IMPARTIAL EVALUATION UNDER AMBIGUITY"

Abstract: How should an impartial social observer judge distributions of wellbeing across
different individuals when there is uncertainty regarding the state of the world? | explore this
guestion by imposing very weak conditions of rationality and benevolent sympathy on impartial
betterness judgements under uncertainty. Although weak enough to be consistent with all the
main theories of rationality, these conditions prove to be sufficient to rule out any heterogeneity
in what is good for individuals, to require a neutral attitude to uncertainty on the part of the

social observer and to require that both individual and social betterness be strongly separable.

1. Introduction: Harsanyi’s Theorem

In his two famous papers of 1953 and 1955 defending Utilitarianism, Harsanyi draws on the same
simple idea: that to determine what is morally best we should put ourselves into the shoes of an
impartial, but benevolent, rational evaluator of states of affairs that differ in terms of the
wellbeing of the various individuals within them.! Such an evaluator would, he argued, have
preferences between states that reflected their impartial concern for the wellbeing of individuals
and so offer guidance as to the preferences that we should have if we want to avoid giving special
consideration to our own partial interests. Application of this thought experiment to situations
of risk, in which the prospects to be evaluated are probability distributions over the different

possible states of individual wellbeing, led Harsanyi to a startling and controversial conclusion:



rational moral evaluation in these circumstances must, if appropriately sensitive to the wellbeing
of affected individuals, take an expectational Utilitarian form. That is, one such distribution
should be judged better than another just in case the expected sum of individual wellbeing is

greater under the former than the latter.

We need not agree with Harsanyi that adoption of a perspective of impartiality is constitutive of
moral judgement in order to recognize the value of this type of thought experiment; in particular
to the study of the evaluative judgements that guide policy interventions made under uncertainty
about the implications for the wellbeing of individuals affected by them. But Harsanyi’s results
apply only to contexts in which the probabilities of wellbeing outcomes are known. So, in this
paper, | will extend his thought experiment to contexts of uncertainty in which they are not
known and, in particular, to those that are ‘ambiguous’ in the sense that the evaluator lacks the
information and/or expertise to form precise subjective probabilities for all relevant
contingencies. Many important public policy decisions must be made in contexts of this kind, but

they have thus far received little attention in social ethics."

| will proceed as follows. In the section 2, | will set out the basic concepts and assumptions that
will provide the framework for an investigation of impartial evaluation under uncertainty and
then, in section 3, draw out some of if its core implications. In section 4, | will address the question
of what form such evaluative judgements should take in conditions of ambiguity. Finally, in
section 5, | will address the permissibility of attitudes to risk and uncertainty that are ruled out

by expected utility theory and, in particular, those implying a violation of the Sure-thing Principle,



the separability condition that is a central plank of the Bayesian theory of rational practical
judgement. The remainder of the introduction will be devoted to putting this project into some
context. Throughout the paper, the emphasis will be on explaining the significance of formal
results and demonstrating why they follow from the adopted assumptions, often by using

examples rather than mathematically more general proofs.

In the large literature inspired by Harsanyi’s two papers, his thought experiment has been
extended and modified in various ways. Versions of his 1955 axiomatic argument, the one that |
will concentrate on in this paper, have been proven in a number of different frameworks for
expected utility theory: in the von Neumann and Morgenstern one by, for instance, John
Weymark, in the Savage one by Peter Hammond and Peter Fishburn, and in the Bolker-Jeffrey
one by John Broome." Indeed, similar results exist for even more general frameworks, in which
one or more of the rationality conditions on individuals and/or the social observer are
weakened." What is remarkable about this literature is the robustness of Harsanyi’s conclusions:
that the two requirements on the impartial evaluator of rationality and of benevolent
responsiveness to what is good, in expectation, for individuals imply that her judgements take an

expectational Utilitarian form or some generalization of it.

In these more general frameworks, the standard of rationality applied to moral evaluation is that
of Bayesian decision theory (otherwise known as subjective expected utility theory). Benevolent
responsive, on the other hand, is captured by what are known as the ex ante Pareto conditions

on the relation between is best individuals and what is best overall (from the impartial



perspective). These require in essence that no prospect can be better than another unless it is
better for some individual. Together with the rationality condition, they imply that prospects
must be ranked in accordance with the weighted sum of the expected wellbeing of individuals
relative to a shared probability measure on states. (The assumption of impartiality, when it is
meaningful in this framework, then forces the weights on individuals’ expected wellbeing to be

equal.)

These results, like Harsanyi’s original ones, have been subject to various kinds of criticism. Two
are particularly important here. The first is that the ex ante Pareto conditions impose insensitivity
to inequality on the part of the social evaluator. (I will explain this criticism in more detail in the
next section.) The second is that the rationality assumptions of expected utility theory are overly
restrictive in at least two different ways. Firstly, and most importantly for my project, the
requirement that decision makers assign precise probabilities to states of the world seems overly
demanding, or even unreasonable, in situations in which they lack sufficient evidence to be able
to do so in a non-arbitrary way. In such situations, known in decision theory as situations of
ambiguity, individuals cannot determine unique expected utilities for prospects with any
confidence and so need not follow the prescriptions of the Bayesian theory (I will discuss this in
section 4). Secondly, expected utility theory disallows attitudes to risk and uncertainty that many
find perfectly reasonable; for instance, those exhibited in a famous paradox due to Maurice
Allais.V! In particular, it rules out certain forms of caution in the face of uncertainty that seem to

some to be appropriate when the wellbeing of others is at stake (I will discuss this in section 5).



I will respond to the first type of objection by working with a much weaker condition of
benevolent (Paretian) responsiveness on the part of the social evaluator to the goodness of
individuals’ prospects; one that is also sensitive to equality considerations. This will suffice to
make room for non-Utilitarian forms of impartial judgement. In response to the second type of
criticism, | will weaken the rationality assumptions of expected utility theory sufficiently to
accommodate a wide range of rival theories of rational judgement under uncertainty. In
principle, this response opens up a space for impartial social evaluation that is not expectational

in form and which can exhibit forms of sensitivity to uncertainty disallowed by Harsanyi’s theory.

The rationality constraints that | will adopt will be strictly weaker, not only than Harsanyi’s, but
than those imposed by any of the mainstream theories of rationality, whatever kind of
uncertainty they are tailored to. These include not only the main theories of decision making
under ambiguity, such as those of Gilboa and Schmeidler and of Klibanoff, Marinacci and Mukeriji
but also the main rival theories of rationality under risk and/or subjective uncertainty to expected
utility theory, such as Quiggin’s rank-dependent utility theory, Tversky and Kahnemann’s
cumulative prospect theory and Buchak’s risk-weighted utility theory. V' This will give our

conclusions very broad scope indeed.

This fact makes the conclusions themselves all the more surprising, even if they are prefigured to
some extent in the more formal literature." It does not, on the face of it, seem unreasonable to
allow that how an individual is affected by uncertainty may depend on characteristics peculiar to

them. Nor that judgement as to what is best, either for a particular individual or overall, should



be sensitive to the severity of any uncertainty about how well individuals will fare. But it turns
out that the assumptions that | will adopt, weak though they may appear to be, are sufficient to
rule out any difference in the way that individuals evaluate their prospects, any sensitivity on the
part of individual and social evaluation to the presence of ambiguity, and any violation of a
separability condition (called the Sure-thing principle) central to expected utility theory and
which many have argued to be too restrictive. This means that acceptance of these weak
constraints not only restricts the degree to which an impartial evaluator can exhibit sensitivity to
the form or severity uncertainty that is faced, but also significantly restricts judgement as to what
is best for any individual. This creates a dilemma for theories of social evaluation: either these
restrictive implications must be accepted or we must abandon either the weak rationality

requirements on impartial judgement or those of benevolent sensitivity to individual wellbeing.

2. Basic Framework

Let me start by setting up the problem more precisely. Our concern is impartial evaluation of
what | will call social outcomes and social prospects: respectively distributions of wellbeing over
a set of individuals and distributions of social outcomes over the set of possible states of the
world. States should be understood to be combinations of features or factors that determine the
wellbeing outcome of any action or policy, whatever these may be. Social prospects will be
denoted by italicized Roman capital letters: X, Y, etc. For any individual i or state s, X (i), X(s),
and X(i, s) are, respectively, the distribution of wellbeing across states (the individual prospect)

that i faces, the social outcome in s (i.e., the distribution of wellbeing across individuals in that



state) and the outcome for i in s that X implies. For most purposes it will suffice to work with just
two individuals and two to four states, allowing me to represent a social prospect by a table
whose rows are individual prospects and columns are social outcomes and whose cells contain
the wellbeing magnitude of the individual concerned in that state of the world. For instance, in
Table 1, we see that in state 1, Jocelyn’s wellbeing is of magnitude 1 and Kit’s of magnitude 0O,

while in state 2, Jocelyn’s wellbeing is of magnitude 5 and Kit’s of magnitude 4.

[Insert Table 1 here]

Three remarks about the assumptions underlying the project. Firstly, | will make no assumption
about the kind of uncertainty faced by evaluators. So, even if my main interest is in ambiguity,
the results will apply also to situations in which probabilities are available either objectively or
subjectively. Secondly, | will say very little in this paper about what individual wellbeing is other
than that | take it to be an interpersonally comparable numerical measure of how good outcomes
are for individuals. So, any conclusions of the investigation will hold for any theory of wellbeing
that allows that it be numerically measure and compared. How to measure quantities of
individual wellbeing, and to compare measurements for different individuals, is a non-trivial

problem of course, but | will simply assume here that methods for doing so are available.*

Finally, there will be no presumption in this paper that the evaluator of social prospects is
perfectly well-informed about all moral and/or empirical facts relevant to determining which

distribution of wellbeing across states is best for each individual. (By working with wellbeing,



rather than the properties of outcomes that produces it, we remove any uncertainty about how
good the outcome of a prospect is for a given individual in a given state.) Nor will | say anything
about what these facts might be, though intuitively they will include how likely it is that any state
will arise. Instead, the task will be to examine the constraints on such (potentially imperfect)
evaluation that arise out of the commitment to impartiality and to other normative principles: in
particular, to judging rationally under uncertainty and to a certain kind of sensitivity to the

wellbeing of the individuals making up society.

Much of our focus will be on how judgements about the goodness of prospects should reflect
uncertainty about the state of the world and especially what attitudes an evaluator can
permissibly take to the presence or absence of uncertainty about the wellbeing outcomes of
prospects. An evaluator will be said to be neutral with respect to risk/uncertainty about wellbeing
if and only if they are indifferent between any two distributions of wellbeing that have the same
expected wellbeings; for instance between the prospect of someone achieving a wellbeing of
magnitude 5 for sure and that of them achieving a wellbeing of magnitude 10 with probability
0.5 and a wellbeing of zero with probability 0.5. On the other hand, they are said to be averse to
risk/uncertainty about wellbeing iff they rank distributions with less spread over those with
more; for instance, the former over the latter of the two distributions just mentioned.* Expected
utility theory does not require any particular attitude to uncertainty about wellbeing but it does
significantly restrict patterns of such attitudes, a feature that is frequently used to motivate rival,

more permissive, theories.



The judgements of the impartial (but not omniscient) evaluator will be represented by a
betterness ordering Z of both social outcomes and social prospects, with the expressions X = Y
and X(s) Z Y(s) respectively saying that, in the judgement of the evaluator, social prospect X is
at least as good as (i.e. weakly better than) social prospect Y and that the outcome of prospect X
in state s is as at least as good as that of prospect Y.* Correspondingly X > Y means that social
prospect X is strictly better than social prospect Y and X « Y that the two prospects are equally

good. So too for expressions involving social outcomes.

Let’s take as given a set of possible well-being values, a set of individuals and a set of states of
the world. For convenience, we assume that the first is simply an open interval of real numbers
and that the corresponding sets of individual prospects, social outcomes and social prospects
respectively contain every possible distribution of wellbeing to individuals, across states of the
world, and across both. To capture the idea that it is only wellbeing, and how it is distributed,
that matters in the evaluation of both individual and social prospects and of social outcomes, we

define a betterness relation as follows.

A betterness relation on a set of a wellbeing distributions is a complete, transitive
and continuous relation on the set that is monotonic in wellbeing, i.e. a ranking of
them such that no distribution is ranked higher than another unless it yields

greater wellbeing in at least one state for at least one individual.



There are perfectly reasonable individual and social orderings that do not fit this definition of a
betterness relation (the Leximin ordering of social outcomes, for instance, is not continuous*).
But, although building completeness, transitivity and continuity into the definition of betterness
right from the outset does narrow the scope of my conclusions to some extent, it also serves to
simplify subsequent discussion to a considerable degree. In particular, in combination with the
characterisation of the domains on which these relations are defined, it ensures that for any
distribution X = (xl, ...,X™) in the domain of a betterness relation, there exists a real number e
and corresponding distribution E = (e, ..., e) in its domain, called the equal-valued equivalent of

X, which is as good as X (on that betterness relation), a fact that will prove useful later on.

I will make three key assumptions about social betterness judgements as represented by
betterness orderings of wellbeing distributions across both states and individuals. The first,
unsurprisingly, is that they are impartial. Impartiality will be construed here as indifference on
the part of the social evaluator between a wellbeing distribution across individuals and any
permutation of it (a reshuffling of the wellbeing assignments to individuals).®' For example, an
impartial evaluator will regard an assignment of wellbeing 1 to Jocelyn and wellbeing 0 to Kit as

equally good as an assignment of wellbeing 1 to Kit and wellbeing 0 to Jocelyn.

To make this more precise, let ¢ be a permutation on the set of individuals: a mapping from each
individual to another that represents the reshuffling of them. Now, for any prospect X and state
s, let o(X(s)) be the social outcome defined by, for all individuals, i, o(X(s))(@) = X(c(i),s),

so that a(X(s)) is the social outcome obtained by a particular reshuffling of the wellbeing
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outcomes assigned by X to individuals. Then the social betterness relation is required to be

impartial in the sense that it satisfies:

(Outcome Anonymity) X(s) «~ a(X(s))

Note that this characterization of impartiality implicitly presupposes that the value of wellbeing
doesn’t depend on the individual enjoying it, something that is not implied by the monotonicity

of individual betterness but which is consonant with the comparability of individual wellbeing.

The second assumption is that the betterness ranking of social prospects is minimally consistent
with the ranking of social outcomes. More precisely, | will assume that social betterness satisfies
State Dominance: that, if in every state the outcome of one prospect is at least as good as the

outcome of another, then the first is at least as good overall as the second. Formally:

(State Dominance) If for all states s, X(s) £ Y(s),thenX = Y

State Dominance is a property of all mainstream normative theories of rational judgement and,
in that sense, is relatively uncontroversial. Most satisfy a somewhat stronger condition that
requires in addition that if in every state the outcome of one prospect is at least as good as the
outcome of another and in at least one state is strictly better, then the first prospect is strictly
better overall than the second. But there are notable theories of rationality under ambiguity

(such as the aforementioned theory of Gilboa and Schmeidler) that don’t satisfy it and, in any
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case, the results in the paper do not require it. Even on our weaker formulation, State Dominance
has an important implication, namely that the betterness relation is weakly separable across
states. That is, if two prospects differ only in their outcomes in state s, then one is better than
the other just in case its outcome is better, given that s. As is frequently observed, the plausibility
of this assumption depends on our ability to individuate states sufficiently finely as to settle
everything that matters, including any relevant characteristics (such as fairness) of the procedure

used to achieve the outcome. More on this later.

The final assumption concerns the relationship between the (overall) goodness of a prospect and
how good it is for the individuals affected by it. Informally, the assumption requires that social
betterness be positively sensitive to what is good for individuals; in this sense it may be regarded
as a requirement of sympathetic benevolence on the part of the social evaluator. There are
however a variety of ways of cashing this out formally. Let me first state the condition as it is
usually formulated before discussing both its interpretation and how | propose to weaken it. For
every individual i, let Z; be a weak betterness ordering of the set of individual prospects, with
X(i) z; Y(i) meaning that i’s prospect in X is at least as good as her prospect in Y. Then for all

social prospects X and Y:

(Strong Pareto) If, for all individuals i, X(i) Z; Y (i), then X X Y. Furthermore, if there exists

some individual i* such that X(i*) >;+ Y (i*), then X >Y.
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There are three different interpretations that might be given of the notion of individual
betterness at work here; that might be termed the subjective, objective and judgemental
conceptions of individual betterness. On the subjective conception an individual’s betterness
ranking of prospects represents her subjective preferences between them, whether construed
as the (informed, reflective) choices she would make between them if offered both, or as her
subjective evaluation of them in terms of their desirability. On the objective conception, it
represents the ordering of prospects in terms how good in fact they are for her. Finally, on the
judgemental conception, it represents the impartial evaluator’s judgements as to how good the

prospects are for the individual.

The constraints on betterness yielded by these three interpretations have rather different
rationales and implications. The subjective interpretation is the most common in the literature,
perhaps because of the popularity of the view in economics and political science that one
prospect is better for an individual than another just in case the individual prefers it, at least
when meeting certain epistemic conditions such as being well-informed and of clear mind. The
Strong Pareto condition it implies has its natural home in the theory of social aggregation where
it functions as the ‘democratic’ principle of sensitivity to unanimity in the opinions of individuals
(a weak version of consumer and/or voter sovereignty). But in the context of the betterness
judgements of an impartial evaluator it is quite implausible without some heavy-duty epistemic
conditions on individual preference; minimally including the requirement that they be as well-
informed as the evaluator. In any case, as we shall see, this interpretation will turn out to be

incompatible with the other assumptions we have made.
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On the objective interpretation, Strong Pareto says that overall betterness supervenes positively
on individual betterness, a condition that John Broome dubs the Principle of Personal Good in
order to distinguish it from the preference-based interpretation of it.XV Although the objective
interpretation provides a compelling rationale for respecting unanimity in individual betterness
judgements, it is not ideal for the purposes of this paper. For the overall betterness relation is
intended to represent the judgements of a social evaluator, someone | assumed to be impartial
but not necessarily perfectly informed about whatever facts determine how good a distribution
of wellbeing is for an individual. The social evaluator so construed cannot ensure that she
respects what is in fact best for individuals; what she must do is respect what in her judgement
is best for them. That is why | adopt the third interpretation of individual betterness, whereby
Strong Pareto says that the impartial evaluator’s judgement as to the goodness of a distribution
of prospects to individuals must supervene positively on her judgement as to how good each

individual’s prospect is for them.

Irrespective of the adopted interpretation, the principle is considered by many to be too strong.
This is because Strong Pareto implies that no prospect can be better than another unless it is
ranked higher by at least one individual. But as a consequence impartial social evaluation must
be insensitive to inequalities in the final wellbeing of individuals. To see this, consider the two

prospects displayed in Table 2.

[Insert Table 2 here]
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Suppose that Jocelyn and Kit are indifferent between the prospects they face under | and 1I,
perhaps because they both regard the two states as equally probable. Then by Strong Pareto, |
and Il are equally good overall. But in one respect Il is better (say some): under Il, whatever
happens, Jocelyn and Kit will have equal wellbeing, whereas under |, whatever happens, one of
them will be better off than the other. Defendants of the principle reply that if there is something
better about equality it must be because it is better for the individuals concerned — in which case
this should be taken care of by the wellbeing magnitudes. Critics retort that it should be possible
to determine someone’s wellbeing without reference to how it compares to someone else’s, on

pain of a circularity in the concept of wellbeing.

| will not attempt to resolve this dispute but instead, in acknowledgement of the case against
Strong Pareto, work with a more restricted principle of sensitivity to individual betterness, one
that is not subject to objections rooted in a concern for equality. The general idea is that the
requirement that unanimity in individual betterness judgements be respected, should be
restricted to cases concerning comparisons between prospects which do not differ in their
equality characteristics. It is up for debate what the relevant equality characteristics are exactly,
but here we assume only that it suffices that two prospects are such that, in every state of the
world, either the social outcome of the first prospect amounts to a reshuffling of the individual
wellbeing outcomes in the second, or that the social outcomes of both are perfectly equal (all

individuals get the same wellbeing). This gives us the principle:
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(Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes) Suppose that either:
(i) Permutation: For every state, s, there exists a permutation o, such that X(s) =
O (Y(s)), or,
(ii) Equality: For all individuals, i and j, and for every state, s, X(i,s) = X(j,s) and
Y(i,s) =Y(j,s).
If, for all individuals i, X (i) = Y (i), then X Z Y. Furthermore, if there exists some individual i*

such that X(i*) >;+ Y(i*), then X > Y.

Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes would simply not apply in the previous example, for instance,
because the distribution of wellbeing to Jocelyn and Kit in state 1 of prospect Il cannot be
obtained by reshuffling the distribution of wellbeing to them in state 1 of prospect I. Nor is the
wellbeing of Jocelyn equal to that of Kit in state 1 of prospect I. So there is no entailment by this

condition that prospects | and Il are equally good overall.

On the face of it, Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes is a rather weak condition and, indeed, it is
consistent with many theories of social welfare; including a number of ex post versions of
Egalitarianism that violate Strong Pareto.* It is notable however that although ex post
Prioritarianism satisfies the first (Permutation) clause of the condition, standard versions violate
the second (Equality) clause.* To see why this must be so, note that the Equality clause trivially
applies when there is just one individual and so in this framework the social betterness relation
will be the same as that of the (single) individual. But ex post Prioritarianism does not respect

unanimity in individual betterness even in such trivial cases. For example, prospect (0,3) may be
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better for Jocelyn than prospect (1,1) when the two wellbeing outcomes are equally likely, but
regarded as worse overall by an ex post Prioritarian theory that applies a transformation on
wellbeing that is sufficiently concave (such as the square root function).” One may retort that
such cases fall outside the scope of social ethics, but the point applies in the more clearly ‘social’
case in which both Jocelyn and Kit face exactly the same two prospects and evaluate them in the
same way. | will return to this issue in section 6, but for now will take this is sufficient grounds

for setting aside the ex post Prioritarian objection to the Equality clause.

This proposed weakening of Strong Pareto does not directly respond to a second prominent
objection to it: that unanimity in individual goodness may be spurious in virtue of being an
‘accidental’ outcome of substantial differences that cancel one another out.*V! Suppose Jocelyn
and Kit are evaluating two policies. Policy A is that Jocelyn does the washing up if it rains and Kit
if it does not, while policy B is the opposite: that Kit does the washing up if it rains and Jocelyn if
it does not. Now if Jocelyn thinks it more likely than not to rain and Kit just the opposite then
both might evaluate B as better than A. But such agreement in their evaluations is morally
irrelevant since based on conflicting beliefs and preferences. Without any doubt, this objection
is telling against Pareto conditions when individual betterness is interpreted subjectively. But it
is not so under either the objective or the judgemental interpretation for in these cases there
should be no differences in the probabilities underpinning judgements of individual betterness.
(This point will be developed in more detail in the next section.) So | take the objection to be
grounds for rejecting the subjective interpretation in this context, but not for rejecting Pareto for

Equivalent Outcomes.

17



We now have in place all the pieces of the framework that hereafter | will term “rational Paretian
social evaluation” of prospects. In summary, it expresses the idea that an impartial wellbeing
ranking of social prospects in terms of their comparative goodness should satisfy Outcome
Anonymity, State Dominance and Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes. Since these conditions are
relatively weak, it is a framework for social evaluation that many should find congenial. Indeed, |
know of no mainstream view in social ethics other than ex post Prioritarianism that explicitly
rejects any of them: the disputes between them concern primarily what other conditions should
be satisfied by social betterness. Nonetheless, as we shall see, the framework very strongly
constrains both individual and social evaluation of prospects: it disallows heterogeneity in
individual good (section 3), it disallows sensitivity to ambiguity in either the individual and social
betterness (section 4) and it implies separability of both individual and social betterness across

events (section 5).

3. Homogeneity of Betterness

The assumption of an interpersonally comparable measure of wellbeing entails that a unit of
wellbeing is as good for one individual as another. It does not follow however that any
distribution of wellbeing across states is equally good for all individuals. Individuals themselves
are likely to value prospects rather differently because of having different beliefs and different
levels of aversion to the risk or uncertainty contained in them. Even if we set aside subjective

differences, it doesn’t seem unreasonable for the goodness of a prospect for an individual to
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depends on characteristics peculiar to them: in particular, their sensitivity to uncertainty. If
financial security matters more to you than to me, then it could be better for me, but worse for
you, to have a lottery ticket paying a $10,000 with probability 0.1 and nothing otherwise, than to
have a guaranteed $800. Nonetheless, such heterogeneity in the sensitivity of individual
betterness to how wellbeing is distributed across states is inconsistent with impartial rational
Paretian evaluation, which entails that there can be no differences between individuals in how

good a prospect is for them.

| will establish this claim in two steps. The first is to show that Outcome Anonymity, our formal
expression of the requirement of impartiality with respect to wellbeing, is equivalent, in the
presence of State Dominance, to a different impartiality condition, which | will dub Prospect
Anonymity. The second will be to show that Prospect Anonymity and Pareto for Equivalent
Outcomes jointly imply that all individual betterness relations are the same. Informally, Prospect
Anonymity says that the social evaluator must be indifferent between any social prospect and
one that is obtained by reshuffling the individual prospects occurring in it. More formally, let

o(X) be the social prospect defined by a(X)(i,s) = O'(X(S))(i). Then:

(Prospect Anonymity) X ~ a(X)

Now consider the distributions over three states and two people displayed in Table 3 below. One
might suppose that prospect | could be better for both Jocelyn and Kit, not because they regard

the final wellbeing outcomes denoted by a, b, etc., differently, but because they have different
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attitudes or sensitivities to the distribution of wellbeing across the states. The first step to
establishing that this is not possible (in this framework) is to see that Outcome Anonymity and
State Dominance imply Prospect Anonymity. For suppose that betterness is outcome
anonymous. Then in every state the social outcomes in distributions | and Il are equally good. So
by State Dominance, social prospects | and |l are equally good overall. Hence social betterness is

prospect anonymous.

[Insert Table 3 here]

For the second step, let the certainty equivalent C;(X) = (c;, ..., ¢;) of prospect X, for individual
i, be the equal-valued equivalent of X under i’s betterness relation. The magnitude c¢; should be
understood in this context as the amount of wellbeing that individual i must receive for sure in
order to be as well-off as she is when facing uncertain prospect X. Now let (x,y,z) be any
distribution over three states and let (j, j,j) be Jocelyn’s certainty equivalent for (x,y, z). Then

consider the social prospects | and Il displayed in Table 4.

[Insert Table 4 here]

By Prospect Anonymity, prospects | and Il are equally good overall and by construction they are
equally good for Jocelyn. Then by Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes, it must be the case that | and
Il are equally good for Kit. For if they were not, this condition would imply that | was either strictly

better or strictly worse than Il, depending on whether it was strictly better or strictly worse for
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Kit. It follows that (j, j, j) is Kit’s certainty equivalent for (x, y, z) as well. But since this is true for
any choice of distribution, this shows that Jocelyn and Kit have the same certainty equivalents

for every prospect and, hence, have the same betterness ranking over prospects.

It is well-known that full Bayesian rationality together with Strong Pareto not only suffices for an
expectational Utilitarian representation of social betterness, but also implies that individuals
have the same subjective probabilities.** Since Bayesianism also requires risk neutrality in utility
and since, in these frameworks, utility is a cardinal measure of wellbeing, individuals assigning
the same probabilities to states must rank prospects in the same way. What the result proven
above shows is that such homogeneity of individual betterness holds even when we assume
rationality conditions so weak that they do not imply that individuals have precise probabilities,
let alone that individual goodness goes by expected wellbeing or that overall betterness is

Utilitarian in form.

These results impose strong constraints on the interpretation of individual betterness rankings.
In the first place they rule out any kind of subjective interpretation of them, including construing
them as individual preferences. In conditions of uncertainty it is to be expected that, and
reasonable for, individuals to assign different probabilities to the states of the world because of
the different information that they hold. As a result, they would exhibit different preferences
between actions whose wellbeing consequences are dependent on the state of the world. But
since such differences are inconsistent with rational Paretian social evaluation, this interpretation

must be rejected. This conclusion does not change if under conditions of ambiguity individuals
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are unable to assign precise probabilities to states, for it remains reasonable that they assign

different imprecise probabilities (for instance) and, as a result, exhibit different preferences.

If betterness is construed objectively, on the other hand, it is to be expected that all individual’s
betterness relations should depend on the same probability assignment to states. The same holds
true for the interpretation of individual betterness as the judgements of the impartial evaluator
regarding what is best for individuals, since the evaluator would apply the same probabilities (or
other measure of their uncertainty) in all their judgements. What doesn’t follow directly from
either of these interpretations however is that there can be no differences in individual
betterness with regard to the (dis)value of uncertainty. That this follows from the rather weak

assumptions of our framework is therefore quite surprising.

4. Social Evaluation under Ambiguity

We often face ambiguity: circumstances in which it is difficult to assign precise probabilities to
all the events that interest us, because we lack sufficient evidence to determine them in a non-
arbitrary way, for instance, or because experts and/or scientific theories disagree about the
implications of the evidence we do have. The question that | want address in this section is: how

should social prospects to be evaluated in circumstances of this kind?

Following Daniel Ellsberg’s seminal work, some argue that not only do individuals in fact evaluate

prospects under ambiguity differently from under risk, but that such differences are prudentially
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rational (in the sense of being rationally permitted, though not required).*™ In particular, the
aversion to ambiguity that individuals display in their choices expresses a reasonable attitude of
caution in the face of informational scarcity and/or scientific disagreement.® Recently Rowe and
Voorhoeve have argued that social evaluation too can permissibly be sensitive both to the
ambiguity contained in the distribution of wellbeing to individuals and to the ambiguity that

individuals face in their individual prospects.

This viewpoint is far from uncontroversial however. Bayesians point out that such aversion to
ambiguity leads to several kinds of apparently irrational behaviour, including refusal of free
information and forms of dynamic inconsistency.™ Others argue that, difficult as it may be,
evaluators of social prospects must simply do their best to assign probabilities to relevant states
so that prospects can be evaluated under ambiguity in the same way as under risk (when the
probabilities are known).®V The issues this dispute raises are complex and | will not try to
adjudicate it. Instead, | simply take its existence as providing grounds for interest in the question

as to the implications of allowing for ambiguity aversion in social evaluation.

In the first of two ‘paradoxes’ that Ellsberg presents, he invites us to suppose that a ball will be
drawn randomly from each of two different urns, both containing 10 balls that are either white
or black in colour. The ‘risky’ urn contains exactly five black balls; the ‘ambiguous’ urn an
unknown number of them. Let Bb be the state in which a black ball is drawn from both, Bw the

state in which a black ball is drawn from the risky urn and a white ball from the ambiguous one,

23



and so on. You are offered the option of betting on either black or white from either the risky urn

or the ambiguous one with the payoffs in the dollar amounts shown in Table 5.

[Insert Table 5 here]

Ellsberg postulated that many people would be indifferent between Risky Black and Risky White
and between Ambiguous Black and Ambiguous White but strictly prefer Risky Black to Ambiguous
Black and Risky White to Ambiguous White. Countless experiments have confirmed his
hypothesis.®™ This pattern of preference has come to be known in the literature as ambiguity
aversion: a preference for actions which have known or empirically well-supported probabilities
of success over alternatives which have unknown or poorly-supported ones. Such a pattern of
preferences is ruled out by expected utility theory however. To see this, note that the postulated
indifferences are rational according to expected utility theory only if the agent regards a draw of
a black or white ball, from either urn, to be equally probable. But if they do, it follows that (they
believe that) a black ball is as likely to be drawn from an ambiguous urn as a risky one, and so an
expected utility maximiser should be indifferent as to which urn she bets on.*" That many people
are not indifferent between the two is evidence, Ellsberg suggested, not of irrationality but of an
unwillingness to assign any probability at all to a draw of a black/white ball from the ambiguous
urn. Agents preferring to bet on the risky urn are displaying an aversion to acts whose expected

utilities cannot be calculated because of ignorance of the relevant probabilities.

24



Outside of the laboratory we rarely confront cases as stark as the one Ellsberg imagined, but
situations in which for a variety of reasons we lack precise probabilities for relevant states, or in
which we lack confidence in our probabilistic estimates, are common. Consider a doctor who
must decide which of two treatments to prescribe to their patient. One treatment has been used
tested and applied extensively, on a variety of different classes of patient and under a variety of
conditions. Based on the rich evidence available, the probability of treatment success is
estimated by the doctor to be 85%. The other treatment is a novel one, based on recent
theoretical discoveries, but although it was successful in trials in 88% of cases it has been applied
far less extensively. Despite the higher observed success rates of the second treatment, it would
not be unreasonable for the doctor to opt for the first on the grounds that trial evidence is
insufficient to determine with confidence a precise probability of success for her patient. All sorts
of features of the conditions on which the trials were conducted and characteristics of the trial
population may make the reported success rates a poor predictor of the effect of the treatment

on her own patient.

Examples like this one give some initial plausibility to the claim that ambiguity aversion is a
permissible attitude to take when one’s decisions have ambiguous consequences for others. Two
thoughts give further support to this claim. Firstly, in circumstances in which the decision maker
lacks sufficient evidence to determine a unique probability assignment in a non-arbitrary way,
she cannot be required to do so (ought implies can). And secondly, whether or not she is able

somehow to determine a unique set of probability values for relevant contingencies, it is not
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rationally required that she base her choice of action solely on these probabilities when her

evidence does not rule out other ones. i

Surprisingly, however, Paretian social evaluation turns out to preclude any sensitivity to
ambiguity in either individual or social betterness. To see this, recall the betting scenario
imagined by Ellsberg in his first paradox and suppose that our two individuals both prefer Risky
Black and Risky White to Ambiguous Black and Ambiguous White in line with his hypothesis. Now

consider the social prospects displayed in Table 6.

[Insert Table 6 here]

In prospect I, both Jocelyn and Kit face a bet on the ambiguous urn, in prospect | they both face
a bet on the risky one. So they both prefer the prospect they face in | than in Il. On the other
hand, the social evaluator must be indifferent between the two, for the outcome of prospect I
in each state of the world is a permutation of the outcome of prospect |. So Outcome Anonymity
requires she should regard the outcomes of the prospects as equally good in every state of the
world. Hence by State Dominance, she should be indifferent between the two prospects. But
note that | and Il do not differ in terms of the equality of the distributions of wellbeing to Jocelyn
and Kit because, as per clause (i) of our condition, the social outcomes of prospect Il are
permutations of those in prospect |. So, by Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes, | is better than IlI.

Contradiction.
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Now this argument would not apply if Jocelyn and Kit had different betterness rankings of | and
II; for example, if they had different sensibilities to ambiguity. But in section 3 we showed that
this is not possible. It follows that our two individuals cannot have ambiguity averse betterness
relations in Ellsberg’s set-up. And the argument generalizes without complication to cases
involving more than two individuals, simply by considering social prospects that are just like | and
Il except for the fact that all individuals other than Jocelyn and Kit face the same individual

prospects under the two alternatives.

What about the social evaluator? Suppose that she judges a bet on a risky urn to be better than
a bet on an ambiguous urn, where the two urns have exactly the same outcomes. For instance,
suppose she judges that Risky Black is better than Ambiguous Black, where these are given in

Table 7 and with X = (x;, x) being any distribution of wellbeing to Jocelyn and Kit.

[Insert Table 7 here]

Let E(X) = (e, e) be the equal-valued equivalent of social outcome X under the social betterness

relation. Then it follows by State Dominance that Risky Black and Ambiguous Black are

respectively equally good as the prospects Risky Black* and Ambiguous Black* displayed in Table

8.

[Insert Table 8 here]
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Earlier we established that Risky Black* and Ambiguous Black* are equally good for both Jocelyn
and Kit. But Risky Black* and Ambiguous Black* do not differ in their equality characteristics
because, as per clause (ii) of Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes, the social outcomes of both
prospects are perfectly equal in all states. So it follows from this condition that they must be
equally good overall. Hence, by transitivity, Risky Black and Ambiguous Black are equally good
overall. This shows that social betterness cannot be sensitive to ambiguity. More precisely, it
would seem that the distinction between risk and ambiguity is of no significance to impartial

social evaluation.

5. Separability

It was observed earlier on that State Dominance implies that the betterness relation is weakly
separable, i.e., if two prospects differ only in their outcomes in state s, then one is better than
the other just in case its outcome is better, given that s. Now Bayesian decision theory imposes
a stronger condition than this, known as the Sure-thing Principle, which implies that betterness
is strongly separable, i.e., that if two prospects have the same outcome in some event E (an event
being just a set of states), then one prospect is better than the other just in case its outcome is
better, given that E is not the case. To state the principle more formally, let X;Y be the prospect
such that X;Y (s) = X(s) for all states s € E and XY (s) = Y(s) for all states s ¢ E. Then for all

prospects X, X, Y and Z and any state E:

(Sure-thing Principle) XY = XY © X:Z = X7
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The Sure-thing Principle is the subject of considerable normative controversy and some notable
decision theories violate it. These include not just the decision theories for ambiguity mentioned
before, but also rival models of individual decision making under risk to expected utility theory,
such as cumulative prospect theory, rank dependent utility theory and risk-weighted expected
utility theory. i The debate has had only limited impact on social ethics thus far but recently
Lara Buchak has argued that the forms of risk aversion that these models permit, and which are
excluded by expected utility theory, serve to motivate, via a Harsanyi-style argument about
choice behind the veil of ignorance, social betterness judgement that gives priority to the less
well-off ** (Both Simon Blessenohl and Jake Nebel criticise her argument drawing on results that

to some extent prefigure the ones in this section, but which assume Strong Pareto).**

The controversy around the status of the Sure-thing Principle centres on the rational
permissibility of a pattern of preferences that is frequently exhibited in a decision problem known
as the Allais Paradox.* Consider a set of states {R,B,Y}, with probabilities 0.1, 0.01 and 0.89

respectively, and compare the four distributions displayed in Table 9.

[Insert Table 9 here]

Now the Sure-thing principle implies that prospect | is better than prospect Il iff prospect Il is
better than prospect IV. In fact, however, in experiments where the numbers denote millions of

dollars, many people prefer I to Il and IV to lll, giving reasons such as that choosing Il over | means
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foregoing the certainty of a million dollars in order to gain a very slight chance of 4 million while
choosing Ill over IV does not mean foregoing a large amount with certainty. The more general
thought is that how good an outcome is in some event can depend on what the outcome would
have been in other events. But this kind of counterfactual dependence of the goodness of the
wellbeing outcomes of a prospect in some event on what the wellbeing outcomes of that
prospect are in other events is ruled out by the Sure-thing Principle. And so, critics argue, the

principle disallows patterns of betterness judgements that are in fact perfectly reasonable.

In fact violations of strong separability, in either individual or social betterness judgements, are
simply ruled out by our assumptions regarding impartial social evaluation. For if overall
betterness is impartial and satisfies both State Dominance and Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes
then both overall betterness judgement and individual betterness judgement must respect Sure-
thing Principle. We can demonstrate why this is so by means of the example used to describe the
Allais paradox. Suppose that Jocelyn and Kit both have the following separability-violating
betterness rankings with respect to distributions of wellbeing:
1. (1,1,1) > (4,0,1)

2. (4,0,0) > (1,1,0)

Now consider the corresponding social prospects displayed in Table 10 below. Since the
individual prospects of Jocelyn and Kit are both strictly better for them in social prospect | than
in social prospect Il, and since | and Il do not differ in terms of equality (the outcomes of Il are

permutations of those in I), Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes implies that | is strictly better overall
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than Il. But in all three states the social outcome of prospect Il is a permutation of the social
outcome in prospect I. So by Outcome Anonymity and State Dominance, | and |l are equally good.
Contradiction. So, contrary to hypothesis, Jocelyn and Kit cannot both have these Allais-style
betterness rankings. But we know from before (section 3) that they must have the same
betterness rankings, so there cannot be any case in which just one of them has betterness

judgements violating the Sure-thing Principle.

[Insert Table 10 here]

The argument is easily generalized both to any violation of the Sure-thing Principle and to any
number of individuals (greater than 1). Recall again that all individual betterness relations must
be the same. Suppose that for all individuals i, X;Y >; XzY but that X;Z Z; XzZ, in violation of
the Sure-thing Principle. Consider two social prospects | and Il such that for two individuals, say
individuals 1 and 2, I(1) = XgY, 1(2) = XzZ, 11(1) = XY, and 1(2) = XzZ and for all other
individuals i, I(i) = I1(i). By construction in every state of the world the social outcome of
prospect Il is reshuffling of the social outcome of prospect I. So clause (i) of Pareto for Equivalent
Outcomes is satisfied. Hence it follows from this condition that | is strictly better than II. But since
| can be obtained from Il by permuting the outcomes in each state, Outcome Anonymity and

State Dominance imply that they are equally good. Contradiction.

Now suppose that social betterness violates the Sure-thing Principle, i.e. for some event E and

social prospects, X, X, Y and Z, it is the case that XgY > )?EY but that )?EZ Z XpgZ. let] = XY,
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Il = )?EY, Il = XgZ, and IV = )?EZ and I*, II*, lII* and IV* be the corresponding prospects
obtained by replacing each social outcome in I, II, lll and IV by their equal-valued equivalents.
Then by definition of the equality equivalent, I* is strictly better than [I* but llI* is at least as good
as IV*. Note that all individual prospects in I* are the same, all individual prospects in II* are the
same, etc., and recall that the individual betterness relations are the same. Since the social
outcomes in both I* and II* are perfectly equal in all states, clause (ii) of Pareto for Equivalent
Outcomes is satisfied. Hence, since |* is strictly better overall than II*, it requires that for at least
one individual I* is strictly better than II* and hence for all individuals it must be so. But we have
seen that individual betterness satisfies the Sure-thing Principle and so it must be case that that
for all individuals, IV* is strictly better than IlI*. So it follows by Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes
that IV* is strictly better overall than IlI*. Contradiction. We can conclude that social, as well as

individual, betterness must respect the Sure-thing Principle.

6. Concluding Discussion

We have seen that if social betterness is impartial, rational and minimally benevolent (in the
sense captured by Pareto for Equivalent Outcomes) then it follows that there can be no
heterogeneity in individual goodness, that neither individual nor social betterness is permitted
to be sensitive to ambiguity and that both must satisfy the Sure-thing Principle. What should we

make of these implications?
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As a requirement on moral or social judgement, impartiality as characterized by Outcome
Anonymity is no doubt contestable (one might for instance think that partiality towards those
with which one has certain kinds of familial or social relationships is justified). But it is surely not
contestable that it is permissible for social evaluators to seek to be impartial in this sense. But if
they do, then they face a trilemma regarding which of the following three desiderata on overall
betterness they should reject:

1. That it allow for forms of risk and/or ambiguity aversion that are ruled out by expected
utility theory, but which are regarded as permissible in relevant circumstances by rival
theories of rationality.

2. That it respect the State Dominance condition.

3. Thatit respect unanimous individual betterness judgements in cases without implications

for equality.

It is clear enough what the Bayesian response would be to this trilemma. For the results of the
paper can be read as a vindication of their position: that the principles of expected utility provide
the standard of rational evaluation for both individual and social good under all conditions of
uncertainty. So, on the Bayesian view, (1) should be rejected because rival theories of rationality
are wrong about what forms of sensitivity to uncertainty are permissible. Bayesians who
nonetheless recognize the intuitive force of the Ellsberg and Allais paradoxes can reconcile their
theory to them by arguing that no violation of their theory is exhibited in the situations they
describe provided that proper care is exercised in identifying all wellbeing-relevant features of

outcomes. i |n particular, both the Allais and Ellsberg preferences can be accommodated within
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a somewhat broader Bayesian theory that treats objective chances as just such features.*ii The
results of this paper may then be read as showing that the right way to allow moral sensitivity to
the harm that uncertainty imposes on individuals (however severe it may be) is through an

enrichment of the Bayesian theory rather than through its rejection.

Those who advocate rival theories of rationality to the Bayesian one are in the much more
uncomfortable position of being able to defend their view only at the cost of having to deny
either (2) or (3). Rejection of State Dominance might seem attractive since it faces a well-known
objection (due originally to Peter Diamond): that, together with impartiality, it implies that the
that the two prospects displayed in Table 11 are equally good (because in both states the social
outcome of one prospect is a permutation of the other’s), even though intuitively prospect Il is

fairer than prospect 1.V

[Insert Table 11 here]

Likewise, they jointly imply Prospect Anonymity, the condition that says that overall betterness
is insensitive to how prospects are distributed to individuals. Since intuitively such insensitivity is
consistent with impartiality only if prospects are equally good for all individuals, rejection of State
Dominance for social or overall betterness is the only plausible way of blocking the implication
that individual betterness relations are the same. And doing so allows for forms of ex ante

egalitarianism that are consistent with at least some forms of uncertainty aversion v
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Rejection of State Dominance is not an option for the main rival theories of rationality to the
Bayesian one, however, since they all depend on it. So these theories must accept that individual
betterness relations are all the same and find a way of reconciling State Dominance with the
intuition that fairness matters (as evidenced by prospect Il seeming to be better than prospect
[). The most promising way of doing this is to take a leaf out of the Bayesian playbook and argue
that wellbeing values must capture all the benefits and harms to an individual in a state, including
any that derive from modal facts about what would have happened had some other state been
the true one and which support fairness claims. But doing so raises the question: if wellbeing
values capture all the benefits and harms to individuals, must they not therefore incorporate all
those deriving from the uncertainty they face? If the answer is ‘yes’, then the usual case for
permitting individual betterness to display forms of uncertainty aversion ruled out by expected
utility theory collapses. Advocates of non-Bayesian theories of rationality thus face a secondary
dilemma. They can defend the relevance of their theory for social betterness but only at the cost
of ceding that it is not fully adequate as a theory of individual betterness. Or they can insist that
the harms deriving from uncertainty are not fully measured by wellbeing values, but at the cost

of ceding that theirs is not adequate as a theory of social betterness.

Rejection of Pareto under Equivalent Outcomes looks more promising, for the axiom has the
effect of forcing the social evaluator to ignore the manner in which individual prospects can
combine to eliminate uncertainty about social outcomes.* Consider, for example the prospects

displayed in Table 12.
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[Insert Table 12 here]

In prospect | both Jocelyn and Kit face uncertainty about their wellbeing, but the social evaluator
does not face any uncertainty about the goodness of the distribution of wellbeing to them. This
is because, in both states, one individual has wellbeing one and another wellbeing zero and an
impartial evaluator does not care which individual it is that gets wellbeing one. In such
circumstances, should the social evaluator take into account the attitudes to uncertainty
exhibited by Jocelyn and Kit? Suppose for instance that in the prospects displayed below, State 1
and State 2 are equiprobable (or, if it's a situation of ambiguity, suppose that they are
indistinguishable) and that for both Jocelyn and Kit, prospect Il is strictly better than prospect |,

in virtue of the fact that both are averse to the uncertainty contained in the latter.

Now the social evaluator too might regard prospect Il as strictly better than prospect | because
the social outcomes in the latter are more equal. But this reason is quite independent of those
motivating Jocelyn’s and Kit’s ranking of the prospects. Indeed, a social evaluator who did not
care about equality should regard the two prospects as equally good. More precisely if they
regard the outcomes (0,1) and (0.5, 0.5) as equally good then State Dominance implies that | and
Il are also equally good. But this conflicts with any requirement of sensitivity to the (unanimous)
uncertainty aversion of the individuals affected. Of course, the social evaluator may (and perhaps
must) care about equality. But in this case the underlying tension between impartial rationality

and benevolence is defused only if the social evaluator is inequality averse to precisely the degree
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that Jocelyn and Kit are uncertainty averse. And it is far from apparent why this should be

required.

In this simple example, Strong Pareto is required to turn the tension between the requirements
of sympathetic benevolence and minimal rationality into full-blown contradiction. (Which, in a
nutshell, is why any theory that, like standard versions of ex post Prioritarianism, imposes both
uncertainty neutrality in individual betterness and inequality aversion in social betterness must
reject Strong Pareto.) But in the demonstrations given in earlier sections that both individual and
social betterness must be ambiguity neutral and satisfy strong separability, more complicated
prospects were constructed for which application of Pareto under Equivalent Outcomes sufficed
to derive a similar contradiction. And this fact might point to grounds for rejecting this axiom, or

at least one of the two clauses of it.

What might such grounds be? In weakening the requirement for sympathetic benevolence, |
granted that when two prospects had different equality characteristics then this provided the
social evaluator with a reason to overrule unanimities in individual betterness, but that in the
absence of such differences they should be respected. Now allowing that uncertainty can impose
harms (or benefits) on individuals in a manner that is not adequately captured by the Bayesian
theory does not affect this argument, unless the kind of harm involved is morally irrelevant. This

latter thought is not likely to be palatable to the advocate of non-Bayesian theories however.
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There is another possibility: that Pareto under Equivalent Outcomes does not correctly identify
all the cases in which the prospects being compared differ in characteristics that are irrelevant at
the individual level but not the social one. The case for the first (Permutation) clause seems pretty
solid because from the perspective of an impartial evaluator who ignores the identities of the
individuals who are affected, prospects whose social outcomes are permutations of each other’s
are essentially the same. And the sufficiency of this clause implies that, absent an argument for
the moral irrelevance of the harms to individuals of uncertainty, we must accept that individual
betterness should not be sensitive to uncertainty in any of its forms (including both risk and
ambiguity) in ways that are incompatible with expected utility theory. On the other hand, the
fact that ex post Prioritarianism conflicts with the second (Equality) clause of the axiom offers
grounds for thinking that even when the social outcomes of prospects are perfectly equal in all
states of the world they may differ in morally relevant ways. And dropping the Equality clause
would open up the possibility of theories that allow for non-standard attitudes to uncertainty in
social betterness (including, of course, ex post Prioritarian ones). But to take such a path requires
identifying the respects in which such prospects might differ in morally relevant ways and it is

not clear what those might be.

A final possibility. This paper has implicitly followed the majority of those working on rational
judgement under ambiguity in treating ambiguity aversion as a property of a complete betterness
relation on prospects. But one might regard the assumption of completeness as implausible for
situations of ambiguity since, in such situations, the social evaluator would not be in a position

to judge which of two prospects is better overall or whether they are equally good. Indeed, a
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number of authors have argued that, to the contrary, the rational response to lack of evidence
or to disagreement amongst experts is partial suspension of judgement i f this is correct, then
models of impartial social evaluation should work with incomplete betterness relations for
individuals (or, equivalently, sets of betterness rankings) and make corresponding adjustments
to the conditions expressing the requirements of rationality and benevolence. Some early work
of this kind was done by Isaac Levi within Sen’s social welfare functional approach and there has
been recent work on incomplete social betterness rankings within a framework close to that of

this paper.*Vii But exploring this issue further must be left for another day.

Let me finish with some brief remarks about what the implications would be of accepting the full
framework of Paretian social evaluation postulated in this paper for the question of what form
social betterness judgements should take. We have seen that this framework blocks a certain
class of departure from Harsanyi’s expectational Utilitarianism because it doesn’t allow the social
evaluator to make judgements that are sensitive to risk or ambiguity (in ways not allowed by his
theory). Nonetheless, it should be noted that it does not follow from our results that social
evaluation must be Utilitarian. In fact, we have not even shown that either individual or social
evaluation must take an expectational form, i.e., that the goodness of a prospect is a probability
weighted average of the goodness of its outcomes. On the other hand, since our results do rule
out the sorts of attitudes to risk and uncertainty that typically serve to motivate non-
expectational theories, there are no compelling grounds not to assume that betterness
judgements conform with the principles of expected utility theory. Even if do so, however,

Harsanyi’s Utilitarian conclusion does not follow: in essence, because the adopted condition of
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sympathetic benevolence is much weaker than that necessitated by Utilitarianism (which implies
satisfaction of the Strong Pareto condition). This leaves room open for many alternative
expectational theories, notably including all the impartial members of the wide class of ex post
Egalitarian theories characterized by Marc Fleurbaey which value a prospect as the expected
value of the equally distributed equivalents of its possible social outcomes.**To decide between
these theories, however, we would need to determine what sort of strengthening of our baseline

Paretian unanimity condition was justified, another task that is beyond the scope of this paper.

* | am very grateful to the Princeton University Centre for Human Values (UCHV) for the support that it provided for
the year in which the research for this paper was conducted. This paper has benefited enormously from discussions
with Alex Voorhoeve and with Marc Fleurbaey who, in particular, steered me towards the weaker Pareto condition.
| am also grateful for comments on earlier drafts from Matt Adler, Greg Bognar, Campbell Brown, Paul Egre, Brian
Hill, Orri Stéfansson, Peter Vallentyne and two anonymous referees for Ethics and to the audiences of the UCHV

Fellows’ seminar at Princeton University, the Duke Philosophy colloquium and the LSE Choice Group.
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