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6
Some Practical Consequences

In this chapter I turn to the implications of relational morality for some 
first-order questions about what it is right and wrong to do. According to the 
relational approach, actions are obligatory or morally right just in case there 
are individuals who have claims against the agent to their performance. But 
there are a variety of particular duties that seem difficult to wedge into this 
framework. These include, for instance, cases in which directed obligations do 
not seem to correspond to any assignable Hohfeld-style rights, such as duties 
of gratitude and of mutual aid. Another class of potential problem cases are 
those in which morality apparently requires us to take into account the ag-
gregate effects of our agency on the many people who might be affected by it, 
rather than considering its bearing on the personal interests of individuals, one 
by one.

The field of first-order normative ethics is exceedingly capacious, and I can 
obviously only scratch the surface of it in the space of a single chapter. Even 
the central example to which I have repeatedly returned in this book, that of 
promissory obligation, raises issues that I have hardly begun to address, and 
that will also not be resolved in the present chapter (concerning, for instance, 
the precise nature of the personal interests that ground promisees’ claims to 
promissory fidelity). My larger aim in this book is to make a case for the 
fruitfulness of understanding moral requirements in relational terms. To this 
end, it is not necessary to resolve specific questions about what exactly we 
owe it to other people to do, morally speaking; nor do we need to clarify the 
justifications that figure within moral reflection in all cases. The hope, rather, 
is that readers can be persuaded to agree that first-order moral questions are 
aptly characterized in relational terms, as questions about the claims that 
individuals hold against each other, just insofar as they are each members of 
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the manifold of moral persons. For this purpose, however, it will be necessary 
to say something, at least in general terms, about the kinds of moral issues 
that have seemed especially resistant to treatment within a relational 
framework.

I begin by discussing some of the cases in which it seems most intuitive to 
think of moral duties in directed terms, as owed to other persons. These cases 
turn out to be surprisingly disparate in character, raising the question of 
whether they have any important features in common that might preclude the 
extension of the model of directed obligation to the entirety of the moral do-
main. One feature I focus on is the foreseeability of a specific individual as the 
person to whom duties of these disparate kinds might be directed. This leads 
me to consider some cases in which it has been alleged that others can be 
wronged by our actions, even though the individuals who are wronged are not 
discernible as claimholders by us in advance of acting. I suggest that cases of 
this kind, to the extent they are agreed to be plausible as cases of moral wrongs, 
can be understood to involve secondary claims, which are parasitic on the 
first-order claims held by discernible individuals.

Secondary moral claims such as these, if there really are such, would diverge 
in certain ways from familiar Hohfeldian claim rights. Other cases in which 
the moral claims posited by relational morality differ from assignable moral 
rights include cases of imperfect moral duty, such as duties of gratitude and 
mutual aid. I discuss these examples in section 6.2, suggesting that we can 
make sense of them within a broadly relational framework if we adapt the no-
tion of a moral claim in ways that seem to me independently defensible (if also, 
perhaps, somewhat surprising).

In the final two sections of the chapter, I discuss some cases that are widely 
taken to be especially challenging for relational conceptions. These are cases 
that involve the non-identity problem, where the assignment of claims to in-
dividuals has the paradoxical consequence that the individuals would not have 
existed had the claims been honored, and cases, such as those involving rescue 
situations, in which the number of people who might be affected by our ac-
tions seems to matter to moral thought. Cases of both kinds have generated a 
very large literature, and I have no expectation of being able to do justice to 
them here. My very limited aim will be, instead, to point out that the most 
important of the non-identity cases can in fact be accommodated in relational 
terms, and to sketch an overlooked way in which the numbers might count 
within a conception of moral deliberation that is focused on the claims of 
individuals.
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I concede, however, that there may be some cases involving aggregation 
that cannot be accommodated neatly within a relational framework. In section 
6.4, I propose that we understand cases of this kind to elicit normative intu-
itions about the extramoral significance of human life and well-being. Consid-
erations of this kind may have an important role to play in certain deliberative 
contexts, where legitimate authorities have decisions to make about the alloca-
tion of resources under conditions of scarcity, but this is compatible with their 
lacking the same kind of significance in contexts of individual deliberation. I 
conclude by suggesting that if well-being has independent significance for in-
dividual deliberation, it is not as a consideration that outweighs the duties of 
relational morality, but as a potential source of independent requirements that 
might conceivably conflict with what we are morally obligated to do.

6.1. Foreseeability, Claims, and Wrongs

In section 4.1 above, I noted that directed obligations are often understood by 
philosophers to arise out of historical relationships between the parties that 
they link. Joseph Raz, for instance, has suggested that there are three kinds of 
personal relationship that can generate a directed duty between two people: 
commitments or undertakings by one party toward another; thick social ties, 
such as those that connect friends and family members; and the relationships 
that underlie debts of gratitude.1 About directed obligations of these kinds, he 
also observes that some of them do not correspond to anything we would 
intuitively think of as a right on the part of the person to whom they are di-
rected; and that we cannot, in any case, understand all of morality to consist 
of such obligations. This first of these two further claims seems to me correct, 
though I reject the second of them.

Before getting to these issues, however, it will be well to look more closely 
at some of the cases in which Raz takes personal relationships to give rise to 
directed obligations. For they are surprisingly disparate in character. One 
subclass of cases involves interactions that can be understood to give rise to 
literal or metaphorical debts of some kind. There is, for instance, the kind of 
undertaking whereby people accept a benefit from another party in exchange 
for a commitment to provide a benefit to that party at a later time. Think of a 
commercial transaction, such as the consumer contract that gives you a televi-
sion set now on the condition that you make monthly installment payments 
to the store over the next three years. In this kind of case, one has incurred 
through the transaction a financial debt that one owes it to the other party to 
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repay, in accordance with the contractual terms. With debts of gratitude, we 
have something similar, only the debt to be repaid is generally figurative 
rather than literal, and the terms of repayment leave more to the discretion 
of the indebted party (a point to which I return in the following section). In 
these kinds of cases, the personal relationship that gives rise to the directed 
obligation is one that confers a benefit or advantage on the agent who stands 
under it, and the feeling that the agent owes something to the other party goes 
together with an awareness of a kind of imbalance between them that needs 
to be righted.

Some of the debts that give rise to directed duties are incurred voluntarily, 
including the transactional ones that involve commercial and other forms of 
contracts or commitments. But others are not, including many debts of grati-
tude, which result from kindnesses or advantages bestowed on a person who 
has not necessarily done anything to bring them about. This is clear, too, in at 
least some cases involving social ties, such as those that link the members of 
biological families. Children obviously do not get to choose their parents, and 
yet they are generally understood to have obligations of various kinds that are 
owed to them. These directed obligations might be understood, at least in part, 
as a special case of debts of gratitude, insofar as children have generally ben-
efited extensively from the exertions that their parents undertook to raise 
them.2 Here, as in other such cases, the sense of obligation to the parents might 
be traced to the positive effects that one has enjoyed as a result of the historical 
relationship, which somehow need to be repaid, even if they were not volun-
tarily incurred.

But this feature, too, is not essential to Raz’s examples of familiar directed 
duties. In other cases that involve close social ties, it is implausible to suppose 
that the sense of a duty owed to the other party has much if anything to do 
with an awareness of oneself as having enjoyed a benefit that needs to be re-
paid. Friendship, for instance, typically does not have this character. To be 
sure, it represents a great good for the parties to it; but the good is one that is 
symmetrically enjoyed by both of them, rather than involving an imbalance of 
burdens and benefits that somehow requires to be righted, going forward. And 
yet friends are naturally understood as having special obligations that are owed 
to each other. A similar point might be made about the relationship in which 
parents stand to their children. Naturally this is a tremendously valuable form 
of human relationship, representing one of the great goods of which humans 
are capable; and people who have relationships of this kind clearly owe various 
duties of care and concern to their children. But it would be odd to theorize 
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these directed duties as involving the enjoyment of benefits that now stands 
to be paid back to the party who has bestowed it.3 The debt model, in either 
its voluntary or its nonvoluntary variants, simply doesn’t apply to cases such 
as these. Nor is it a felicitous template for understanding promissory obliga-
tion, which is another Raz-style undertaking that is conventionally under-
stood to give rise to a directed duty. Promisors bind themselves to promisees 
by giving them their word, but these commitments are in force regardless of 
whether there is an asymmetry of benefits and burdens between the parties 
that requires to be rebalanced.4

Raz’s examples are all cases in which directed duties are generated by his-
torical relationships between the parties to them. But as we have just seen, it 
is difficult to discern any significant feature that they might be understood to 
have in common, beyond their being cases in which directed duties are rela-
tionship based. The most we could say, perhaps, is the following. First, the 
diverse historical relationships at issue in these cases all serve the function of 
rendering discernible the particular claimholder to whom the directed duty is 
owed. For instance, out of all the countless friendships that exist in the world, 
the duties that I owe as a friend are directed to the specific person with whom 
I have interacted in a relationship of this general kind. The relationship thus 
helps to individuate the claimholder, making foreseeable to agents the persons 
to whom they are linked in a specific relational nexus.

Second, in each of the cases considered so far, it seems there is a valuable 
relationship of some kind that is in play. In many cases, the valuable relation-
ships in question are the very ones that play the individuating role. This is the 
pattern we see in the examples involving friendship and family relationships, 
where ties of love that are immensely important in human life also serve to 
pick out the specific individuals to whom directed obligations are owed. But 
the pattern does not extend to all of the Raz-style examples. The consumer 
contract that is entered into when the purchaser of a good commits to making 
future payments to the seller helps to individuate them, as parties who are 
connected to each other by a specific directed duty and claim. But the contrac-
tual relationship is not itself necessarily valuable; on the contrary, as noted 
above, it is tempting to think of it as involving a worrisome imbalance between 
the linked parties that requires being restored to equilibrium. The valuable 
relationship in this case, and in many other cases of promissory commitment, 
is one that is enabled through compliance by the agent with the terms of the 
directed obligation. This behavior serves to right the imbalance between the 
parties that is created by the original commitment, or to enable promisors to 
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realize in their relations to promisees the value of interpersonal recognition 
discussed in section 4.4 above.

Once we are clear about these points, however, then it looks as if the role 
of personal relationships as a basis for directed duties is dispensable. There has 
to be something, perhaps, that renders claimholders discernible by the agents 
against whom their claims are held. It is also plausible to suppose that compli-
ance with the relational duty that is owed to those individuals should realize 
a valuable way of relating to them. But these conditions can be satisfied even 
in cases in which there is no antecedent relationship at all between the parties. 
This brings us back to a theme from chapter 4, where I argued that morality 
might be understood to consist in a set of self-standing relational require-
ments. Thus, consider the case of a face-to-face encounter with an individual 
whom you have never met before, but who stands to be affected significantly 
by something it is open to you to do. (To return to a recurring example, per-
haps she is lying on the sidewalk with an obvious case of gout, and your con-
tinuing trajectory would cause a painful encounter with her outstretched 
foot.) Here it is clear enough from the situation which individual might be 
understood to have a claim against you not to cause her easily avoidable dis-
tress. It also seems that acknowledgment of this claim against you would en-
able you to relate to the individual in a valuable way, on a basis of what I have 
called interpersonal recognition. So it appears that there is no obstacle in the 
way of extending the relational model of moral obligations and claims to a situ-
ation of this kind, despite the absence of any antecedent relationship between 
you and the individual to whom the duty is directed. You owe it to the stranger 
on the sidewalk to avoid a painful encounter with her diseased appendage, and 
this thought is fully available to you in the situation I have described.

There are, of course, plenty of cases in which our actions have significant 
effects on individuals who are not foreseeable in advance of our performing 
them. Cases of this description figure prominently in a novel interpretation 
that Nicolas Cornell has recently advanced of the notion of a moral wrong.5 
Cornell holds that there are two ways in which people could be wronged mor-
ally by the actions of another party. They might, first, have rights that are in-
fringed through the party’s actions. Or they might, second, be affected ad-
versely by actions of the party that infringe somebody else’s rights. In cases of 
the latter kind, there will be a moral wrong that does not itself violate the 
claims of the persons who are wronged, and that therefore cannot be under-
stood to involve attitudes of disregard for those persons’ claims or for the in-
terests that underlie them. Cases of this kind would thus fail to fit the schema 
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I have offered in this book for understanding the idea of a wrong or a moral 
injury, which connects these notions closely to that of a claim.

Cornell’s argument for his conclusion is driven by consideration of a range 
of more and less familiar cases, which he believes elicit the firm intuition that 
people are often wronged by actions that do not infringe rights of theirs in 
particular. There is, for instance, the case of the third-party beneficiary to a 
promissory transaction (where, in at least one common variant, A promises B 
that A would look after B’s mother, C). Cornell agrees with H. L. A. Hart and 
others that it is B rather than C who holds a moral claim against A to promis-
sory fidelity in a case of this kind;6 but he thinks that C would be wronged by 
A’s action if A were to fail to honor the promise that was owed to B (thereby 
violating B’s right). Another example with this alleged structure is the well-
known case of Palsgraf v. Long Island Railroad Co. Here the employees of the 
railroad negligently rush a passenger onto the carriage of a moving train, dis-
lodging the passenger’s luggage in the process, which happens to have con-
tained some fireworks; as a result of the mishap, the fireworks explode, causing 
a scale to topple over and injure Mrs. Palsgraf, who was standing in a different 
area of the platform. The New York Court of Appeals ruled that the railroad 
company was not liable for the harm to Palsgraf, who had no right against them 
to protection from harms that were not foreseeable. But Cornell thinks Pals-
graf was nevertheless clearly wronged by the actions of the company’s employ-
ees, insofar as these caused her significant harm. And similar conclusions may 
be reached about a range of other cases in which adverse consequences accrue 
to individuals as a result of actions that violate the claims of another party, 
including harms caused by overheard lies or negative effects that fall to family 
members of individuals whose rights have been infringed (such as the parents 
of a child killed in a car accident involving a drunk driver).

I do not myself share Cornell’s intuitions about many of his cases. In most 
of them, the details that would make it plausible that a third party is wronged 
through the agent’s action would also provide a basis for an antecedent claim 
or right that is assignable to that individual. If A’s promise to B induces C to 
rely on A to provide the assistance that C needs, and this effect could be an-
ticipated by A at the time the promise was made, then it seems to me pretty 
clear that C has a claim against A to such assistance, even if C was not the 
addressee of A’s promise. Similarly, if people make misleading statements 
about matters of general interest in a public setting, they may negligently vio-
late a duty of due care to ensure that others in causal range of them do not form 
false beliefs based on their behavior and speech. In virtue of occupying the 
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same public space with the speaker, those whose beliefs are apt to be influ-
enced by the speaker’s utterances are foreseeable as potential claimholders, 
even if they are not the immediate object of the speaker’s attention at the time 
when the deceptive statements were put forward.7

Furthermore, it seems to me that we all have claims against other people 
that they should not act to harm those we love, or subject them to significant 
and avoidable risk of harm. We may not be known specifically by the wrongdo-
ers in cases of this kind. But insofar as the immediate victims of their actions 
can be discerned by wrongdoers, they have cognitive access as well to these 
additional claimholders. It is well known, after all, that each individual is con-
nected to other persons through chains of love and affection, and that their 
personal interests will also be damaged if the individual to whom they are at-
tached is harmed by the malicious or reckless conduct of the wrongdoer. These 
effects on friends and family give them a reasonable basis for complaint about 
the things that are done to those to whom they are attached. In Palsgraf, on the 
other hand, it may be more difficult to assign a clear claim to the person who 
suffered an injury as a result of the wrongful conduct. Here, the individual who 
was harmed by the railroad employees’ conduct was really not foreseeable in 
advance by them, in part because they had no reason to believe that the lug-
gage contained explosives that might pose a danger to passengers waiting in-
nocently on other parts of the platform. But then, the court that decided the 
case seemed to agree that there was no clear wrong to the injured party under 
the civil law of tort.8

Having made these observations, I do not wish to insist that Cornell is in-
correct in his verdicts about at least some of the cases he discusses. There is a 
rigorist tradition, to which he alludes, of thinking that people can rightly be 
held to account for the harmful consequences that flow from the wrongful 
actions that they perform.9 If holding morally accountable is an ex post re-
sponse to actions that wrong another party, as I suggested it is in chapter 3, 
then this might entail that the parties who are harmed in such cases are also 
morally wronged. Note, however, that by Cornell’s own reckoning, the wrong-
ful actions that harm third parties count as wrongs to those parties only if they 
violate somebody’s rights or claims.10 This strikes me as a significant concession, 
pointing toward a different account from the one he favors of what might be 
going on in cases with the structure he describes.

People who flout their relational moral duties disregard, in the first in-
stance, the claims that are held against them by the people to whom the duties 
are owed. In doing this, however, they can also be said to have shown neglect 
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for the social dimension of their agency, including its bearing on the personal 
interests of those who stand to be affected by it. But we all have a stake in 
people taking seriously this dimension of their conduct. One way to articulate 
this thought within a relational conception of morality would be to assume 
that we each have secondary claims not to be harmed as a result of conduct 
that flouts, in a primary sense, the moral claims of other parties. These sec-
ondary claims will be apt to proliferate rampantly in any given case, and in a 
way that is not foreseeable by agents, insofar as there are any number of un-
predictable harmful consequences that could potentially befall third parties 
as a result of wrongful exercises of their agency. But the proliferation of claim-
holders is not a problem, in itself (as we shall see in more detail in section 
6.2). As for foreseeability, that too does not seem to be an obstacle to the 
assignment of secondary claims in these cases, insofar as that assignment is 
parasitic on the assignment of primary claims to parties who are foreseeable 
by the agent. Agents might owe it to individuals in the larger community to 
protect them from the harmful consequences that could result when they 
flout the primary moral claims that others hold against them. The way to live 
up to these secondary responsibilities would be to honor the primary claims 
of other parties, and this is something that it is anyway reasonable to expect 
them to do.

Though I do not wish to take a stand on the plausibility of this general 
picture here, it seems to me a promising way to accommodate the intuitions 
Cornell is trying to marshal within a thoroughly relational conception of 
moral wrongs. There are clearly personal interests that each of us has in not 
being harmed or affected adversely as a result of the agency of other persons. 
And these interests might well ground secondary claims that we have against 
agents, which piggyback on the primary moral claims of other parties, and 
which find expression in complaints we have against agents in cases in which 
we are harmed through their neglect of the primary duties that they owe to 
others. To put this reasoning in contractualist terms, people who stand to 
be harmed by actions that wrong another party have an objection, based in 
a personal interest of theirs, to principles that permit such actions. What 
counterobjections might agents bring on their behalf to principles that pro-
hibit such actions? They are, by hypothesis, already morally impermissible, 
which means that the agent’s objection to a prohibition on them is weaker 
than the objections of those in the position of the primary claimholder. It 
follows that it isn’t intolerably burdensome on people in the agent’s position 
to expect that they should refrain from the actions that are in question. But 
then, it would also not seem unreasonable for people who are adversely af-
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fected by such actions to object, on their own behalf, to the agent’s perform-
ing them.

In neglecting or disregarding the primary claims that others have against 
them, agents could be said to be thereby disregarding the secondary interests 
that unforeseeable third parties have in not being subjected to avoidable 
harms. As agents, we cannot completely immunize people against the harmful 
effects that might befall them through our actions. But it is in our power to see 
to it that we honor their primary claims against us; and it is a coherent further 
thought that we might also owe it to members of the larger community of 
moral persons to protect them from the adverse consequences that sometimes 
result when we flout these foreseeable primary responsibilities.11

Secondary claims of the kind just described, if there are such, would not be 
a hugely important part of the moral landscape. But my present point is that 
they are at least intelligible within the kind of relational framework I have been 
developing. If it is accepted that these secondary claims exist, however, they 
would be unlike familiar Hohfeld-style rights, in at least some respects.

It is sometimes said that rights of this kind need to be “enforceable,” and 
that enforceability in turn presupposes that there are agents to whom the cor-
responding directed duty can clearly be assigned.12 I am not entirely sure what 
exactly “enforceability” is supposed to come to in this connection, or whether 
it legitimately applies to all cases of moral rights (in contrast to what we might 
call juridical or political rights).13 It does not seem to me to be a general condi-
tion on the intelligibility of moral rights that it be permissible for the bearer 
of them to use physical coercion to ensure that they are honored. Promisees, 
for instance, cannot in this way force promisors to uphold their promissory 
commitments. But perhaps the internalization of claims as a basis for account-
ability relations, including subjection to reactive and other forms of blame, 
could be understood as a form of enforceability appropriate to moral rights. It 
might then be maintained that moral rights should at least be enforceable in 
this manner. But I have argued that this kind of enforceability condition is 
satisfied by any moral consideration that rises to the status of a claim, includ-
ing the secondary claims characterized above. This shows itself in the fact 
that it would be fitting for the bearers of the claims, if there are such, to resent 
the agents who flout them by engaging in wrongful conduct that ends up 
harming them.

But there are other features of Hohfeld-style rights that seem to be missing 
in these cases. One of these is that the class of secondary claimholders can be 
identified only ex post, after the wrongful action has been performed. What 
they allegedly have is a claim not to be harmed through wrongful agency, 
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rather than a claim not to be exposed to the risk of harm; but we cannot tell 
whether wrongful conduct will in fact harm a third party in unforeseeable 
ways until it has taken place. This makes it virtually impossible to identify  
in advance specific agents to whom the corresponding obligations not to 
harm might be attached.14 This connects to the fact that the claims in ques-
tion are not able to function, in the deliberation of agents, as considerations 
with independent normative significance; their relevance to deliberation,  
as noted earlier, is inherited from that of the primary rights on which they 
are parasitic. There are potential moral considerations here with an implic-
itly relational structure, but they differ in this way from paradigm cases of 
moral rights.

Another feature that we associate with the familiar examples of rights is ex 
ante determinacy in regard to the behavior to which the right-holder is enti-
tled. Our basic defensive liberty rights, for instance, include fairly determinate 
claims against others, specifiable in advance, not to initiate intentional bodily 
contact without our consent (barring special circumstances), not to impede 
our free movement through public spaces, and so on. And promisees’ moral 
rights against promisors include the claim against them (again, barring special 
circumstances) to see to it that the specific terms of the promise are upheld. 
Where ex ante determinacy of this kind, as to the specific behavior that is ex-
pected of an agent, is not in place, I think we would be reluctant to understand 
the situation as involving an assignable moral right. This may be a further re-
spect in which secondary moral claims do not resemble standard cases of as-
signable moral rights, insofar as there is no way to specify determinate stan-
dards of ex ante conduct to which they allegedly connect. Finally, rights are 
generally understood to be considerations that connect to behavior that spe-
cifically affects the bearer of the alleged right. Thus, suppose an agent is under 
a duty to do something that won’t (as it happens) affect me at all, and that isn’t 
intended to affect me. I might conceivably take an interest, of a suitably non-
personal kind, in whether the duty is fulfilled. But it would strike us as odd to 
say that I have a right against the agent so to act. Rights are intuitively assign-
able to individuals, it seems, only in cases in which the determinate actions to 
which those individuals are entitled are ones that would promote their per-
sonal interests in some way.

According to a relational conception, however, it seems there will be some 
primary moral claims that do not have these salient characteristics that we 
associate with moral rights. I turn to some important examples of this kind in 
the following section.
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6.2. Claims without Rights: Imperfect Moral Duties

In the section 5.3 above, I noted one important difference between moral 
claims, as I would propose that they be understood, and Hohfeldian moral 
rights. Moral claim rights are often taken to be considerations that we reflect 
on within moral deliberations, and that we might permissibly infringe. By con-
trast, the relational interpretation takes moral deliberation to culminate in the 
assignment to individuals of moral claims. In this section I want to consider 
some specific moral claims that we would ordinarily be reluctant to classify as 
rights. These are claims that correlate with so-called imperfect moral duties. 
Ultimately it seems to me fairly unimportant whether we designate these 
claims as rights, or call them something else instead. But the features of them 
that lead us to reject the talk of rights in this context might also suggest that 
the moral considerations in question cannot be accommodated within the 
kind of relational view I have been developing in this book. So it is important 
to take a closer look at their nature and structure.

Suppose that another person does you a kindness, at significant personal 
cost—say, stopping at the side of a dark and lonely road to help you fix a flat 
tire, with the result that she gets home very late, very hungry, and needing a 
shower. The act of benefiting you is normally understood to involve a change 
in your moral relations, bringing it about that you now stand under a moral 
duty of gratitude. This way of speaking is perfectly natural, but it lacks at least 
some of the elements that we tend to associate with directed obligation. In 
particular, we would normally balk at assigning to the benefactor a moral right 
to your gratitude for the kindness that was bestowed on you.

Another case of this general kind involves duties of mutual aid. We all have 
moral obligations to assist those who are in serious distress, even at some 
significant sacrifice. But there are of course many different potential beneficia-
ries in the world, and it is not remotely the case that we can personally do 
anything to assist more than a small number of them. We intuitively have sig-
nificant discretion, as it were, to determine for ourselves how we will live up 
to the requirements of mutual aid. Under these moral conditions, we would 
ordinarily not want to say that any of the potential beneficiaries of our efforts 
has a specific moral right against us to our help, despite the fact that we have 
an obligation (perhaps a very weighty one) to contribute to relieving the acute 
needs of people in their position.

The general question that is raised by such cases is whether they can be 
made sense of within the framework of the relational interpretation of morality 
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that I have been developing in this book. There are moral obligations here, but 
apparently nothing in the way of assignable moral rights. Can we nevertheless 
understand the obligations to be directed to specific claimholders, in accor-
dance with the schema of relational morality that I have been presenting?

Let’s start with gratitude. It is natural to think that debts of gratitude are 
owed by beneficiaries to those who have bestowed benefits on them. Indeed, 
as noted in section 6.1, Raz cites cases of this kind as among the salient ex-
amples of personal relationships that can give rise to directed duties. But Raz 
also agrees with my observation that benefactors would not ordinarily be un-
derstood to have a moral right to the gratitude that beneficiaries are under a 
duty to display. What might lie behind the reluctance to assign rights to bene-
factors, especially given the fact that the obligation seems to be one that is 
owed to them in some way? One consideration might be alienability. Many 
moral rights can be waived by the person who is their bearer, through the 
right-holder’s consent to the actions that would ordinarily count as infringe-
ments. I can waive my right against you that you not trespass on my property 
or body by inviting you into my home, or by consenting to the surgical proce-
dure whereby you would remove the mole on my chin. But the benefactor 
cannot in the same way waive the obligation on the part of the beneficiary to 
reciprocate with gratitude for the kindness that was done. This consideration 
is inconclusive, however, since it is controversial (to say the least) to suppose 
that alienability is built into the idea of a moral right. There is certainly no 
incoherence in supposing that some basic rights, such as the right not to be 
enslaved by another person, cannot be alienated by any voluntary exertion of 
the right-holder’s will.15

In most cases of this kind, the reason why the right will be inalienable is 
that it is grounded in personal interests on the part of the right-holder that are 
especially important, perhaps on account of their connection to the right-
holder’s moral standing. But nothing like this seems to be the case with duties 
of gratitude. So that is one feature of gratitude that we need to make sense of. 
Another is the discretion that beneficiaries seem to have to determine for 
themselves how they are to fulfill the duties they undertake by accepting an-
other person’s generously bestowed benefits. This latter feature seems espe-
cially important to the question of the assignment of rights to the benefactor. 
As we saw in the preceding section, rights seem to be most clearly in place in 
situations where there is a specific category of performance that the right-
holder has a claim against other people to engage in. Thus rights to property 
or bodily integrity involve claims against other people that they not engage in 
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unauthorized trespass, and promissory rights involve claims against promisors 
to keep their word. But there is nothing so specific in play in the gratitude case; 
it isn’t as if the benefactor can insist, say, that the person benefited should take 
her out to dinner at a nice restaurant on a day of her choosing, even if a per-
formance of that kind would count as satisfying the beneficiary’s duty of 
gratitude.16

It would take us too far afield to attempt a complete explanation of the 
importance of agential discretion in the case of gratitude. But a plausible ac-
count might begin by emphasizing the function of these duties in restoring an 
element of equality into the relationship between the benefactor and the ben-
eficiary.17 As I noted in the preceding section, directed duties that involve 
literal and figurative debts to another individual are cases in which there is 
often an imbalance between the parties that is restored to equilibrium through 
the discharging of the duty. This is obvious in cases involving literal financial 
debts, but it also seems present in cases of merely metaphorical debts.

In the gratitude case, the figurative debt is a matter, in part, of the receipt 
by the beneficiary of some concrete advantage that has been bestowed by the 
benefactor. If this were all that the imbalance involves, however, then the debt 
of gratitude that restores equilibrium should be comparatively straightforward 
to calculate, and the role of discretion on the part of the benefactor would 
remain mysterious. But there is a distinct element to the imbalance created by 
the benefactor’s act that hasn’t yet been acknowledged, involving the benefi-
ciary’s dependency on the agency of the benefactor.18 In our original example 
involving the flat tire, the benefactor’s act of generosity, though it confers a 
clear benefit on you, also takes something away from you, namely, your active 
role in shaping the relationship with the benefactor on common terms. What 
is needed, then, is not merely a repayment of the positive benefit, but a mecha-
nism of repayment that also corrects the disequilibrium of dependency and 
agency that has emerged between the parties. By undertaking to reciprocate 
for the favor that was bestowed, beneficiaries assert agential control as partners 
to the relationships in which they stand to their benefactors, something that 
is not really possible so long as gratitude is not displayed or performed. But if 
gratitude is a mechanism for effecting the transition from dependency to 
agency, it makes sense that beneficiaries should have wide latitude to deter-
mine for themselves the specific form that their gratitude will assume. It also 
makes sense that benefactors should lack discretion to waive the duty of grati-
tude that is in place, since their doing so would only serve to exacerbate the 
dependency that the duty of gratitude is meant to help overcome.
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Even if we do not speak of a right to gratitude in these cases, however, it 
nevertheless seems to me that there is a residual claim that is in place, one that 
corresponds to the familiar idea that the duty is owed by beneficiaries to their 
benefactors. The claim is not to any specific action on the part of the benefi-
ciaries of the kind that, on its own, would be understood to discharge their 
debts. It is, rather, a claim that the beneficiaries should exercise their discretion 
to do something to restore the agential imbalance that has emerged, by recip-
rocating in some way for the kindness that was originally done to them. A 
moral consideration of this kind, insofar as it makes essential reference to the 
discretion of the beneficiary, lacks the determinacy characteristic of cases in-
volving standard moral rights. But it includes the other elements that are fa-
miliar to us from the relational framework. It corresponds to a duty that is 
understood to be directed to the benefactor, and to the extent that this is the 
case, we can understand it as a claim held by the benefactor against the benefi-
ciary. This shows itself, further, in the fact that a failure to discharge the debt 
of gratitude that is held by the beneficiary would not merely be wrong, but 
something that wrongs the benefactor in particular. It would reflect the kind 
of disregard for claims that gives rise to a grievance or moral injury, understood 
as a privileged basis for reactive and other forms of blame.

I would note, however, that the benefactor might not be the only moral 
claimholder in cases of this general kind. Benefactors have specific interests in 
conducting relationships with others on a basis of agential equality; to put 
things in contractualist terms, this gives them a reasonable ground for object-
ing to principles for the regulation of behavior that permit beneficiaries to 
refrain from reciprocating for benefits received. But beneficiaries, too, have a 
strong personal interest in conducting relationships on this basis, one that 
might ground a reasonable objection on their own behalf to the same princi-
ples. This suggests that beneficiaries might owe the debt of gratitude not only 
to their benefactors, but also to themselves, and that they have a claim against 
themselves to live up to the debt, one that runs in parallel to the claims that 
are held by their benefactors. Among other things, this would help to make 
sense of the feeling that gratitude can intelligibly lead beneficiaries to bestow 
benefits on people other than their immediate benefactors (for instance, in 
cases in which there is no longer anything that can be done to reciprocate for 
the favor that was done to them).19 A consequence of this way of thinking 
would be that beneficiaries who fail to discharge their debts of gratitude would 
not merely have wronged their benefactors, but also themselves, giving them 
a retrospective grievance about their own past conduct. We might express this 
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aspect of the situation by saying that they failed to take advantage of an op-
portunity that was open to them, at the earlier time, to restore agential equality 
to a personal relationship to which they were a party. As with the secondary 
claims considered in section 6.1 above, this may not be the most important 
dimension of cases involving debts of gratitude. But it is something that is 
intelligible within the relational framework, and that helps us to make sense 
of features of these cases that might otherwise seem puzzling.

Turn next to the case of mutual aid. Here, too, though there are duties that 
we stand under to help people who are in severe distress, we are reluctant to 
suppose that any specific individual has a claim against us to such assistance. 
And here too, our reluctance to ascribe rights to potential beneficiaries seems 
to go along with the discretion that agents are understood to have to determine 
for themselves how the duty is carried out. It is noteworthy, however, that 
agential discretion goes much farther in the case of mutual aid than in that of 
gratitude. With gratitude, as we noted above, there is a specific individual, the 
benefactor, to whom the duty of gratitude is at least partially owed. But with 
mutual aid, by contrast, agents have extensive discretion to decide for them-
selves which of many potential beneficiaries they will in fact end up assisting. 
They could choose to provide aid to the impoverished and vulnerable indi-
viduals in remote countries that the Against Malaria Foundation is targeting 
through its efforts to distribute insecticidal nets; or they could help people in 
their immediate community who receive the support of a local food and hous-
ing organization. If we are to bring such duties within the ambit of the rela-
tional approach, then, we will need to reconcile this extensive discretion with 
the idea that the duties in question are nevertheless owed to some particular 
individuals, who can be understood in turn to have a claim, if not a specific 
moral right, to the agent’s compliance.

In setting the problem up in these terms, I am taking for granted what I 
believe to be our common-sense way of thinking about moral duties of mutual 
aid, as the paradigm case of imperfect duties to others. But this aspect of the 
conventional wisdom about them might be questioned. Adherents of the Ef-
fective Altruism movement, in particular, are inclined to challenge the idea 
that there is genuine agential discretion in cases of this kind to pursue projects 
of mutual aid that are less than optimal in their expected effects on the welfare 
of those who might benefit from them.20 There is of course much to be said 
for developing a critical understanding of the effectiveness of various aid pro-
grams and development efforts that it is open to both individuals and govern-
ments to support. Research into this question might help us to appreciate that 
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some options are not above the threshold of effectiveness that would make it 
reasonable to include them in the set of charitable alternatives that we have 
discretion to pursue. To the extent the proponents of Effective Altruism deny 
that we have this discretion, however, it seems to me that they are simply shoe-
horning this aspect of our moral thinking—the part concerned with benefi-
cence, as we might put it—into an essentially consequentialist mold. If we are 
not under a standing requirement to maximize the impartial good, then there 
is no reason to question whether we have agential discretion to pursue subop-
timal projects in fulfillment of our imperfect duty of mutual aid.21

So my question is, how should we understand the discretionary duty of 
mutual aid within the framework of relational morality? Here is one possible 
answer. That agents are under such duties at all presumably reflects the fact 
that there are powerful objections that certain people have on their own behalf 
to principles that permit affluent agents to do little or nothing to assist those 
who are in extreme need. True, agents have objections in their own person to 
principles that require them to assist others in need. The most compelling of 
these stem from the requirements of living a recognizably individual human 
life; we have attachments to persons and projects that structure our activities 
at the most fundamental level, and that make it impossible to think of our-
selves simply as conduits for the promotion of impersonal value.22

But of course those who are in a situation of acute need have even more 
powerful objections to principles that permit affluent agents to do little or 
nothing for people in their position. Thinking about the situation in these 
incipiently relational terms, it is plausible to suppose that acceptable principles 
would require that level of sacrifice from the affluent that would be sufficient 
to alleviate the acute need and dependency of the most vulnerable, if the prin-
ciples in question were generally internalized and complied with by those in 
a position to help, while granting such agents discretion to decide for them-
selves, compatibly with their own projects and commitments, how exactly 
they will contribute.23 The role of agential discretion, in this context, would 
be to reconcile, as far as possible, the positive demands of beneficence with 
the need that individuals have to live a distinctive human life, one that reflects 
their own personal projects and interests. (Note that for all I have said so far, 
the resulting duties of mutual aid might be as demanding as you please; it is a 
further first-order question, to which I do not propose to enter here, precisely 
how onerous it would be for any given individual to live up to the moral re-
quirements of mutual aid in a given case.24)
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If this is the right way of thinking about mutual aid, however, then it seems 
we have a way of identifying the parties to whom the duties are owed. They 
would include all of those with acute needs who are in the class of potential 
beneficiaries of a given agent’s beneficent efforts.25 These are the people who 
have objections on their own behalf to principles that would permit agents to 
do little or nothing. We might therefore wish to say that agents owe it to all of 
the individuals in this class that they should live up to the principles of mutual 
aid that it would be unreasonable for anyone to reject; by the same token, each 
of these individuals has a claim against agents that they should comply with 
the principles in question.

These moral claims admittedly have some unusual features. For one thing, 
they are not claims that can be waived or alienated voluntarily by the persons 
who individually hold them. This seems to reflect the fact that each of the in-
dividual claimholders is a member of a class of potential beneficiaries of aid 
that includes many other individuals who are equally in a position of acute 
need; no one of them is authorized to waive entitlements that in any given case 
are liable to benefit other members in the class. This points to a further feature 
of the claims at issue that is even more peculiar. Not only are they not claims 
to any specific kind of performance on the part of the agent against whom they 
are held, since agents have wide discretion to determine for themselves which 
kinds of contribution they are going to make to alleviating the distress of those 
who are in dire need. They are not even claims that agents should do anything 
to help the claimholder in particular, since they could fully be discharged 
through discretionary efforts that end up assisting completely different mem-
bers of the class of potential beneficiaries.

These peculiarities make it especially inapt to speak of assignable moral 
rights to assistance in cases of mutual aid. But it seems to me that moral claims, 
and the corresponding directed duties, may nevertheless intelligibly be as-
cribed to the parties in these cases, and that it can be illuminating to think in 
these terms. Affluent agents owe it to each of the individuals in the class of 
potential beneficiaries to do their fair share to provide needed assistance. And 
each of those individuals in turn has claims against individual affluent agents 
that they should so contribute. We are perhaps accustomed to thinking of 
moral claims as demands, compliance with which would redound to the ben-
efit of the claimholder in particular, but I don’t see this as something that is 
built into the very meaning of a claim. A reflection of the relational structure 
implicit even in cases such as this one is the naturalness of the idea that affluent 
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agents who do little or nothing to help out will be unable to justify their con-
duct to any of the individuals who are in the class of potential beneficiaries. 
Those individuals may accordingly be thought to have suffered a wrong or a 
moral injury, in virtue of the agent’s small but not insignificant role in a collec-
tive failure to avert the humanitarian disaster that has overwhelmed them.

This relational interpretation of duties of mutual aid focuses in the first 
instance, in ways characteristic of moral contractualism, on the situation of full 
compliance. The primary task for moral reasoning is to assess the comparative 
strength of individual objections to candidate principles, supposing the prin-
ciples in question to be generally internalized and complied with by agents as 
a basis for their common social life together. This leaves open the different, but 
important question of what we as individuals are obligated to do under cir-
cumstances of merely partial compliance, including circumstances in which 
we ourselves have complied with the general demands of mutual aid, but many 
other people in a comparable position to us are doing little or nothing to help.

It is a striking fact about such situations that further incremental contribu-
tions by us, beyond what would be required from each if all were doing their 
fair share, would make a significant difference to the life prospects of some 
actual individuals who are subject to acute need. But do prospective benefi-
ciaries have moral claims against us to go above and beyond in this way, given 
that many others in a comparable position to help out are doing so little? There 
are at least some considerations that seem to speak against this conclusion.26 
If there are moral claims in play here, they would seem primarily to be held 
against the other individuals who are currently doing nothing. Those individu-
als need to step up to the plate and contribute their fair share to the collective 
project of alleviating the acute distress of the most vulnerable among us. This 
seems to be reflected in the emotional reactions that it would be natural for 
individuals in the class of potential beneficiaries to experience under the cir-
cumstances of partial compliance that I have described. They certainly have a 
grievance in this situation, something that would provide grounds for resent-
ment and other forms of blame. But it strikes me as odd to suppose that these 
reactions should be directed at individuals who are already doing their fair 
share when there are so many in a similar position to help who are doing noth-
ing, and when it is also the case that contributions by those agents would 
suffice to address the basic needs of the claimholders.27

Against this, it will be objected that there are plenty of situations in non-
ideal theory in which people might have claims against us to emergency as-
sistance, even though the emergency obtains only because of wrongs that have 
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been committed by other agents, who are therefore already available to serve 
as objects of opprobrium. Think of the waves of desperate refugees currently 
fleeing the violent conflicts in Syria, Iraq, and other areas in the Middle East 
and North Africa. It seems to me correct to view their needs as creating salient 
opportunities for acts of mutual aid on our part; we may even have special 
responsibilities to help out in this situation, in virtue of our historical complic-
ity in the political and economic conditions that generated the conflicts from 
which the refugees are now fleeing. Still, if we are already contributing our fair 
share to addressing the basic human needs of these vulnerable populations, 
there is a real question of whether we owe it to them to do more when so many 
others in our position are doing nothing.

There are admittedly some circumstances in which our moral responsibili-
ties to help other people in need are not well conceived in terms of fair share 
contributions. Consider those familiar situations in which already conscien-
tious individuals come across others in peril who can be rescued only by those 
on the immediate scene, where the rescue could be carried out at compara-
tively little cost to such proximate agents. The fact that individuals in this posi-
tion have already contributed their general fair share to projects of mutual aid 
does not seem to release them from a responsibility to save imperiled strangers 
if they are now in a position to do so. Indeed, this conclusion appears to hold, 
even if there are other agents around who are equally in a position to rescue 
the imperiled strangers, and even if those agents have not yet done their fair 
share to contribute to mutual aid efforts over time.28

Examples such as this suggest that there may be separate principles that 
govern our ongoing contributions to collective efforts at mutual aid, and our 
duties in emergency situations that require a spontaneous response from in-
dividuals on the scene.29 The latter rescue situations seem to make demands 
on us that are fairly insensitive to questions about whether we have been 
doing our fair share to support ongoing programs to address the basic human 
needs of the most vulnerable. But the principles that govern these contexts 
define obligations that seem comparatively easy to understand in relational 
terms. There are specific individuals who have assignable claims against us to 
assistance, and who also stand to benefit directly if we honor those claims. 
Furthermore, the duties that we are under in these contexts do not grant us 
the kind of discretionary leeway characteristic of paradigm imperfect obliga-
tions. It is natural to conclude about these duties that they are owed to the 
imperiled individuals whose emergency plight we happen to be in a position 
to remedy.
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But what about the situation of partial compliance with requirements gov-
erning our ongoing collective efforts of mutual aid, where we have already 
done our fair share, but many others in our position have done nothing? I 
admit that even here, there is residual pressure to think that already compliant 
individuals should do still more. After all, each incremental further contribu-
tion, beyond those they have already made, will cost them so little, and benefit 
others so much!30 I continue to think it is at least relevant to these contexts 
that there are many in a position to make the same additional contribution to 
the collective project who have not yet done so; given this aspect of the situ-
ation, it isn’t obvious that reactive and other forms of blame are rightly directed 
by the potential beneficiaries to the parties who have already contributed their 
fair share. But this is a question on which there is room for disagreement 
within the relational framework. Perhaps those in the position of potential 
beneficiaries have reasonable objections to principles for partial compliance 
contexts that permit compliant agents to make no further contributions. If so, 
the resulting, more demanding duties will still be directed in character, despite 
the discretion they seem to leave to the already compliant agents about how 
they are to be satisfied, and despite the fact that those to whom they are owed 
might not benefit directly from the actions the duties lead those agents to 
perform.

6.3. Numbers and Non-Identity

In this section, I shall address two classes of moral obligations that have 
seemed especially difficult to make sense of in terms of the claims of individu-
als. These are cases that involve the so-called non-identity problem, and cases 
in which the number of people who might benefit from our actions apparently 
has a direct bearing on what we ought morally to do. Each kind of case has 
attracted a vast and sophisticated literature, and there is no prospect of doing 
full justice to the issues within the brief compass that remains to me. My aim 
will be instead to highlight some resources of the relational approach, drawing 
on the preceding discussion, that seem to me to have been neglected in other 
treatments of these issues.

The non-identity problem arises in situations, involving our relations to 
future generations, that have the following two features: what we do (individu-
ally, or together with others) will foreseeably have a significant effect on the 
well-being of the people who will be alive in the future; but which particular 
individuals then exist will itself depend on how we now comport ourselves.31 
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Thus in cases involving resource depletion and global climate change, our cur-
rent complacent behavior might be modestly beneficial to those who are cur-
rently alive, insofar as it frees up resources for present consumption that en-
hance our immediate well-being. But that same behavior will seriously degrade 
the natural environment that future generations of human beings will inhabit, 
in ways that can easily be predicted to have devastating consequences for the 
quality of the lives those future people will be able to lead. At the same time, 
it is also plausible to suppose that the significant changes in current lifestyles 
that would be necessary to avert these environmental effects would also make 
a difference to the identities of the people who will be alive in the future. The 
future individuals who will have to cope with the effects of our current com-
placent behavior would by and large not come into existence in the first place 
under a more environmentally responsible present regime, since identity, de-
pendent as it is on genetic origins, is highly sensitive to even minor counter-
factual perturbations in the behavioral patterns of ancestral generations.

The relational approach, as I have developed it, holds that the class of po-
tential moral claimholders against us includes all of the people whose personal 
interests are apt to be affected, in one way or another, by the things that we do. 
This class clearly includes people who do not yet exist, but whose life circum-
stances stand to be shaped decisively by the behaviors that we and others of 
our generation choose to engage in. The personal interests of those future 
people provide grounds for objecting strongly to principles that would permit 
us to act in ways that predictably degrade the life circumstances they will be 
forced to cope with.32 But what exactly is the nature of those objections? Given 
the non-identity problem, it cannot be that we will have made them worse off 
than they otherwise would have been, since general compliance with alterna-
tive principles would have had the effect that those individuals never came to 
exist in the first place. It is tempting to infer that the moral objection to our 
current complacent behavior reflects an impersonal concern for the overall 
quality of the lives that are led by people in the future,33 rather than a specific 
concern about what we owe to each of the individuals who will then be alive.

This inference is too quick, however. It is true that the objections of future 
individuals to our complacent behavior cannot be couched in terms of a com-
parative conception of harm; they cannot complain that we have made them, 
as individuals, worse off than they otherwise would have been, since by hy-
pothesis the behaviors determined by the general acceptance of alternative 
principles would have prevented them from coming into existence. But they 
also have noncomparative interests in obtaining those basic resources and 
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opportunities that we all understand to be necessary for a flourishing human 
life, including adequate supplies of food and water and shelter, access to a  
basic education, freedom from constant social insecurity and displacement, 
and so on.

The pressing moral importance of issues such as global climate change and 
environmental degradation, it seems to me, stems from the thought that these 
behaviors are likely to lead to natural and social catastrophes for the members 
of future generations, affecting the noncomparative personal interests of those 
individuals in securing access to the necessities of a decent human life. By 
contrast, the noncomparative interests of the different people who would 
come to exist under a regime of responsible environmental and climatological 
stewardship do not ground a symmetrical objection to our behavior under that 
alternative regime. Under these conditions, it seems to me that the future 
people who will have to cope with our current complacent environmental and 
climate policies could be said to have moral claims against us as individuals, 
grounded in objections that can be lodged on their own behalf, to our current 
behaviors. This, despite their inability plausibly to claim that we have made 
them worse off than they otherwise would have been. It is the combination of 
a noncomparative conception of individual interests with an essentially com-
parative method of moral reasoning that yields relational resources for articu-
lating our moral intuitions about cases of this kind.

The noncomparative notion of individual interests is not an innovation of 
mine; on the contrary, it is familiar from philosophical discussions of the non-
identity problem.34 I emphasize its availability, however, because it enables us 
to understand, in relational terms, the most important contemporary cases 
that involve the non-identity problem. These are cases in which our collective 
behavior can be anticipated to have catastrophic effects on the actual individu-
als who will exist in the future, and in which alternative courses of action are 
available to us that would not have similar effects on the different future people 
who would exist if we chose them.

Consider, for instance, Derek Parfit’s recent critical discussion of contrac-
tualism and the non-identity problem, the burden of which is to show that 
contractualists must abandon the individualist restriction if they wish to de-
velop plausible treatments of cases in which this problem arises.35 Parfit’s argu-
ment is advanced through the consideration of a series of highly artificial ex-
amples in which we are asked to choose between different distributions of a 
medical or other good across future populations. The moral urgency of his 
discussion of such cases, however, derives largely from frequent references to 
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the important issues of global warming and environmental degradation. A 
characteristic passage is the following: “What now matters most is that we rich 
people give up some of our luxuries, ceasing to overheat the Earth’s atmo-
sphere, and taking care of this planet in other ways, so that it continues to 
support intelligent life.”36 But as I have just explained, there are compelling 
ways of making sense of the serious moral concerns about these issues within 
the framework of the individualist restriction, so long as we operate with the 
noncomparative conception of harm and personal interests whose plausibility 
Parfit himself seems to acknowledge, and so long as we combine this concep-
tion with an essentially comparative procedure of moral reasoning.37

There are, of course, many different kinds of situation that involve the non-
identity problem. One class of cases involves procreative decisions. Consider, 
for instance, an adult who confronts a choice between the following three 
options: (1) not having a child; (2) conceiving child A, who will live a life of 
moderate happiness; (3) conceiving a different child B, who will live a life that 
is very happy.38 It certainly seems permissible for the adult to choose the first 
option in this scenario, electing to remain childless rather than become a par-
ent. But if she decides to bring a child into the world, some philosophers are 
convinced that it would be morally wrong for her to conceive child A rather 
than child B. Indeed, Parfit has argued that it would be just as wrong to choose 
(2) over (3) in a case of this kind as it would be to make the same choice in a 
different case in which the individuals conceived in (2) and (3) would be the 
same person, someone who would be made worse off by the choice of (2) over 
(3).39 If this is correct, then it is an intuition that would seem difficult to make 
sense of in terms of the relational approach I have been advocating. After all, 
the familiar reasoning goes, child A cannot have an objection on her own be-
half to the adult’s choosing option (2), given that the life she is given in that 
scenario is one of moderate happiness, and that she would not even have ex-
isted if (3) had been chosen instead.

But this conclusion may again be too hasty. In standard presentations of 
cases of this general kind, it is stipulated that the reason why A’s life would 
achieve only a moderate level of happiness is that it would subject A to a seri-
ous “handicap,” albeit a handicap that is compatible with A’s having a life that 
is well worth living. But to bring it about that someone comes into existence 
with a handicap or a serious congenital ailment is arguably to bring it about 
that she will be harmed, in the noncomparative sense mentioned above. Our 
conception of a condition as a handicap or a congenital ailment presupposes 
a conception of the things that human individuals generally need in order to 
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flourish, defining a noncomparative sense in which they have an interest in 
obtaining those very things in their lives. This noncomparative interest, in 
turn, might plausibly ground an objection, on A’s own behalf, to course of ac-
tion (2), which foreseeably brings A into existence with the handicap in ques-
tion. (Note that here, as in other cases with this structure, to have an individual 
complaint about the actions of an agent is not necessarily to prefer on balance 
that the agent should have acted otherwise.40) Options (1) and (3), by con-
trast, will not result in the existence of any new individual with a comparable 
objection. This seems to me sufficient to make sense of the intuition that there 
is a moral objection, couched in relational terms, to the agent’s doing (2) when 
options (1) and (3) are also available.

But suppose we modify the example, so that A and B have the same overall 
level of welfare as in the original scenarios brought about by actions (2) and 
(3), but it is not the case that A suffers from a handicap or a congenital ailment. 
It just happens that we can know in advance that unimpaired agent A will lead 
a life that is less happy overall than the life that would be led by B. In the vast 
recent literature on so-called population ethics, there is some tendency simply 
to assume that there must be a moral objection to bringing about future people 
whose welfare level is suboptimal (compared with the welfare of the different 
individuals who would come into existence if we acted otherwise).41 As Parfit 
wrote in his original discussion of these issues, “If in either of two possible 
outcomes the same number of people would ever live, it would be worse if 
those who live are worse off, or have a lower quality of life, than those who 
would have lived.”42 But if we accept this idea, it will be very tempting to con-
clude that it would be wrong for an individual to bring about the outcome that 
is in this way impersonally worse when alternatives are available to the agent 
that would have brought into existence a population of different individuals 
with a higher quality of life.43

This moral verdict, to be sure, cannot be accommodated within the frame-
work of the relational account I have been developing in this book. But I think 
we should be deeply suspicious about the assumption that the verdict is an 
important datum for an account of interpersonal morality to accommodate. 
As many have observed, future individuals are not well thought of as vessels 
to be filled by us with happiness or well-being, and it is a serious distortion of 
our individual obligations to think that we have a duty to see to it that future 
populations exist that are as happy as it is possible for such populations to be.44 
Our obligations in this area are better thought of as duties to ensure that hu-
manity can continue under conditions that are conducive to the flourishing of 
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future individuals, and these are duties that the relational account can com-
prehend.45 There may well be some cases of collective or administrative agency 
in which aggregative considerations of impersonal well-being have direct rel-
evance to questions about how those in a position of authority ought to act. I 
believe that many of the artificial cases that exercise Parfit can be understood 
in these terms, as cases that mobilize intuitions about administrative or bu-
reaucratic rationality. But this is a point that I shall set aside for the time being, 
returning to it in section 6.4 below.

In the meantime, I would like to take up, with similar briskness, the hoary 
question of whether the numbers count for moral deliberation. For ease of 
exposition, I shall concentrate on the very simple case already introduced in 
section 5.4 above, in which you are in a position to rescue some survivors of a 
shipwreck, at little risk to yourself, who are stranded on two different rocks. 
On Rock 1 there is a single survivor, while there are several on Rock 2, and it 
is clear that you cannot make it to both rocks to save everyone before the tide 
comes in and sweeps people away. Working within a relational framework that 
considers only the objections that individuals have on their own behalf to 
principles that would permit treating them in various ways, it appears that we 
cannot explain why it might be morally wrong to go to Rock 1 when it was also 
open to you to go to Rock 2, saving more.46

The first thing to note about cases of this kind is that it is open to a relational 
theorist to deny that there is a specifically moral objection to saving fewer 
rather than more.47 It would be wrong to save no one when you can rescue 
some at little risk to yourself, but we might bite the bullet and accept the con-
clusion that it is a matter of indifference to individual morality how many you 
save, precisely because you owe it to nobody in particular that more rather 
than fewer should be rescued. Furthermore, someone who takes this line 
could add that there might be compelling nonmoral reasons that speak in favor 
of going to Rock 2, where the greater number of survivors have sought tem-
porary refuge.48 Given that there is no individual who has a moral claim against 
you to go to either rock, appreciation for the impersonal value of human life 
might provide a consideration, ancillary to relational morality, in favor of sav-
ing the greater number.49 On this approach, there is no moral obligation in the 
sense that is connected to individual moral claims to save more rather than 
fewer, but doing so is nevertheless something the rescuer has reason to do, in 
a more generic sense that does not ground a practical requirement or connect 
specifically to the claims that provide others with a basis for interpersonal 
accountability.
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This is an important line of thought, and I want to come back to it in the 
following section. Before doing so, however, I wish to dwell a bit more on the 
case of the shipwrecked passengers on the two rocks. Is it really correct to 
think that there is no relational objection, couched in terms of the personal 
interests of the individuals whose lives are at stake, to saving the Rock 1 person 
rather than the several who are on Rock 2? Perhaps not. Remember that we 
are looking for principles for the general regulation of behavior that will be 
acceptable to everyone, and considering the consequences for individuals of 
adoption of the principles in question as a basis for social life. As we have seen, 
once a rescue situation has arisen, there will be particular individuals on the 
two rocks who are in a position to be assisted, and who will have precisely 
symmetrical individual objections to principles that permit the rescuer to save 
those on the other rock.

As noted in the previous section, however, we need perfectly general prin-
ciples for dealing with situations of immediate rescue, where individuals find 
themselves uniquely positioned to avert human catastrophe through their 
direct efforts on the scene (acting either alone, or in concert with others who 
happen to be on the scene as well). Each of us, deliberating in abstraction from 
knowledge about which particular rescue situations of this kind might emerge, 
would seem to have personal reasons to reject some general principles for the 
behavior of rescuers in favor of others. In particular, it seems that we each have 
compelling objections on our own behalf to principles that permit rescuers to 
save fewer rather than more, at least when it is open to them to do so at com-
parably minor cost to themselves. The basic idea is that our own ex ante likeli-
hood of being saved will be highest if rescuers are in general required to save 
as many as they are safely able to assist.

To think in these terms is to suppose that we are all liable to require the 
assistance of direct rescuers from time to time as we make our way through 
life, and that the shipwrecks and other events that make necessary assistance 
of this kind function as a kind of natural lottery, distributing individuals ran-
domly across the various positions occupied by rescuees. True, the individual 
who ends up on Rock 1 in our particular rescue case would be relieved if you 
followed the policy of rescuing fewer that she herself had ex ante reason to 
reject. But this does not undermine the force of the ex ante objection to the 
general policy permitting rescuers to save fewer rather than more. As we have 
already seen, the later objections of the individuals on the two different rocks 
have already been determined to be inconclusive, insofar as they are countered 
by precisely symmetrical objections that can then be brought by other indi-
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viduals to alternative principles.50 The idea is that, in this dialectical context, 
the fact that we all have ex ante personal reasons to reject principles permitting 
rescuers to save fewer might make it reasonable for each of us to reject such 
principles, as a general basis for regulating our interactions with each other.51

But what if there are individuals who know in advance that they are likely 
to end up in the smaller group when they need the assistance of rescuers?52 
Such individuals, it seems, would have ex ante personal reasons to reject prin-
ciples that require rescuers to save more rather than fewer. And their individual 
objections would neutralize the ex ante objections that each of the rest of us 
has to principles that permit rescuers to save fewer. There are two different 
scenarios that need to be distinguished here. First, individuals might know in 
advance that they will reliably find themselves in the smaller groups of people 
who need assistance in emergencies, because they choose to engage in risky 
activities that can be anticipated to have this consequence. (Perhaps they al-
ways swim out to remote areas that are far from the crowds, drawn in part to 
solitude and danger.) Under this scenario, the ex ante objections that the in-
dividuals would have to principles that require rescuers to save more rather 
than fewer seem undermined by the fact that their propensity to end up in the 
smaller group is the result of their own voluntary behavior. If they are con-
cerned to increase their ex ante likelihood of being rescued in the event of an 
emergency, there is a way for them to do this compatibly with general policies 
for rescue situations that ensure that the ex ante interests of other agents are 
catered to as well.

Consider, next, agents who know in advance that they are likely to find 
themselves in smaller groups of potential rescuees through no fault of their 
own. Maybe they have grown up in comparatively remote and unpopulated 
regions of countries that are prone to earthquakes and tsunamis. Such agents 
would seem to have objections to principles that require rescuers to save more 
that are not in the same way undermined by their responsibility for the feature 
of their situation that generates those objections. The question to ask here is 
whether there are alternative policies, short of the adoption of general prin-
ciples for rescue situations that would disadvantage others, that would address 
the special vulnerability of people in these remote regions. Perhaps we could 
make resources available to reduce their reliance on rescuers in the situations 
of danger that can be anticipated periodically to arise, by (for instance) se-
curely depositing copious rations and emergency supplies in the remote vil-
lages. As long as measures of this kind are available, it would arguably be un-
reasonable for residents of such regions to reject principles requiring rescuers 
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to save more rather than fewer, given the strong ex ante objections others have 
to alternative rescue principles.

This has necessarily been an abbreviated discussion of a complicated issue, 
but perhaps enough has been said to identify a potential relational objection 
to saving the single person on Rock 1 rather than the several on Rock 2. The 
argument to this conclusion rests on the assumption that rescue situations can 
reasonably be regarded ex ante as natural randomizing events, distributing 
people with equal likelihood across the different positions occupied by the 
actual individuals who need to be rescued.53 Given that there is generally no 
independent reason to reject this assumption on epistemic or metaphysical 
grounds, it strikes me as a defensible way of thinking about emergency situa-
tions in advance of their occurrence. The assumption can be thought to ex-
press an attitude of solidarity with other individuals, the idea that it is part of 
the common human predicament that we require emergency assistance from 
time to time. But this strikes me as a reasonable way of proceeding when we 
reflect on what we owe to each other in situations of this kind.

Suppose, in the light of this discussion, that you go to Rock 1 rather than 
Rock 2, saving fewer when it was open to you to save more at no further risk. 
On the relational view, as we have seen, actions that flout moral principles are 
not merely wrong; they wrong some individual or individuals in particular, 
reflecting an attitude of disregard for those individuals’ moral claims. But 
whose claims have been disregarded in this case? The individual objection that 
has been articulated to principles that would permit your behavior is not one 
that is specific to the individuals in the larger group; rather it is an ex ante 
objection that each of us has to the adoption of such principles, including the 
actual individuals who find themselves on both of the two rocks. So which 
individual or individuals have been wronged?54

As we saw in section 5.4, people are wronged by an action when it affects 
personal interests of theirs that would make it reasonable to reject principles 
permitting actions of the relevant kind. To take a simple example, we all have 
reasonable objections to principles for the general regulation of behavior that 
permit people to kill us for professional or private advantage, objections that 
are grounded in our basic personal interest in remaining alive. But in any par-
ticular case of impermissible killing, it is the individual whose interest in life 
is actually disregarded who will be wronged by the killer’s act: that is, the 
person who is killed. In the rescue case, I said that we all have reasonable ex 
ante objections to principles that permit rescuers to save fewer rather than 
more. In any given emergency situation, then, it will be the individuals who 
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get caught up in it whose interests in being saved are actually at stake. So all of 
them may be said to have been wronged by rescuers when they omit to save 
as many lives as they are safely able to rescue.

This includes the Rock 2 people, of course, who have specifically been dis-
advantaged by your going to Rock 1. But the surprising thing is that it also 
includes the person on Rock 1. This person, after all, had an identical ex ante 
objection to giving rescuers permission to save fewer rather than more, despite 
the fact that it worked out all right for her in the end. Thus the Rock 1 person 
might reason, “It was antecedently more likely that I would be saved if you had 
gone to Rock 2 rather than Rock 1. If you had been appropriately concerned 
about my interests, this is therefore the action that would have been selected. 
That I ended up benefiting from your choice to go to Rock 1 is a kind of moral 
accident, from which it does not follow that you showed the kind of regard for 
my interests that makes your action justifiable specifically to me.”55

The situation of this person might be compared to that of a promisee who 
ends up benefiting in a fluky and unpredictable way from a promisor’s flouting 
of a promissory obligation (perhaps you miss your flight when I fail to take 
you to the airport as I promised to do, but the flight you were hoping to catch 
goes down in flames). In both cases, the persons who are affected will probably 
be unable to regret the agent’s action when they look back on it in reflection. 
But it might nevertheless be the case that the action wronged them, and gave 
them a basis for resentment about it, insofar as it displayed a disregard for their 
specific interests. This is in many respects an eccentric position to be in; but 
in this as in some of the non-identity cases described earlier, the attitudes I 
have described nevertheless seem perfectly coherent.56 That they are provides 
some support for the suggestion I have been developing in this section, that 
there is a personal objection to principles permitting rescuers to save fewer 
rather than more.

The appeal to ex ante objections that agents have on their own behalf, once 
it is admitted within relational reasoning about what it is permissible to do, 
has potential application in some other contexts that have attracted the atten-
tion of moral philosophers. I shall conclude this section by mentioning, briefly, 
one such context, and will mention another at the start of the section to follow. 
Consider, then, emergency rescue situations in which it is a question, not of 
saving more rather than fewer, but of saving some in ways that bring it about 
that others are harmed. There is a vast literature that has explored this context 
by considering variations on cases involving runaway trolleys that are on 
course to kill people on the track ahead.57 One of the more robust intuitions 
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that people have about variants of these cases is that it is permissible, if you are 
the driver of the trolley, to shunt it onto a siding where it will kill one person 
rather than to allow it to continue on its present course, killing five (where it 
is assumed that these are the only options open to you). Killing five is worse 
than killing one, as it is sometimes said, and this principle seems to explain our 
judgment about the permissibility of the driver’s action in this case.

The principle, thus stated, is about the comparative badness of actions, and 
it is not immediately obvious how to translate that verdict into a principle about 
the duties that are owed to the various individuals who are apt to be affected in 
the context described.58 But the preceding discussion suggests a possible solu-
tion to this translation problem. Discussing the rescue situation that involved 
people stranded on different rocks, it was suggested that everyone might have 
an ex ante objection to principles that permit rescuers in such situations to save 
fewer rather than more. Each of us has a personal interest in increasing the 
likelihood that we will be saved if we should find ourselves needing to be res-
cued, and this gives us a compelling basis for rejecting principles that permit 
rescuers to save fewer when more can be saved by them at little cost to them-
selves. But a similar line of argument appears to apply to the trolley context we 
have just described. Viewing ourselves as individuals who, given the vagaries of 
human life, are occasionally liable to find ourselves in harm’s way, it seems we 
would each have compelling personal reasons for authorizing agents in the trol-
ley driver’s position to see to it that fewer rather than more are killed as a result 
of their activity. If this is right, then we might conclude that the driver owes it 
to all six of the people on the main track and the siding to divert the trolley, so 
that only one rather than five end up losing their lives.

This is only a crude first stab at formulating a relational principle to deal 
with cases in which it seems permissible to harm some in order to save others. 
Refinements will be necessary to deal even with the simple variant of a trolley 
case that has been considered so far. Thus, while it seems intuitive to say that 
killing five is worse than killing one, a principle corresponding to this thought 
will not by itself be adequate to deal with the driver’s situation. As F. M. Kamm 
has observed, it does not seem permissible for the driver to stop the trolley 
from killing the five who are in its path by pressing a button that (say) causes 
someone currently out of harm’s way to be catapulted onto the track, killing 
that person but arresting the further progress of the trolley toward the five.59 
In this scenario, the driver kills one, and that by hypothesis is better than kill-
ing five, and yet the action the driver performs seems wrong. Indeed, it wrongs 
the sixth person, somehow, and in a way that is similar to the wrong that would 
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be committed if a bystander (rather than the driver) were to stop the trolley 
by pushing someone off of a bridge onto the track.60

It might be hoped, further, that the refinements necessary to make sense of 
these verdicts will also assist us with other variants of the trolley problem, in-
cluding that of the bystander at the switch, whose options are to do nothing 
and allow five to be killed by the runaway trolley, or to activate the switch, 
shunting the trolley onto the siding where it will kill one. Many people have the 
intuition that it would be permissible for the bystander to cause the trolley to 
divert to the siding in this scenario, even though she would be killing one rather 
than allowing five to die.61 But this description applies equally to the situation 
of the person who pushes someone off a bridge onto the track in front of the 
trolley, something that, as noted above, it does not seem permissible to do.

I do not wish to enter into a discussion of these and other variants of trolley 
cases at this time, something that would take us into thickets from which we 
might never emerge. But I would contend, without further argument, that the 
relational approach appears to provide a fruitful framework for considering 
these issues. On the one hand, we seem to have compelling ex ante objections 
to principles that permit agents to kill more through their actions when there 
are options available to them that would result in fewer being killed. Similar 
objections potentially extend to “disaster mitigation” principles that permit 
agents to allow more to be killed when they could act to avert that outcome, 
albeit with the result that some smaller number of other persons will come to 
grief. On the other hand, each of us also has powerful objections to principles 
that permit agents to co-opt us into their life-saving projects, for instance by 
using us instrumentally to rescue others when we were not otherwise in harm’s 
way at all.62 It is not entirely clear that principles are available that will be ad-
equate to all of the intricate variations of trolley scenarios that ingenious phi-
losophers might succeed in devising. There would then be indeterminacies 
within the morality of what we owe to each other, questions concerning the 
claims individuals have against us to which there is no satisfactory answer.63 
But to the extent the trolley problem(s) admit of a solution, it is one that can 
plausibly be understood in the relational terms I have been sketching.

6.4. Extramoral Concern for Moral Persons

Another context to which ex ante individual objections may be relevant in-
volves risk. In real life (as opposed to the life of philosophers’ examples), many 
of the choices that in fact confront agents, especially public officials who are 
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called on to make decisions about social policies, have a significant risk dimen-
sion. It is not that we must choose between options that will each impose 
known harms on known individuals; more commonly, our options involve 
subjecting populations of individuals to risks of harm, together with benefits 
that are themselves more or less probable. In many cases of this kind, it is in-
tuitively permissible to choose policies that will involve a miniscule risk of very 
serious harm if the prospective benefits are sufficiently great. This remains the 
case, even if there is an alternative policy available that will achieve the same 
benefit while exposing nobody to a comparable risk.

Think of a vaccine that would immunize the children to whom it is admin-
istered against a lethal disease, but where it is known be ineffective in 0.1 per-
cent of cases; and suppose there is an alternative vaccine that would immunize 
all of those to whom it is administered, though it would also be certain to 
impose on each of them a very serious harm (resulting, say, in a paralyzed 
limb). Most of us would think it right to choose the first vaccine, despite the 
risk that it carries of death in a small percentage of cases. But this can seem 
puzzling in a relational context that focuses on the personal objections that 
individuals have to principles that would permit the actions under consider-
ation. If the population is sufficiently large, it is a statistical certainty that there 
are children who will die under the first vaccine regime who would merely 
suffer a paralyzed limb under the second. We therefore know in advance that 
there will be individuals who will have powerful ex post objections to princi-
ples that would permit such a regime. And similar arguments would appear to 
tell against many risky policy decisions that seem intuitively acceptable in their 
moral implications.64

Persuasive arguments have recently been mounted, however, for the con-
clusion that contractualists should focus on the ex ante objections of individu-
als exposed to risky policies in situations of this kind.65 If it is genuinely un-
known in advance which individuals would be harmed by the first vaccination 
regime, then it is plausible to think of it in analogy to a single-person case. If 
you faced a choice for your child between a vaccine that is 99.9 percent effec-
tive against a fatal disease, and a vaccine that is 100 percent effective, but also 
certain to cause paralysis in a limb, you would be right to opt for the first on 
the child’s behalf. What matters for the personal interests of the child are the 
prospects that each vaccine would afford the child, where these reflect both the 
worst-case outcomes and the likelihood that they will occur. Those are the 
considerations that seem relevant at the time the vaccine must be adminis-
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tered, which is the perspective that matters for assessment of its permissibility. 
Of course, if one were to choose this vaccine for one’s child, and the vaccine 
turned out to be ineffective in this particular case, one would no doubt have 
regrets about one’s decision, and even wish on balance that one had done 
otherwise. But from this it does not follow that it was not the right thing to do 
at the time.66 And by parity of reasoning, the fact that it is statistically certain 
that some children will die if the first vaccine is administered to a sufficiently 
large population does not entail that they were wronged by the policy that led 
to their death, so long as the prospects that were afforded to them individually 
by the policy were sufficiently favorable.

But it is not clear that all cases involving risk can be dealt with by appeal to 
ex ante individual objections of this kind. Johann Frick, who favors the ex ante 
contractualist approach to risk sketched above, also thinks that there are situ-
ations for which it does not yield a satisfactory treatment. Consider the fol-
lowing case that he describes:

Miners (1 vs. 100): Gareth, a miner, is trapped in a collapsed shaft. If we do  
not save him, he is virtually certain to die within days. However, a rescue will  
be costly. Suppose we must choose between the following two options:

• � Rescue: Spend all our available funds to rescue Gareth.
• � Prevention: Spend our available funds to improve safety at this 

mine, reducing the risk of future accidents. If we choose this option, 
the risk of death for each of the other 100 people working at this 
mine of dying in a future accident will be reduced from 3 percent to 
1 percent. We expect that this will save two lives (though we cannot 
know whose). However, Gareth will die.67

Frick says that this case, which involves trade-offs between identified and 
merely statistical lives, is well handled by ex ante contractualism. The one hun-
dred miners each have personal objections to principles that permit Rescue, 
insofar as it modestly worsens their prospects of dying; but Gareth’s objection 
to Prevention seems much more compelling, since following that course 
would lead to his near certain demise. But Frick also thinks that this answer 
starts to become untenable as the number of miners who stand to benefit 
under Prevention increases. If, say, there are one thousand individuals in  
the group whose individual risk would be reduced from 3 to 1 percent, then 
Prevention would save a total of twenty statistical lives (albeit at the cost of 

Wallace.indb   223 10/11/2018   11:45:52 AM



224  c h a p t e r  s i x

Gareth’s death), and it seems to be the morally right course of action despite 
the compelling personal objection to it that Gareth has at the point in time 
when the action is to be carried out.68

The conclusion that Frick draws from such examples is a form of pluralism, 
according to which contractualism identifies one class of high-order wrong-
making properties among others.69 He characterizes this consideration as a 
form of equity, and notes that, while it represents a very important moral rea-
son for action, it is not the only class of moral considerations that count in 
favor of actions. Another such consideration is human well-being; this is 
something that has independent normative significance, representing a prop-
erty that can on its own contribute to making an action right or wrong, all 
things considered. Thus, in Miners (1 vs. 100), equity will plausibly be disposi-
tive, and Rescue will be the right thing to do in virtue of Gareth’s powerful 
personal objections to Prevention. But in Miners (1 vs. 1,000), though Gareth’s 
individual objections to Prevention remain much more powerful than the ob-
jections to Rescue of any of the one thousand other miners, the aggregate 
benefits to them mean that considerations of well-being outweigh consider-
ations of equity. The balance of reasons has tipped, and it is now the case that 
Prevention is the right course of action, all things considered.

This line of reasoning dovetails with arguments that have been advanced 
by other philosophers against the relational version of contractualism for 
which I have been advocating. Thus, as noted in the preceding section, Parfit 
argues that theories of this kind yield the wrong answer in a range of hypo-
thetical scenarios in which aggregate welfare (sometimes supplemented by 
considerations of non-identity) appears to make a difference to moral thought. 
Here are just two of the several examples of this kind that he has to offer.

In Case Four, our only alternatives are as follows:70

Future days of pain

For Blue
For each of some  

number of other people

We do nothing 100 100

We do A 0 100

We do B 90 90

Here, it seems that Blue has powerful personal reasons for rejecting both 
Nothing or B, since these would each leave her much worse off than she would 

Wallace.indb   224 10/11/2018   11:45:52 AM



s o m e  p r a c t i c a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s   225

be if we were to do A; these objections, moreover, seem significantly weightier 
than the objections of any of the other individuals to our doing A, since they 
would only be modestly better off if we did B instead. But Parfit notes that this 
reasoning is insensitive to questions about the number of individuals who 
stand to benefit from our doing B, in a way that is clearly mistaken. If, for in-
stance, there are a million people in the B-beneficiary group, it would surely 
be wrong to do A rather than B, even though Blue continues to have a powerful 
personal objection to the latter. The number of individuals whose well-being 
is affected by our actions appears in this way to make a difference to moral 
thought.

Consider, next, Parfit’s Case Seven, where the alternatives are as follows:71

If we do A A thousand X-people would 
be conceived and live for 41 
happy years

and a thousand Y-people would 
be conceived and live for 40 
happy years

If we do B The same X-people would be 
conceived and live for 40 
happy years

and a thousand different Z-people 
would be conceived and live for 
80 happy years

Parfit thinks it is obvious that we should do B in this situation, and argues that 
this conclusion cannot be defended in the individualist terms of Scanlon-style 
contractualism. After all, each of the X-people has a nontrivial personal objec-
tion to B, insofar as it would deprive him or her of a year of happy life. But 
Parfit maintains that there is no individual who has a personal objection to A, 
in the form either of a complaint that it leaves him or her worse off than he or 
she otherwise would have been (since the Y-people would not so much as have 
existed in the alternative scenario), or of a complaint that it subjects him or 
her to a noncomparative harm or burden (since A gives the Y-people forty 
happy years of life).72 If we restrict ourselves to personal objections within 
contractualist reasoning, Parfit therefore contends, we will be forced to choose 
A, which is clearly the wrong answer.

The intuitions evoked by these hypothetical cases seem consistent with a 
point made in section 6.3 above, concerning the status of human life as a source 
of reasons that are ancillary to relational morality. In the simple two-rock res-
cue case, the fact that more would be saved by going to Rock 2 seems to be an 
independent consideration that counts in favor of doing so. Thus, even if my 
ex ante argument fails and saving more rather than fewer isn’t something that 
any of the individuals affected by our actions have a claim against us to do, 
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there still may be some reason to try to save the larger group on Rock 2. 
Human life and human well-being seem to matter to us for their own sake, as 
factors that make a difference to practical thought even when they are not 
laundered into the currency of moral claims.

But what kind of difference should these considerations make? Parfit, seek-
ing a unified account of the moral, urges that we should accommodate them 
by giving up the individualist restriction within a contractualist framework 
that seeks principles everyone can rationally will. We should think, not about 
the personal objections that individuals have, on their own behalf, to candi-
date principles for the general regulation of behavior, but should also take into 
account the impartial and impersonal reasons that individuals might have for 
choosing such principles. As we saw in section 5.4, however, to give up or 
otherwise relax the individualist restriction would be to sacrifice the relational 
aspect of contractualist reasoning that precisely gives it much of its appeal. In 
particular, we would lose the insight that contractualism otherwise can pro-
vide into the different kinds of normative significance characteristic of moral-
ity, both for individual deliberation and for relations of interpersonal account-
ability. Contractualism, in the relational form that retains the restriction to 
objections based on personal interests, identifies, at the very least, one signifi-
cant class of considerations that can make it the case that actions are generi-
cally right and wrong, in the sense of being things that are to-be-done or 
not-to-be-done. Even if we depart from Parfit on this point, however, we  
might still agree that his hypothetical cases bring out the difference that ag-
gregate well-being sometimes makes to practical thought. Seen in this light, 
the cases apparently lend further support to a pluralistic approach to the  
moral such as Frick’s.

I should like to make two main points in response to this suggestion. First, 
however, a preliminary comment. Parfit himself concedes that his hypothetical 
cases are highly artificial in their “unrealistic” hyperprecision.73 This is some-
thing of an understatement. The fact is that we never, in human life, encounter 
choices between options that are known in advance to involve such definite 
and finely calibrated distributions of benefits and burdens to affected parties. 
In this respect, his cases are much less realistic even than the sometimes fan-
tastic variants involving runaway trolleys that figure in discussion about the 
permissibility of harming some to save others. Another respect in which the 
examples are unrealistic concerns the alternatives for action that are taken as 
given in their presentation. In Miners (1 vs. 1,000), for instance, it is just stipu-
lated that the only resources available for the program that would save twenty 

Wallace.indb   226 10/11/2018   11:45:52 AM



s o m e  p r a c t i c a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s   227

statistical lives are those that could have been expended to rescue Gareth. But 
this is in fact a strange and implausible assumption, along several different 
dimensions. Ordinarily, public agencies make decisions about future invest-
ments in public safety, striking a balance between programs for emergency 
response and different programs for emergency prevention. It is hard to think 
of a context in which resources would be diverted from an ongoing rescue 
operation to invest in a program of future mining safety. Doing so, moreover, 
seems to assume that there are no alternatives available for funding the mine 
safety program, such as imposing licensing fees on mine operators or taxing 
the sales of the minerals that they extract (never mind the idea that savings 
could be achieved in other areas of the state or federal budget, through cuts in 
the allocations that support weapons procurement or subsidies for industrial 
agriculture). It is worth considering how much weight should really be at-
tached to intuitions elicited by cases that are, in these and other respects, so 
remote from anything in our ordinary experience of moral choice.

Having said that, I shall, for purposes of argument in what follows, take 
these intuitions at face value, conceding that aggregate well-being sometimes 
appears to possess independent significance for practical thought. The first 
main point I would make about these intuitions is that the cases that elicit 
them typically involve contexts of essentially bureaucratic or administrative 
rationality, in which public authorities are tasked with choosing between dif-
ferent possible distributions of a scarce drug or therapy or other resource, or 
making decisions about matters of social policy. It is not at all obvious to me 
that relational morality on its own needs to explain intuitions about appropri-
ate distributions under these special conditions, in which decision-makers are 
subject to democratic pressures to deploy scarce resources in ways that dis-
tribute benefits widely over the affected populations.

What we as individuals owe to the members of future generations, for in-
stance, is that they should not be subject to noncomparative harms or depriva-
tions as a foreseeable result of the choices we have made; as I put it in the 
preceding section, we should see to it that they are able to live under condi-
tions conducive to their flourishing. These requirements carry over to contexts 
of collective or political agency, which is why the contemporary behavior of 
the US and other governments on climate issues involves a collective moral 
failing in precisely the sense captured by the relational account.

Even when individual claims of this kind are not at issue, however, we 
sometimes appear to have intuitions about the comparative betterness of dif-
ferent distributions of well-being among the members of present and future 
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populations. But what is the bearing of such convictions on questions about 
interpersonal morality? Are we really subject to standing moral obligations, as 
individuals, to see to it that the best outcome should result from individual 
exertions of our capacities for agency? This is very far from being self-evident. 
Perhaps the most natural human reaction to at least some of the unrealistically 
hyperprecise hypotheticals would be to refuse to enter into the thought ex-
periment in the first place, insisting that one is not authorized, just as an indi-
vidual agent, to make decisions about the distribution of scarce funds for vac-
cination programs or mine safety policies and the like. By contrast, those 
bodies that are authorized to make such allocative decisions might naturally 
be understood to have special responsibilities, which they perhaps owe to the 
democratic populations on whose behalf they are acting, to see to it that public 
investments are made in ways that benefit as wide a population as possible.74 
There would then be a role for aggregative reasoning about human well-being 
to play within these special decision contexts that wouldn’t carry over to our 
deliberations about what we are to do, as individuals.

This approach would grant some place for aggregative considerations 
within the reflections of authorities about the allocation of public funds. But 
how exactly should such considerations be taken into account within these 
contexts? Comparatively unproblematic would be the use of them to guide 
decision-making about options that are each consistent with the moral claims 
of individuals who would be affected by them, but that go beyond what is re-
quired to meet those individual claims. Thus, public authorities may have 
some responsibility to bring about optimific outcomes, so long as they do not 
wrong any of the individuals whose personal interests are at stake, even if we 
are not as individuals under a requirement to do so.75 They might, for instance, 
reasonably decide to invest significant public resources in mine safety pro-
grams, shifting some funds for this purpose from the standing search and res-
cue teams that will be available to respond to future emergencies. Distributing 
resources in this way may have the predictable effect of placing limits on the 
means that can be mobilized to save identified individuals at the point in time 
when future accidents happen in the mining sector. But at the earlier moment 
when the distributional decision is taken, a shift in resources of this kind might 
well be justified as a way of reducing significantly the loss of statistical lives.

But the hypothetical cases presented earlier in this section suggest a more 
challenging possibility. Examples such as Frick’s Miners (1 vs. 1,000) and Parfit’s 
Case Four look like situations in which it is right, once the numbers get suffi-
ciently large, to embark on a course of action that cannot be justified individu-
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ally to each of the people it might affect (such as Gareth and Blue), and that 
seems to violate their moral claims. But this is a possibility that might be ac-
commodated by the kind of division of labor I am proposing between indi-
vidual morality and democratic decision-making. Perhaps it would not be 
right for me, as an individual, to choose the course of action that would violate 
someone’s relational claims against me. I am under an obligation to respect 
those claims, and the fact that significant aggregate benefits could be achieved 
by flouting them in a given case does not make that the right thing for me to 
do. But things could be different in this respect when it comes to the decisions 
of duly constituted public authorities. Individual moral claims should certainly 
constrain their deliberations in some way, setting at least basic limits on what 
it is acceptable for them to decide to do. But at the same time, the special de-
mands of public accountability might entail that such considerations function 
differently within this context, so that it is sometimes right for the deliberative 
bodies to choose social policies that slight some individual claims, in order to 
make possible a significant benefit to a sufficiently large population (as in the 
miner’s case).76 The upshot would be that moral claims figure, within this 
special deliberative context, as inputs into deliberation rather than its conclu-
sions. Their role would then differ, in this respect, from the role I have attrib-
uted to relational claims in connection with individual deliberation about 
what to do. But this is a perfectly coherent possibility, which might well be 
appropriate to the very different decision contexts that are at issue.

To be maximally concessive, however, I should now like to consider the 
possibility that intuitions about the significance of aggregate well-being cannot 
be entirely confined to the public side of this division of deliberative labor. I 
have already conceded that considerations of human life and human welfare 
have some independent normative significance for individual thought, and 
that we might partially explain in terms of them the intelligibility of the feeling 
that we should save more rather than fewer in cases like the two-rock rescue 
situation. But once considerations of this kind are conceded to be relevant, it 
is natural to think that they might continue to exert a pull on us in the very 
different kind of cases I have been considering in this section, in which actions 
that violate individual claims produce very large aggregate benefits. My second 
and final point is that it would be dubious to conclude, even then, that reasons 
of well-being might be dispositive for reasoning about what it is right for us, 
as individuals, to do.

Presenting the kind of pluralism that he favors, Frick talks about consider-
ations of equity and human well-being as independent reasons for action, 
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which might be weighed against each other, with the balance tipping in the 
direction of well-being once the interests of a sufficiently large number of iden-
tified or statistical persons are at stake. As I argued in chapter 2, however, it is 
a mistake to suppose that all reasons for action exhibit the kind of normative 
significance characteristic of considerations that are to be weighed in the bal-
ance. Some normative considerations represent practical requirements, which 
play a distinctive role within individual deliberation, functioning in the way 
of presumptive constraints on agency. Aspirational reasons for action that go 
against a practical requirement may continue to have a grip on us, as a matter 
of deliberative phenomenology. But it is ordinarily an error to think that they 
might outweigh considerations that are independently intelligible as practical 
requirements, as I have shown relational moral obligations to be. Practical 
requirements are not to be weighed against reasons on the other side, but 
function, so long as they are in place, to exclude such reasons from deliberative 
relevance.

It does not follow from this that considerations of human well-being could 
never conflict with relational morality within contexts of individual delibera-
tion. In order for there to be a competition of the right kind between them, 
however, it would need to be shown that they do not merely represent reasons 
for action of some kind or other, but that they ground independent practical 
requirements. But it is not really clear that this challenge can be met. We have 
some sense for the capacity of well-being to ground practical requirements 
within relational moral reasoning, insofar as it represents a personal interest 
capable of underwriting an individual moral claim. Outside of this context, we 
also understand well-being as a consideration that counts in favor of actions 
and responses, perhaps rendering intelligible a preference for one option over 
another when both are morally permissible (for example, in the two-rock res-
cue case, on at least some interpretations of it). But aggregate well-being does 
not seem, beyond these roles, to have obvious normative significance for in-
dividual reflection, and it is especially unclear that it represents an indepen-
dent source of practical requirements. It has a scalar character, for instance, 
that does not correspond very well to any of our familiar models of a practical 
requirement (as we saw in section 2.2 above).

But perhaps I am wrong about this. Maybe, despite its scalar character, 
there is a threshold above which considerations of aggregate well-being be-
come weighty or significant enough that they transmogrify into independent 
practical requirements, of the kind that might intelligibly ground presumptive 
constraints on individual agency. They would then represent normative factors 
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that could potentially come into straightforward conflict with the independent 
requirements of relational morality. Even if all of this is conceded, however, it 
would still not follow that these requirements of well-being simply outweigh 
the directed moral duties and claims with which they here compete.

There are cases, as we saw in section 2.4, where practical requirements of 
one type automatically give way when they threaten to compete with require-
ments of a different type. This can happen, for instance, when they are con-
nected with roles that are hierarchically subordinated to the status associated 
with the more important type of requirement. But the imagined competition 
between requirements of relational morality and of well-being is not of this 
character. Relational morality derives from our conception of ourselves as 
members of a world of individuals who are equally real, and whose interests 
are in some sense of equal significance. Its directed requirements define an 
ideal way of relating to the other individuals in this extensive class, involving 
regard for their claims, of a kind that provides normative protection from reac-
tive and other forms of blame. These connected elements in the relational 
conception of moral obligation suggest that it is normatively fundamental, and 
not such as to give way in a case of imagined conflict with independent re-
quirements of well-being.

This way of thinking about things is consistent with the argument of chap-
ter 2 of this book, where I noted that there are distinct models of a practical 
requirement, and that it cannot be ruled out that requirements with distinct 
sources might sometimes come into conflict with each other. We might put 
this by saying that there are different kinds of consideration that can make it 
the case that something is to-be-done or not-to-be-done, insofar as they are 
independently intelligible as presumptive constraints on individual agency. 
The pluralism currently under consideration, I am now proposing, is best un-
derstood as claiming that considerations of human well-being, once they ex-
ceed some unspecified threshold of importance, represent an independent 
class of practical requirements in this sense. But considerations of this kind, 
however significant, would not alone be dispositive when it comes to the 
question of what one should do, all things considered. At most, they would 
define independent constraints on individual agency, which conflict with, but 
do not undermine or outweigh, the separate requirements of what we owe to 
each other.

The not implausible result of this way of conceptualizing things is that in-
dividuals faced with some of the challenging hypothetical cases we have been 
considering would be right to experience them as practical dilemmas. They 
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would owe it to Gareth or to Blue to act in a way that is justifiable specifically 
to them, taking fully into account the strong personal objections they each 
have to the actions that would maximize aggregate well-being. But they are 
also under an independent requirement to perform those same actions, given 
the cumulative significance of the interests that are at stake in the situation. 
This may also be the right way of thinking about the more familiar cases that 
traditionally make even deontologists reluctant to embrace absolute prohibi-
tions on certain forms of problematic conduct. If there are enough lives at 
stake, we might reluctantly conclude that we are required to do something 
heinous if it is necessary to avert a humanitarian catastrophe (killing one in-
nocent hostage, say, to prevent the hostage-taker from killing all twenty). But 
this would coexist with the thought that we would also be acting wrongly, and 
wronging the one in particular, if we were to choose to avert the catastrophe. 
Under these circumstances, there would be no single answer to the question 
of what it is right to do, all things considered. Rather, conscientious agents 
would feel themselves to be pulled in two different directions at once, unable 
to respond adequately to all of the practical pressures that are bearing down 
on them.

I myself would describe these as cases of a conflict between moral and ex-
tramoral requirements. Human well-being is a consideration with clear moral 
significance, but in the present context it is no longer functioning in that guise. 
As I argued in chapter 3, it is part of our concept of interpersonal morality that 
it collects considerations that bear normatively on our relations to one an-
other, providing a basis for interpersonal accountability and for reactive and 
other forms of blame. When human well-being is detached from the frame-
work of relational morality, and considered on its own as a self-standing source 
of what I have called impersonal requirements, it no longer plays this role. It 
does not make sense for individuals to hold themselves to standing require-
ments to promote aggregate well-being, nor would a failure to live up to those 
requirements on a particular occasion provide other individuals with a reason-
able basis for resentment.

There is a tragic cast to the exceptional circumstances in which nonmoral 
considerations of impersonal well-being tempt us to violate weighty injunc-
tions of relational morality. This is captured by the idea that the impersonal 
considerations at issue do not undermine the interpersonal obligation that is 
owed to the victim. This same feature makes it intelligible that conscientious 
individuals might find themselves unable to violate the victim’s moral claims 
against them, however compelling the impersonal values might be that are at 
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stake. We can perhaps make sense of someone who chooses the outcome that 
is impersonally best in the aggregate for the affected individuals in the excep-
tional kind of cases that we have been considering. But it would also be hu-
manly intelligible if agents found that they were unable to do so under these 
circumstances, given their appreciation for what they independently owe to 
their fellow moral persons.
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