparisons with respect to it admit of ratio cardinal representation.
For ‘number of lives saved’ has the appropriate form of cardinality built into it.*' It might
be thought that we can get ratio cardinality for all items that are ‘multiples’ of one
another. So, for example, we might think that we can ratio cardinally compare Eunice,
Twice-Eunice, Thrice-Eunice, and so on. That is, by doubling or tripling etc. the
component merits of Eunice, we end up with an infinite number of super-Eunices (and
sub-Eunices) which can be ratio cardinally compared with one another. And so on for
every item. Even apart from diminishing marginal utility, given the organic nature of
many values, we cannot assume that doubling the component merits of an item will make
that item twice as good. Triple the brilliance of a sunset and instead of more beauty, one
gets momentary blindness. Moreover, it is hard to believe that many values have a
natural zero. What has zero beaﬁty or zero philosophical talent? These must be the kinds
of thing that could have beauty or philosophical talent but just happen to have none. It is
difficult to make sense of the idea of a natural zero for most values, and thus, ratio

cardinal comparisons of alternatives with respect to those values 1s precluded.
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There is a general argument against understanding most of the comparisons we

make in terms of ratio or interval cardinality. Both kinds of cardinality imply ratio

cardinal comparison of the differences between items.”> While it may be plausible to
think that the difference between saving one life and two lives is half as great as the
difference between saving two lives and four lives with respect to number of lives saved,
it is doubtful that something of the same sort can be plausibly thought about pairs of pairs
of items with respect to beauty or philosophical talent. There is something about most
values that do not permit ratio cardinal comparisons of the differences between items
with respect to them. If this is right, then both interval and ratio cardinal comparisons of
the underlying items are blocked.

The basic problem with ratio and interval cardinality is the assumption that there

can be some arbitrary unit that precisely measures the merit of an item with respect to
some V.* Both ratio and interval cardinal comparisons are what we shall call precise

cardinal comparisons. That is, they assume there is some unit that precisely measures the
merit of an item in much the same way that the inch-unit precisely measures the length of
any stick.** The unit is given by some arbitrary difference between two items. Take, for
example, philosophers with respect to philosophical talent. Take as the unit of
measurement, the difference in philosophical talent between Aristotle and Plato. There is
a natural zero for differences, e.g., the difference between Aristotle and himself. Now,
according to precise cardinality, we can precisely measure the merit of Malebranche,
Fichte, Kant, Locke, Wittgenstein, and Rawls in terms of ratios of this unit. This is a
highly implausible assumption, to say the least. What is not implausible, however, is the

assumption that such an arbitrary unit might imprecisely measure the merit of all or some

of these philosophers. But once we move to the idea of imprecise measurement, we leave
ratio and interval cardinality of the items themselves behind.

We now face a predicament. Mere ordinality does not capture the structure of
the comparisons we make nor does precise cardinality. It is hard to believe that there is
some unit that precisely measures the difference between a career as a ski-instructor and
one as a management consultant. At the same time, it is surely true that the difference
between these two careers is greater than the difference between two careers in
accounting and less than the difference between a career as a corporate lawyer and one as
a homeless, one-limbed beggar in Calcutta. There is some cardinality among the
differences between items, but to think that we can say that one difference is exactly 2.56
times another is highly implausible. There is more than mere ordinality to comparisons,
but there is not as much as precise cardinality; typical evaluative comparisons are neither

merely ordinal nor precisely cardinal. What we need is something stronger than mere

ordinality and weaker than precise cardinality, namely, imprecise cardinality.

3.4. Imprecise cardinality

If two items are imprecisely cardinally comparable, there is some magnitude to
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their difference — that is, the difference can be greater or less than other differences — but
there is no unit by which differences can be precisely measured. Precise measurement is
precluded because there is a lack of fit between any possible unit and the merits of items
with respect to certain values. The merits of items and the differences between them are
not the kinds of thing with precise boundaries.

A little reflection makes clear that most of the evaluative comparisons we make
are imprecisely cardinal. When comparing careers or vacation spots or moral acts, there
is more than a mere ordinal ranking of such items, and yet it is hard to believe that there
is some unit by which the merits of the items can be precisely measured, or, put
differently, that one difference between such items can be 3.57 times as great as another

difference. We say that this item is a little better than that one or that the difference

between these two items is very great or that this item is much worse than that one, and
so on, without for a moment expecting that there is some unit by which one can, even in
principle, determine precisely how much better or worse.

The thought that the cardinality of evaluative comparisons might be imprecise
was suggested over sixty years ago by John Laird, but the idea has been taken seriously
only recently by moral philosophers. The most detailed treatment is given by James

Griffin in his book, Well-Being, and the idea is implicit in some of what Derek Parfit says

in his Reasons and Persons.** What 1 want to emphasize here is that, contrary to what
some modern-day authors have supposed, the notion of imprecise cardinality is
compatible with the Trichotomy Thesis and the Standard Model.

Imprecise cardinality might be understood as follows. The imprecision is in the
ratio by which items are related; instead of saying that x is precisely twice as good as vy,
we say that x is between two and three times as good as y. Thus, instead of constraining
our family of functions by the rule, ‘Any number assigned to x must be twice that
assigned to y’, we constrain by the rule, ‘Any number assigned to x must be between two
and three times as great as any number assigned to y’. So we increase the number of
functions that can be members of the representative family, but not to the point where the
family is composed of every function that satisfies the Ordinality Condition. In this way,
we can have imprecise cardinal comparability while keeping intact the Ordinality
Condition, the Trichotomy Thesis, and the Standard Model.

This is not a surprising conclusion. For the Standard Model starts with the
family of functions that satisfy the ordinality condition and throws out functions which
do not meet the further conditions imposed by a cardinal structure. Precise cardinality
involves throwing out very many of those functions; mere ordinality involves throwing
out none. It should not surprise us that there are many possible middle courses. The sort
of imprecise cardinality we described is just one way in which imprecise cardinality
might be understood in a way consistent with the Standard Model.*

But it would be hasty to conclude that the Standard Model has been vindicated.
For although most of our evaluative comparisons are imprecisely cardinal, that is, neither

precisely cardinal nor merely ordinal, it is not clear that they can be made consistent with
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the Trichotomy Thesis. This is because there are other features of the imprecisely
cardinal comparisons we make that suggest the Trichotomy Thesis is too narrow an
understanding of the logical space of comparability. Put differently, imprecise cardinality
can be understood in a way that requires rejection of the Trichotomy Thesis. We shall
have more to say about imprecise cardinality in the final chapters of this dissertation. For
now, we should note that there is a conception of imprecise cardinality that does not
require rejection of the Trichotomy Thesis. The Standard Model, more powerful than it
might at first seem, can accommodate a whole range of imprecision in cardinality by

adding successively looser constraints on the family of functions that represents such

comparisons.

This chapter has been concerned with the structure of comparisons and of
incomparability. We fine-tuned a definition of incomparability, offered an account of the
structure of values and of bearer comparisons, and explored one model of how the
structure of comparisons might be numerically represented. Our discussion raises many
questions, some of which we will answer in due course. In the next chapter, however, we
take up a different issue altogether: why does any of this matter? As we shall see, the

spectre of incomparability among alternatives strikes at the very heart of practical reason.
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2% Note that the covering value is the value itself, not ‘contribution with respect
to the value’. Aspects are worldly manifestations of abstract values, and as such cannot
contribute to the value itself, but they can be compared with respect to the value itself.

2! Where comparisons of the aspects fail, the structure is thereby fragmented.
We shall have more to say about the fragmentation of a value — and the incomparability
of contributory values it entails — in chapter 3.

22 T suspect that the difference between two items is a primitive notion; any
plausible way of analysing differences seems to me to lead back to the idea of a
difference. But the only sense of ‘primitive’ I take for granted in presenting a
componential account is the nonontological, anemic one of being the starting place of the
account.

2 There is a somewhat puzzling fact about the epistemology of differences on
the one hand and comparisons on the other. It seems to me that the existence of an
evaluative difference is often more easily intuitively grasped than the existence of a
comparison. This is true even though it is clear that the existence of an evaluative
difference is equivalent to the existence of a comparison. Take two careers, say, one in
hang-gliding and one in farming. We are much more confident in asserting that there is
an evaluative difference in goodness of career between them than we are in asserting that
they can be compared. This is because, I think, we have more difficulty separating the
existence of a comparison from its content than we do separating the existence of an
evaluative difference from the content of that difference. The greater intuitive confidence
we have about evaluative differences is a fact that an account of value structure or of
bearer comparisons might fortuitously exploit. In presenting such an account, then, a

shift from talk of comparisons of contributory value aspects to talk of the evaluative
differences between them may leave the reader on firmer intuitive ground.

* An assumption analogous to the atomicity assumption, what is commonly
known as ‘separability’, is familiar in the economic literature. An example of an account
of the good that makes the separability assumption can be found in John Broome,

Weighing Goods, see especially ch. 4.

25 This view of social choice functions is a bit like classical utilitarianism ~ a
traditional view that moderns have not quite abandoned but nevertheless considered too
simplistic to be correct.

¢ So, for example, Isaac Levi assumes that a weighted average of components
(in his case ‘values’) yields the resolution of any conflict. And where conflict cannot be
resolved, Levi urges that all possible resolutions of the conflict — that is, all possible
weighted averages of the components relevant to choice — must be entertained. How such
weighted averages are to be determined is a question about whether the conflicting

components can be coordinated. Isaac Levi, Hard Choices: Decision Making Under
Unresolved Conflict (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).

77 Isaac Levi and John Broome make something like the atomicity assumption in
different contexts. By assuming that components of his choice function can be given
weights, Levi assumes that an improvement in one component has a constant merit no
matter what it is bundled with.(Putting the point in terms of Levi’s central example, an
improvement in typing skills is just as good with respect to goodness as a secretary in
someone who is a rotten stenographer as it is in someone who is a skilled stenographer).
John Broome makes this criticism of Levi in his review of Levi’s book. But Broome
himself seems to make an analogous assumption in his Weighing Goods. He suggests that
utility functions are ‘additively separable’, that is, that the ordering can be represented by
a function of the sum of sub-utilities. (Although Broome is careful to say that his
discussion is one of form, not content, it is natural to think that Broome embarks on the
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discussion of additively separable utility functions because he thinks that they are.) See
Isaac Levi, Hard Choices’; John Broome, ‘Review of Hard Choices’, Economics and
Philosophy, 8: 169-176,(1992); John Broome, Weighing Goods, ch. 4.

* An alternative approach might contextualize the identity of an aspect to the
bundle to which it belongs rather than the merit of the aspect. Since this alternative leads
to a strained metaphysics of contributory value aspects, the approach here is preferable.

% Note that the usual direction of inquiry has us asking whether betterness just is
Pareto-betterness. The claim here is that Pareto-betterness may not entail betterness.

** Some metaphysicians doubt whether such interdependence makes sense. The
best case for such an interdependence to my knowledge is made by Susan Hurley,
Natural Reasons.

*' T hope to be able to explore in future work the relation between value and
evaluative comparison.

32 My discussion here as above is intended to be intuitive, not technical. A clear,
technical account of the basic notions discussed in this section can be found in John
Broome’s Weighing Goods, chapter 4 and James Griffin’s Well-Being, pp. 81ff, 91ff. My
aim in this section is to explore certain philosophical issues in a way which gives the reader
unfamiliar with basic decision theory a flavour of how a model of comparability might be
constructed. I attempt to construct the beginnings of a nonstandard model in chapter 5.

* So, for instance, representation in terms of difference functions would not in
any straightforward way allow representation of the idea of a natural zero. Thus,
employment of difference functions would not enable us to get at the idea that one thing
1s twice as good as another.

** Those who don’t like talk of ‘representation’ by a ‘family’ of functions can
think in terms of the equivalent formulation: comparisons are ‘represented’ by a utility

function in virtue of its membership in the maximal family of such functions that
‘represent’ the comparisons. [ talk in terms of a ‘family’ ‘representing’ because I think
understanding representation in this way rather than as encumbered by conditions posed
on a single function is more intuitive to the layperson. Every ‘family’ is maximal, that is,
it contains all the functions that satisfy the appropriate constraints.

** Maximizers, against whom this charge is most vigorously levelled, have not
usually made this distinction, but it is one that is in principle available to them. Indeed,
the spirit of maximization is kept in tact while the problems associated with a quantitative
ontology of value or substantive view of justification are avoided.

*¢ Economists would say that a function unique up to increasing monotonic
transformations represents the comparisons.

37 This example is taken from Griffin, Well-Being.

*® Larry Temkin, “Intransitivity and the Mere Addition Paradox” Philosophy
and Public Affairs, 16:138-187 (1987). Temkin does not endorse such a criterion.

** Economists say that ratio cardinal comparisons are represented by a function
unique up to ax where a is greater than zero.
q

“ Economists say that interval cardinal comparisons are represented by a
function unique up to positive linear transformations (i.e., U(x) = ax + b, where a>0 and
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b ranges over the reals).

“' Of course, it might be thought that ‘number of lives saved’ is not an
gvaluatlve criterion at all, but rather a nonevaluative one. But the number of lives saved
1s something with intrinsic normative significance so I shall grant that it is an evaluative
criterion.

“> If the number assigned to a is ax, + b and the number assigned to B is ax, + b,
their difference is a(x, - x,). All differences between items interval cardinally compared
will be some multiple of a, where a is positive.

“ There are broader notions of ratio and interval cardinality that need not
require precision. These reject the understanding of cardinality in terms of standard
utility functions. I explore one such possible form of interval cardinality in chapter S.

“ There are some metaphysicians who claim that length can only be imprecisely
measured as well.

% See John Laird, 4n Enquiry Into Moral Notions ( London: Allen & Unwin),
1935; James Griffin, Well-Being, pp. 81, 96-98, 104; Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons,

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 431; and Derek Parfit, Practical Realism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press), forthcoming.

“ Another possibility is to claim mere ordinality on the differences rather than
the ratio cardinality on the differences implied by precise cardinality on the underlying
alternatives. One obvious way to achieve mere ordinality on the differences is to deny the
continuity assumption. Since this possible way of understanding imprecise cardinality is
much more complicated than what I have outlined above, for our purposes we can ignore
it. For a discussion of mere ordinality on the differences and its distinction from ratio
cardinality on the differences, see Tore Ellingsen, “Cardinal Utility: A History of
Hedinometry”, draft, 1990; Kranz, David H., Duncan R. Luce, Patrick Suppes and Amos

T Tversky, Foundations of Measurement: Volume I, Additive and Polynomial
Representations. (Academic Press, 1971), p. 433.
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CHAPTER 2

THE NORMATIVITY OF COMPARISONS

With the basic notion in hand, we can ask, why is incomparability significant? In
this chapter, I argue that incomparability has critical implications for practical reason, and in
particular, for the possibility of justified choice.

1. What Justifies Choice?

There is a strikingly persistent division on the question, What justifies choice?
Among economists, rational choice theorists, and decision theorists, it is almost universally
assumed that what justifies a given choice is a comparison of the alternatives, and in
particular, that the chosen alternative is better than or as good as each of the others.! Many
philosophers, however, especially those in the business of trying to understand the nature of
practical reason, take for granted that the justification of choice need not be a comparison of
the alternatives. The fulfillment of duties, the satisfaction of desires, the noncomparative
intrinsic or instrumental merits of the chosen altemnative, the dictates of good character, and
so on, might be justifying reasons for choice, and none of these considerations, it seems, is
properly understood as a comparison of the alternatives. Indeed, the debate among these
philosophers is framed not in terms of whether noncomparative considerations can justify
choice but in terms of which noncomparative considerations can.

The significance of this division between economists and philosophers has been
largely overlooked. This is because the disagreement is widely taken to be a mere reflection
of a more general disagreement between ‘teleologists’ and ‘nonteleologists’ about right
action. ‘Teleology’ is usually glossed as the view that a right action is one that ‘promotes
the good’, however ‘the good’ is understood. But this way of understanding teleology is
either nearly empty or too narrow to explain even prima facie the disagreement about
justifying reasons. For ‘promotion’, at least on its ordinary understanding, is neutral as to its
object, and so all putative alternatives to teleology can, albeit with varying degrees of ease,
be characterized as ‘promoting’ the good. So, for example, deontological views might be
said to hold that agents should promote obligation-satisfyingness, and their peculiar Kantian
varieties that agents should promote the autonomy of will through the proper exercise of
practical reason. Virtue theories might be said to hold that agents should promote good
character. Adopting a capacious view of ‘action’, ‘expressivist’ theories might be said to
hold that agents should promote proper emotions, feelings, and other judgement-sensitive
attitudes.” Similar descriptions can be offered for less mainstream views, such as ones
according to which a right action is one favoured by the best theory of the relevant values at
stake® or expresses one’s love for something.* If, on the other hand ‘teleology’ is to mark
out a distinct approach to right action, ‘promoting’ the good must be understood as a term

of art. This might be done by restricting the object of promotion to ‘purposes’ as opposed to
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‘the good’. But then it becomes more difficult to see how the disagreement between
philosophers and economists about justifying reasons could have been thought to be a mere
reflection of a disagreement about promoting purposes or promoting something else. For
why should we think, even prima facie, that the special status afforded to purposes implies
that justification must be a matter of comparisons of the alternatives?

Perhaps then the disagreement has been thought to reflect the divide between
consequentialists and nonconsequentialists. * It might seem that comparisons of alternatives
with respect to some value can be justifying reasons only if consequentialism is correct. If I
am justified in choosing x over y because x is in some way better than y, doesn’t that
justification amount to the fact (or belief in the subjective case) that the world with x in it is
better in the relevant respect than the world with y in it? Tim Scanlon writes that on the
most plausible interpretation of decision theory, the economist’s account of the justification
of choice “is applicable only to situations in which the only relevant reasons concem the

desirability of various states of affairs.”

But the disagreement between economists and
philosophers over justifying reasons is not a reflection of a disagreement about whether
consequences are all that matters. The two disagreements cut across one another. That
justifying reasons are always comparisons of the alternatives can be separated from the view
that all that matters are states of affair. For one thing, actions, strictly construed, need not be
the only things compared; judgement-sensitive attitudes, things, persons, events, etc.,
themselves can be objects of choice. For another thing, the values with respect to which
items are compared need not be goodness of states of affair. I may compare two alternatives
with respect to which fulfills my moral obligations better and be justified in choosing one
not because the state of affairs in which I choose it is better than the one in which I don’t
(though that may be true), but because the one option is itself better with respect to fulfilling
my moral obligations. What matters to a choice need not be goodness of state of affairs per
se, though the justified choice, once chosen, may lead to or constitute one.

[ shall argue that the disagreement over whether justifying reasons are
comparisons of the alternatives helps to illuminate a fundamental feature of practical
justification. My aim in this chapter is to sketch and defend an account of practical
justification which highlights this feature. If the account is correct, there is a natural way in
which we can understand the disagreement between economists and philosophers, one in

which the economists’ view of justifying reasons is, in an important sense, vindicated.

2. Comparativism, Justifying Reasons, and Choice Situations

The account of practical justification I shall defend is a version of a general view
we might call comparativism. Comparativism holds that in any choice situation, a
comparison of the alternatives with respect to an appropriate covering value is necessary to
the justification of choice. If comparativism is correct, the significance of incomparability
among alternatives is very great indeed. For if alternatives are incomparable, justified
choice is precluded. Widespread incomparability seriously undermines the possibility of
leading lives of reason.

It might strike some that comparativism is trivially true given the nature of choice.
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After all, choice is essentially for one alternative as opposed to another;” if one must choose
a dessert, one does not strictly choose lemon tart if that is all there is on the menu. For there
to be choice, there must be more than one option available, even if the only other option 1s
to refuse to choose the given option. Choice of one option as opposed to another suggests
that the merits of the alternatives must be compared against one another, for how else can
one choose this as opposed to that? Thus, it might be thought that comparativism follows
trivially from the very concept of choice; making a choice requires making a comparison,
and in this way the justification of choice is derivatively dependent on a comparison. This 1s
too hasty. Choice requires more than one alternative, but this is not to say that it requires
that an agent compare the alternatives. At the very most, choice requires that all the options
be, in some sense, ‘taken into account’, but this falls short of requiring a comparison of their
merits. I may choose a life of quiet contemplation, having considered what alternative sorts
of lives would be like, but I can choose without comparing: the quiet life moves me. If
comparativism is to be won, it cannot be won trivially by appeal to this conceptual feature
of choice.

There is another way in which comparativism might be thought to be trivially true.
A justified choice is always one which there is the most reason to choose. So a justification
of choice is always ‘it was best with respect to justification/rationality/ought-to-be-
chosenness’. In this way, justification of choice depends on a comparison of the
alternatives. But this is to misunderstand comparativism. It is not a claim about the structure
of practical rationality. Indeed, we may grant that practical rationality has this structure —
that every justified choice is one that is in some sense ‘best with respect to justification’. But
it is still an open, substantive question as to how ‘best with respect to justification’ is to be
understood. Some think that a ‘best justified’ choice is the one that is ‘good enough’. Others
think that a ‘best justified’ choice is one that meets some noncomparative standard, for
example, fulfills a duty or is what the phronimos would choose. Comparativism is a
substantive view about practical justification, one that must be defended by substantive
argument, not by appeal to the concept of practical reason itself.

Before we begin our investigation of comparativism, we need to do away with
some preliminaries. Start with the idea of a justification of choice. A justification of choice
is a choice’s justifying reason, that is, a reason that justifies choosing the chosen alternative.
A justifying reason serves as a recommendation for the chosen option and is theoretically
distinct from both an agent’s motivation for choosing and the reason for which she chose as
she did, though in any given case all three may coincide. Every reason has normative force:
if one has a reason to choose x, then, ceteris paribus, one ought to choose it. A justifying
reason has sufficient normative force to satisfy the demand for justification. By ‘satisfy the
demand for justification’, I do not mean anything mysterious but rather the intuitive idea of
providing a satisfactory answer to the normative question, ‘Why should one choose x?’. For
example, one might ask ‘Why did you tell Mary that her husband was having an affair?’. A
justifying reason might be ‘Because she deserves to know the truth’. Or a student mught
want to know why his paper should receive a failing grade. A satisfactory response might be

“Your paper is devoid of argument, poorly written, dysfunctionally organized, and it has no
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redeeming philosophical qualities’. A justifying reason silences the demand for justificatory
explanation.

The account I offer is of objective practical justification. That is, by ‘justification’,
I mean the warrant there is for an agent’s choosing one alternative among a given set in a
choice situation, whatever her epistemic state, at least where her epistemic state is not
relevant to the warrant. Though I fashion my arguments for a thorough-going objectivist
view, the arguments can, with little modification, be applied to justification relative to an
ordinary agent with all or some of her foibles.

All choices are made in the context of a choice situation. Roughly, a choice
situation is any actual or possible® situation in which an individual agent must choose only
one of the multiple alternatives available’® to her. I shall take for granted the notion of a
choice situation; we know one when we see one. Therefore, I will not be troubling myself
with pathological cases, such as ones in which there are an infinite number of alternatives or
the alternatives are hopelessly ill-defined.

Every choice situation is governed by a value. Call this the choice value. A choice
situation is not well-defined, either objectively or subjectively, unless there is some value
that determines what matters in that situation. So, for example, a list of alternatives does not
make a choice situation; there must be a value that indicates what relevance those
alternatives have to the situation at hand. The choice value helps to individuate one choice
situation from another. A choice situation involving two philosophers governed by the
choice value of ‘philosophical talent’ is very different from one involving those
philosophers governed by ‘sartorial elegance’. One is what one might encounter in trying to
fill a philosophy post, and the other while trying to fill the title of ‘Nattiest Philosopher’.
The choice value must be well-defined, but this is not to say that it cannot be vague. We
might know that what matters in a particular choice situation is kindness, but kindness may
be a vague concept.

Not only are choice situations governed by a value, but choice itself must be
understood relative to the choice value (either as it is or as it i1s taken to be). We might
distinguish ‘selection’ — opting for one thing over another for no reason — from ‘choice’ ~
opting for one thing over another on the basis of a reason. Selection is explained without
recourse to any reason the agent believed she had; choice can only be explained by appeal
to the reason the agent believed she had - it is the reason for which she chose as she did. I
might have selected to go to London simply because I got on the wrong train, but if I chose
to go to London, I did so on the basis of a reason. It may not have been a good reason, and I
may even be mistaken in thinking that I had a reason, but to call my opting a ‘choosing’, it
must be true that I believed I had a reason. Now I cannot believe I have a reason to choose
something unless I have in mind some value in terms of which that choice is to be made.
Choice implies belief in a reason which in turn implies a value in terms of which the choice
is made. An explanation of an agent’s choice, then, must make reference to the choice value
that governs the choice situation. We might explain a choice between two philosophers in
terms of the value of philosophical talent. Or we might explain it in terms of sartorial

elegance. It makes no sense, however, for one philosopher to be chosen simpliciter.'®
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Not only does choice conceptually presuppose a choice value, but the justification
of choice is constrained by the choice value. So, for example, “Because one wears polyester
and the other does not” might be a justification where the choice value governing a choice
between two philosophers is nattiness, but it will not be a justification if the choice value is
philosophical talent.

Talk of a choice value is reminiscent of our discussion of covering values in the
previous chapter. A choice value makes the choice the choice it is just as a covering value
makes a comparison the comparison it is. And just as the choice value constrains the
justification of choice, the covering value constrains the truth of the comparison in terms of
which the comparison is made. As in the previous chapter, we here assume that where there
are multiple values that matter in a choice situation, those values are contributory values of
a single choice value. (We see why such an assumption is warranted in the next chapter).
While it is worth noting the parallels between choice values and covering values, it is also
worth emphasizing that the requirement that choices be relative to a value does not by itself
entail comparativism. For there is nothing in the requirement that there be a choice value
that implies that there must be a comparison of the alternatives in order for there to be
justified choice. Thus, the conceptual framework is neutral on the substantive question of

whether comparativism 1s true.

3. Comparativism

Comparativism holds that a comparison of the alternatives is necessary to the
justification of a choice between them. In what way the comparison is necessary, however,
is left open. The most common form of comparativism understands the necessity relation in
the strictest possible way: a comparison is necessary in that it is identical to the justification.
We begin our examination of comparativism by exploring this form of it. This strict form,
however, is commonly held to suffer from various defects, each of which motivates an
alternative, noncomparativist account of justifying reasons. As we will see, however, none
of these accounts provides a genuine alternative to comparativism. Indeed, the investigation
of these putatively alternative accounts naturally gives rise to a less strict form of
comparativism which illuminates an important distinction between justification and

normativity.

3.1. Optimizing

Comparativism in its standard form holds that justifying reasons are optimizing,
that is, they are considerations that the chosen alternative is better than or as good as the
others with respect to the choice value. A justified choice is thereby ‘optimal’. Thus,
according to these accounts, the justification of choice is a comparison of the alternatives,
and in particular, that the chosen option is better than or as good with respect to the choice
value than any of the other alternatives. Optimization understands the necessity of a
comparison to justification in the strictest possible way: a comparison of the alternatives just
is the justification. This view is nearly universal among economists and rational choice and

decision theorists.!' Even philosophers who oppose optimization grant that optimizing
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reasons are justifying reasons but maintain only that they are not the only kind of justifying
reasons there are. Sometimes optimization is thought to be definitional of practical
rationality.'? But as we have already pointed out above, choosing what there is most reason
to choose is merely the formal structure of practical rationality, and optimization is offered
as a substantive account of what it is for there to be the most reason to choose.

We must be careful not to dismiss optimizing accounts by thinking, wrongly, that
they commit us to the view that what matters to choice is quantity of value, and specifically,
the more, the better. The thought is that since optimizing accounts represent a justified
option as one that bears the greatest quantity of whatever value is at stake, optimizing must
presuppose that what matters in choice is amount of value. The charge has been most
vigorously levelled against maximizing, a form of optimizing that represents a justified
choice as that which bears the greatest number of units of whatever value is at stake.
Classical forms of utilitarianism, for example, have been traditional targets of this attack.
But the attack does not succeed. For optimizing accounts, whether maximizing or not, need net”
hold that whar it is for a choice to be justified is for it to bear the greatest quantity of
whatever value is at stake. Optimizers, if they hold that there is complete comparability,
need only assume that the justification of choice can be represented by, not reduced to,
quantities of value.'” As we saw in chapter 1, the Trichotomy Thesis, which optimizing
accounts assume, guarantees such numerical representability. And if they think there is
some incomparability, then they need not assume even that; for where there is
incomparability, there can be at best only partial numerical representation.

Optimizing has great intuitive appeal. Surely if one alternative is better than all the
others or two are equal-bests with respect to what matters in the choice situation, then
choosing any of those alternatives is for that reason justified. And how can a choice be
justified if no alternative is as meritorious as or more meritorious than any of the others?

There is, 1 believe, a general underlying intuition about the nature of choice
situations that explains the appeal of optimization. This is the thought that choice situations
are by their very nature ‘competitive’. Take, for instance, a choice situation in which one
must choose the winner of a poetry contest or the victor of a gymnastics meet or ‘Best Play’
for a Tony Award. Where the choice situation is itself literally a competition, the justifying
reason for choice must be a comparison. It will not do to choose “The Last Night of
Ballyhoo” on the grounds that it displays insightfulness about prejudice. For “A Doll’s
House” displays in a more profound way an even greater insight into prejudice. If one is
justified in choosing “Ballyhoo”, it must be because that play is at as good as or better than
the others with respect to the choice value. Such is the nature of choice in the context of
competitions.

Other choice situations, though not literally competitions, might also be seen as
pitting alternatives against one another with respect to the choice value. Take, for instance, a
choice between two possible hobbies and a choice value of worthwhileness. You could take
up the harpsichord or learn Chinese. There is a sense in which the alternatives compete
against one another by vying for the appellation ‘most worthwhile’. If they can be

compared with respect to worthwhileness, it is plausible to suppose that the justification for
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choosing one over the other will be that comparison. That learning to play the harpsichord,
is a worthwhile pursuit will not justify your choice. For learning Chinese may be even more
worthwhile. Perhaps all choice situations are competitive in this way.

One should not think that optimization is not at work simply because a comparison
need not be cited as a justifying reason. Noncomparative considerations can, for instance,
operate as shorthand — that is, as abbreviations — for the relevant comparison. We know we
have an abbreviation for a justifying reason if the reason offered does not, given the choice
value, satisfy the demand for justification. So, for example, in the hobbies case, I might
offer ‘Because the harpsichord is a subtle keyboard instrument’ in response to the demand
for justification. But if worthwhileness is what matters in the choice situation, this will not
satisfy the demand for justification. One might reasonably press me on my response by
asking, ‘But do you think it’'s more worthwhile?” Now my response would satisfy the
demand for justification if it is understood as an abbreviation for the claim that taking up the
harpsichord is more worthwhile; my highlighting the subtlety of the instrument may
indicate why I find it more worthwhile. This is not to say, of course, that the claim 1s true; [
may have underestimated the worthwhileness of being able to communicate with over half
the world’s population.

That noncomparative considerations may operate as abbreviations for comparisons
is suggested also by the fact that, if we do not know what choice value is at stake, we
understand an agent’s reply to the demand for justification as indicating a comparison of the
items with respect to the choice value. Suppose that my reply in the hobbies case is
‘Because playing the harpsichord is a special skill’. Without any notion of what the choice
value might be, we naturally take this response to indicate that the choice value is something
along the lines of ‘specialness of skill’, and the justifying reason to be that playing the
harpsichord is better with respect to specialness of skill than speaking Chinese. Ordinary
language considerations of this sort, then, should not be taken to undermine optimization.

Some will find the idea that all choice situations are competitive intuitive. But
there are some choice situations which are decidedly not competitive. If I must choose
between saving my child’s life and a million dollars, it would be odd to think that the
alternatives ‘compete’ against one another with respect to the choice value. I have a duty to
save my child and my duty — not a comparison of the alternatives — justifies my choice.
Staying home to tend my ailing mother rather than attend the philosophy conference I want
to attend might be justified because that is my filial duty. Assigning one’s students Hume’s
Treatise instead of secondary literature might be justified because one ought to have
students read primary literature. Choosing lemon tart rather than pumpkin flan for dessert
may be justified just because that is what one feels like having. Sometimes, the reason
justifying a choice can be a matter of some absolute, noncomparative feature of the chosen
alternative or one’s simply ‘feeling like it’. If this is right, then optimizing is not the correct
account of justifying reasons since not all justifying reasons are comparisons. Since
optimizing cannot plausibly account for these counterexamples, we will have to look

elsewhere for a defense of comparativism.
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3.2. Alternatives to optimizing

Several thinkers have offered accounts of justification that are alternatives to
optimization and to comparativism in general. These rival views hold that the justification
of choice does not depend — or at least does not always depend — on a comparison of the
alternatives, either because there are noncomparative considerations that may justify choice
when comparative considerations run out or because comparisons are in some way
irrelevant to justification.

Joseph Raz, for example, thinks that the ‘will’ can justify choice when
comparative reasons run out.'* Elizabeth Anderson argues that in certain cases of
incomparability, norms of rationality provide justification for choice.”” James Griffin
maintains that prudence as well as legal or moral consensus help to ‘shape’ and ‘extend’ the
moral norms which provide the standards according to which we may justifiably choose
between morally incomparable alternatives.'® Others argue that certain practical norms
demand that justification be noncomparative. Steven Lukes, for example, points out that a
monk’s choice of celibacy is not justified by a comparison of the alternatives but is instead a
sacrifice demanded of him by the sacred values involved.'” Elizabeth Anderson,'® Richard
Pildes," and Cass Sunstein? think that certain alternatives have a ‘higher’ status than others,
and that choosing them on the basis of a comparison violates their integrity. Instead, choice
between goods of different status is justified by practical norms of some kind that have as
their basis the intrinsic merits of the goods at stake. Still others find other reasons to think
that justification need not be comparative. John Finnis thinks that incomparability, far from
precluding justified choice, is a pre-requisite of it, at least in cases of morally significant
choice. His idea seems to be that if the justification of a morally significant choice depended
on comparison, the agent would not be truly “free” to express his moral agency since the
comparative fact would determine the correct choice.”' Charles Taylor explains how
“articulation” of goods and a keen sense of the “shape” of our lives and of the way different
goods fit within it provide us with the reasons we need for justified choice.”* The
specificationism of Henry Richardson and David Wiggins, and its variants, such as Elijah
Millgram’s ‘incrementalism’, maintain that justifying reasons can be garnered from
practically specified understandings of the values or alternatives at stake with an eye on
what really matters.” Isaac Levi thinks that choice is justified in cases of *‘unresolved
conflict” if the chosen alternative is “admissible”, that is, not worse than any of the other
alternatives.?* Michael Slote thinks that a choice is justified if it is “good enough”.”® And
Michae!l Stocker thinks that justifying reasons can be based on the absolute, “concrete”
merits of the chosen alternative.”®

As far as I am aware, every existing nonoptimizing account of justifying reasons,
with a difficult class of exceptions to be discussed below, falls into one of three categories:
satisficing, maximalizing, or absolutizing. Each in turn can be seen to be motivated by some
putative defect of optimizing.

First is the thought that optimizing is too demanding. Why should rationality
require that we always go for what is comparatively best? Sometimes one is justified in

choosing what is ‘good enough’, even though there may be something better in the offing.
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Such accounts hold that justifying reasons can be satisficing, that is, they might be the
consideration that the chosen alternative is good enough. Second is a worry about whether
the alternatives can be ranked by the standard trichotomy of relations. Perhaps though none
of the standard trichotomy holds, the assertion that one is not worse than the others is
sufficient justification for choosing that one. So the consideration that the chosen alternative
is not worse than the others may be a justifying reason; that is, justifying reasons might be
maximalizing¥’ Third, and by far the most common, is the worry that justifying reasons
need not be comparative at all; a justifying reason is not — perhaps cannot be — a comparison
of the alternatives. It is instead an ‘absolute’, i.e., noncomparative, merit of the chosen
alternative. Justifying reasons, that is, might be absolutizing.*® Absolutizing considerations
might be taken to form a large and diverse class, including considerations that the chosen
alternative satisfies or expresses or constitutes some good, duty, desire, virtue or good
character. ‘Because the chosen alternative satisfies my desire’, ‘because it is my duty’,
‘because it is good’, ‘because it expresses my self-ideal’, ‘because it is what the phronimos
would choose’, and so on might be taken to be absolutizing considerations.

Each of these alternatives purports to be an improvement on optimizing in that it
does not depend on the comparability of the alternatives; each explains practical
justification in a way that does not, supposedly, depend on the comparability of the

alternatives. But, as we will see, none has the advantage over optimizing in this regard.

3.2.1. A pragmatic problem

Any alternative to optimization holding that choice can be justified among
incomparables is subject to a practical worry. This worry most commonly surfaces in cases
of unknown dynamic choice, where the identity of alternatives relevant to the justification
of choice now, become known only later. If choice among incomparables can be justified,
practical reason could, in principle, justify a series of choices analogous to cyclical
preferences with disastrous ‘money-pump’ consequences.

Take a hum-drum example. Suppose I am about to enjoy a tall, cool glass of
freshly squeezed lemonade. You intervene, offering your tumbler of freshly-squeezed
orange juice. Suppose too that the lemonade and orange juice are incomparable with respect
to goodness of taste. According to alternative views, choice between incomparables can be
justified. Ex hypothesi, my trading the lemonade for the orange juice may be justified. So I
make the trade. But just as I am about to drink the orange juice, you again intervene, this
time offering me a glass of not-quite-as-fresh lemonade. The slightly less fresh lemonade,
only marginally less delicious than its fresher counterpart, is still incomparable with the
orange juice, and again I make the ex hypothesi justified trade. I am thus left with less fresh
lemonade, but I began with fresher lemonade, which by my lights is definitely tastier. I
have, through a series of choices sanctioned by practical reason, moved from something I
consider more meritorious to something 1 consider less meritorious. Iterated across
alternatives and covering values, such a pattern of choice may leave us with lives barely
worth living. All those who would oppose optimizing, then, must provide a well-motivated,

non-ad-hoc account of how practical reason prohibits agents from becoming ‘merit
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pumps’.”
The more serious challenge to nonoptimizing accounts, however, is theoretical. As
we shall see, each alternative account of justifying reasons cannot escape appeal to

comparativism, all justifying reasons depend on a comparison of the alternatives.

3.2.2. Satisficing

Begin with satisficing — choosing an alternative that is ‘good enough’. Michael
Slote, for example, urges that the seller of a house may be justified in accepting an offer
within a satisfactory range even though she knows that a better offer will be forthcoming.*
It is worth noting that it is hard to make sense of satisficing in choice situations in which the
given alternatives are immediately available. If confronted with a choice between a
$159,000 offer and a $169,000 offer, it would be very bizarre indeed to think that, ceteris
paribus, choosing the former was justified. The fact that satisficing is hard to justify where
the better alternative is at hand (or certain to be available in the future or available without
transaction cost) suggests that something fishy is going on — perhaps some non-zero
probability that the better alternative will fail to materialise or will involve some cost is
surreptitiously being assumed.

Some satisficers, however, dig in their heels at this point. A seller may be perfectly
justified, they insist, in accepting the lower offer. How can this be? Slote urges that “we find
it humanly understandable and not intuitively unreasonable that someone should lack an
interest in the greatest heights of well-being or happiness and should actually reject the
latter in favor of moderate or sufficient comfort or well-being.”*' So our seller may just be
someone who sets his sights at $159,000, although he would not deny that the extra $10,000
would increase his enjoyment of the choice value. What accounts for the rationality of such
a person? Clearly, it is the goodness of having moderate ends that accounts for the
rationality of satisficing.’? Put differently, a different choice value governs the situation for
the satisficer than for the optimizer. For the optimizer the choice value might be ‘getting as
much money as I can’ and for the satisficer, ‘getting a reasonable amount’.

If we understand satisficing in this way, it natural to take as the justifying reason a
comparison of the alternatives with respect to that moderate choice value. So, for example,
if the offers I receive are $109,000, $159,000 and $169,000 and $159,000 is a reasonable
amount, then I may be justified in going for $159,000 because $159,000 is as good as or
better than the alternatives with respect to getting a reasonable amount. Perhaps $159,000
and $169,000 are equally good with respect to getting a reasonable amount, i.e., getting
$159,000. (Indeed, perhaps $169,000 is worse since it is less perfect in meeting the choice
value). In this case, the justifying reason is not that the chosen alternative is good enough,
but that it is as good as or better than all its rivals with respect to what is good enough.

But satisficing need not be understood in this way. We can take seriously the idea
that the choice value is ‘getting as much money as I can’; nevertheless, accepting $159,000
in face of a higher offer is justified because $159,000 is good enough with respect to getting
as much money as I can. In this case, we need to understand what it is for something to be

‘good enough with respect to the choice value’.
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There are two possibilities here. Either being good enough with respect to V is
itself generated by a comparison of the alternatives or of all possible counterfactual
alternatives, i.e., all possible bearers of V that could be alternatives for choice, or being
good enough with respect to V is a noncomparative, ‘absolute’ matter. Take the first
possibility. ‘Good enough’ might be understood as ‘around the mean of the alternatives’ or
‘the median of the available alternatives’ or ‘between the 85th and 90th percentile of all
possible bearers of V that could be alternatives for choice’. So, in the case where I have
offers of $109,000, $159,000 and $169,000, I may be justified in going for $159,000
because that is ‘good enough’, where what is ‘good enough’ is whatever is the median of
the available alternatives. The justifying reason in this case is not that $159,000 is as good
as or better than the alternatives with respect to ‘getting the median of the available
alternatives’ — that was the case we considered above when the moderate end was itself the
choice value — but rather a different consideration, namely, that of the three alternatives,
$159,000 is better than one and worse than the other. In this case we have a modified
version of comparativism; the justifying reason is not the consideration that the chosen item
1s as good as or better than the others but rather that it is better than some of the alternatives
or counterfactual alternatives and worse than other alternatives or counterfactual
alternatives. On this first possibility, then, something’s being good enough can be a
justifying reason only if its being good enough is understood as its standing in certain
comparative relations with the alternatives or counterfactual alternatives. Though we do not
have optimizing, we still have a form of comparativism.

The second possibility collapses satisficing into a form of absolutizing. What is
good enough with respect to V is given by some absolute, noncomparative standard; the
justification of choice is an absolute consideration, viz., that the alternative is good enough
with respect to V. As we will see, absolutizing accounts do not pose a challenge to
comparativism. If this is right, then we can conclude that satisficing does not present a real

alternative to comparativism.

3.2.3. Maximalizing

Maximalizing considerations fare no better. Note that something’s being not worse
is not a comparative consideration, for it is not a positive comparison (or, put differently,
something’s being not worse does not entail any evaluative difference between them). Isaac
Levi offers a maximalizing account of justifying reasons.*® I may be justified in choosing
the legal career over the philosophical one, where the choice value is goodness as a career,
on the grounds that the legal career is not a worse career than the philosophical one. But that
the chosen alternative is not worse than the alternatives cannot justify the choice. For ‘x is
not worse than y with respect to V’ may be true because x and y are incomparable with
respect to V. But the incomparability of x and y is no reason for choosing x; that x and y are
incomparable does not justify choosing one over the other. This is not to say that choice
between incomparables cannot be justified, only that that they are incomparable can’t be the
justifying reason. Given that being incomparable is not a justifying reason, being not worse

than, which is entailed by it, cannot be one either. And if we exclude the case in which the
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alternatives are incomparable from our understanding of ‘not worse than’, then, assuming
Trichotomy, maximalizing reasons reduce to optimizing ones. For ‘not worse than’ will be
equivalent to ‘better than or as good as’.

There is something plausible about maximalizing, however. Conflict situations like
the careers case above are common. It seems there is no comparison of the alternatives with
respect to the choice value. And there is something intuitively rational about a policy which
requires that we choose only what is not worse. But the rationality of a maximalizing policy
1s one thing, and maximalizing justifications another. We can understand maximalizing, in
other words, as a general pragmatic policy for determining what the choice value is in
situations in which, no matter how carefully we deliberate, there seems to be no comparison
of the alternatives with respect to the covering value. So, for instance, in our careers case, it
may be rational to adopt a maximalizing policy in the face of conflict. In this case, the
choice value shifts: we no longer see the choice as one in which what matter is V, but rather
as one in which what matters is maximalizing V. If we cannot determine which career we
ought to choose, where what matters is goodness of career, then it may be rational to
conceive of the choice situation differently, as one in which what matters is choosing a
career that is not worse than the others with respect to goodness of career. But notice that
the justifying reason in such cases is a comparison of the alternatives with respect to
maximalizing the original choice value. Maximalizing reasons, then, turn out to be
comparisons of the alternatives with respect to maximality and so pose no challenge to

comparativism.

3.2.4. Absolutizing

The largest category of accounts that challenge comparativism are absolutizing.
According to these accounts, noncomparative considerations can be justifying reasons.
Unlike satisficing reasons, absolutizing reasons, by definition, involve standards that are
noncomparative. And unlike maximalizing reasons, considerations like, ‘it is good’ are not
plausibly understood as comparisons of the alternatives. It would be rather strained to think
that ‘it is good’ reduces to ‘it is better with respect to goodness’. So perhaps comparativism
has met its match at last.

Absolutizing reasons are essentially noncomparisons. Michael Stocker explains his
version of absolutizing as follows: “[Absolutizers] can ... be understood as advocating
concrete sorts of lives, projects, courses of action, friendships, and so on. These are
advocated because of what they concretely are — that is, the sorts of lives, projects, and so
on they are....I choose [an alternative] because of the concrete ways it is good — how it will
fit into my life, what I will then be able to do, and so on.”** Absolutizing reasons treat the
comparison of alternatives as irrelevant to choice.

Absolutizing relies on the idea that it is the noncomparative goodness (concrete or
not) of the chosen alternative that justifies choosing it. But absolutizing accounts differ
according to how this noncomparative goodness is understood. Some accounts see
justifying reasons as deriving from a standard that is not a normative requirement. Call

these ‘non-regulative standards’. So for example, Stocker’s form of absolutizing, according
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to which justifying reasons are those that meet some concrete excellence, does not appeal
essentially to a requirement telling us what we ought to do but rather to a non-regulative
standard of goodness of a life, that is, an evaluative description of what a good life is. A
regulative standard, in contrast, is a rule about how one should act, feel, intend, and so on.
So, for example, Anderson’s absolutizing according to which justifying reasons are the
expression of normative requirement of rationality, appeals essentially to a rule about how
one should regard objects of choice. Roughly, non-regulative standards are those that appeal
to ‘values’ as that term is normally, narrowly understood, plus virtues of character and the
satisfaction of desires; while regulative standards are those that appeal to normative
requirements of rationality or morality, understood as deontological requirements.

There is something very appealing about absolutizing reasons. Here is a case from
Stocker:

“[S]uppose that I am content because I have achieved a good life.
Suppose further that I am now offered an opportunity to make my life even better
by changing jobs. I think that it need not indicate any moral or rational failing to
decline the offer....What...seems important is that I have achieved a certain sort of
life — a good life — and that having achieved such a life....what justifies my doing
what is nonmaximizing is how doing that fits into my life — a life that is good
enough, and that is good enough because of what it is like, not because it is better

than other lives open to me.””

This is an example in which ‘good enough’ is understood in absolutizing terms.
My life is ‘good enough’ in that it bears a certain, concrete goodness. This concrete
goodness is sufficient grounds for my choosing my current life over one I recognize is
better. Now if the life that I could have bears all the same contributory values as my current
life but is better in every contributory respect than the life I currently lead, and if the
choosing is costless, then it is likely that turning down the better life would be irrational.*
If, on the other hand, the offered life is better even though it lacks some of the contributory
values my current life bears, then Stocker’s case has some plausibility. Perhaps the
contributory value merits specific to my current life are sufficient grounds for sticking with
it in the face of an alternative that would, with respect to ‘goodness of life’, be an
improvement.

But we can understand this to be so only if we understand the choice value as
‘goodness of a life with such-and-such concrete merits’ as opposed to ‘goodness of the best
life possible’. For if the fact that my life has such-and-such concrete merits can provide
grounds for rejecting another life that is better with respect to a value of which ‘goodness of
a life with such-and-such concrete merits’ is a contributory value, it must be because that
value makes essential reference to the concrete merits of my life. But then the choice takes
on an entirely differpnt cast; we have a choice between two lives, the offered one of which
is worse with respect to ‘goodness of a life with such-and-such concrete ments’, for the

offered life is missing some of those concrete merits.’” Stocker’s case has plausibility only if
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we do not make clear what the choice value in the choice situation is. Once the choice
situation is well-formed, the attack on optimizing is not so persuasive.

Although Stocker’s form of absolutizing may not be entirely convincing, it does
not follow that absolutizing in general must reduce to optimizing. For the persuasiveness of
the reduction may depend on whether the standard to which the putative justifying reason
appeals is regulative or non-regulative. Indeed, there is good reason to think that the
reduction will be most plausible for accounts that rely on non-regulative standards of
goodness. This is because the fact that the chosen item meets some standard — whether itself
an intrinsic or instrumental goodness — can only plausibly satisfy the demand for
justification if it is understood as an abbreviation for the claim that the chosen item best
satisfies the standard. This is true whether the operational verb is cognitive, like ‘satisfying’,
or noncognitive, like ‘expressing’. If I ask you to justify your decision to stick with your
current life in the face of the opportunity to make your life better by changing jobs, and you
reply that your life allows you to work only four days a week, I can understand this as a
justification only if I understand you to take the relevant value as one with respect to which
the alternative life is not better. So, for instance, I might understand you to take ‘freedom to
spend time with the kids’ to be what matters in the choice situation. If I think the choice
value is ‘goodness of the best life possible’, instead of accepting your proffered reason, I
will point out that the alternative life is better.

Suppose, in contrast, that the putative justifying reason were something along the
lines of ‘I have a duty to my boss to stay in my present job’. In this case, the proffered
reason does silence the demand for justification. This seems true even if the choice value is
understood as ‘goodness of the best life possible’.

I think that any attempt to reduce absolutizing reasons that appeal to regulative
standards of goodness to comparisons of the alternatives must fail. This is because appeal to
the regulative goodness of an alternative does satisfy the normative demand for justification.
Duties and obligations satisfy the demand for justification and cannot plausibly be reduced
to comparisons of the alternatives.’® Thus, there is a form of absolutizing that successfully
holds that justifying reasons need not be comparisons of the alternatives.

But this result should not be taken to imply that comparativism is false. Although
some absolutizing reasons are not themselves comparisons, as we shall see, they
nevertheless depend on comparisons. I believe that any justifying reason ultimately depends
for its justifying force on a comparison of the alternatives. Where the justifying reason is
itself a comparison of the alternatives, there is a coincidence of justifying reason and
justifying force. Where the justifying reason is not a comparison of the alternatives, a
comparison is nevertheless required for there to be any justifying reason at all. The
‘justifying force’ of a justifying reason is the consideration in virtue of which that reason
justifies, that is, the consideration in virtue of which the reason is a justifying reason. Put
differently, the source of a reason’s justifying force is the source of normativity of the
justifying reason. If comparisons provide the justifying force for every justifying reason,

they are a basic source of the normativity of practical reason.
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3.3. Justifying force

Without justifying force, a reason cannot justify a choice. We should ask two
questions. First, how is the justifying force of a justifying reason distinct from the justifying
reason itself? Second, why should we think comparisons of alternatives provide justifying
force?

Take the first question first. Consider an analogy with inferences. What justifies
the inference q from the premises that p and if p then q? The premises support the
conclusion, but that in virtue of which they support it is the rule of inference, modus
ponens. The rule of modus ponens is not any part of the support for the conclusion but is
instead that in virtue of which the premises support the conclusion. Or take an analogy
closer to hand. Nagel argues that Hume was wrong in thinking that beliefs could not
motivate without the aid of a desire. For while it is true that a belief that there is reason to x
may motivate me to x only in virtue of a disposition to be so motivated in the face of such a
belief, that disposition need not be understood as a desire, nor, in any case, as part of the
motivation.*®

Similarly, a reason may justify in virtue of something which is no part of the
reason but is a condition for the reason’s having the force that it does. The justifying force
of a reason is a kind of background condition that must be true in order for the reason to
satisfy the demand for justification. Consider the following examples. I may justifiably
choose to go out to dinner rather than grade papers because I promised to show my friend a
good time. The fact that my choice fulfills a promise silences the demand for justification,
but it can do so only if it is true that going to dinner is at least as good with respect to
fulfilling that promise &$ grading papers would be. Or take my choice to live near my
parents rather than in an exciting new city. I may justifiably so choose because staying close
to home expresses my filial obligation. There is no need to press me for further reasons; that
it expresses my filial obligation silences the demand for justification. At the same time, it
silences the demand only if it is true that staying close to home is at least as good with
respect to expressing my filial obligation &5 moving far away to the big city. We might
put the point this way. Some considerations are of a fype that satisfies the demand for
justification. Thus, they can be justifying reasons. But they justify only in virtue of a
background comparative fact about the alternatives.

To see that comparisons provide reasons with their justifying force, suppose the
opposite. If certain absolutizing reasons justify independently of comparisons, we should be
able to substitute an unchosen alternative with a new alternative (or the new altemative
could simply be added to the original set) and, regardless of the merits of the new
alternative, the original choice would still be justified. But there is good reason to think this
is false. An obligation to keep a promise may justify my choice to go out to dinner if the
only other option is grading papers, but it may fail to do so if rollerblading on the beach is
also on offer, for rollerblading on the beach may better fulfill my promise to show my
friend a good time. And my filial obligation justifies my choosing to live near my parents,
when the only other option is to move far away, but throw in the possibility of building an

extension to the house or having them move in, and it no longer justifies the choice. It is a

Chapter 2



58

necessary condition for a duty or obligation to justify choice that the chosen alternative is at
least as good as the alternatives with respect to fulfilling, expressing, etc., that duty or
obligation. In general, it is only in virtue of a comparison of the alternatives with respect to
whatever consideration is the justifying reason that there can be any justification in the first
place.

The claim that the normativity of practical justification derives from a comparisoh
of the alternatives vindicates comparativism, but only by loosening the connection between
comparison and justification. The justification need not be identical to a comparison, but the
normativity of any justification — its justifying force — will be a comparison of the
alternatives. Note that this way of defending comparativism goes beyond optimizing in two
ways. First, unlike optimizing, it denies that all justifying reasons are comparisons of the
alternatives. It is not true that the chosen alternative, to be justified, must be optimal with
respect to the choice value. Now, it might be thought that our favoured form of
comparativism is simply optimization at a higher level — at the level of justifying force.
After all, we have said that whatever consideration is a justifying reason, it can justify only
if the chosen alternative is ‘at least as good’ as its rivals with respect to fulfilling,
expressing, etc., that consideration. But while optimizing assumes the Trichotomy Thesis,
our defense of comparativism does not. For all that is needed for a reason to justify is the
comparison that the chosen alternative is ‘at least as good’ as the others. ‘At least as good
as’, we pointed out in chapter 1, should be understood as leaving open the possibility that
items may be related by some positive relation beyond ‘better than’ and ‘equally good’. It is
this general idea of being comparable and yet not being worse that is needed for our
argument to go through, not the more specific idea that is tied to the Trichotomy Thests.

It might be thought that our preferred form of comparativism is simply a form of
maximalizing at the level of justifying force. The normativity of any justifying reason is
given by the consideration that the chosen alternative is not worse with respect to
maximalizing the choice value. But the view is rather that the normativity is given by the
positive comparison between the alternatives with respect to the choice value. If it is a
positive comparison that provides the normativity — if, that is, the evaluative difference
between the alternatives with respect to the choice value provides the justifying force — then

understanding normativity in terms of maximalization is overbroad.

If our form of comparativism is correct, the economists’ basic intuition that a
comparison of alternatives is crucial to the justification of choice is correct. Of course,
philosophers have rightly criticized economists for thinking that justifying reasons must be
comparisons. Even so, as we have seen, in most cases justifying reasons are comparisons.
The one kind of case in which putative justifying reasons cannot be plausibly reduced to
comparisons of the alternatives is that where the reason is a consideration that the chosen
alternative meet or expresses or constitutes, etc., some regulative standard of goodness. In
the final section, we turn to another kind of case which we set aside at the outset of our

discussion.
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4. A Challenge to Comparativism: Whims

There is one class of exceptions to our four-part categorization of types of
justifying reasons. These are the cases in which whims and desires — themselves, not their
satisfaction — are justifying reasons for choice. ‘That I feel like it’ or ‘Because I want to’
seem to have normative force independently of any comparison of the alternatives.

Consider a choice between two confections for dessert. The choice value might be
gustatory pleasure or novelty. Here, a comparison is not necessary for justification; indeed,
a comparison of the alternatives is irrelevant. I may be justified in choosing the lemon tart
rather than the pumpkin flan simply because [ feel like it. This is so even if the flan tastes
better, or I’ve had lemon tart every day for the past month, or if the desserts are
incomparable. If you say to me, “Look, what matters is gustatory pleasure, and the pumpkin
flan will give you more”, I might reasonably rejoin, “But I feel like lemon tart”. The
demand for justification in such a choice situation is satisfied by the reason, “because I feel
like it”. In such cases, whims are justifying reasons for choice and comparisons of the
alternatives with respect to the choice value are irrelevant.

Now it might be wondered why the fact that ‘I feel like it’ silences the demand for
justification doesn’t indicate that the choice value is not gustatory pleasure but ‘what I feel
like’? Perhaps reference to a whim must be understood as shorthand for ‘because the chosen
alternative is better with respect to satisfying my whim’. As we saw above, the satisfaction
of desires is a non-regulative standard, and any putative justifying reason that appeals to a
non-regulative standard can be reduced to a comparison. The question then is whether there
is conceptual space for ‘Because I feel like it’ that is distinct from ‘Because it satisfies my
desire’. Clearly there is. ‘Feeling like it’ need not be a comparative matter at all. Put another
way, ‘feeling like it’ is attached to the chosen item: what one feels like is what one has
chosen. It makes no sense to wonder whether pumpkin flan is better with respect to ‘feeling
like lemon tart’ than lemon tart is. ‘Feeling like it’, then, precludes the possibility that the
other alternatives are better with respect to what one feels like. (This is not to deny that one
can be mistaken about what one feels like).

Some philosophers have argued that whims and desires, insofar as they are
noncognitive, that is brute orectic states, can never be reasons, let alone justifying reasons,
for choice. So, for example, Warren Quinn queries how we can ‘rationalize’ the actions of
someone who turns on radios whenever he sees one simply because he wants to — not
because he thinks turning on radios is conducive to some end, but just because has the brute
desire to do s0.*° Joseph Raz points out that the agent himself will be unable to make sense
of a brute desire to paint potatoes green, unless there is “something in the action, his beliefs
about it, or its circumstances and consequences which appears to him to make the action
sensible”.*' Brute desires cannot make sense of actions, and so they certainly cannot justify
them. Quinn and Raz argue instead that some cognitive evaluation of the goodness of the
alternative, where the ‘goodness’ in question is non-regulative, must be the justifying reason
if we are to make sense of the choice; I am justified in going for the tart not because that is
my whim but because the tart tastes good. That it tastes good, or that I believe it does, may
give rise to my whim, but it is the evaluation that justifies my going for the tart. Put
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differently, the Quinn-Raz suggestion is that “Because I feel like it” should be understood as
shorthand for the non-regulative evaluation “Because it is good”. This view is also held,
with variations, by Tim Scanlon and Derek Parfit.*?

The implications for comparativism of the Quinn-Raz view of whim cases depends
on whether evaluations of the form “Because it is good” depend on comparisons. Indeed,
the motivation for the Quinn-Raz understanding of whims derives from general cognitivist
commitments; Quinn, Raz, and others think that reasons in general are evaluations of the
alternatives. By understanding feelings-like-it as evaluations, these reasons-cognitivists can
offer a unified account of reasons. Put differently, whim cases on the Quinn-Raz view can
be generalized; what’s true in whim cases is true in all other cases — the justifying reason is
an evaluation of the alternatives in terms of some non-regulative standard. If all reasons,
ie., non-regulative evaluations, depend on comparisons, then reasons-cognitivism will
entail comparativism. I argued above that justifying reasons of the form “Because it is
good” reduce to comparisons. If those arguments are correct, the Quinn-Raz understanding
of whim cases will pose no threat to comparativism. What looks like a hostile kind of case
for comparativism — whims as justifying reasons — turns out, if the Quinn-Raz
understanding of them is correct, to be friendly after all.

There is, however, another way to understand whims as justifying reasons. On this
view, whims are justifying reasons, but only in virtue of an evaluation of the choice as
trivial, that is, as one in which it does not much matter which alternative one chooses.*’ This
view is highly plausible. For reflection reveals that whims cannot justify unless the choice is
a trivial one.* For careers, life partnerships, places to live and so on are not — usually —
justifiably chosen on the basis of a lark. Consider our desserts case. Suppose we change the
situation so that the choice is of great significance. The choice value might be ‘avoidance of
death’; perhaps one of the desserts is poisoned, and I am victim to a game of gourmand
roulette. My ‘feeling like it’ in these circumstances would not be a justifying reason; rather,
considerations about which dessert was more conducive to my longevity would be required
to justify my choice. Whims justify choice whenever choice is trivial. That a choice is trivial
provides the justifying force for the reason.

There are two ways in which a choice can be trivial, that is, two ways in which it
can fail to matter which alternative one chooses. If there 1s very little difference in merit
between the alternatives, then choice between them is in a comparative sense trivial. So a
choice between two careers, just about equally meritorious, is trivial in this sense, with the
limiting case being one of evaluative identity. These cases pose no problem for
comparativism since the judgement that the choice is trivial depends on a comparison of the
alternatives. In many of these cases, whims will not justify the choice. But there is also a
noncomparative, absolute sense of triviality. In this sense, a choice between two careers or
lives or life-partners will be nontrivial. Choices that have significance for one’s life or in the
grand scheme of things are nontrivial in the absolute sense. Our modified desserts case is
another example of nontriviality in the absolute sense. In these cases, the evaluation of a
choice as trivial does not depend on a comparison.

Although a declared proponent of comparativism, I think there are two compelling
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reasons for adopting the ‘triviality’ view of whims over the Quinn-Raz view.* First, the
absolute-triviality view keeps intact our ordinary understanding of whims as justifying
reasons in absolute-trivial cases. This is not to say that ordinary intuitions should never be
displaced by theoretical grounds. (In blackjack, you had better stand on 12 when the dealer
has 6.) But our notion of reasons is very likely primitive,*® and our intuitions about it should
not, as a methodological matter, be disturbed for reasons of mere theoretical unity.

Second, the Quinn-Raz view can make sense of only one kind of whim case — that
in which an agent has a whim based on beliefs about the alternatives. Many cases of whims
are like this. In deciding between the desserts, I may, by imagining how the tangy, cool
filling mingles with the light, delicate shell, form beliefs about how the lemon tart would
taste and the pleasure I would get from sinking my teeth into a piece. But some whim cases
are not informed by beliefs about the alternatives. Sometimes we are justified in choosing
on a whim where the merits of the alternatives are uncertain. If you give me two desserts in
black boxes, I might justifiably choose one box on a whim, not because I formed any beliefs
about what the box contained or about which box would be more conducive to my
gustatory pleasure, but simply because I felt like choosing that one. Alternatives need not be
in black boxes for an agent to justifiably choose on the basis of an uninformed whim. I may
form no beliefs about the lemon tart and yet have a hankering for it. Such whims can justify
choice so long as the choice is absolutely trivial. It might be said in reply that choosing on
the basis of uninformed whims is equivalent to choosing for no reason. But even an
uninformed whim expresses an inclination that choosing for ‘no reason’ does not.

So we must adopt the absolute-triviality view over the Quinn-Raz view. There are
then some choice situations in which the justifying reasons are not comparisons and that the
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