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U T I L I T A R I A N I S M A N D E X P E C T E D U T I L I T Y * 

r I 1 H E l i tera ture o f economics contains a f o r m a l t h e o r e m that 
I looks o n the face o f it l ike an a rgument f o r u t i l i t a r ian ism. It 

JL. w o u l d be remarkable i f a f o r m a l a rgument c o u l d establish a 
m o r a l theory. Th i s one does not; bu t I th ink it can con t r ibu te to 
o u r unders t and ing o f u t i l i t a r ian ism. Th i s paper explores its con 
t r ibu t ion . 

G r a n t e d some super f ic ia l ly plausible assumptions, the t heo rem 
shows that a u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n represen t ing " soc ia l p re fe rences" can 
be wr i t t en as a s u m o f ut i l i ty f unc t i ons represen t ing the preferences 
o f individuals . A s it stands, this t heo rem is un in fo rma t ive , because 
the n o t i o n o f social preferences is obscure . A n d I shal l be showing 
that, when the n o t i o n is e lucidated, the assumptions lose the i r p lausi 
bi l i ty. I shall the re fo re re in te rpre t the t heo rem i n terms o f good 
ra ther than preferences, i n a way that makes the assumptions rea
sonably acceptable. T h e re in te rp re ted t heo rem shows that a u t i l i ty 
f u n c t i o n represen t ing general g o o d can be wr i t t en as a s u m o f ut i l i ty 
func t ions represen t ing the g o o d o f indiv iduals . Th i s seems to suggest 
that g o o d is the total o f i n d i v i d u a l good , so there is n o value i n 
equali ty i n the d i s t r i bu t ion o f g o o d . I shall be cons ide r ing h o w f a r 
the t heo rem real ly licenses this u t i l i t a r i an conc lus ion . 

I. T H E F O R M A L T H E O R E M 

Suppose there are h people . E a c h has preferences a m o n g a set o f 
alternative prospects , the same set f o r everyone. E a c h person 's pref 
erences satisfy the axioms o f expected-ut i l i ty t h e o r y — I shall ca l l 
such preferences coherent. Expec ted-u t i l i ty theory tells us that co
herent preferences can be represented by a ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n . T h i s 
f u n c t i o n assigns a u t i l i ty to each prospect i n such a way that, o f any 

* This is a revision of part of a paper I wrote while I was a Visiting Fellow at All 
Souls College, Oxford, supported by a grant from the Social Science Research 
Council. Some of the revision was done while I was a Visiting Fellow at the Austra
lian National University. 1 thank these institutions, and also Martin Browning, 
Angus Deaton, Jan Graaf, James Mirrlees, Derek Parfit, and Amartya Sen. 
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two prospects , the p r e f e r r e d one has the h igher ut i l i ty . T h e f u n c t i o n 
w i l l also be expectational, by w h i c h I mean that the ut i l i ty it assigns 
to a prospect whose results are unce r t a in is the mathemat ica l expec
ta t ion o f the ut i l i ty it assigns to the results. I f a person 's p re fe rences 
are coherent , there are actually many expecta t ional u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n s 
that w i l l represent them, al l posi t ive l inear t ransforms o f each other . ̂  

Suppose there are also social p re ferences a m o n g the same set o f 
prospects . I f these too are coherent , they can be represen ted by an 
expec ta t iona l u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n . O n c e again there are actual ly many 
expec ta t iona l u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n s that w i l l represent them, a l l f)ositive 
l inear t ransforms o f each other . 

Suppose next that the social p references are Paretian, that is: 

If everyone is indifferent between some pair of prospects, then the social 
preferences are indifferent too, and, if at least one person prefers the 
first of two prospects to the second and no one prefers the second to the 
first, then the first is socially preferred to the second. 

T h e subject o f this pape r is: 

Theorem 1} Assume that each person's preferences are coherent, and 
that social preferences are coherent and Paretian. Then there are ex
pectational utility functions U i , . . . U/, representing the individual 
preferences, and an expectational utility function representing social 
preferences, such that for any prospect P 

\J^{P) = Ui(P) + . . . + U,(P) 

A d i f f i cu l ty i n unde r s t and ing T h e o r e m 1 is that it says n o t h i n g 
about which o f the many ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n s that represent a person 's 

^ In Richard Jeffrey's version of expected-utility theory, The Logic of Decision, 
2nd ed. (Chicago: University Press, 1983), a wider range of transformations is 
allowed. Theorems 1 and 2 below are true within Jeffrey's theory, subject to some 
extra assumptions (see John Broome, "Bolker-JefFrey decision theory reveals some 
cracks in an axiomatic buttress of utilitarianism," Discussion Paper 175, Economics 
Dept., Univ. of Bristol); but in this paper I confine my attention to more restrictive 
theories such as Leonard Savage's, see The Foundations of Statistics, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Dover, 1972). 

^ Among the published proofs of this theorem are: Robert Deschamps and Louis 
Gevers, "Separability, Risk-bearing and Social Welfare Judgments," in Aggrega
tion and Revelation of Preferences, Jean-Jacques Laffont, ed. (Amsterdam: 
North-Holland, 1979), pp. 145-160; Peter C. Fishburn, "On Harsanyi's Utilitarian 
Cardinal Welfare Theorem," Theory and Decision, xvii, 1 (July 1984): 21-28; 
Peter J. Hammond, "Ex-ante and Ex-post Welfare Optimality under Uncertainty," 
Economica, X L V i i i (August 1981): 235-250; Peter J. Hammond, "Ex-post Optima-
hty as a Dynamically Consistent Objective for Collective Choice under Uncer
tainty," in Social Choice and Welfare, P. K. Pattanaik and M. Salles, eds. (Amster
dam: North-Holland, 1983), pp. 175-205; and John C. Harsanyi, "Cardinal Wel
fare, Individualistic Ethics, and Interpersonal Comparisons of Utility,"/owma/ of 
Political Economy, LXIII, 4 (August 1955): 309-321. 



UTILITARIANISM AND EXPECTED UTILITY 407 

preferences is the one that is added to others to make u p social 
ut i l i ty. I f U i is a ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n f o r pe r son 1, then so is 2 U i . B u t , i f 
2 U i were to replace U i i n the f o r m u l a above, the weight o f pe r son 1 's 
preferences i n social preferences w o u l d be increased. Soc ia l p re fe r 
ences w o u l d be m o r e i n c l i n e d to f avo r pe r son I i n the d i s t r ibu t ion o f 
goods. So the impl ica t ions o f T h e o r e m 1 f o r d i s t r ibu t ion are not 
clear cut. 

O n e conc lu s ion about d i s t r ibu t ion can be d r a w n nevertheless. T h e 
theorem l inks people ' s attitudes to uncer ta in ty wi th the att i tude o f 
social preferences to inequal i ty . T h e shape o f a person 's ut i l i ty f u n c 
t ion indicates he r at t i tude to uncer ta inty . B u t , w h e n people 's f u n c 
tions are added u p to make social ut i l i ty , as T h e o r e m 1 says they can 
be, their shape also indicates the att i tude o f social preferences to 
inequal i ty . 

Suppose , f o r instance, that each pe r son cares on ly about he r o w n 
wealth a n d is risk averse about it. T h e n the ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n represent
i n g each person 's preferences w i l l be a strictly concave (downwards 
bend ing ) f u n c t i o n o f h e r wea l th . T h e soc ia l -u t i l i t y f u n c t i o n , by 
T h e o r e m 1, w i l l be a sum o f such strictly concave func t ions . A f u n c 
t ion o f this sort tends to f avo r equal i ty i n the d i s t r ibu t ion o f weal th . 
T h e tendency may be weak, because the f u n c t i o n may give m o r e 
weight to some people ' s weal th than other 's . B u t strict concavi ty 
amounts to " d i m i n i s h i n g marg ina l ut i l i ty o f wea l th , " whose egalitar
ian tendency, t hough weak, is wel l k n o w n . Cont ras t it w i th the case 
where each pe r son is r isk neu t ra l about her weal th . T h e n each per
son's ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n w i l l be l inear i n he r weal th . Soc ia l ut i l i ty , by 
T h e o r e m 1, w i l l be l inear i n each person 's weal th. A n d a l inear 
f u n c t i o n def in i te ly attaches no value to equal i ty i n the d i s t r ibu t ion o f 
wealth. 

T h e l i n k i n g o f attitudes to uncer ta in ty a n d attitudes to inequal i ty is 
one remarkable consequence o f T h e o r e m 1. A n d the theo rem has 
also been taken as an argument f o r ut i l i tar ianism.^ B u t , as I say, I 
th ink it needs to be re in te rp re ted i f its assumptions are to be accept
able. T h e re in te rp re ted theo rem also makes a l i nk between uncer 
tainty a n d inequal i ty , w h i c h I shall assess. A n d I also assess h o w f a r it 
supports u t i l i t a r ian ism. 

Sec t ion i i o f this paper explains why a re in te rp re ta t ion is needed. 
Sec t ion i i i describes the re in te rpre ta t ion . Sect ions i v a n d v assess the 
theorem's assumptions as re in te rpre ted . Sect ions v i a n d v i i cons ider 
what conc lus ions can be d rawn . 

^ See John Harsanyi in "Morality and the Theory of Rational Behaviour," Social 
Research, X L i v , 4 (Winter 1977), reprinted in Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams, 
eds.. Utilitarianism and Beyond (New York: Cambridge, 1982), pp. 39-62. 
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O n e p r e l im ina ry po in t needs to be made. M a n y o f the p r o o f s o f 
T h e o r e m 1 a l low f o r subject ive probabi l i t ies . T h e y use vers ions o f 
expected-ut i l i ty theory i n w h i c h the probabi l i t ies a pe r son attaches to 
d i f f e r en t events are revealed by he r preferences . D i f f e r e n t people ' s 
preferences may reveal d i f f e r en t probabi l i t ies a t tached to the same 
event. T h e p r o o f s o f T h e o r e m 1, however , also prove^ 

Theorem 2. Assume that each person's preferences are coherent, and 
that social preferences are coherent and Paretian. Then the social pref
erences and all the individual preferences must agree about the proba
bilities of every event. 

Since it is un l ike ly that everyone w i l l agree about p robabi l i t i es , this 
t h e o r e m tells us that, as a genera l ru le , coherent Pa re t i an socia l 
p references cannot exist. B u t , i f they do , then T h e o r e m 1 tells us that 
they can be represented by a ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n that is the s u m o f 
ind iv idua l -u t i l i ty f unc t i ons . 

II. T H E LIBERAL A R G U M E N T 

A r e the assumptions o f T h e o r e m 1 plausible? 
T o test the Pare t i an assumpt ion , cons ider this example . T h e r e are 

on ly two people . B o t h are c o n c e r n e d on ly about the i r o w n weal th , 
a n d they are risk neu t ra l about it . O n e o f two possible events w i l l 
occu r . C o m p a r e these prospects 

Event 1 Event 2 
Prospect A (2,2) (2,2) 
Prospect B (3,0) (0,3) 

T h e parentheses show what weal th w i l l result f o r the two peop le 
f r o m each prospec t i f a pa r t i cu la r event occurs . T h e f i rs t f )erson 
attaches p robab i l i ty .7 to event 1 a n d .3 to event 2; the second pe r son 
.3 a n d .7. Consequen t ly , b o t h peop le p r e f e r prospect ^ to A . T h e 
Pare t i an assumpt ion says that f o r this reason B is socially p r e f e r r e d 
to A . C a n this be jus t i f i ed? 

Th i s depends o n what, exactly, is meant by ^socially p r e f e r r e d ' . 
Soc ia l p re fe rence is an ambiguous n o t i o n . ''B is socially p r e f e r r e d to 
A " may mean s imply that B is bet ter than A . U n d e r this in te rpre ta 
t ion , the Pare t i an assumpt ion migh t be d e f e n d e d o n the g rounds 
that B is bet ter than A because it is bet ter f o r b o t h people . T h i s type 
o f a rgument is e x p l o r e d i n Sec t ion i i i . B u t it is not real ly available 
here because, a l though b o t h peop le p r e f e r Bio A, B cannot actual ly 
be bet ter f o r b o t h o f them. It can on ly be bet ter f o r pe r son 1 i f event 
1 is m u c h m o r e p robab le than event 2. A n d then it is no t bet ter f o r 
pe r son 2. 

See the proofs by Deschamps and Gevers and Hammond mentioned in note 2. 
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Al terna t ive ly , ''B is socially p r e f e r r e d to A " may mean that, i f 
society h a d a choice between A a n d B, it s h o u l d choose B, I take this 
to mean that the social sys tem—perhaps the e c o n o m i c o r po l i t i ca l 
system, perhaps the g o v e r n m e n t — s h o u l d b r i n g about B ra ther than 
A . T h e r e is n o necessary i m p l i c a t i o n that B is bet ter than A . 

It can plausibly be a rgued that, since b o t h peop le p r e f e r Bio A,B 
is socially p r e f e r r e d to A i n this second sense: it s h o u l d come about 
ra ther than A . T h e a rgument is that the ro le o f the social system is to 
act as a mechan i sm whereby people ' s wants get pu t in to effect . So f a r 
as possible, it s h o u l d s imply b r i n g about what people want. N o r m a l l y , 
people 's wants conf l i c t , a n d then it shou ld act as a f a i r mechan i sm f o r 
resolv ing the conf l i c t . B u t , w h e n there is n o conf l i c t , it s h o u l d s imply 
d o what everyone wants. Th i s a rgument does not insist that B is 
better than A . W h a t it values is the nature o f the social system, not its 
ou tcome. It says that the social system s h o u l d be such that B comes 
about ra ther than A . B u t the occur rence o f B is no t necessarily any 
benef i t added to the existence o f the system that br ings it about. 
Someone who accepts this a rgument migh t also believe that B is 
actually worse than A . 

I cal l this the liberal argument. It suppor ts the Pare t i an assump
t ion u n d e r this in te rp re ta t ion o f social p re fe rence , a n d I th ink it is 
the on ly a rgument that can d o so. B u t someone w h o used this argu
ment c o u l d no t then d e f e n d T h e o r e m I's o ther m a i n assumpt ion 
that social preferences are coherent . T h e axioms o f expected-ut i l i ty 
theory are appropr ia te f o r an agent that makes choices, a n d derives 
reasons f o r m a k i n g them f r o m the value it attaches to thei r results. 
B u t the l ibe ra l a rgument does not conceive social preferences as 
represent ing the choices o f any agent at a l l .^ T h e social system does 
not really choose; it is a mechan i sm t h r o u g h w h i c h a result emerges 
f r o m the choices o f many agents. Soc ia l p references represent the 
results that s h o u l d emerge f r o m this mechan i sm. A n d the reasons 
why the results shou ld be one th ing ra ther than another are no t 
de r ived f r o m the value o f the results themselves, but f r o m the meri ts 
o f the mechan i sm. 

F u r t h e r m o r e , anyone who supports the Pare t i an assumpt ion has 
to tolerate incoheren t social preferences . T h e o r e m 2 says that social 
preferences , i f they are to be Pare t ian , w i l l be incoheren t whenever 
people disagree about probabi l i t ies . Indeed , p r e f e r r i n g J5 to A is 

^ A complication is that the working of the social mechanism often depends on the 
decisions of an agent. For instance, a minister in the government may actually 
decide between A and B in the example. And rationality requires an agent to have 
consistent preferences. This complication is discussed in my "Should social prefer
ences be consistent?" Discussion Paper 180, Economics Dept., Univ. of Bristol, 
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already very near to incoherence . A n y decent m e c h a n i s m f o r resolv
i n g c o n f l i c t i n g preferences w o u l d b r i n g about (2,2) f o r sure i n p re f 
erence to e i ther (3,0) f o r sure o r (0,3) f o r sure, because (2,2) has 
m o r e weal th i n total a n d has it equal ly d i s t r ibu ted . B u t it t hen v io 
lates the axioms o f expected-ut i l i ty theory^ f o r it to b r i n g about B, 
w h i c h is a prospec t o f e i ther (3,0) o r (0,3), i n p re fe rence to A, w h i c h 
is (2,2) f o r sure. T h e o r e m 2 is a snare i n the pa th o f any a rgumen t 
des igned to j u s t i f y the assumptions o f T h e o r e m 1. It says that the 
coherence a n d Pare t i an assumptions f o r social p re fe rences are i n 
consistent w i th each other , unless people ' s p robabi l i t i es co inc ide . So 
any a rgument that suppor ts the Pare t i an assumpt ion , even w h e n 
people ' s p robabi l i t i es d i f f e r , has to give u p the coherence assump
t i o n as a genera l ru le . It w i l l t hen be h a r d f o r it to e x p l a i n why 
coherence s h o u l d be r e q u i r e d i n the one special case w h e n people ' s 
probabi l i t ies h a p p e n to agree. 

T h e l ibe ra l a rgument , then, cannot p rov ide a f o u n d a t i o n f o r b o t h 
the Pare t i an a n d coherence assumptions o f T h e o r e m 1. 

III. T H E REINTERPRETATION 

N o w I r e t u r n to the o ther type o f a rgument that migh t be used to 
suppor t the Pare t i an assumpt ion . It depends o n this principle of 
personal good, as I ca l l it: 

If two prospects are equally good for everyone, they are equally good, 
and, if the first of two prospects is better for someone than the second, 
and at least as good for everyone, then it is better. 

I n br ief : the goodness o f a prospec t depends o n l y — a n d posi t ively 
— o n h o w g o o d it is f o r peop le . 

T h i s p r i n c i p l e does no t actual ly suppor t precisely the Pa re t i an 
assumpt ion . W e have already seen that it does no t suppor t it i n the 
example o f prospects A a n d B. T o b r i n g it to bear o n T h e o r e m I we 
shall have to re in te rpre t the theorem. W e shall have to replace p re f 
erence relat ions w i t h re la t ions o f betterness. Instead o f " P e r s o n i 
prefe rs P to Q o r is i n d i f f e r e n t be tween t h e m " we must have ''P is at 
least as g o o d f o r pe r son i as Q . " Instead o f is social ly p r e f e r r e d o r 
i n d i f f e r e n t to Q " we must have " P is at least as g o o d as Q . " 

T h e s e bet terness r e l a t ions (*'good r e l a t i o n s " ) may sa t i s fy the 
axioms o f expected-ut i l i ty theory. I f they d o — i f they are coheren t 
— t h e y can be represen ted by expec ta t iona l u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n s . F o r 
instance, there w i l l be a u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n U , such that U i ( P ) is greater 
than \^i{Q) i f a n d on ly i f P is bet ter than Q p e r s o n i. 

^ Specifically Savage's sure-thing principle (21-23). 
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T h e re in te rp re ted theorem^ is: 

Theorem T. Assume that each person's good relation is coherent, and 
that the general good relation is coherent and satisfies the principle of 
personal good. Then there are expectational utility functions U i , . . . 
representing individual good, and an expectational utility function 
representing general good, such that for any prospect P 

\3,{P) = Ui(P) + . . . + U,(P) 

Thi s t h e o r e m has m o r e acceptable assumptions than the o r ig ina l 
does. I n the rest o f this sect ion I exp l a in the re in te rp re ta t ion i n 
m o r e detai l . T h e n i n Sect ions i v a n d v I assess the r e in te rp re ted 
assumptions. 

T h e re in te rp re ta t ion replaces social p re fe rence wi th genera l g o o d . 
Th i s is m o r e a d i sambigua t ion than a re in te rpre ta t ion . A s I said 
earl ier , 'is social ly p r e f e r r e d to ' can i n one sense be taken to mean " is 
bet ter t han . " 

T h e re in te rp re ta t ion replaces i n d i v i d u a l p re fe rence w i t h i n d i v i d 
ua l g o o d . Th i s is a s ignif icant change. I a m m a k i n g it ch ie f ly f o r the 
sake o f generali ty. T h e a rgument we are discuss ing aims to say some
th ing about h o w the g o o d o f ind iv idua ls is aggregated together to 
const i tute genera l g o o d . F o r that, there is n o need to adopt any 
par t i cu la r theory about what the g o o d o f ind iv idua ls consists i n . O n e 
theory is that it consists i n the sat isfact ion o f thei r preferences . T h i s 
theory is, i n a way, bu i l t in to T h e o r e m 1. B u t T h e o r e m T can accom
modate any adequate theory o f i n d i v i d u a l g o o d . 

W e have seen already, however , that the preference-sa t i s fac t ion 
theory o f g o o d is not adequate. It cannot be qui te r ight . I n the 
example above, B is p r e f e r r e d to A by b o t h people , bu t it cannot be 
better f o r bo th . So T h e o r e m T cannot accommoda te precisely this 
theory. B u t it may be able to accommoda te a m o d i f i e d theory i n 
w h i c h a person 's g o o d consists i n the sat isfact ion o f what h e r p re fe r 
ences w o u l d be i f they were " p u r i f i e d " by f u l l i n f o r m a t i o n a n d s o u n d 
de l ibera t ion . 

I n the example , each person 's p re fe rence f o r B may be ra t iona l : 
she may have j u d g e d the probabi l i t ies ra t ional ly o n the i n f o r m a t i o n 
she has. So 'bet ter f o r ' does not m e a n the same as ' ra t ional ly pre
f e r r e d by ' . 'Be t t e r f o r ' requi res that the probabi l i t ies , as we l l as b e i n g 
ra t ional ly a r r i ved at, are correc t . T h e p r i n c i p l e o f pe r sona l g o o d , 

' Peter Hammond also reinterprets the theorem in a way that is, if I understand it, 
similar to mine; see "On Reconciling Arrow's Theory of Social Choice with Han-
sanyi's Fundamental Utilitarianism," in George Feiwel, ed.. Arrow and the Founda
tions of the Theory of Economic Policy (London: MacMillan, 1987), pp. 179-222. 
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then , works w i t h the cor rec t probabi l i t ies , w h i c h are the same f o r 
everyone, ra ther than w i t h the probabi l i t i es peop le h a p p e n to bel ieve 
i n . I n this way it avoids the t rap set by T h e o r e m 2; the p r i n c i p l e is 
consistent w i th assuming that the genera l -good re l a t ion is coherent . 

Tha t is an advantage o f my re in te rp re ta t ion . A disadvantage is that 
it has to assume the existence o f cor rec t probabi l i t ies , w h i c h many 
subjectivists deny. I have been saying that the t e r m 'bet ter f o r ' p re
supposes a n o t i o n o f correctness f o r probabi l i t ies . So these subjec
tivists ought no t to use this t e rm. B u t the impor t an t t h i n g is that they 
cannot avo id the t rap o f T h e o r e m 2. Wha teve r a rgument they p r o 
duce f o r the Pare t i an assumpt ion o r any s imi lar p r i n c i p l e , it w i l l have 
to a l low f o r disagreement about probabi l i t ies . A n d then socia l p ref 
erences w i l l n o r m a l l y be incoheren t . T h e subjectivists ' a rgument w i l l 
t he re fo re have to tolerate incoherence . So it w i l l no t be able to o f f e r 
a basis f o r T h e o r e m 1 o r any s imi lar theorem. 

These subjectivists, then, w i l l no t be impressed by a t h e o r e m o f 
this sort. I the re fo re have to par t c o m p a n y wi th them. I c o n t i n u e o n 
the assumpt ion that cor rec t probabi l i t ies exist. 

IV. T H E PRINCIPLE OF PERSONAL G O O D 

N o w I come to assess the assumptions o f T h e o r e m 1, s tar t ing w i t h 
the p r i n c i p l e o f persona l good . 

C o n s i d e r first this p r i n c i p l e as it applies to ou tcomes ra ther than 
prospects . It migh t be thought that some outcomes are s imply g o o d , 
o r perhaps g o o d f o r society, wi thou t b e i n g g o o d f o r anybody. A n 
example par t icu la r ly germane to this pape r is equal i ty i n the d i s t r i 
b u t i o n o f g o o d between people . T w o d i f f e r en t ideas n e e d to be 
l o o k e d at here. 

O n e is the idea that, f o r the same total o f persona l g o o d , it is bet ter 
f o r it to be m o r e equal ly d i s t r ibu ted than less. Th i s may suggest that 
equali ty is i n a sense a g o o d over a n d above the g o o d o f peop le . 
U t i l i t a r i a n i s m denies this idea , a n d T h e o r e m T seems des igned to 
suppor t u t i l i t a r i an i sm i n this; sect ion v i i considers h o w f a r it real ly 
does so. T h e r e f o r e , it h a d bet ter no t be s imply an assumpt ion o f the 
t heo rem that the idea is w r o n g . A n d , for tuna te ly , it is not , because 
the idea is consistent w i th the p r i n c i p l e o f pe rsona l g o o d . Suppose , 
f o r instance, that genera l g o o d is the p r o d u c t o f i n d i v i d u a l g o o d s — 

= G1G2 . . . G ^ — a n d that a l l i n d i v i d u a l goods are posi t ive. T h e n , 
f o r a g iven total o f i n d i v i d u a l g o o d , genera l g o o d is increased by 
d i s t r i bu t ing it m o r e equally. B u t , nevertheless, genera l g o o d depends 
o n l y — a n d p o s i t i v e l y — o n i n d i v i d u a l good . A n d this is a l l the p r i n c i 
p le o f persona l g o o d requires . 

T h e second idea is that it is sometimes better to increase equal i ty 
by t ak ing g o o d f r o m peop le w h o have a lot , even i f this does no t 
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benef i t people w h o have less. Th i s does con f l i c t w i th the p r i n c i p l e o f 
personal good . A n d I th ink it is w r o n g . I f such a change is real ly an 
improvement , that can on ly be because it improves fairness. T h e less 
wel l o f f are m o r e fa i r ly treated. B u t then this f a i r e r t reatment is a 
sort o f g o o d that is done them. E i t h e r there is such a good , i n w h i c h 
case the change benefi ts the less wel l o f f a f te r a l l , o r there is not , i n 
w h i c h case the change is not an improvemen t . 

T o speak genera l ly , i f any os tens ib le i m p r o v e m e n t c a n n o t be 
p i n n e d d o w n as g o o d f o r someone, I a m not i n c l i n e d to believe it is 
really an improvemen t . A n d f r o m n o w o n I a m simply g o i n g to take 
the p r inc ip l e o f persona l g o o d f o r g ran ted w h e n app l i ed to out
comes: f o r outcomes , g o o d depends on ly o n people ' s g o o d . 

B u t there is a special d i f f i cu l ty about app ly ing it to prospects . T h e 
sense i n w h i c h the n o t i o n o f g o o d applies to prospects is a derivat ive 
a n d at tenuated one. W h a t is real ly g o o d is not the prospect but the 
event it is the prospect of. Suppose some g o o d event is g o i n g to 
happen to me. T h e prospect o f this event is a g o o d prospect . B u t 
w h e n the g o o d i n my l i f e is ca ta logued the prospect w i l l no t be 
r e c o r d e d as an ex t ra i t em besides the event. Cer ta in ly , the g o o d 
prospect might cause some g o o d that must be r eco rded : enjoyable 
an t ic ipa t ion , f o r instance. B u t it is no t because o f such effects that 
the prospect is g o o d ; it w o u l d sti l l be g o o d even i f it d i d not cause 
any. Suppose n o w that some g o o d event is l ikely but not cer ta in to 
happen to me. Tha t is a g o o d prospect f o r me. B u t , i f u n l u c k i l y the 
event does not happen , then my l i fe has not been made better by the 
fact that I once h a d this g o o d prospect . T h e fact that someth ing g o o d 
might have h a p p e n e d is not i tself someth ing g o o d that d i d happen . 

A p p l i e d to this at tenuated sort o f g o o d , the p r inc ip l e o f persona l 
g o o d encounters a d i f f i cu l ty . Take this example (again, the parenthe
ses show two people ' s wealth): 

Suppose that the events are equal ly p robab le . Suppose C is bet ter 
than D f o r b o t h people ; this w i l l be t rue i f it is g o o d f o r b o t h o f t hem 
to avoid risk. (This may be obscure; I shall come back to it.) T h e n the 
p r inc ip l e o f persona l g o o d says that C is bet ter than D because it is 
better f o r b o t h people . C o n s i d e r an act o f choos ing C ra ther than D. 
T h e p r inc ip l e o f fe rs as a reason i n f a v o r o f this act that its conse
quence w i l l be better f o r b o t h people . B u t actually the consequence 
wi l l be bet ter f o r one and worse f o r the other: one w i l l have one uni t 
o f weal th w h e n she w o u l d otherwise have had nought , but the o ther 

Prospect C 
Prospect D 

Event 1 
(1,1) 
(0,2) 

Event 2 
(1,1) 
(2,0) 
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w i l l have one un i t w h e n she w o u l d otherwise have h a d two. T h e 
p r inc ip l e o f pe r sona l g o o d is t ry ing to insert be tween the act o f 
choice a n d its consequence a sort o f quasi consequence , the pros
pect. A n d it applies to such quasi-consequences ways o f t h i n k i n g that 
may be very plausible w h e n a p p l i e d to real consequences bu t canno t 
be taken f o r g ran ted here . H o w can it be a rgued that c h o o s i n g C 
ra ther than D has results that are bet ter f o r b o t h peop le w h e n , 
p la in ly , it does not?® 

T o deal w i th this po in t , we have to cons ider i n de ta i l what reasons 
there really are f o r c h o o s i n g C ra ther than D, or D r a ther than C . 
Genera l ly , we have to cons ide r what reasons s h o u l d gu ide choices 
between unce r t a in prospects . T a l k about the goodness o f a l terna
tives u l t imate ly aims to supply reasons f o r choice . So w h e n the talk 
about goodness is i n doub t we must l o o k d i rec t ly at the reasons. 

T o d o this p r o p e r l y we need to have i n m i n d a pa r t i cu la r agent. It 
may be that a reason f o r one agent is no t a reason f o r another , o r 
that d i f f e r en t agents s h o u l d give d i f f e r en t weights to the same rea
sons. So let us f i x o n an impar t i a l agent w i t h a genera l du ty to act 
r ight ly bu t n o special duty to any par t i cu la r pe r son . Pe rhaps the 
government migh t suit this ro le . 

W h a t reasons might such an agent have f o r c h o o s i n g one al terna
tive ra ther than another? T h e r e are, first o f a l l , reasons o f the sort 
that unde r l i e the l ibe ra l a rgument desc r ibed i n sect ion II. Suppose 
everyone prefers one o f two alternatives to the other . D e m o c r a t i c 
p r i n c i p l e s suggest that this is the one that s h o u l d c o m e a b o u t , 
whether o r not it is bet ter f o r everybody, o r f o r anybody. A s I said, 
this is an a rgument about h o w the socia l system s h o u l d opera te as a 
mechan i sm. It is not necessarily a reason f o r any pa r t i cu la r agent to 
b r i n g about this al ternative. B u t o u r agent may be, l ike the govern 
ment , part o f the social system. Its decis ions may i n d e e d de te rmine 
what the social system br ings about . I n that case, these democra t i c 
considera t ions w i l l const i tute a reason f o r the agent to act i n a par t ic 
u l a r way. 

B u t we are no t n o w c o n c e r n e d w i t h reasons o f this sort. W e are 
c o n c e r n e d w i th g o o d , a n d they are speci f ica l ly not d i r ec t ed at g o o d . I 
e x p l a i n e d i n sect ion Ii that reasons l ike these are l ike ly to l ead to 
incoheren t preferences , a n d that is why I t u r n e d to cons ide r g o o d 
instead. So f r o m n o w o n , I shal l leave t h e m aside a n d cons ide r on ly 
good-d i rec ted reasons. 

^ I asked this, too forcefully, as a rhetorical question in my "Trying to Value a 
lAie,'' Journal of Public Economics, ix (1978): 91-100. There is actually a good 
answer to it, which I am about to give. But most of that paper is, I still think, correct. 
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B y a " g o o d - d i r e c t e d " reason I mean a reason that is d i r ec t ed 
toward g o o d i n the ou t come o f a choice . T h e n o t i o n o f a good-
d i rec ted reason, then, does not d e p e n d o n the n o t i o n o f g o o d ap
p l i e d to prospects . So I can use it to de f ine g o o d app l i ed to pros
pects. W h e n I say that one prospect is bet ter than another , I mean 
that an i m p a r t i a l agent has s t ronge r g o o d - d i r e c t e d reasons f o r 
b r i n g i n g about the first (if it can) than the second. A n d w h e n 1 say 
that one prospect is bet ter f o r a pe r son than another , I mean that 
there are s t ronger reasons d i r ec ted t oward this person 's g o o d f o r 
b r i n g i n g about the first than the second. 

Th i s way o f d e f i n i n g g o o d f o r prospects meets one essential re
qui rement . Suppose we compare two prospects that each lead f o r 
sure to a pa r t i cu la r ou tcome . T h e better prospect , as I have d e f i n e d 
it, is the one that leads to the bet ter ou tcome . T h e o r e m T, w h i c h is 
f o r m a l l y about the goodness o f prospects , w i l l the re fore tel l us some
th ing about the goodness o f outcomes too. 

W i t h these def in i t ions , it is easy to p r o d u c e an a rgument f o r the 
p r i n c i p l e o f pe r sona l g o o d app l i ed to prospects . Suppose two pros
pects are equal ly g o o d f o r everybody. Th i s means that f o r each per
son the reasons d i r ec t ed t oward he r g o o d f o r b r i n g i n g about one are 
exactly as s t rong as the reasons d i r ec ted t oward he r g o o d f o r b r i n g 
i n g about the other . T h e impar t i a l agent s h o u l d act r ight ly , a n d 
benef icence is at least a par t o f ac t ing r ight ly . So these w i l l a l l be 
reasons f o r the agent too. A n d , since the reasons d i r ec ted toward 
each person 's g o o d are evenly ba lanced , the agent's reasons d i rec ted 
toward everybody's g o o d taken together w i l l be evenly ba lanced too. 
A s I say, I a m tak ing it f o r g ran ted that, f o r outcomes , g o o d depends 
on ly o n people ' s g o o d . So these are a l l the good-d i rec ted reasons 
there are. T h e r e f o r e , a l l the agent's good-d i rec ted reasons are evenly 
balanced. T h a t is to say, the two alternatives are equal ly g o o d . Th i s 
proves the first par t o f the p r i n c i p l e o f persona l good . T h e second 
part can be p r o v e d i n a s imi lar way. 

I th ink this a rgument comes to the r ight conc lus ion . B u t it skips 
over what is real ly the m a i n po in t . W e need to cons ider the we igh t ing 
o f reasons i n m o r e detai l . 

Take the example o f prospects C a n d D. P e r s o n I 's reasons i n 
f avor o f C b o i l d o w n to this: i f event 1 comes about , she w i l l get one 
un i t o f weal th instead o f nought . H e r reasons i n f avo r o f D b o i l d o w n 
to: i f event 2 comes about, she w i l l get two units o f weal th instead o f 
one. W e assumed that C is actually bet ter f o r her . T h e f o r m e r rea
son, that is to say, outweighs the latter. Th i s is because we assumed 
that it is g o o d f o r he r to avo id risk. T h e value o f r isk avoidance 
appears i n expected-ut i l i ty theory i n the f o r m o f weights at tached to 
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gains a n d losses o f weal th . F o r m a l l y it appears i n a s tr ict ly concave 
u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n . H e r e it says that the d i f f e r ence be tween one un i t a n d 
nough t uni ts has m o r e weight than the d i f f e r ence be tween two uni ts 
a n d one un i t . Consequen t ly , the reason i n f a v o r o f C outweighs the 
reason i n f a v o r o f D. 

O u r i m p a r t i a l agent has f o u r good-d i r ec t ed reasons to w e i g h u p . 
T w o o f them, d i r ec t ed t o w a r d p e r s o n I 's g o o d , are the ones I have 
j u s t m e n t i o n e d . A n d there are two symmetr ica l ones d i r ec t ed t o w a r d 
pe r son 2's g o o d . H o w s h o u l d these reasons be we ighed u p i n deter
m i n i n g what the agent ough t to do? W e d o no t have to w o r r y here 
about w e i g h i n g against each o the r reasons d i r ec t ed t o w a r d d i f f e r e n t 
people ' s g o o d . B u t I d o want to argue that the two reasons d i r ec t ed 
t o w a r d pe r son I 's g o o d must be g iven the same relat ive weight as 
they receive w h e n d e t e r m i n i n g what is best f o r p e r s o n 1. 

T h e relat ive weight g iven to these reasons i n the lat ter a p p l i c a t i o n 
is the means by w h i c h e x p e c t e d - u t i l i t y t h e o r y takes a c c o u n t o f 
whe ther o r no t it is g o o d f o r pe r son 1 to avo id risk, a n d the degree to 
w h i c h it is g o o d . I n o u r example we are assuming that r isk avoidance 
is i n d e e d g o o d f o r pe r son 1. So , i n d e t e r m i n i n g w h i c h p rospec t is 
bet ter f o r her , the reason i n f a v o r o f C outweighs the reason i n f a v o r 
o f D. I f , i n d e t e r m i n i n g w h i c h al ternat ive o u r agent ough t to choose , 
we d i d no t give these reasons the same relat ive weight , the fac t that 
a v o i d i n g r isk is g o o d f o r pe r son 1 w o u l d no t be p r o p e r l y taken 
accoun t o f i n o u r de t e rmina t ion . I n the example , one reason f o r the 
agent to choose prospec t C r a ther than D is that C is less r isky f o r 
p e r s o n 1, a n d a v o i d i n g r i sk is g o o d f o r p e r s o n 1. I n e x p e c t e d -
ut i l i ty theory this reason appears, no t str ict ly as a separate reason o n 
its o w n , bu t i n the we igh t ing o f o the r reasons. So this we igh t i ng must 
be preserved. 

Th i s is the p o i n t o f t rea t ing prospects as "quas i consequences" 
a n d a p p l y i n g the n o t i o n o f g o o d to them. T h e r e is a type o f reason 
f o r m a k i n g a choice , namely a v o i d i n g risk,^ w h i c h does no t appear i n 
the value o f t rue consequences . B u t it can be represen ted i n the 
value o f prospects . 

V. C O H E R E N C E 

T h e o r e m V r e q u i r e s i n d i v i d u a l a n d g e n e r a l g o o d to sa t i s fy the 
ax ioms o f expected-ut i l i ty theory. I m e n t i o n here on ly the ones that 
are l ikely to give t roub le : the completeness a x i o m a n d the var ious 
consis tency axioms. T h e completeness a x i o m says that, o f two pros
pects, e i ther one is bet ter than the o the r o r else they are equal ly 

^ If, alternatively, it is good for a person to take on risk or to be neutral about risk, 
that too will be a reason for choice. 
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good . I do not deta i l the consistency ax ioms, except to m e n t i o n that 
the most con t rovers ia l is the a x i o m o f s t rong independence . 

I see n o reason to th ink that e i ther the i n d i v i d u a l - o r the general-
g o o d relat ions are comple te . F o r an i n d i v i d u a l , i t is p lausible that 
there are goods that cannot be we ighed against each other . F o r 
genera l good , there is the added d i f f i cu l t y that it may no t be possible 
to w e i g h o n e p e r s o n ' s g o o d agains t a n o t h e r ' s . F o r the sake o f 
T h e o r e m T we shall s imply have to assume there are n o such in t ra 
persona l o r i n t e rpe r sona l incommensurab i l i t i e s . Th i s is a weakness 
o f the theorem. 

O n the o the r h a n d , 1 bel ieve there are g o o d arguments to show 
that the i n d i v i d u a l - a n d genera l -good relat ions satisfy the consistency 
axioms. I have a rgued i n another paper^^ that the preferences o f a 
ra t iona l agent w i l l satisfy these axioms. It fo l lows that each i n d i v i d 
ua l -good re l a t ion w i l l satisfy them, because a person 's g o o d re la t ion 
is what he r p re fe rence r e l a t ion w o u l d be were she ra t iona l and self-
i n t e r e s t e d , a n d we re h e r p r o b a b i l i t i e s c o r r e c t . S i m i l a r l y , the 
genera l -good r e l a t ion w o u l d be the p re fe rence r e l a t ion o f a r a t iona l 
impar t i a l agent whose preferences were d e t e r m i n e d by the we igh ing 
u p o f good-d i rec ted reasons i n the m a n n e r desc r ibed i n sect ion i v . 
So this re la t ion , too , must be consistent. 

VI. UNCERTAINTY AND INEQUALITY 

I have done what I can to j u s t i f y the assumptions o f the r e in t e rp re t ed 
T h e o r e m T. O n e source o f doub t about t h e m is that they presuppose 
a n o t i o n o f correctness f o r probabi l i t ies . A n o t h e r is that they ignore 
any p rob lems there migh t be about the commensurab i l i t y o f goods. 
B u t apart f r o m these doubts , I th ink the assumptions are acceptable. 

Richard Jeffrey, in "On interpersonal utility theory," this JOURNAL, LXVII, 20 
(October 21, 1971): 647-656, uses Theorem 1 to support the possibility of inter
personal comparisons. I think this is wrong. 

John Broome, "RationaUty and the Sure-thing Principle," in Rationality, 
Self-interest and Benevolence, Gay Meeks, ed. (New York: Cambridge, forthcom
ing). 

This does not mean that a person's good consists in the satisfaction of her 
preferences, a theory about the nature of good mentioned in section iii . The 
determination is in the opposite direction. 

The argument of this paragraph is slightly too quick. There might be no such 
thing as rational self-interested preferences, because it might not be rational to be 
self-interested. Similarly, it might not be rational for an impartial agent to deter
mine its preferences by the weighing up of good-directed reasons, because, as I 
explained in section iv, the liberal argument of section ii may also supply reasons to 
such an agent, and these are not good directed. Nevertheless, if a person's prefer
ences were determined by her own interests only, and if an impartial agent's prefer
ences were determined by good-directed reasons only, then these preferences 
should satisfy the consistency axioms. It is easy to check that my arguments in 
"Rationality and the Sure-thing Principle" would apply to such preferences. 
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So, subject to these qua l i f ica t ions , the c o n c l u s i o n o f T h e o r e m V 
fo l lows . I n d i v i d u a l a n d genera l g o o d can be represen ted by u t i l i ty 
f u n c t i o n s i n such a way that genera l u t i l i ty is the s u m o f the i n d i v i d 
u a l ut i l i t ies . W h a t does this te l l us? I n sect ion i , I d i s t ingu i shed two 
conc lus ions one migh t d raw f r o m T h e o r e m 1. Fi rs t , the t h e o r e m 
made a l i nk be tween people ' s att i tudes to r isk a n d the at t i tude o f 
socia l p references to inequal i ty . S e c o n d , the t h e o r e m seemed to be 
an a rgument f o r u t i l i t a r i an i sm. W e must make a s imi la r d i s t i nc t ion 
f o r the r e in t e rp re t ed T h e o r e m T. 

T h e first c o n c l u s i o n to be d r a w n f r o m T h e o r e m V is that the value 
o f equal i ty is l i n k e d w i th the at t i tude peop le s h o u l d take to unce r 
tainty. I f people s h o u l d be neu t r a l about risks to the i r weal th , then it 
is w r o n g to f a v o r equal i ty i n the d i s t r i bu t i on o f weal th . A n d , i f peop le 
s h o u l d be r isk averse about weal th , there is some p r e s u m p t i o n i n 
f a v o r o f equal i ty i n weal th . T h i s l i nk is exp l a ined i n sec t ion i . T h e 
on ly d i f f e r ence is that n o w we are dea l ing w i th what is g o o d f o r 
peop le f a c e d w i t h uncer ta in ty , ra ther than w i t h the at t i tude they 
actual ly take. N o t i c e , t hough , that what is g o o d f o r peop le here need 
no t be d e t e r m i n e d by any th ing o the r than the people ' s o w n tastes. A 
person 's tastes he lp to de te rmine what is g o o d f o r her.^'* I f she likes 
apples m o r e than pears then, o the r things b e i n g equal , an apple is 
bet ter f o r he r than a pear. S h i f t i n g a t tent ion f r o m pre fe rences to 
g o o d does no t deny the impor t ance o f tastes. 

T h a t inequal i ty s h o u l d be l i n k e d to uncer ta in ty i n this way strikes 
me as a remarkable consequence o f T h e o r e m V. 

VII. UTILITARIANISM 

Does T h e o r e m V give any m o r e genera l suppor t to u t i l i ta r ianism? 
A t most it can suppor t on ly a par t o f i t . It has n o t h i n g to say about 

the u t i l i t a r i an thesis that one s h o u l d act so as to b r i n g about the best 
result ; it is on ly about what result is best. It has n o t h i n g to say about 
the u t i l i t a r i an thesis that a person 's g o o d consists i n pleasure o r the 
sat isfact ion o f he r desires; it is on ly about h o w d i f f e r en t people ' s 
g o o d is aggregated. A n d it s imply assumes the u t i l i t a r i an thesis that 
goods are always commensurab le . 

T h e one par t o f u t i l i t a r i an i sm that the t h e o r e m does seem to 
suppor t is the thesis that genera l g o o d is the s u m o f people ' s g o o d , so 
there is n o value i n an equa l d i s t r i bu t i on o f g o o d . B u t so f a r we are 
no t en t i t l ed to suppose it says even this. It says that genera l u t i l i ty is 

I distinguish tastes from preferences. I think that, other things being equal, 
satisfying a person's tastes is necessarily good for her. But I do not think the same 
about her preferences. A taste can supply a reason for a preference, but a prefer
ence can also be based on other reasons, or on no reason. 
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the sum o f i n d i v i d u a l ut i l i t ies . B u t uti l i t ies have been d e f i n e d on ly to 
represent the order o f good : o f two prospects the one w i th the h ighe r 
u t i l i t y is the be t t e r . T h e y d o n o t necessa r i ly r e p r e s e n t degrees 
o f good . 

A case can be made out nevertheless f o r saying that uti l i t ies d o 
actually represent degrees o f good . T h e o r e m V i tself can con t r ibu te 
to this case. B u t first let us see what a rgument can be made indepen
dent ly o f T h e o r e m T. 

I f a ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n represents the o r d e r o f a person 's good , then 
so does any l inear t r a n s f o r m o f it . So the most that can be expec ted 
o f a person 's u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n i n genera l is that it s h o u l d be a l inear 
t r a n s f o r m o f he r good . T h e characteris t ic o f a l inear t r ans fo rma t ion 
is that it preserves the o r d e r o f d i f fe rences . Take f o u r prospects M , 
A^, P, and Q , each g o o d f o r a pe r son to some degree. W r i t e these 
degrees G ( M ) , G(A^), G ( P ) , and G ( Q ) . T h e n the most that can be 
expec ted i n genera l f r o m a ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n f o r the pe r son is that the 
u t i l i t y d i f f e r e n c e [ U ( M ) - U(A^)] s h o u l d be grea te r t h a n [ U ( P ) 
- U ( Q ) ] i f and on ly i f [ G ( M ) - G{N)] is greater than [ G ( P ) - G ( Q ) ] . 

D o uti l i t ies represent degrees o f g o o d to this extent? Suppose a 
person is f aced w i th a choice between get t ing one un i t o f weal th f o r 
sure o r al ternatively tak ing a gamble at equa l odds o f e i ther no uni ts 
o r two units . Suppose that 

U(2) - U(l) < U(l) - U(0) 

T h e latter d i f f e rence i n ut i l i ty outweighs the f o r m e r , a nd the best 
choice is the one un i t f o r sure. Is it then necessarily the case that 

G(2) - G(l) < G(l) - G(0) ? 

This w i l l be so i f it is best f o r the pe r son to max imize the expecta
t ion o f her good.^^ Since ut i l i ty is d e f i n e d so that it is best f o r her to 
maximize the expec ta t ion o f her ut i l i ty , u t i l i ty w i l l then represent 
degrees o f g o o d to the r e q u i r e d extent. B u t it is qui te plausible that it 
is not best f o r a pe r son to max imize the expec ta t ion o f her good . F o r 
instance, the n o t i o n o f degrees o f g o o d may not even make sense; 
g o o d may not be an ar i thmetic quanti ty. O r it might be g o o d f o r a 
person to be risk averse about good.^^ T h e n her u t i l i ty w i l l be a 

Many decision theorists seem to have thought people should be expected-good 
maximizers. Daniel Bernoulli, "Exposition of a New Theory on the Measurement of 
Risk," Louise Sommer, trans. Econometrica, xxii, 1 (January 1954): 23-36, 
thought people should maximize expected emolumentum, which the dictionary 
translates as "benefit or advantage." Jeffrey, The Logic of Decision, thinks they 
should maximize expected "desirability." 

Such a view is implicit in Kenneth J. Arrow, Social Choice and Individual 
Values, 2nd ed. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale, 1963), p. 10. 
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Strictly concave f u n c t i o n o f he r g o o d , so we migh t consis tent ly sup
pose i n the example that actually, say, 

G(2) - G( l ) = G( l ) - G(0) 

B u t there is a possible re tor t to this. It migh t be said that it is 
precisely i n compar i sons o f the sort we are m a k i n g that the n o t i o n o f 
degrees o f g o o d gets its mean ing . I n m a k i n g decis ions i n the face o f 
uncer ta in ty , gains a n d losses are we ighed against each o ther . I n the 
example , the possible gain i n weal th f r o m one un i t to two is a reason 
i n f a v o r o f t ak ing the gamble . T h e possible loss f r o m one un i t to 
n o n e is a reason against. T h e lat ter is the s t ronger reason. T h i s is 
na tura l ly expressed by saying that the d i f f e rence be tween one un i t 
a n d n o uni ts o f weal th amounts to a greater d i f f e r ence i n g o o d than 
the d i f f e rence between one un i t a n d two. A c c o r d i n g to the suppos i 
t i o n i n the previous paragraph , these d i f fe rences i n g o o d are actual ly 
the same. B u t what can this mean , i f it is no t that they are evenly 
ba lanced w h e n we ighed against each o the r as reasons f o r choos ing? 
A c c o r d i n g to the suppos i t ion , the d i f fe rences are equa l bu t they d o 
not count equal ly as reasons. B u t m a i n t a i n i n g a d i s t i nc t ion be tween 
amounts o f g o o d a n d h o w these amounts coun t looks l ike a n empty 
gesture. 

I th ink this is a g o o d retor t . It is h a r d to see what use we can have 
f o r the n o t i o n o f degrees o f g o o d except w h e n we igh ing u p d i f f e r 
ences i n g o o d as reasons f o r m a k i n g a choice . So it is i n w e i g h i n g u p 
d i f fe rences that we can expect the n o t i o n to get its mean ing . D e c i 
s ion m a k i n g u n d e r uncer ta in ty , however , is no t the on ly con tex t i n 
w h i c h d i f fe rences i n g o o d are we ighed against each o ther . Pe rhaps 
the n o t i o n gets its m e a n i n g elsewhere. A n o t h e r contex t where d i f 
ferences o f g o o d are we ighed is i n the d i s t r i bu t ion o f g o o d be tween 
people . L e t us cons ide r that. 

Suppose there is a cho ice be tween the d is t r ibu t ions o f weal th (1,1) 
a n d (0,2). A reason i n f a v o r o f the first is that i t gives p e r s o n 1 one 
un i t o f weal th instead o f none . A reason i n f a v o r o f the second is that 
it gives pe r son 2 two uni ts instead o f one . H o w s h o u l d these reasons 
be we ighed against each other? T h i s is what T h e o r e m T is about . 
( R e m e m b e r that it is s imply an assumpt ion o f the t h e o r e m that rea
sons l ike these can be we ighed against each other ; i n t e rpe r sona l 
compar i sons are possible.) It says that we can find the r igh t weights 
f r o m the people ' s u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n s . T o d o so, we have to make sure 
that f o r each pe r son we have p i c k e d the appropr ia t e u t i l i ty f u n c t i o n . 

Compare J. A. Mirrlees, "The Economic Uses of Utilitarianism," in Sen and 
Williams, pp. 63-84. 
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E a c h pe r son has many f u n c t i o n s represen t ing the o r d e r o f he r g o o d , 
a n d the theo rem gives n o guidance about w h i c h is the r ight one. B u t 
it does say that there is a r ight one. A n d once we have it , d i f fe rences 
i n u t i l i ty de te rmine the weights that s h o u l d be given to o p p o s i n g 
reasons. I n the example , once we have func t i ons U i a n d U2 f o r the 
people , we compare [ U i ( l ) - Ui(0) ] w i th [U2(2) - U2(l)]. I f the 
f o r m e r is greater, the d i s t r i bu t ion (1,1) is better; i f the latter, (0,2). 
Th i s is a context where we are we igh ing u p reasons. So a c c o r d i n g to 
what I said above, it gives us g rounds f o r saying that these d i f fe rences 
o f u t i l i ty represent d i f fe rences i n degrees o f good . Suppose [ U i ( l ) -
Ui(0)] is greater than [U2(2) - U2(l)]. T h e n we have g rounds f o r 
saying that pe r son 1 gains m o r e i n g o o d f r o m hav ing one un i t o f 
weal th instead o f none than pe r son 2 gains f r o m hav ing two units 
instead o f one. S ince the same ut i l i ty f unc t i ons supply the r ight 
weights i n any d i s t r ibu t iona l c o m p a r i s o n , we have g rounds f o r saying 
that these f u n c t i o n s represent degrees o f g o o d . 

B u t these g rounds are un l ike ly to convince a nonu t i l i t a r i an . T h e y 
b e g the q u e s t i o n . T h e y insist that, w h e n w e i g h i n g reasons , the 
s t ronger reason must always be the one that represents the greater 
d i f f e rence i n good . Th i s s imply assumes that the bet ter alternative is 
always the one wi th the greater total o f good . A n d that was what h a d 
to be p roved . 

T h e strength o f the u t i l i t a r i an case, however , is this. T h e f u n c t i o n s 
U i and U2, w h i c h supply the weights w h e n we igh ing reasons i n dis
t r i bu t i ng weal th , are u t i l i ty f unc t i ons f o r the people . T h e r e f o r e , they 
also supply the weights w h e n we igh ing reasons i n m a k i n g decis ions 
u n d e r uncer ta inty . So these func t i ons serve the same purpose i n two 
contexts. Th i s very m u c h strengthens the c l a im that they represent 
degrees o f good . Th i s is the effect o f T h e o r e m V. T h e o r e m V p r o 
vides a s t r o n g case f o r say ing that u t i l i t i e s r ep resen t degrees o f 
good.^^ A n d , hav ing done so, it also says that the bet ter o f two 
alternatives is always the one wi th the greater total o f good . 

T h e answer to the nonut i l i t a r ian ' s ob j ec t i o n is this. T h e o b j e c t i o n 
relies o n a d i s t inc t ion between degrees o f g o o d a n d h o w these de
grees count i n we igh ing reasons: u t i l i ty tells us h o w g o o d counts , bu t 
ut i l i ty may be dis t inct f r o m g o o d itself. B u t we have been shown 
n o way o f assigning m e a n i n g to degrees o f g o o d apart f r o m h o w 
they count . A n d , wi thou t that, the d i s t inc t ion n o w seems empt i e r 
than ever. 

Compare John C. Harsanyi, "Nonlinear Social Welfare Functions: A Rejoinder 
to Professor Sen," in Foundational Problems in the Social Sciences, R. Butts and 
J. Hintikka, eds. (Boston: Reidel, 1977), pp. 293-296. 
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B u t this is not the e n d o f the a rgument . A l l the n o n u t i l i t a r i a n has 
to d o n o w is supply a suitable way o f assigning m e a n i n g to degrees o f 
good . W h a t she needs is another context i n w h i c h d i f fe rences o f 
g o o d are we ighed against each other . T h e one to t u r n to, I th ink , is 
the we igh ing u p o f g o o d at d i f f e r en t per iods o f a person 's l i f e . I 
i n t e n d to pursue this i n another paper . 

Imagine f o r a momen t , t hough , that the a rgument h a d come to a 
decisive e n d i n the defeat o f the nonu t i l i t a r i an . Imagine we h a d 
managed to der ive f r o m T h e o r e m T the u t i l i t a r i an c o n c l u s i o n that 
g o o d is the s u m o f people ' s g o o d . W h a t w o u l d this c o n c l u s i o n n o w 
amoun t to? T h e way we w o u l d have come to it shows it is less s ign i f i 
cant than it seems. It seems ant i-egal i tar ian. B u t o u r a rgument was 
s i m p l y abou t m e a n i n g . I n o r d e r to make sense o f the q u e s t i o n 
whether o r no t there is value i n an equa l d i s t r i bu t ion o f g o o d , we 
have to assign a m e a n i n g to the n o t i o n o f degrees o f g o o d . A n d it 
happens that the most na tu ra l way o f d o i n g that prevents us f r o m 
a t taching value to equal i ty i n the d i s t r i bu t ion o f g o o d . T h a t is a l l . It 
suggests that the ques t ion whe ther there is value i n equal i ty i n the 
d i s t r i bu t ion o f g o o d is u n i m p o r t a n t . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , the a rgument also shows that the u t i l i t a r i an c o n c l u 
s ion adds n o t h i n g at a l l to the c o n c l u s i o n we reached i n sect ion v i i i . 
T h e r e we made a c o n n e c t i o n between uncer ta in ty a n d inequal i ty . 
T h e same ut i l i ty f u n c t i o n s that represent what is best i n the face o f 
uncer ta in ty also represent what is best i n d i s t r i bu t ion be tween peo
ple . A n d it is s imply because the same f u n c t i o n s appear i n b o t h 
contexts that we have n o w d e c i d e d they represent degrees o f g o o d . 
T h e o r e m V gives n o m o r e genera l suppor t to u t i l i t a r i an i sm than that. 

T h e argument , to summar ize , is no t ended . B u t , i f it were , i t w o u l d 
have achieved less than migh t have been expec ted o f it . 
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