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 Suboptimal beneficence
Agent x has two options:

A = do nothing
B = save y’s left arm at some cost to himself

Both A and B are permissible. Given that the cost −α that x has to incur to
save y’s arm is sufficiently large relative to the benefit +β conferred on y, x is
permitted but not required to benefit y. Helping y is good but not required and
hence classifies as supererogatory.

A = do nothing
C = save both of y’s arms at the same cost to himself

Although the benefit is greater than in the previous case, helping y is not required
if the cost to x is sufficiently large. Both A and C are then permissible.

A = do nothing
B = save y’s left arm at some cost to himself
C = save both of y’s arms at the same cost to himself

When all three options are available, however, only A and C are permissible. B is
impermissible. As Parfit notes, saving only one arm when one can save both at
the same cost is ‘grossly perverse’ (cf. Parfit: , p.  and Kagan: , pp.
- & -). Suboptimal beneficence of this kind is impermissible. Conse-
quently, neither supererogation nor agent-relative prerogatives can be understood

Taking the default to be A, we can represent the choice situation as follows (n.b. nothing
hangs on construing A to be the default – this is simply done for illustrative purposes).

x y
A  
B −α +β
C −α +( × β)
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in terms of threshold models. Such models include options that are above the
threshold, but are nevertheless suboptimal in this objectionable way and hence
impermissible. In addition, the impermissibility of suboptimal beneficence is of
significant practical relevance.

 Sequential choice
The intuitive verdict that only A and C are permissible when choosing from the
triple {A, B, C} receives further support from sequential cases. An agent first
decides whether to do nothing=A or to incur the cost=D. If the cost is incurred,
he faces a subsequent choice between two (by then costless) beneficent actions:
saving only y’s left arm = B+ or saving both arms = C+.

D+C+
 : +( × β)

D+B+
 : +β−α : 

A

 : 

The following three diachronic choice consistency conditions, namely (i) sepa-
rability from choice history, (ii) dynamic consistency, and (iii) reduction of se-
quential choice, together with the substantive claim that (iv) in a choice between
costless versions of B and C, namely B+ and C+, where doing nothing is not an
option, only C+ is permissible, imply that in the nonsequential case only A and
C are permissible whereas B is impermissible.

First, separability implies that the choice between B+ and C+ as part of the
larger decision tree has to be the same as that between these options in an isolated
tree. The agent has to choose at node n in the subtree in the same way as at node
n in a corresponding isolated tree.

Nor in terms of moving bands (cf. Hurka and Shubert: ).
Cf. Pummer:  who has argued that these cases support effective altruism.
Cf. Cubitt:  for formal statements of these conditions.
The same reasoning applies when the agent first decides whether to incur the cost in order

to save one arm and, if the cost is incurred, then faces a subsequent decision whether to save the
second arm at no additional cost

This argument only requires separability from choice history, not separability from chance
history. The latter applies when deciding under uncertainty and is rather contentious, given its
connection to the independence axiom of expected utility theory. Cf. Cubitt:  for a precise
characterisation of these separability principles.
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C+

 : +(× β)

B+

 : +
β

This choice is between two costless acts of beneficence. (Given a counterfactual
baseline for evaluating benefits, only C+ will classify as an act of beneficence.)
There is no reason (and no excuse) for choosing the suboptimal one. B+ is im-
permissible. Separability then implies that B+ is likewise impermissible in the
subtree at node n. First incurring the cost and then performing the subopti-
mal beneficent action is as problematic as choosing B+ when deciding between
two costless acts of beneficence. The fact that a cost was previously incurred that
could have been avoided by doing nothing does not affect the permissibility of
this choice.

Second, dynamic consistency requires that choices at subsequent nodes are
consistent with the strategies adopted at prior nodes. Plans adopted at later nodes
have to be continuations of the original plan. Subsequent evaluations have to
agree with the initial evaluation. By requiring the choice at n to be a continua-
tion of a permissible strategy at n, dynamic consistency establishes that the only
strategy that goes via n that is permissible from the outset is the one that results
in C+, given that one has to choose C+ rather than B+ at the subsequent choice
node.

Third, reduction of sequential choice requires the sequential case to be treated
analogously to the nonsequential case. Sequential choice has to agree with nonse-
quential choice. The permissible strategies in the complex tree have to correspond
to those that are permissible in the nonsequential tree that has the same normal
form.

Some complications arise. We will see in section  that a commitment to agent-relative
prerogatives is only compatible with dynamic consistency when using global choice principles.
Global choice, however, is incompatible with separability, which seems to undermine the first
step of the argument. Yet, we can specify a restricted separability principle that is compatible
with global choice and that allows us to establish the impermissibility of suboptimal beneficence.
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C

−
α
: +
(×

β)

B
−α : +β

A

 :


Since {A, B, C} and {A, D+B+, D+C+} have the same payoffs, reduction implies
that B is permissible iff D+B+ is permissible. Since B+ is impermissible (given
separability), the strategy D+B+ is impermissible at n (given dynamic consis-
tency), which implies that B is impermissible in the nonsequential case (given
reduction). Suboptimal beneficence is, accordingly, impermissible, even when
doing nothing is permissible, both in the sequential and the nonsequential case.

Those, such as McMahan: , who consider all three options to be permis-
sible when choosing nonsequentially from {A, B, C}, yet consider the equivalent
of B to be impermissible when choosing sequentially from {A, D+B+, D+C+},
have to reject dynamic consistency or reduction of sequential choice. It will then
be permissible in certain cases to ‘pay’ (either by incurring a greater cost, or by
foregoing to confer a greater benefit) in order to achieve an outcome that is avail-
able but that otherwise could not permissibly be brought about. The agent can
permissibly reach the outcome of B− but not the superior outcome of D+B+.

D+C+
 : + × β

D+B+

 : +β

−
α
: 

B−
−(α+ ϵ) : +β

A

 :


Here one is allowed to bring about benefit β but only at a larger cost to the agent,
namely −(α + ϵ), but not at the smaller cost of only −α.





D+C+
 : + × β

D+B+
 : +β

−
α
: 

B−
−α : +(β − ϵ)

A

 :


Here one is allowed to incur cost −α in order to confer benefit +(β− ϵ) but not
allowed to incur this cost in order to confer a slightly greater benefit +β.

 Agent-relative prerogatives
The prohibition on suboptimal beneficence follows from an agent-relative the-
ory that understands permissible actions in terms of a dominance principle de-
fined over both the agent-relative and the agent-neutral ordering. This theory
incorporates agent-relative prerogatives, allowing agents to act on the basis of the
agent-relative evaluation that is centred on the agent. The agent can permissibly
privilege (i.e. be partial towards) himself as well as those who are close to the
agent and is not required to be impartial and do what is agent-neutrally best.

An agent-relative axiological theory consists of an agent-relative and an agent-
neutral ordering. Alternatives can be evaluated in two different ways. The evalu-
ation is either indexed on the perspective of the agent, in which case it is sensitive
to identity facts and thereby allows for partiality. Or it abstracts from the identity
of the agent, making it an impartial evaluation that is permutation-invariant.

These two evaluations are connected. The agent-relative evaluation results
when applying a modification function to the agent-neutral evaluation.

Vrelative(y) = k × Vneutral(y),where k = f(d(x, y))

The modifier k is a function f of distance d in moral space between the agent x on
whom the evaluation is centred and the person y whose well-being is evaluated,
where distance itself is a function of morally significant relationships between the
persons. The strength of the multiplier is inversely related to distance. The greater
the distance, the smaller the multiplier. The closer someone is to the agent, the
more that person counts from the agent’s perspective. For a complete stranger
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k = , i.e. f(d(x,stranger)) = , which means that the agent-relative reason is
equally strong as the agent-neutral reason, whereas max k = f(d(x,x)), i.e. no
one is more closely related to the agent than the agent himself.

We have two standpoints from which things can be evaluated, each giving rise
to a complete ordering that weighs up all the costs and benefits: the agent-relative
and the agent-neutral standpoint. Although the two evaluations are connected
via the modification function k, the resulting orderings cannot be weighed up
against each other (cf. Bader: , section . and Bader: ). This is not
merely an epistemic concern about our ability to precisely weigh up the different
values. Nor is it an issue of incommensurability, given that the modification
function ensures that the two evaluations are commensurable. Instead, the issue
is that the values are internal to their respective standpoints and that there is no
further standpoint that subsumes them both. There is no further perspective that
allows us to combine these evaluations by determining their relative weights. All
we have are these two standpoints, neither of which is privileged over the other.

The top-elements of the two orderings are endorsed by their respective stand-
points. Since neither standpoints is subordinated, in particular since neither
standpoint is privileged over the other, there is nothing that can counteract their
respective endorsements. The agent can hence permissibly perform those actions
that are undominated on at least one ordering. He can either do what is agent-
relatively best or what is agent-neutrally best. The following dominance principles
defined over both orderings yield the set of permissible actions.

weak pure dominance
C(X) = {x ∈ X : ¬∃y¬∃z ∈ X(y >relative x ∧ z >neutral x) ∧ ¬∃w ∈
X[(w ≥relative x ∧ w >neutral x) ∨ (w >relative x ∧ w ≥neutral x)]}

strict pure dominance
For an account of modification functions, cf. Bader: . For a detailed treatment of this

theory of agent-relativity cf. “Personal, general, and impersonal good” Bader: manuscript.
There would be no room for prerogatives if there were to be a correct way of weighing them

up. Cf. Hurka and Shubert: , pp. - who argue that permissions cannot be generated
when operating with values or reasons and hence advocate positing underivative permissions.

Given that there is not one way to weigh them up, one might consider all possible ways of
weighing them up and taking an action to be permissible if it is permissible according to some
way of weighing them up. This amounts to taking the union of the optimising choice sets of
all convex combinations of the two evaluations, i.e. Vcombined = λVrelative + ( − λ)Vneutral.
The difference between λ being in the closed or open unit interval corresponds to the difference
between strict and weak dominance principles: strict if λ ∈ [, ] and weak if λ ∈ (, ). (The
two asymmetric principles correspond to λ ∈ (, ] and λ ∈ [, ).) This way of weighing up the
two evaluations, however, corresponds neither to the pure nor the mixed dominance principles. It
is more permissive than the pure principle and less permissive than the mixed principle. Moreover,
it does not satisfy dynamic consistency.

These principles are somewhat similar to the dual-ranking theories developed by Sider: 
and Portmore: , which are based on the self v. other distinction rather than the agent-relative
v. agent-neutral distinction. (Thanks to Doug Portmore for pointing out these articles to me.)
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C(X) = {x ∈ X : ¬∃y¬∃z ∈ X(y >relative x ∧ z >neutral x))}

The strict dominance principle rules out those alternatives that are not top-elements
on either ordering. The weak principle also rules out alternatives that are tied for
top-element on one ordering with something that dominates them on the other
ordering. The weak principle treats the agent-relative and the agent-neutral or-
derings symmetrically. There are also two asymmetric principles that require only
one of the disjuncts featuring in the weak dominance principle: either ¬∃w ∈
X(w ≥relative x ∧ w >neutral x) or ¬∃w ∈ X(w >relative x ∧ w ≥neutral x). In order
to argue in favour of the weak principle (over the strict principle as well as over
the two asymmetric principles), two possibilities need to be ruled out.

First, is one allowed to perform an action that is agent-relatively worse yet
tied in terms of agent-neutral value? Here the question is whether one can set
aside agent-relative reasons and take up an agent-neutral perspective, even when
this does not make things impartially better. For instance, is it permitted to help
a stranger rather than a friend when the benefit is the same, so that these options
are equally good from the agent-neutral perspective, yet the latter is preferable
from the agent-relative perspective? By citing the importance of friendship one
can justify to the stranger that one is not helping him but instead one’s friend.
Yet it would seem that one cannot justify to one’s friend why one is not helping
him. Helping the stranger could be justified if doing so would bring about more
agent-neutral good. However, when the alternative is not impartially better, then
this justification is not available.

Second, is one allowed to perform an action that is suboptimal agent-neutrally
but tied in terms of agent-relative value? Performing such an action looks like
a gratuitous failure to promote the impartial good. The alternative effectively
amounts to a case of ‘costless’ beneficence, insofar as there is no net cost in terms
of agent-relative good (though it may involve costs to the agent), and hence would
seem to be required. Given that the two actions are equally good agent-relatively,
one cannot cite any agent-relative considerations to justify not performing that
action which is agent-neutrally optimal.

These considerations suggest that we should adopt the weak rather than strict
dominance principle. The arguments of this paper, however, go through on both
versions. In each case the dominance principle can account for the permissibility
pattern with which we started.

When choosing between A and B, both are permissible. The agent-relative
ordering is: A > B. The agent-neutral ordering is: B > A. This ensures that nei-
ther option is dominated, so that both options end up in the choice set. The same
reasoning explains why both A and C are permissible if one is to choose between
thesm. When choosing between all three alternatives, however, the agent-relative
ordering is: A > C > B, whereas the agent-neutral ordering is: C > B > A.
The dominance principles allow the agent to either pick option A (which is agent-
relatively best) or option C (which is agent-neutrally best). Options, such as B,
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that are suboptimal on both orderings, by contrast, are impermissible. The agent-
relative prerogative justifies x in choosing A rather than C, but does not justify
choosing B rather than C, thereby ensuring that A and C end up in the choice
set whereas B is excluded.

 Mixed dominance
The reasoning that renders B impermissible when choosing from {A, B, C} also
applies when the two different ways of helping do not involve the same cost, but
when the agent needs to incur a slightly larger cost to confer the greater benefit.

x y
A  
B −α +β
C− −(α + ϵ) +( × β)

A and C− are the only permissible options as long as ϵ is sufficiently small. B does
become permissible when the additional cost is sufficiently large. For instance, B
is no longer impermissible if the additional cost is as large as the original cost, i.e.
when C−− involves a cost of −( × α) for x and a benefit of +( × β) for y.

x y
A  
B −α +β
C−− −( × α) +( × β)

The pure dominance principles, however, exclude B from the choice set since B
is suboptimal on both orderings. Yet, intuitively, B should be permissible when
C−− is the alternative. This becomes clear when thinking of an analogous se-
quential choice situation, whereby x is faced on two separate occasions with the
option of doing nothing or conferring benefit β at cost α.

x y
≈ A ,  , 
≈ B , −α , +β
≈ B −α,  +β, 
≈ C−− −α, −α +β, +β





≈ C−−
−α : +β

≈B
 : −α : +β

≈B
−α : +β

≈A
 : 

 : 

Intuitively, both alternatives are permissible at each node. That x has (not) helped
at the first choice node does not imply that he has to (not) help again at the second
node. Although we will reject separability in section , the reasons for doing so
do not apply to this case, given that the initial choice makes no difference to the
rest of the decision tree. The sub-tree that one faces at the second node is the
same independently of whether one has helped at the initial node. The choice at
n has no effect on what options are available at n: in each case one can either
do nothing or confer benefit β at cost α. Moreover, if separability were to fail
in this case, it would support rather than rule out mixed strategies, since it is
understandable that an agent does not help again if he has already helped in the
past. It is, accordingly, permissible for the agent to help only once. Since helping
once is the analogue of choosing B from {A, B, C−−}, reduction of sequential
choice implies that B is likewise permissible.

A more nuanced approach is thus required. The pure dominance principles
allow one to either adopt the relative or the neutral perspective. The agent can
then perform actions that are permissible according to at least one point of view.
We can weaken these principles and allow the agent to perform any action that
is not dominated by some alternative on both orderings.

weak mixed dominance

C(X) = {x ∈ X : ¬∃y ∈ X[(y ≥relative x ∧ y >neutral x) ∨ (y >relative
x ∧ y ≥neutral x)]}

strict mixed dominance

C(X) = {x ∈ X : ¬∃y ∈ X(y >relative x ∧ y >neutral x)}

If some alternative dominates an action from both the agent-relative and the
agent-neutral perspective, then that action is impermissible. By contrast, if both
orderings agree that an action is suboptimal but they disagree on the reasons for
which it is suboptimal, then it is not impermissible. To be impermissible, the

The principles are weaker in that they are more permissive. It is easier for things not to be
dominated since the condition being specified by the dominance principle is stricter such that
less things can satisfy this condition.





orderings not only have to agree that something is dominated, i.e. that it is not a
top element, but also have to classify it as being suboptimal for the same reason,
i.e. they have to agree on which alternative dominates it. Unless they agree, the
reason for which the one perspective rules out a given action will not be admissi-
ble from the standpoint of the other, and vice versa. There will then be no agreed
reason for ruling it out.

To be responsive to the fact that an action is suboptimal is to not perform
this action but instead one that dominates it. If there is no agreed reason, the
agent cannot be responsive to both perspectives. There will be an action that
dominates it on the agent-relative ordering and an action that dominates it on
the agent-neutral ordering, but no action that dominates it on both orderings.
The agent can then either be responsive to the agent-relative or the agent-neutral
perspective, but not to both. Even though the other point of view agrees that the
action is to be ruled out, the agent cannot be responsive to both of the reasons for
which it is ruled out. Instead, the agent will end up siding with one perspective
and will do something that the opposing point of view deems to be worse than the
action that both points of view consider to be suboptimal. It is for this reason that
one should operate with the mixed dominance principles and consider actions to
be permissible, even if they are suboptimal on both orderings, as long as there is
no agreed reason for considering them to be suboptimal.

These mixed dominance principles ensure that, whilst B is impermissible
when A and C− are the other alternatives, B is permissible in the case of C−−. As
long as the additional cost is sufficiently small, C− is above B in both rankings.
The cost has to be so small that the agent would have to incur−ϵ to confer benefit
+β. Helping is not optional but required when the value of the additional bene-
fit is greater than the additional cost, even from the agent-relative perspective, i.e.
k× ϵ ≤ β. (We need a strict rather than weak inequality if we are using the weak
rather than strict mixed dominance principle.) However, if the additional cost is
sufficiently large, i.e. if k × ϵ > β, then it is optional and not required to incur
this cost to confer benefit β. The mixed principle then renders B permissible.
Whilst B is ranked below C− on both orderings (relative: A > C− > B and
neutral: C− > B > A), B is ranked above C−− on the agent-relative ordering
(relative: A > B > C−− and neutral: C−− > B > A). There is hence no option
that dominates B on both orderings. Whilst being dominated on both orderings,
B is dominated by one option, namely C−−, on the agent-neutral ordering, yet
by another option, namely A, on the agent-relative ordering.

The mixed dominance principles which require the different orderings to
agree allow us to construct a single combined evaluation, namely an intersection
quasi-ordering. Since it is an incomplete ordering, we have to apply a maximis-

The modification function, in this way, determines precisely how much greater to x the ad-
ditional cost has to be in order for B to be permissible.
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ing rather than optimising function to determine the choice set. The difference
between the weak and the strict mixed dominance principles over the two order-
ings concerns the construction of this quasi-ordering. The difference is whether
x ≫ y only requires x to be strictly better than y with respect to one of>relative and
>neutral whilst being weakly better with respect to the other, or whether x needs
to be strictly better on both orderings.

weak intersection

x ≫ y =df x ≥relative y ∧ x ≥neutral y ∧ ¬(x ≡ y)

where

x ≡ y =df x =relative y ∧ x =neutral y

strict intersection

x ≫ y =df x >relative y ∧ x >neutral y

The choice set then contains all alternatives that are not strictly dominated with
respect to the intersection quasi-ordering.

C(X) = {x ∈ X : ¬∃y ∈ X(y ≫ x)}

 Prerogatives and beneficence
This account explains not only why it is impermissible to help suboptimally, yet
permissible to not help. It also explains why it is impermissible to help subopti-
mally, even though it is permissible to not do what is impartially best but instead
help those who are close to the agent. A moderate agent-relative theory that uses
a modifier k that is a continuous function of distance in moral space gives rise to
an agent-relative prerogative that not only allows the agent to privilege his own
interests but also the interests of those that are close to him. Accordingly, one
can help a relative rather than a stranger, even if the latter would benefit more.
Yet one is not permitted to engage in suboptimal beneficence either with respect
to strangers or with respect to one’s relatives.

x y r
A*   +γ
B*   +( × γ)
C*  +β 
D*  +( × β) 

An optimising choice function, which selects options that are at least as good as all the al-
ternatives, presupposes completeness. A maximising choice function, which selects undominated
options, is compatible with incompleteness (cf. Sen: ).

The modification function k does not only apply to the agent but to everyone.
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Since the modifier varies with distance in moral space, greater weight is assigned
to the well-being of those who are closer to the agent than those who are more
distant. If the relative r is sufficiently close to the agent x, then the modifier
k = f(d(x, r)) can ensure that, even though (×γ) < β, it is nevertheless the case
that k × γ >  × β (where y is a stranger so that the multiplier = ). The agent
is then permitted to take up either the agent-neutral perspective and perform
D* or the agent-relative perspective and perform B*. A* and C*, however, are
impermissible. They are suboptimal on both orderings. Agent-relative as well
as agent-neutral suboptimal beneficence are ruled out. We thus have a unified
account that encompasses both partiality to oneself and to others.

The prohibition of this kind of suboptimal beneficence, by contrast, cannot be
explained in terms of conditional obligations. Whilst one might be able to explain
the impermissibility of B when choosing from {A, B, C} by arguing that, even
though one is not required to help, one is obligated to help in the optimal way on
condition that one does help, this approach cannot account for the prohibition
of suboptimal beneficence (i.e. the impermissibility of A* as well as C*) when
choosing between helping relatives or helping strangers.

The conditional obligations approach can be spelled out either: . in terms
of obligations that are conditional on helping, or . in terms of obligations that
are conditional on incurring a cost (the idea here is that one can justify doing A
rather than C because of the cost involved in C, yet one cannot appeal to this cost
to justify doing B rather than C, given that both options involve this cost). Both
interpretations run into difficulties. Since all four options involve helping others,
it is of no use to bring in obligations that are conditional on helping. Similarly,
since the agent is not incurring any costs in this situation, bringing in obligations
that are conditional on incurring costs is to no avail.

 Agent-sacrificing options
The cost incurred by x in doing B or C has to be sufficiently large relative to the
benefit conferred upon y for it to be permissible that x does nothing (= A). From
the agent-relative perspective, the cost to x has to be at least as large as the benefit

Unlike accounts that are based on a self v. other asymmetry, e.g. Sider:  and Portmore:
, and accounts that build in a separate principle of partiality, e.g. Hurka and Shubert: 
and Horton: .

In addition, conditional accounts lack the resources to address the dynamic inconsistencies
identified in section , since this requires a suitable set of orderings in terms of which strategies
can be classified as being suboptimal by a global evaluation that takes counterfactual alternatives
into consideration.

What classifies as sufficiently large depends on the size of the benefit. There is no absolute
threshold but a relative threshold. If the benefit is very large, then an agent can be required to
incur a large cost. The agent is required to incur the cost as long as β > k × α.
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to y: Vrelative(A) ≥ Vrelative(C), i.e. k × α ≥ k ×  × β. Otherwise, A will not
be a top-element in the agent-relative ordering. The cost is also not allowed to be
too large (relative to the benefit), i.e. α ≤ β. The benefit would otherwise not
be worth the cost from the agent-neutral perspective. Otherwise, A would be the
(only) top-element in the agent-neutral ordering and B would be impermissible
when choosing between A and B.

Accordingly, the following inequalities have to be satisfied:

k × α ≥  × β > β ≥ α

(When using the weak dominance condition, A needs to be the only top-element
in the agent-relative ordering if it is to be permissible. The agent-relative evalua-
tion then needs to satisfy a slightly stronger condition: Vrelative(A) > Vrelative(C)
and hence k× α > × β. Likewise, A is not allowed to be a top-element in the
agent-neutral ordering for B to be permissible when choosing between A and B.
The agent-neutral evaluation then needs to satisfy a slightly stronger condition:
Vneutral(B) > Vneutral(A) and hence α < β.)

Since α ≤ β, agent-relative prerogatives only allow for departures from what
is impartially best by justifying agent-favouring options whereby the agent can be
partial to himself and those who are close to him. They do not, however, justify
agent-sacrificing options whereby the cost that is incurred by the agent is greater
than the benefit that is conferred. Such behaviour is suboptimal from both
perspectives. It can neither be condoned from the agent-neutral perspective nor
from the agent-relative perspective.

The prohibition on agent-sacrificing behaviour can be explained by noting
that the well-being of the agent matters morally and generates reasons in the
same way as the well-being of anyone else. The benefits hence have to be suffi-
ciently large in order to justify the costs that the agent has to incur. The costs to
the agent speak against the action and there have to be sufficiently strong counter-
vailing considerations that speak in favour of incurring these costs. Cases of agent-
sacrificing whereby the benefit is smaller than the cost do not satisfy this condi-
tion. Engaging in agent-sacrificing is not merely imprudent but morally prob-
lematic. By bringing about less value, both agent-relatively and agent-neutrally,

Given that y is a stranger, the agent-relative modifier for y is: k = . We hence have the
weak inequality: k × α ≥  × β.

Thanks to Tom Hurka for pressing me to say more about agent-sacrificing options.
Agent-relative good is not a form of prudential good but of moral good. The agent-relative

v. agent-neutral distinction is not to be confused with the prudential v. moral contrast. What is
good relative to x is also not to be conflated with what is good for x. This is particularly clear when
concerned with benefitting people who are close to the agent. Benefiting them is not a matter of
prudence (or some other form of non-moral reason) but a matter of partiality.

This account differs sharply from theories based on a self v. other asymmetry. Portmore,
for instance, argues that “there is no requiring reason to promote one’s own wellbeing per se”
(Portmore: . p. ) but instead only a justifying reason.
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than if the action had not been performed, such an agent is not suitably responsive
to moral reasons.

Difficulties would arise in making sense of agent-relative prerogatives if one
were to treat the agent’s well-being differently. If one identifies the agent-neutral
point of view as the moral point of view, then it is difficult to see how it can be
permissible to depart from this point of view. Accordingly, we should not think
of prerogatives in terms of non-moral reasons competing against moral reasons.
Instead, we are dealing with two moral points of view from which things can be
evaluated. Since neither perspective is privileged, these two points of view must
agree that an action is dominated by another alternative for that action to be
impermissible.

One can respect that one’s own happiness gives rise to moral reasons yet
nevertheless incorporate agent-sacrificing options into the theory by including
a patient-relative ordering. This ordering corresponds to an evaluation that is
centred on the patient – one person’s agent-relative ordering is another person’s
patient-relative ordering. One can then apply dominance principles over the
triple.

weak triple dominance

C(X)= {x ∈ X : ¬∃y ∈ X[(y ≥agent x∧y ≥neutral x∧y >patient x)∨(y ≥agent
x ∧ y >neutral x ∧ y ≥patient x) ∨ (y >agent x ∧ y ≥neutral x ∧ y ≥patient x)]}

strict triple dominance

C(X) = {x ∈ X : ¬∃y ∈ X(y >agent x ∧ y >neutral x ∧ y >patient x)}

This makes it permissible not only to act on the basis of the agent-relative eval-
uation alongside the agent-neutral evaluation, but also to occupy the position
of another. The agent is allowed to put himself into the shoes of someone else,
namely the person that the agent is acting upon, and act on the basis of the evalu-
ation centred on that person’s perspective. If that person could permissibly bring
about a certain distribution of costs and benefits by maximising that person’s
agent-relative ordering, then it is likewise permissible for the agent to do so, i.e.
to maximise the patient-relative ordering. (Given a suitable set of agent-relative
constraints, one can explain why it is permissible for the agent to sacrifice himself
in order to benefit someone else, yet not permissible for the stranger to impose
the same costs on the agent in order to incur the same benefit.)

This problem is closely related to the ‘paradox’ of supererogation. Cf. “It is hard to see how
it could be permissible, from the moral point of view, to refrain from doing something that you
have an undefeated reason (from that very point of view) to do. …Supererogation, according to
this way of seeing things, turns out to be impossible” (Dreier , ).

The dominance principles rule out suboptimal agent-sacrificing (both the gratuitous confer-
ring of a smaller benefit and the gratuitous incurring of a greater cost). Such behaviour is classified
as suboptimal on the patient-relative ordering.
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This allows for limited agent-sacrificing (contrary to the self-other asymme-
try). Although the costs that the agent can permissibly incur can be greater than
the benefits that are thereby conferred, the costs are nevertheless not allowed to be
excessive. Instead of α ≤ β, the condition is now that kz,x ×α ≤ kz,z ×β. The
fact that the modifier k applies to α ensures that how much x can sacrifice in order
to benefit z depends on how close z is to x. How the cost α is evaluated from the
patient’s perspective depends on the distance between z and x, which in turn de-
pends on the nature and strength of the morally significant relationships in which
z stands to x. The closer z is to x, the more significant α is from z’s perspective.
Relative to a given benefit β that accrues to z, the cost α that can be incurred by
x will be smaller the closer z is to x. Those who are close to the agent cannot as
easily condone self-sacrificial behaviour since the agent’s well-being matters more
from their perspective. In the same way that benefits to those who are close to
the agent matter more from the agent-relative perspective, so costs to the agent
matter more from the patient-relative perspective when the beneficiary is close
to the agent. More is at stake from z’s perspective so that the sacrifice is more
easily classified not only as agent-relatively as well as agent-neutrally suboptimal
but also as patient-relatively suboptimal.

Difficulties arise if multiple people are affected by the agent’s actions. Once
multiple patients are involved it becomes unclear whose perspective the agent
can take up. Can the agent identify with particular individuals (or particular
pluralities of individuals)? Or is the only patient-perspective that the agent can
permissibly adopt that of all the patients taken collectively? If the former were
the case, then the prohibition of suboptimal beneficence would be significantly
weakened.

x y
A  
B −α +β
C −α +( × β)

In the original case, B would still be impermissible. However, the situation would
be different in a variant case in which the beneficiary of the suboptimal act of
beneficence differs from the beneficiary of the optimal act of beneficence.

x y z
A′   
B′ −α +β 
C′ −α  +( × β)

The first k corresponds to the distance between the patient and the agent: k = f(d(z, x)),
whereas the second is max k = f(d(z, z)). Since d does not satisfy the symmetry axiom, it is a
pseudo-metric. Morally significant relationships need not be symmetric: x can be relatively close
to z, without z being close to x.

If z is required to incur a cost −α to confer a benefit +β on x, where α < β, then x cannot
sacrifice −β in order to confer +α on z (assuming the distance between x and z is symmetrical).
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The agent’s ranking is: A′ > C′ > B′ and the neutral ranking is: C′ > B′ > A′.
Even though the ranking centred on the patients taken collectively is likewise:
C′ > B′ > A′, the relative ranking centred on the individual patient y is: B′ >
C′ > A′. When taking this final ranking into consideration, all three alternatives
are permissible. Unlike B in the original case, B′ will then not be impermissible.
This suggests that the relevant contrast is between the agent (the one doing the
acting) and the patients taken collectively (all those who are acted upon). What
the agent can do is to take up their collective perspective rather than identify with
particular individuals.

One then has to find a way of combining their perspectives and construct a
plural perspective of the various patients taken collectively. We can do this by
allowing the distance function to take plural arguments, letting the multiplier
k be a function of the average distance. The distance of the zz’s to the agent x,
i.e. d(zz,x), which determines the modifier k that applies when evaluating x’s
well-being from the perspective of the zz’s will be the average distance:∑

zi≺zz d(zi, x)
|zz|

 Dynamic inconsistency
A and B are permissible when X = {A,B}, yet only A and C but not B are permis-
sible when X′ = {A,B,C}. Expansion consistency condition beta, accordingly,
fails. This condition requires that if two options are in a given choice set, then
one of them is in the choice set of any superset of the original set of alternatives
iff the other is also in the choice set.

beta : [x, y ∈ C(X) ∧ X ⊆ X′] → [x ∈ C(X′) ↔ y ∈ C(X′)]

Whilst violating condition beta, contraction consistency condition alpha is sat-
isfied.

alpha : [x ∈ C(X) ∧ x ∈ X′ ⊆ X] → x ∈ C(X′)

This violation of beta is analogous to that which arises when dealing with incom-
mensurable values, where two non-comparable options can be in a choice set yet
only one of them fails to be in the choice set of a superset of the set of alternatives,
since this superset involves a further alternative that dominates only this option
but is non-comparable to the other. Although the agent-relative axiology does
not involve incommensurability, since the agent-relative and agent-neutral eval-
uations are connected by a modification function and hence are comparable, we
are nevertheless dealing with choice functions that are defined over two separate
orderings.

Expansion consistency conditions gamma and delta are likewise satisfied.
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The fact that agent-relative prerogatives imply beta-violations is disconcerting
since this gives rise to dynamic inconsistencies. If an agent makes use of my-
opic choice principles (which are purely forward-looking) or sophisticated choice
principles (that use backwards induction), then there are cases in which he can,
by means of a sequence of permissible choices, bring about an outcome that is
deemed to be impermissible from the outset. The prohibition on suboptimal
beneficence thus appears to conflict with dynamic consistency.

This already came up in the sequential choice situation in which an agent is
faced on two occasions with the possibility of either doing nothing or conferring
benefit β at cost α. A dynamic inconsistency when applying the pure (rather than
mixed) dominance principle. Only the pure strategies, namely . not helping
in both cases or . helping in both cases, are permissible from the outset. How-
ever, when evaluated at the second choice node, both helping and not helping are
permissible independently of how the agent has chosen at the first choice node (as
long as one is using choice principles that satisfy separability). Only pure strate-
gies are admissible at the outset, yet mixed strategies can permissibly result when
applying the choice principles afresh at the second choice node. This dynamic
inconsistency is avoided by means of the mixed dominance principles, since they
classify mixed strategies as being permissible at the outset.

Some problems, however, remain. Dynamic inconsistency looms large in the
following choice situation. Agent x has to choose between A, B and a third option
D = save y’s left arm at a cost slightly greater than α, but then face a subsequent
choice between E = do nothing and F = save y’s right arm at a cost slightly less
than α, i.e. D+E is the dynamic equivalent of B−, whereas D+F is the dynamic
equivalent of C.

beta-violations also have implications for conditional obligations. When X = {A,B,C} the
choice set is C(X) = {A,C}. One is required to do either A or C. Given that one is not going to
do C, it might seem that one is required to do A, i.e. that one is subject to a conditional obligation
to do A on condition that one is not going to do C. This would be counterintuitive, cf. Horton:
, p. . However, given that beta is violated, this conditional obligation does not follow.
The choice set of a restriction of the set of alternatives need not correspond to the (non-empty)
restriction of the choice set. This is brought out clearly by an alternative formulation of beta that
highlights the corresponding contraction consistency condition: X ⊆ X′∧C(X)∩C(X′) ̸= ∅ →
C(X) ⊆ C(X′). Instead of restricting the choice set, i.e. C(X|¬C) = C(X)\C = {A}, we have to
apply the choice function to the restricted set of alternatives, i.e. C(X|¬C) = C(X\C) = {A,B}.
We then end up with the conditional obligation to do either A or B on condition that one is not
going to do C. (If the evaluation fails to be context-free, then the fact that C is a possible option
can affect the evaluation of B such that C(X|¬C) need not be the same as C(X \ C).)

Sider’s self-other utilitarianism (cf. Sider: ), for instance, suffers from this kind of dy-
namic inconsistency.

The same reasoning applies if one alters the benefit conferred on y, rather than the cost to
the agent:
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x y
A  
B −α +β
D+E −(α + ϵ),  +β, 
D+F −(α + ϵ), −(α− ϵ) +β, +β

D+F
−(α− ϵ) : +β

D+E
 : 

−
(α
+
ϵ) : +

β

B
−α : +β

A

 :


D+F is impartially best. D+E, by contrast, is suboptimal both agent-relatively and
agent-neutrally. Since it is dominated on both orderings by B, it is impermissible
according to the mixed dominance principles. Hence, one is only permitted to
choose D rather B at n given that one is going to do F rather than E. Yet, the
agent can permissibly perform D+E when choosing myopically, i.e. when apply-
ing the choice principle afresh after having chosen D and when faced with the
choice between E and F. Once the agent has done D and is choosing between
the continuations E and F, the additional cost that was involved in D is a sunk
cost that does not affect this subsequent choice. The evaluation at the original
node n does not cohere with that at node n. We are thus confronted with dy-
namic inconsistency. The strategy D+E is impermissible at the outset, yet can be
implemented by means of a sequence of permissible choices.

A case similar to that considered in section  is even clearer. This time the
agent does not first decide whether to incur the cost but instead decides whether
to do C or do nothing. If the agent decides to do nothing at n, he then faces a
subsequent choice at n of again doing nothing or choosing B.

x y
A  
B −α +β
D′+E′ −α,  +(β − ϵ), 
D′+F′ −α, −α +(β − ϵ), +(β + ϵ)
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C

−α : +( × β)

D+B
−α : +β

D+A
 : 

 : 

The strategy D+B is impermissible from the outset. Yet it can be implemented
by means of a sequence of permissible choices. In the isolated tree both A and
B are permissible. Separability then implies that B is a permissible continuation
of D at node n, conflicting with the evaluation at n. The separability principle,
accordingly, has to be restricted if one is to ensure dynamic consistency. It has to
be weakened so that the choice between A and B in the isolated tree can conflict
with the choice in the subtree.

Fortunately, we can restrict separability such that it is compatible with the
global choice principle developed in the next section, yet strong enough to un-
derwrite the argument in section  against suboptimal beneficence. Restricted
separability applies if the maximal elements (i.e. those that are undominated
with respect to the intersection quasi-ordering) are comparable in terms of the
intersection quasi-ordering, i.e. the agent-relative and agent-neutral orderings
agree on how they are to be ranked (which happens if they stand in ≡ to one
another). If a subtree is such that the maximal elements at ni are comparable
with each other, then the choice in the subtree has to agree with the choice at n
in a corresponding isolated tree. The members of the choice set are comparable
in that case and the maximising and optimising choice functions yield the same
choice set. This does not presuppose that all alternatives are comparable (i.e. it
is not required that ∀x, y ∈ X(x ≫ y ∨ x ≡ y ∨ x ≪ y)). This is because
it is possible for two non-comparable alternatives to be both dominated by the
same option, such that any x, y in X are either comparable or both dominated
by a further option that is comparable to each of them. The maximal elements
can thus be comparable to all other elements, without the non-maximal elements
having to be comparable with respect to each other.

This only follows if comparability is an equivalence relation.
In fact, we can accept a slightly stronger condition: any maximal subset of comparable mem-

bers of the choice set at node ni will be the choice set at node n of an isolated tree consisting of
all those options that are in the set of alternatives X and that are comparable to the options in the
subset of the choice set of X.
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 Global choice
To ensure dynamic consistency one has to appeal to global choice principles that
consider the entire decision tree and not only those nodes that are accessible
from the current choice node. Global choice principles are required because
the choices are not independent. Unlike in the situation where the agent is faced
on two occasions with the possibility of helping and where the choices are inde-
pendent, in the case of {A, B, D+E, D+F} the choices are connected. The addi-
tional cost involved in choosing D rather than B is incurred precisely so that one
can choose a certain option later on. The rationale for choosing D is to be able
to choose F later on. There is no point in choosing D unless one subsequently
chooses F. Choosing E directly contravenes this rationale. By undermining the
rationale for D, choosing E makes the prior choice irrational and pointless.

Choosing E at n is impermissible because doing so makes having chosen D
impermissible. D is only permissible as part of the D+F combination but imper-
missible as part of the D+E combination. D inherits its (im)permissibility from
the (im)permissibility of the course of action of which it is a part. Accordingly,
whether one chooses E or F determines whether or not D is impermissible. The
principle that it is impermissible to do something that renders a past action imper-
missible then implies that, even though E and F are permissible when considered
by themselves, only F is permissible qua continuation of D.

Unlike in many other cases of dynamic inconsistency, sophisticated choice
is not the solution. A sophisticated chooser cannot avoid inconsistencies arising
from incompleteness by using backward induction in order to anticipate what he
is likely to choose in future choice situations and then decide amongst available
alternatives in light of the anticipated choice behaviour. After all, both E and
F are permissible when evaluated myopically. There is thus no reason to think
that the agent will choose one rather than the other. Instead, the choice function
has to take past choices into consideration. One has to choose in light of what
choices one has already made and what options were previously available.

Dynamic inconsistency arises when the evaluations at ni and nj conflict, i.e.
when there is a difference between what was deemed to be permissible and what is
now deemed to be permissible (where this is neither due to a change in informa-
tion nor a change of objectives nor a difference in terms of means-ends reasoning,
but entirely due to a change in perspective). This kind of conflict can be avoided
by switching from local to global evaluations. As long as deliberation and evalua-
tion are sensitive to the past, the evaluations at the different nodes will cohere. A

This should be unsurprising given that incompleteness in general requires global choice. E.g.
myopic choice principles allow one to zigzag through a sequence of non-comparable alternatives
to end up with drastically suboptimal outcomes, even when dealing with a local form of incom-
pleteness that is to be understood in terms of an intersection quasi-ordering generated from two
dimensions of evaluation that can be integrated in different ways. Cf. “Incompleteness and dy-
namic consistency” (Bader: manuscript).
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change of temporal perspective has no effect on an all-encompassing evaluation
that is not only future-directed but also takes the past into consideration on an
equal footing. The different evaluations will, accordingly, not conflict.

The thought underlying global choice is that agents are diachronic beings. We
should be concerned with the agent considered as a whole. We should evaluate
choices not only locally, but also globally by asking how they fit into the agent’s
life as a whole. By basing one’s choice on the most encompassing evaluation, one
ensures that one is maximally responsive to reasons, not qua synchronic time-slice,
nor qua forward-looking agent, but qua unified diachronic agent. Privileging the
diachronic agent over the present time-slice as well as over the future segment of
the agent explains why the past can normatively constrain the present evaluation.

Although an agent can only choose amongst alternatives that are currently
available, he can evaluate these alternatives by comparing them to other alter-
natives that were previously available. Comparison, unlike choice, need not be
restricted to available alternatives. It can also encompass counterfactual alter-
natives. Previously available options can cast a historical shadow. One has to
expand the comparison class by considering counterfactual alternatives alongside
available alternatives when deciding which of the latter to choose. An evaluation
that considers options that the agent could have chosen is not restricted to local
features of the choice situation but considers the choice in light of the agent’s life
as a whole. This diachronic perspective allows alternatives that are undominated
by the available alternatives to nevertheless be suboptimal due to being dominated
by options that the agent could have chosen.

Counterfactual options matter because what the agent does in the present can
affect our evaluation of the agent’s past choices. We do not only evaluate isolated
actions but also complex courses of actions. An action ϕ can be permissible as
part of one course of action, yet impermissible as part of another. How we are to
evaluate x’s having ϕ-ed can thus depend on what the agent does at later times.
The agent’s subsequent actions determine whether ϕ-ing is extended in such a
way that a permissible course of action results. This kind of impermissibility only
shows up from the diachronic perspective. Past choices matter from this perspec-
tive, rather than being sunk costs that are to be ignored. The past matters for
diachronic evaluations. Although the past is fixed, i.e. the agent cannot change
the fact that he has ϕ-ed, the evaluation of ϕ-ing is not fixed. For instance, the
agent can affect its evaluative status by extending it in a way that renders having
ϕ-ed impermissible.

When including counterfactual alternatives in the evaluation, an available al-
ternative can be dominated by something on a different branch of the tree that is
no longer available but that was accessible at a prior choice node. One considers
not only available alternatives that one can choose, but also counterfactual alter-
natives that one could have chosen. In the case at hand, E is not dominated by
any of the available alternatives (although F is agent-neutrally better, it is agent-
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relatively worse). However, when E is considered as a continuation of D, it is
dominated by the counterfactual alternative B. Although E is not dominated by
an available alternative, it is dominated by an alternative that could have been
performed had one chosen differently at a prior choice node. As a result, F is the
only undominated available alternative from the perspective of global choice and
hence is the option that is to be chosen. Dynamic inconsistency is thus avoided.

The set Xi contains the alternatives that are accessible from ni. Relative to
a subsequent node nj some of these alternatives will be merely counterfactual,
namely those in Xi \Xj. They are not in Xj, but could have been reached had the
agent acted differently at ni. Although these alternatives are no longer accessible
and hence cannot be chosen, they can nevertheless be used for evaluating available
alternatives. Being undominated in Xj, i.e. ¬∃y(y ∈ Xj ∧ y ≫ x), is then a
necessary but not sufficient condition for ending up in the global choice set. In
addition, alternatives have to be undominated in a suitably expanded set Xi that
also contains counterfactual alternatives.

The choice set relative to a given counterfactual expansion is selected by means
of a myopic choice function CM(Xj−n). It contains those members of Xj that are
undominated relative to the counterfactual expansion resulting from going back
n steps in the decision tree. We select alternatives from Xj on the basis of being
undominated by those in Xi where j − i = n.

CM(Xj−n) = {x : x ∈ Xj ∧ ¬∃y(y ∈ Xi ∧ y ≫ x)} where j − i = n

We go back in the decision tree and expand the set of options with which the
available alternatives are compared. Available alternatives are compared to coun-
terfactual alternatives that could have been reached from the choice node that
precedes Xj by n steps. The further back we go, the more counterfactual alterna-
tives are included. Since contraction consistency condition alpha is satisfied, it
follows that what is dominated in one set will also be dominated in every superset.

CM(Xj−n) ⊆ CM(Xj−m) where n > m

The global choice function evaluates whether available alternatives are undomi-
nated in a suitably expanded set containing counterfactual alternatives (where this
includes the degenerate expansion in which no alternatives are added). The global
choice function CG, accordingly, does not select an option that is not likewise se-
lected by the myopic choice function CM. The global choice function considers a
superset of alternatives, yet can only select available but not counterfactual alter-
natives from this superset. Since the myopic choice function CM selects precisely
from these available alternatives, the choice sets stand in a subset relation.

CG(X) ⊆ CM(X)

There cannot be a switch from an alternative being unchosen when choosing
myopically to being chosen when applying the global choice function. Instead,
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it is only possible for something to be chosen by a myopic agent yet rejected by
a global agent. Accordingly, if the myopic choice set is a singleton, then there
is no need to consider any counterfactual alternatives. Any superset Xj−n which
includes counterfactual alternatives and for which the choice function CM(Xj−n)
yields a nonempty choice set will contain this unique alternative.

CM(X) = {x} → CG(X) = {x}

If some alternative is undominated in X, which contains the alternatives that
could have been reached from the original choice node, then the global choice
set contains all options that are undominated in this maximal counterfactual ex-
pansion.

CM(X) ̸= ∅ → CG(X) = CM(X)

Problems arise when the agent has made a mistake and picked a dominated al-
ternative at some point in the decision tree. Mistakes ensure that CM(X) = ∅.
Every available alternative is then dominated by some counterfactual alternative.
This can happen in two ways. Either an agent makes a myopic mistake by choos-
ing an option that is dominated by available alternatives. One goes down a branch
that is such that all the outcomes that can be reached from that branch are domi-
nated by outcomes that can be reached by taking a different branch. Or an agent
makes a global mistake by choosing an option that, though not being dominated
by available alternatives, is nevertheless dominated by counterfactual alternatives
(whereby the agent did not make any myopic mistakes at the choice nodes in-
volved in the counterfactual expansion).

If the agent has made a mistake and there are a number of different undomi-
nated alternatives such that CM(Xj) is not a singleton, then we cannot go back to
the original choice node. Instead, we can only go back to the choice node nj−m
that has a non-empty choice set, i.e. C(Xj−m) ̸= ∅ and that is such that all pre-
ceding nodes, i.e. Xj−n where n > m, yield an empty choice set. In the case of a
myopic mistake at node ni one can only expand up to node ni+. By contrast, in
the case of a global mistake at node ni one can expand up to and including node
ni but not beyond that. We then choose myopically from Xj−m.

CG(Xj) = CM(Xj−m) such that CM(Xj−m) ̸= ∅ ∧ CM(Xj−n) = ∅ for all n > m

The options that remain after the set of counterfactual alternatives has been max-
imally expanded, without rendering the choice set empty, are the actions that are
to be chosen and that are maximally rational from a diachronic perspective.

CM(Xj−n) where n > j is defined as ∅, since the relevant set of counterfactual alternatives is
undefined. This ensures that one goes back to the original choice node, such that the choice set
is CM(X), if the agent has not made any mistakes by the time he reaches node nj.

Thanks to Roger Crisp and especially to Kacper Kowalczyk for helpful comments. Thanks
also to participants of the Arizona Workshop in Normative Ethics and the Oxford Population
Ethics seminar.
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