
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
OBJECTIVISM AND PROSPECTIVISM ABOUT RIGHTNESS 

 
BY ELINOR MASON 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
JOURNAL OF ETHICS & SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY 

 
VOL. 7, NO. 2 |  MARCH 2013 

URL: WWW.JESP.ORG 
COPYRIGHT © ELINOR MASON 2013

http://www.jesp.org/


JOURNAL OF ETHICS & SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY | VOL. 7, NO. 2 
OBJECTIVISM AND PROSPECTIVISM ABOUT RIGHTNESS 

Elinor Mason 

Objectivism and Prospectivism About Rightness 
Elinor Mason 

 
 

MAGINE THAT I AM IN MY CAR, approaching a junction I 
know well. It is the middle of the night, there are rarely other cars 
and the chances that I would see a car coming if there was one are 

pretty good. Of course, there is a small chance that there is another car 
coming, and that if I speed through I will not see it, and, in that case, at 
the speed I am going, a crash would probably involve fatalities. On the 
other hand, if I get home more quickly, I can send an important email 
before the London stock exchange opens, and potentially save a lot of 
people a lot of money. Is it morally permissible for me to speed through 
the junction without stopping? What if we stipulate that there is no car 
coming? I cannot know it, but let us say that speeding through would in 
fact be perfectly safe. The question is about how rightness is determined. 
Is it determined by what is actually the case, or by what I believe to be the 
case? 

A longstanding debate within moral theory, and consequentialism 
especially, concerns the extent to which rightness depends on the agent’s 
epistemic and other limitations. Objectivists claim that the right action is 
the one that actually would have the best consequences.1 Prospectivists 
claim that the right action is the one that is prospectively best – for now, 
let us gloss that as the one that it would be rational to choose given the 
agent’s unavoidable epistemic limitations.2 Subjectivism is usually formu-
lated in terms of what the agent actually believes would be morally ap-
propriate.3 My aim in this paper is to explore what is at issue between 
proponents of objectivism and proponents of prospectivism. I do not 
discuss subjectivism here; for reasons that will become apparent, we 
should think of subjective rightness as being in a rather different category 
to prospective and objective rightness. I argue that prospectivism is the 
correct account of moral rightness. Morality requires that, where possible, 
we build uncertainty into our ranking of options.  

	
  
1. The Regan/Jackson Example	
  	
  
	
  
Recent debate in the literature is based around an example that appears to 
show that prospectivism must be correct. Donald Regan, Frank Jackson 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1	
  Defenders of objectivism include Moore (1912), Ross (1930), Feldman (1986, 2003), 
Driver (2002, 2012) and Graham (2010). 
2 Defenders of prospectivism include Smart (1973), Gruzalski (1981), Jackson (1991), 
Oddie and Menzies (1992), Hooker (2000), Timmons (2002), Howard-Snyder (1997) 
and Zimmerman (2006, 2008). (I have taken the term “prospectivism” from Zimmer-
man.) Various degrees of objectivity are possible – I explain below. 
3 For example, Zimmerman (2008) (arguing against the account) and Holly Smith, who 
develops a detailed account of subjective obligation in a series of papers – see particular-
ly (2010). Prichard (1932) and Ross (1939) (he changed his mind in favor of subjectivism 
after being convinced by Prichard) both argue for subjectivism, though not about con-
sequentialism in particular. 
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and others have presented versions of this example. Jackson’s version is 
as follows: 
	
  

Jill is a physician who has to decide on the correct treatment for her patient, 
John, who has a minor but not trivial skin complaint. She has three drugs to 
choose from: drug A, drug B, and drug C. Careful consideration of the litera-
ture has led her to the following opinions. Drug A is very likely to relieve the 
condition but will not completely cure it. One of drugs B and C will completely 
cure the skin condition; the other though will kill the patient, and there is no 
way that she can tell which of the two is the perfect cure and which the killer 
drug. What should Jill do?4 

	
  
Let us stipulate that, in fact, drug B will cure the condition. Then, accord-
ing to the standard conception, it would be objectively right for Jill to 
prescribe B. Jackson’s point is that this is irrelevant – clearly she ought to 
prescribe drug A. She should not be trying to do what is objectively right 
and she should not be trying to do what is most likely to be objectively 
right, rather, she should do what she knows is objectively wrong: She 
should prescribe the safe drug. 

If we are convinced by Jackson’s claim that Jill ought to prescribe the 
safe drug, we have a strong argument against objectivism. Objectivism 
tells us that it would be wrong to prescribe the safe drug, and so appar-
ently must disagree that Jill should prescribe it.5 The prospective view 
says that Jill ought to do what is prospectively best, where that is usually 
what has highest expected utility.6 Going prospective solves the problem 
raised by Jackson’s example – what we ought to do is prescribe the safe 
drug, and that is also what is right according to prospectivism.  

It is not completely clear how the argument for prospectivism works 
here. On the one hand, it is simply an appeal to an example: Prospectiv-
ism gives the intuitively right answer. However, hardheaded objectivists 
remain unconvinced. Fred Feldman, for example, describes a case with 
the same structure as Jackson’s, but insists that the right thing to do is 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Jackson (1991: 462-463), see also Regan (1980: 264-5, n. 1). Fred Feldman discusses a 
version of this example in Feldman (1986: 46-47), but Feldman’s conclusion remains 
that what you ought to do is prescribe the drug that would actually be best. More recent-
ly Parfit gives a version of the example (2011: 159). Parfit’s overall conclusion is that 
there are many senses of right and wrong and that they are all useful. 
5 Perhaps objectivism can tell the agent that although prescribing drug A is wrong it is 
nonetheless what she ought to do. I will come back to that possibility.  
6 The term “prospectively best” leaves open the possibility that what it is most rational 
or moral to do with respect to uncertainty may not always be what has the highest ex-
pected utility. First, as is well rehearsed in the literature on consequentialism, there may 
be cases where calculating expected utility is self-defeating because it is too difficult or 
too time consuming, or the wrong sort of thought process to be having. Sometimes it is 
better to deal with uncertainty with some sort of heuristic device. Second, it may be that 
not even ideally rational agents would always deal with uncertainty by means of expected 
utility calculations. Perhaps sometimes maxi-min is a more morally appropriate strategy 
(for example, when risks fall disproportionately on one person or one group). Perhaps 
sometimes (for example where the values in play are those that seem vulnerable to being 
undermined by calculation) we should act according to preformed dispositions, or our 
gut feelings. 
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what is objectively best.7 The example on its own does not constitute an 
argument. 

Alternatively, the argument might have something to do with “action 
guidance.” However, there are two problems with this. First, the notion 
of action guidance is not at all clear. Second, on most understandings of 
the notion of action guidance, prospectivism is not action guiding.  

Finally, the argument might be that the example somehow shows 
that prospectivism rather than objectivism captures the central or primary 
use of “ought.” In what follows, I will argue that none of these are good 
argumentative strategies. I will then present my own argument for pro-
spectivism. 

Of course, our use of the various terms here is not univocal. In fact, 
one common strategy in response to the Jackson example is to say that 
we have various uses of the words “ought” and “right,” we use them in 
objective, prospective and subjective senses, and that there is not much 
more to say. To some extent I am sympathetic to this position. My own 
view is that we use the words “ought” and “right” and other corollaries 
for different notions depending on what we are interested in. Sometimes 
we are interested in what actually would have happened, because we want 
to learn from our mistakes and do better in the future. So it is natural for 
Jill to say, “Aha, blood type determines which drug is the cure. I see now 
the right thing would have been to prescribe drug B.” At other times we 
might be more interested in a retrospective agent evaluation. One sort of 
agent evaluation focuses on whether what an agent did was rational. Pre-
sumably, we are keen that our doctors behave rationally, and so it would 
be natural for the patient to say, “Although it turns out that B would have 
cured me, Jill did the right thing in prescribing the safe drug, and it would 
have been wrong for her to prescribe B.” And sometimes we are interest-
ed in a different sort of agent evaluation. We may be interested in the 
agent’s conscience, and so even when the agent has acted in ways that to 
the rest of us seem irrational, we might say, “He has a misguided view of 
what his duty is (he has been brainwashed by years in the army) but he is 
a man of conscience and when he ordered the court martial he really 
thought he was doing his duty. In that sense he did the right thing.” 

It is true that common usage ranges over various senses of “ought” 
and “right.” Nevertheless, I think there is work to be done in clarifying 
the different notions, and once we have done that we can say more about 
exactly why each of the notions is interesting. And I shall argue that pro-
spectivism is the best account of moral rightness. 
	
  
2. Action Guidance 
 
It is often suggested, for example by Jackson himself, that prospectivism 
is action guiding whereas objectivism is not. Jackson says: “[T]he fact that 
a course of action would have the best results is not in itself a guide to 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 Feldman (1986: 46-47). Recently, Feldman has developed an account of subjective 
rightness as a supplement to his objectivism (2012). 
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action, for a guide to action must in some appropriate sense be present to 
the agent’s mind. We need, if you like, a story from the inside of an agent 
to be part of any theory which is properly a theory in ethics.”8  

Let us start with a brief exploration of the notion of “action guid-
ance.” There is an ambiguity in the notion of action guidance, and a par-
allel ambiguity in the notion of prospectivism, so it is worth clarifying 
what is going on. There seem to be various things that we might mean 
when we talk about action guidance. At one end of a sliding scale, we 
might be asking for an absolutely foolproof instruction: “Put one foot in 
front of the other until you reach the door, raise your arm and grasp the 
door handle, turn the handle,” and so on. Of course, even that requires 
some knowledge and inference, some “practical wisdom” in the weakest 
sense of that phrase. At the other end of the scale are instructions that 
would be action guiding for very practically wise and rational agents, but 
not for most of us. “Do the thing that correctly balances magnanimity 
and justice,” for example, is not very helpful for most agents. What are 
we asking for, then, when we ask that a theory be action guiding?9 

On the one hand, we could take action guidance as a vague but ob-
jective notion. We do not call an instruction action guiding if only a fully 
rational, practically wise agent would understand it, but, on the other 
hand, we do not say that an instruction is not action guiding just because 
a very few, very limited agents do not understand it. Somewhere in the 
middle we say that an instruction is action guiding, in which case action 
guidance is an objective notion, in that it does not depend on the under-
standing of particular agents, but rather on the understanding of a some-
what idealized agent. This seems close to the way that we use the notion 
of action guidance, but as we will see below it renders the notion useless 
in the debate between various versions of prospectivism. 

Alternatively, we might insist on a more subjective account of action 
guidance, according to which an instruction is action guiding for P if P 
can actually understand and follow the instruction. So the detail in an ac-
tion guiding instruction will vary according to P’s cognitive and psycho-
logical limitations. Some agents need more help than others. This subjec-
tive version of the notion of action guidance is the one that is being tacit-
ly appealed to in defenses of subjectivism about rightness. The thought is 
that there is no point in telling an agent to do what a rational person 
would do – this is not an instruction that an imperfectly rational person 
can cash out. Underlying the subjective use of the notion of action guid-
ance is a worry about responsibility: How can we be responsible for not 
following an instruction that we could not follow? 

Just as we can formulate more and less objective forms of the notion 
of action guidance, so prospectivism can be more or less objective. There 
are various elements in prospective bestness, and we need to be clear 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 1991: 466-467. 
9 Thanks to Julia Annas for pressing me on this. 
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about whether we have an objective or subjective account of each.10 First, 
there are the beliefs that the agent has about her situation – should we 
take the beliefs the agent actually has, or should we take the beliefs that it 
would be rational for an agent in her position to have? Second, there are 
the probability assignments – should we take an agent’s actual probability 
assignments, or the probability assignments that it would be rational for 
her to make? Finally, there is value itself. Should we take the agent’s actu-
al value system, the value system that it would be reasonable for her to 
have (which might vary over time and cultures) or the value system that is 
in fact correct (if there is such a thing)? Further, there can be more or less 
objective accounts of what it is reasonable or rational for an agent to be-
lieve, and a thorough taxonomy of possible views here should recognize 
that variation, too. 

Possible accounts of what prospective bestness is are parallel to pos-
sible accounts of what action guidance is. An extremely objective pro-
spectivism uses the beliefs, probability assignments and value system that 
it would be rational (or, if applicable, correct) for the agent to have. Fully 
subjective prospectivism uses the agent’s actual beliefs, probabilities and 
values, whatever they are. A moderately objective account of prospectiv-
ism involves a slightly vague position somewhere between the two ex-
tremes.  

The most compelling account of objective prospectivism would not 
be extremely objective. Full rationality is too high a standard to capture 
what we are interested in here. The point of prospectivism is to give an 
account of rightness that takes uncertainty into consideration. Rightness, 
like its close relatives in epistemology, knowledge and justification, must 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 Neither Jackson nor Regan discusses this issue. Jackson does put his cards on the ta-
ble (1991, 1986). Jackson’s account of the prospective ought is partly objective.	
  First, 
Jackson uses an objective account of value. He describes the values that figure in the 
expected utility calculation in terms of idealized desires:  
 

We can think of consequentialism’s value function as telling us what, according 
to consequentialism, we ought to desire. For a person’s desires can be repre-
sented – with, of course, a fair degree of idealization – by a preference function 
which ranks states of affairs in terms of how much the person would like the 
state of affairs to obtain, and we can think of consequentialism as saying that 
the desires a person ought to have are those which would be represented by a 
preference function which coincided with consequentialism’s value function 
(1991: 464).  

 
See also Jackson (1986: 352). Second, although Jackson is explicitly committed to using 
actual beliefs as opposed to idealized beliefs (464), it is not clear what he thinks about 
probabilities. The phrase “subjective probability function” is ambiguous. It is usually 
used to mean the probability that one would rationally assign given one’s actual epistem-
ic position (it is subjective because there are no constraints on how the agent reached 
that position). But it could be used to mean the probability that one actually assigns. I 
am not certain what Jackson intends. Oddie and Menzies (1992) distinguish between 
two forms of prospectivism (though their terminology differs from mine): “subjectiv-
ism,” which uses subjective probabilities, and objectivism which uses objective probabil-
ities (514-515). They do not explicitly recognize that there can also be levels of subjectiv-
ism about value. 
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apply to real agents even if it is not fully relativized to real agents.11 If a 
fully rational agent is the standard of rightness or justification, it is not 
clear that the standard is applicable to real agents – first, it is just intui-
tively too demanding, but second, problems arise because fully rational 
agents would never end up in the situations real agents find themselves 
in, and so it is not clear that it even makes sense to talk of what fully ra-
tional agents would do or believe in those situations.  

Objective prospectivism should instead allow some vagueness, and 
hold that the standard of right action depends on what a reasonable agent 
would believe in the circumstances. A reasonable agent is not one with 
exceptional powers of rationality, but one who is rational enough, good 
enough at making probability estimates, good enough at knowing what 
the values at play in a situation are. Of course this is not to say that actual 
prospectivists accept this account. Jackson, for example, appears to be 
committed to a version of prospectivism according to which rightness 
depends on actual beliefs, reasonable probability estimates and the true 
account of value. Basing rightness on actual beliefs, as opposed to the 
beliefs a reasonable agent would have, has the disadvantage that these 
beliefs could be crazy. In other words, it has the disadvantages of subjec-
tivism, which I will come back to. In this paper I will be discussing 
“moderate objective prospectivism”: reasonable beliefs, reasonable prob-
ability estimates and a reasonable understanding of value.12 

Moderate objective prospectivism is not necessarily action guiding. 
What a reasonable agent would do given a certain epistemic position is 
not a guide to action for a less-than-reasonable agent – it is not a “story 
from the inside.” Of course, if we are assuming a moderately objective 
account of action guidance, we can say that an instruction is action guid-
ing even though it is not action guiding for a particular agent. However, 
in that case the appeal to action guidance does not provide any independ-
ent support for an objective version of prospectivism. Someone who is 
primarily interested in a story from the inside, and the related issues of 
responsibility and action ownership, should simply reject an objective ac-
count of action guidance. If we take a more subjective view of action 
guidance, we must admit that much of the time, normal agents will not be 
able to derive a plan of action from instructions given to them by moder-
ate objective prospectivism. This is what seems crucial – not the fact that, 
given our definition of action guidance, we can insist that the theory is 
“action guiding.”13  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 For an interesting discussion of the relationship between objectivism and subjectivism 
in ethics and in epistemology, see Richard Feldman (1988). 
12 Oddie and Menzies (1992) offer a detailed and technical account of objective prospec-
tivism. My account differs from theirs in that I explicitly include uncertainty about other 
facts and values; they focus exclusively on uncertainty about probability.  
13 For a very vivid illustration of how prospective consequentialism can fail to be action 
guiding, see Fred Feldman (2006). Prospectivists such as Oddie and Menzies (1992: 517) 
and Zimmerman (2008: 71) acknowledge that the motivation for prospectivism is that 
the theory be action guiding. 
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Given, then, that standard versions of prospectivism are not action 
guiding, should we be concerned about this? Holly Smith raises the ques-
tion vividly by showing that prospectivism is itself vulnerable to a Jack-
son-style counterexample.14 In Smith’s example, the doctor, Harry, has a 
choice between three courses of action. He knows that all of them have 
risks, but also that all of them have the potential to cure. He does not 
know any of the probabilities, but he does know what the worst possible 
outcome is in each case: losing the use of a foot (E); losing the use of the 
left hand, which would be worse than that (F); and losing the use of the 
right hand, which would be worse still (G). A colleague tells him that op-
tion E is not prospectively best. 

The example does not work if we are imagining a version of pro-
spectivism according to which the prospective best depends on the be-
liefs an agent actually has. In that case, the testimony received from Har-
ry’s colleague gives Harry some knowledge about what is prospectively 
best for his colleague, but it does not change what is prospectively best 
for him. The colleague, unlike Harry, knows what the probabilities of the 
bad outcomes are. Given that Harry still lacks the crucial information – 
which of F and G is better - E remains prospectively best for him. The 
colleague’s testimony does not provide enough information to change 
subjective prospective bestness. Thus Jackson’s own version of prospec-
tivism does not seem vulnerable to this version of the counterexample.  

What if, on the other hand, we take prospective bestness to depend 
on the beliefs a reasonable agent would have? In that case, what is subjec-
tively prospectively best for Harry may not be what is prospectively best, 
and, unlike in the previous version of the case, it is conceivable that the 
colleague can give Harry information about what is prospectively best for 
Harry. It might be clearer to stick more closely to Jackson’s original case. 
Imagine that Jill has a choice between three treatments. She knows that E 
will most likely result in the loss of a foot, and she knows that one of F 
and G will result in a cure and the other in death, but she does not know 
which is which. She knows that if she were more reasonable she would be 
able to figure out which of her options is prospectively best – the fact 
that she would be able to figure it out if she were reasonable is what dis-
tinguishes this case from the original case. Because Jill knows that she 
would be able to figure out which of F and G would kill her patient, she 
knows that F or G is prospectively best. Now it is clear that the infor-
mation that E is not prospectively best is useless to her. She does not 
know whether F or G is prospectively best, and as one of them would be 
catastrophic, there is a clear (subjective) sense in which she should not 
risk choosing F or G. Thus Smith is right: There is a Jackson-style coun-
terexample to objective prospectivism.15 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14 Smith (2011). Smith’s larger point is that the possibility of a Jackson-style example 
does not show that an account of rightness is flawed, and so it is not an objection to 
objectivism. Her own view involves “dual oughts,” both subjective and objective, and 
she allows that they can conflict. 
15  Thanks to Wlodek Rabinowicz for helping me to clarify my thinking on this issue. 
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However, proponents of objective prospectivism, just like propo-
nents of objectivism before them, are quite justified in taking this as irrel-
evant. They can insist, as Feldman does about objectivism and Zimmer-
man does about objective prospectivism, that the right thing to do is 
nonetheless what is right according to the objective standard. This may 
not be accessible to the agent – it is certainly not “a story from the in-
side” – but it is not irrelevant. To put it another way, both objectivism 
and objective prospectivism are concerned with what the reasons are, not 
with whether reasons are reasons for particular agents.  

It might be objected that “ought” implies “can.” But there is certain-
ly no clear violation of the “ought implies can” principle in either objec-
tivism or objective prospectivism – in both cases the options are limited 
to those that an agent can physically do. If the “ought implies can” prin-
ciple is being used in a richer sense than this, it cannot be taken as an ar-
gument in itself – it needs justification.16 The objectivist and the objective 
prospectivist are entitled to say that they are not interested in richer no-
tions of “ought implies can” and the corresponding notions of responsi-
bility, praise and blameworthiness, conscience and so on. This is the 
realm of subjective rightness. Objectivism and objective prospectivism 
specify goals, and the debate between them is about where the goal is – it 
is not relevant that some agents cannot figure out how to meet the goal. 

Objectivism and moderate objective prospectivism are on all fours 
with respect to Jackson-style counterexamples. The fact that we think 
that there is something else an agent should do when they do not know 
what is objectively or prospectively best shows that we need a subjective 
“ought” – that there is one that we intuitively understand – an “ought” 
that depends on the agent’s actual position and takes into account her 
actual limitations. This “ought” needs to be elaborated. But I will leave 
that task for another time. My focus in this article is on objective pro-
spectivism: Given that the argument for objective prospectivism over 
objectivism cannot be an argument based on action guidance, is there any 
argument to show that it is a superior account of an objective ought? 
	
  
2.a. Action Guidance and Subjectivism 
 
Before getting back to the main topic, I will digress briefly to point out 
that the subjective “ought” is not straightforward. It might seem obvious 
that the one virtue of subjectivism is that it is action guiding.17 However, 
consider a subjectivism such as that proposed by Ross. Ross proposes 
that the right thing for someone to set himself to do is what “he thinks to 
be morally most suitable in the circumstances as he takes them to be.”18 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
16 For defenses of subjective rightness based on an appeal to a rich notion of “ought 
implies can,” see Howard Snyder (1997) and Mason (2003). 
17 Holly Smith (2011) and Fred Feldman (2012) both defend accounts of subjective 
rightness, where subjective rightness is intended as supplementary to objective rightness, 
and is needed because it is action guiding. These views are not fully subjective. 
18 Ross (1939: 161). 
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Imagine someone sincerely asking for advice in a difficult moral situation. 
Such a person might say, “I do not know how things will turn out, 
though I have a good guess. But more worryingly, I am not sure whether 
keeping a promise is more important than producing good consequences 
– what should I do?” On Ross’ view, this person ought to do what they 
think is right. But they do not know what is right – that is the whole 
problem. Subjective rightness has no substance to it, and so, in an im-
portant sense, is not action guiding at all. 

A fully subjective view is action guiding only in a very weak sense. It 
tells us to obey our conscience, but no more than that. In order for an 
instruction to be action guiding there must be some objective substance 
to it.  
	
  
3. The Primary Notion 
 
There is certainly ambiguity in our obligation terms. But there remains a 
question about which is the central or primary term. As Zimmerman puts 
it, there must be some “overall” moral obligation: “It is with overall mor-
al obligation that the morally conscientious person is primarily con-
cerned.”19 But what is the morally conscientious person concerned with? 
It depends on what we mean by the question. If we think about what the 
morally conscientious person will actually do, it seems that we cannot say 
more than that she will do what is subjectively right: She will try as hard 
as possible to make a rational assessment of the situation and act accord-
ing to her own assessment of what is right. That is the most anyone can 
do. Why think more should be included in the description than that? Why 
think, in particular, that a morally conscientious person must actually get 
it right? Zimmerman’s own argument is that full subjectivism is absurd – 
it has the consequences that agents always know what they are supposed 
to do – they can simply introspect to find out; that an agent with no be-
liefs about what is best has no obligations; that morally misguided people, 
even severely misguided ones, like Hitler, are acting rightly; and finally 
that the subjective view may violate the “ought implies can” principle – 
one might believe that one can do things that are in fact impossible.20 

Subjectivism does seem absurd in some ways, but this does not, in it-
self, provide a good argument for defining the morally conscientious per-
son as someone who is reasonable in their beliefs, probability estimates 
and account of value. All we can say about the morally conscientious per-
son is that they will do what they think best. If we add that they are cor-
rect in their assessment of the situation, probabilities and values, we are 
just begging the question against subjectivism. So thinking about what the 
morally conscientious person would do does not help with the debate 
about the “primacy” of the various notions.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
19 2008: 2. Ewing (1947: 122-144) accepts that there are three valid senses of ought (cor-
responding to what I call the objective, the subjective and the prospective) but argues 
that prospectivism is the primary sense of “ought.” 
20  2008: 11-12. 
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Clearly, this is not what Zimmerman intends. He is asking not, 
“What would the morally conscientious person do?” but something like, 
“What would the morally conscientious person ideally hope to do?” This 
question seems closer to a “central” or “primary” concept of rightness in 
that it anchors rightness to the standards of morality. We have a fairly 
deep intuition (as expressed by Zimmerman’s reductio ad absurdum of sub-
jectivism) that rightness is idealized to some extent – doing the right thing 
must involve meeting an objective standard. But if the question we are 
asking is, “What would the morally conscientious person ideally hope to 
do?” then we have nothing that distinguishes prospectivism from objec-
tivism. In one sense the morally conscientious person hopes to do what is 
actually best; in another sense she hopes to do what is rational. So the 
notion of the morally conscientious person is really no help at all here.  

One recent argument for the primacy of objectivism, proposed by 
Peter Graham, is that when we get more information about a choice situ-
ation, we take it that we are getting information about what our obliga-
tions were all along. We do not think that our obligations have changed 
as a result of the new information.21 This is not a strong argument. The 
way that we speak often implies this, as Graham points out. But it is not 
hard to think of cases where the way that we speak favors the prospective 
or subjective account of rightness. Imagine that Jill finds out after the 
event that drug B would have cured her patient. It is perfectly natural for 
her to say that she should have prescribed drug B. It is equally natural for 
her to say that she did as she ought in prescribing drug B at the time. Is 
there any deep oddity in saying that our obligations change as our infor-
mation changes? Graham argues as follows: 

	
  
Promise: I have promised Kenneth that I will turn on a certain light at 6 p.m. All 
my evidence indicates that it is not 6 p.m. I ask you what I am morally obliged 
to do. You know of my promise and that it is 6 p.m., but you also know that I 
neither believe, nor have any evidence, that it is 6 p.m. You tell me that I am 
morally obliged to turn on the light. 
 
Here is an argument: 
1. In Promise, you speak truly in saying I am morally obliged to turn on the 
light. 
2. According to no plausible subjectivist moral theory do I have a moral obliga-
tion to turn on the light in Promise. 
3. Therefore, objectivism is true. 
 
Premise 1 is intuitive and premise 2 follows from the description of the case.22	
  

	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
21 Graham (2010: 91-92). As Graham points out, Zimmerman’s answer to the puzzle – 
that when someone else tells you that you ought to do Φ based on information that they 
have and you do not, they are lying, albeit morally obligatorily lying – is not very satisfac-
tory. But we do not need to say that someone is lying – they are just summarizing their 
own epistemic position and if they are reliable that is evidence that you should question 
yours. 
22 Op. cit., 92. 
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Graham says that premise 1 is intuitive. In fact, premise 1 just begs the 
question. According to subjectivism (and some semi-objective prospec-
tivisms) someone who says that you ought to do Φ, when that is not indi-
cated by your own evidence, is obviously not saying something that is 
straightforwardly true. Of course, it would be a natural thing for someone 
to say, and the subjectivist needs an account of what is going on in cases 
like Graham’s Promise.23 There are various possibilities. Zimmerman’s 
suggestion, that the advisor is lying in a morally obligatory way, strikes me 
as clumsy, but something close to that must be right. Here is a better sug-
gestion. Someone who tells you that you ought to do Φ (when your evi-
dence, or the evidence as you see it, does not indicate that) is saying 
something that is elliptical for, “The evidence from my point of view 
points to doing Φ.” And that is what we do in fact understand in these 
situations. Imagine that Jill’s reliable and knowledgeable colleague comes 
into her office as she is puzzling over what to do. “You should prescribe 
B!” says the colleague. What would Jill say? She would obviously not say, 
“No, that is false. Given my evidence I should prescribe A.” On the oth-
er hand, she would not say, “Whatever you say, wise one.” She would of 
course react to the statement as a statement about the evidence, and 
would presumably ask her colleague what the evidence was, thus coming 
to the same evidential position as her colleague. 

Julia Driver offers another argument for the primacy of the objective 
“ought.” Driver argues that even though you ought to do what is pro-
spectively best in cases like the Jackson example, that is somehow de-
pendent on the objective best.24 But what could “dependent” mean here? 
The Jackson example shows that what is prospectively best is not 
straightforwardly related to what is best – doing what is prospectively 
best is not a way of doing what is best, or getting as close as possible, or 
approximating, or in any other way aiming for what is best. Driver sug-
gests that we need an explanation of why it would be better if we did 
have more information in these cases. But we do not need more of an 
explanation than we already have – the outcome would be better just be-
cause it has more goodness. All forms of “ought” in such examples de-
pend on goodness. The objective “ought” picks out which of the agent’s 
options would have the most goodness. The objective prospective 
“ought” picks out the option that is the most rational compromise of 
goodness and risk.  

I turn now to my own argument for prospectivism, which rests on 
the distinction between rightness and goodness.  

 
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
23 For more discussion of this issue, see Kolodny and MacFarlane (2010), and Keisewet-
ter (2011). 
24 Driver (2012; 2013: 19-22). 
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4. Rightness and Goodness 
	
  
The point of Jackson’s example is that it is obvious that Jill morally ought 
to choose the option that is prospectively best. But why is this so obvi-
ous? Intuitively, it is because she should not take the substantial risk of a 
really terrible outcome, the patient’s death. In other words, risk has found 
its way into rightness. This is the crucial point in the Regan/Jackson ex-
ample. Morality is not silent about how to deal with uncertainty. On the 
contrary, as the wide agreement about what Jill should do in Jackson’s 
case shows, morality, on occasion, gives us very clear guidance.25 It is 
clear what Jill should do, as almost all commentators on Jackson-style 
examples agree. It turns out that morality requires that we build uncer-
tainty into our ranking of options. This is a complex point, especially giv-
en the divergence between different accounts of rightness and goodness 
and the different structures of deontological and consequentialist theo-
ries. My aim is to elucidate and defend the claim that rightness builds in 
risk. 

There are two ways that moral theories can rank options: in terms of 
rightness (ought-to-be-doneness) and in terms of goodness. The terms 
“rightness” and “goodness” here are not perfect. For a start, rightness 
suggests a binary division between right and wrong, but I do not wish to 
inherit that view. “Ought-to-be-doneness” is perhaps more felicitous, as 
it suggests the possibility of a sliding scale – some things ought to be 
done more than others.26 A ranking could include supererogatory acts and 
it might include suberogatory acts, or a ranking may simply be a hierarchy 
from best to worst with no markers of rightness or wrongness, or super-
or suberogation.27 In what follows I use “rightness” and “ought-to-be-
doneness” interchangeably.  

Goodness, unlike rightness, is independent of the agents who have 
brought about or might bring about the situation. Goodness resides in 
states of affairs. Not all moral theories have an account of goodness. A 
pure deontological theory could get by with rankings in terms of rightness 
only (though this is rare). By contrast, consequentialist theories prioritize 
the good. For a consequentialist, ought-to-be-doneness is entirely de-
pendent on rankings in terms of goodness. Most theories, and perhaps 
the most plausible theories, are mixed: There are some principles of 
rightness that are independent of goodness, and some that depend on 
goodness. I am leaving it entirely open what goodness is, and of course 
that is not an easy question – traditionally it is something like happiness 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
25 Holly Smith seems to think that that no moral theory ever has anything to say directly 
about risk (2011: 68). She thinks that whenever we talk about what to do in a situation 
of uncertainty we have switched to talking about a subjective principle. This is exactly 
the view that I am arguing against – objective rightness sometimes includes risk assess-
ments. Smith dismisses the view that I am calling prospectivism as an unsatisfactory 
version of subjectivism – unsatisfactory because it is not action guiding (2011: 79-80). I 
discuss Smith’s positive view in more detail elsewhere. 
26 See Norcross (2006). 
27 See Driver (1992) on suberogation. 
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or pleasure, but it may be something more complex, and it may even in-
clude deontological elements.28 

	
  
4.a. Deontological rightness and uncertainty 
 
I will begin by considering some examples of pure deontological right-
ness – principles where there is no appeal to goodness at all. My aim here 
is not to defend, nor to attack the absolutist deontological position I de-
scribe. In fact I think it is a view held by very few. Perhaps in places Kant 
himself is an absolutist, but most contemporary deontologists are not ab-
solutist: They allow that considerations of the good can be relevant, too. I 
am simply describing an absolutist deontological position and arguing 
that it (by contrast with principles based on the good) does not and 
should not be expected to build uncertainty into rightness. 

Many familiar deontological principles avoid uncertainty by appeal-
ing only to what is clearly under an agent’s control, for example, the in-
struction, “Do not lie.” A lie is by definition intentional, so an agent must 
know whether she is lying so she can obey or not obey the principle. 
There is no luck involved; it is entirely up to her.29 However, some deon-
tological principles are less clear. Take, “Honor thy father and mother.” 
Success in honoring could be entirely down to the agent’s sincere effort 
at honoring, or it could be something that the agent could be in a posi-
tion of uncertainty about. An agent may not know which attitude consti-
tutes honoring, and so an analogue of the Regan/Jackson example could 
arise. An agent might know that attitude A would slightly dishonor her 
parents, whereas either B or C would honor her parents, and either B or 
C would dishonor them terribly. What does the deontologist say about 
this? Can the deontologist simply say that the agent should do what is 
prospectively best – namely, slightly dishonor her parents?  

Absolutist deontology cannot appeal to a second-best when the 
agent is ignorant, because there is nothing that would make the allegedly 
second best option choiceworthy. It is not the right option (by stipula-
tion) and it is not a good option, because according to absolutist deontol-
ogy, goodness is not relevant – there is only rightness. So the theory 
leaves itself nothing to appeal to in cases in which the agent is not sure 
which option is right. The instruction to honor your parents exhausts the 
resources of absolutist deontology. The point is to honor your parents – 
if they are not honored, there is no second best, no compromise.  

A deontological theory cannot be criticized for reaching the end of 
action guidance here. The demand for deontic principles to be action 
guiding goes only as far as the substance of the theory allows. Compare a 
set of instructions about making a Victoria Sponge cake. The instructions 
tell you to add white sugar, and might note that if you do not have white 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28 For a mixed account of the good, see Feldman (2004). See also the debate about 
“consequentializing,” e.g. Brown (2011). 
29 It might be argued that we can be lying without knowing it because of unconscious 
forces, but this seems a little tenuous. 
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sugar you can use brown sugar. But the instructions will not tell you what 
to do if you do not have eggs, because you cannot make a Victoria 
Sponge cake without eggs. We do not demand action guidance when the 
aim of the action guidance becomes unattainable. 

Deontology is in a slightly more peculiar position when it comes to 
principles that appear to depend partly on the good. Take, “Do not kill.” 
Surely at least part of the justification for such a principle is that death is 
bad for people – that states of affairs in which people are dead are worse 
than states of affairs in which they are alive. Clearly though, this is not the 
whole justification. Part of the point of “Do not kill” qua deontological 
principle is what the agent does. It does not matter whether the agent’s kill-
ing one person would save 10 – she should not kill. So, what should the 
deontologist say about a situation where the agent is uncertain about 
which action constitutes killing? Imagine that she is faced with three but-
tons: She knows that button A will kill one person, and one of buttons B 
and C will kill 1,000 and the other will kill none. It seems likely, again, 
that for an absolutist, the deontological instruction here must simply be, 
“Kill no one,” even though the agent cannot intentionally follow that in-
struction.30 The agent cannot know what the right thing to do is – there is 
no more to be said. 

This example illustrates a version of the classic disagreement be-
tween deontology and consequentialism. The deontologist keeps his 
hands clean; the consequentialist gets his hands dirty. But it illustrates 
something else, too – consequentialism can be action guiding when deon-
tology cannot. Consequentialism can be action guiding because, for con-
sequentialism, ought-to-be-doneness is entirely dependent on the good, 
and (as I shall argue) risk and uncertainty about outcomes can be built 
into rightness. But for a deontologist, the focus on the actor as opposed 
to the outcome means that uncertainty about outcomes is often irrele-
vant. This is why deontology seems so irrational to consequentialists 
when deontological instructions seem to be based partly on the good – 
why not take the good into account whenever it is at stake? Deontological 
principles like “Do not kill” seem to be an irrational mélange of concern 
about what the agent does and concern about what happens.  
	
  
4.b. Goodness, Rightness and Uncertainty 
	
  
Let us return, then, to deontic principles that are based partly or wholly 
on the good.31 Let us assume that in the Regan/Jackson case we are 
thinking in terms of principles based on the good. It is clear what would 
be best on any reasonable account of goodness – a cured patient. A dead 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
30 See Jackson and Smith (2006) for an example of consequentialist bafflement at the 
inability of deontological theories to guide action. Jackson and Smith argue that all the 
possible ways that an absolutist might deal with uncertainty are flawed. My argument 
here is that the absolutist, by his own lights, does not have to deal with uncertainty. 
31 Deontology can of course include some deontic principles that are wholly based on 
the good.  
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patient would be very bad, and an improved patient good, but not as 
good as a cured patient. So it is easy to see why it is tempting to say that 
what the agent ought to do is cure the patient. That is, after all, what 
would be best, and if ought-to-be-doneness is straightforwardly related to 
goodness, that seems the straightforward answer. 

However, we should not assume that goodness and rightness are di-
rectly related. What is right can be relative to the position of the agent. 
“Honor thy mother and father” or “Save the drowning child” mean dif-
ferent things for different agents. An agent’s position can affect what is 
right for her. Thus it is at least a possibility that an agent’s epistemic posi-
tion can affect what is right. When the uncertainty concerns which option 
is right according to an absolutist deontology, uncertainty does not affect 
rightness. So, for an absolute deontologist, instructions about what to do 
in the face of uncertainty can only be pragmatic. However, if rightness is 
based on goodness, and the uncertainty is about the amount of goodness 
that will be produced, we can, and indeed must (I shall argue), take that 
uncertainty into account in defining the right option. In other words, we 
should be prospectivists.  

Unfortunately, there are various ways in which a theory could base 
rightness on goodness, and this complicates matters considerably. Let us 
first distinguish between two supposedly consequentialist views that base 
rightness on goodness. One, let’s call it “consequentialism,” bases right-
ness entirely on goodness. According to this view, the amount of good-
ness produced by your action is all that matters to rightness. The other, 
let’s call it “bestness fetishism,” is subtly different. It says that the largest 
possible amount of goodness is all that is relevant to rightness. To see the 
difference between these views, and in particular the difference between 
what they say about uncertainty, consider the following example: 

 
Imagine that a tennis player has a choice between three strategies: She knows 
that if she plays A she will get a lot of points, but not enough to win; she 
knows that of the other two strategies, one will give her a resounding victory, 
but the other will result in a trouncing. Unfortunately, she does not know 
which of strategies B or C is the winning strategy. 
 

A sport like tennis is analogous to bestness fetishism, because win-
ning is all that matters. The player ought to go for strategy B or C – she 
ought to risk a trouncing in order to have a chance at winning. Getting a 
lot of points is not worth anything. Analogously, according to bestness 
fetishism, doing something reasonably good (like effecting a partial cure 
for Jill’s patient) is not worth anything – if curing the patient is possible, 
curing is the only worthwhile outcome. Clearly, consequentialism is not 
bestness fetishism (though some people confuse the two).32 Consequen-
tialism is not bestness fetishism because for consequentialism, goodness 
is what matters, not bestness. And of course this is much more plausible 
as a moral theory than bestness fetishism – as our reaction to the Jackson 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
32 The basic consequentialist principle is often characterized as “Do what is best” or 
“Maximize the good.” These formulations are ambiguous. 
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case shows. Jill morally ought to give drug A, because the patient would 
be much better off partially cured than dead, and what really matters 
morally is how well off the patient is.  

If goodness is what matters, and amounts of goodness can be ranked 
more or less continuously, then although more goodness is better than 
less, and of course maximal goodness would be best, it would be irration-
al to risk an outcome with minimal goodness in order to have a chance at 
maximal goodness.33 An analogy might help here. Imagine a company that 
uses computer programs to make investments. The company’s aim is to 
increase profits as much as possible, and betterness relates exactly to the 
amount of money made.34 There is often uncertainty. The program must 
make “guesses” about which investments will do well and which will do 
badly. The software designers will design the programs so as to pick the 
prospectively best option. Of course, what counts as the prospectively 
best option will have to depend on data that has been entered by human 
agents. But the data entered is not what I am arguing about here; we can 
take it as given, just as we take Jackson’s stipulation of the values and 
probabilities as given. The point is that if all that matters to the company 
directors is money, they will instruct their software designers to design 
programs that choose the prospectively best options. It would be irra-
tional to design a program that would only act when it was certain of 
achieving the maximum gain possible in a situation, or to act so as to 
have the best chance of achieving the best possible outcome in any situa-
tion.  

In sum, if goodness is what matters, then of course we should be 
prospectivists. Rightness is an instruction to an agent, and as such, is tai-
lored to the agent as far as the aim of the instruction licenses. There is no 
inviolable rule that the instruction “Do Φ,” where doing Φ would be 
right must always be comprehensible and followable for an agent. Per-
haps the agent falls below the reasonable level of rationality required to 
understand an instruction. Or perhaps the instruction is such that, when 
the agent lacks relevant knowledge, the theory has just reached the end of 
the road. This happens with absolutist deontology when the agent does 
not know how to do what is right, or does not know which option is 
right. But it does not happen when principles of rightness are based on 
goodness and the agent is uncertain about goodness. In those cases, the 
aim of the instruction “Promote the good” clearly licenses doing what is 
prospectively best: balancing potential good against risk of bad. And so 
the right thing to do in those cases is not something the agent need be 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
33 There may be some discontinuities in moral goodness – for simplicity I am ignoring 
that possibility here. Where there are discontinuities the theory may not be able to build 
in uncertainty. 
34 In other words, there are no discontinuities in value – we are not taking shame or glo-
ry or other complex psychological effects into account. 
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uncertain about – she can figure out what is right by figuring out what is 
prospectively best.35  

Consequentialism is the simplest and most plausible theory that ba-
ses rightness on goodness. But most theories base rightness on goodness 
to some extent. In other words, even most deontological theories are 
moderate rather than absolutist. Whenever a principle of rightness is 
based on goodness, uncertainty about goodness can arise, and when it 
does, the theory has the resources to take that uncertainty into account in 
defining the right option. 

	
  
4.c. Compromising with Rightness 
	
  
My strategy has been to argue that when rightness is based on goodness, 
we ought to make compromises in order to minimize our losses as well as 
maximize our gains. But could we not make the same argument directly 
about rightness and wrongness? In a recent article, Peter Graham sug-
gests that sometimes we ought to do something we know is wrong so as 
to avoid the risk of doing something that is even more wrong.36 Prima 
facie this sounds odd – the phrase “we ought to do wrong” is infelicitous. 
We have these various notions – bestness, rightness and ought-to-be-
doneness, as well as subjective notions. It would seem natural to keep 
“rightness” and “ought-to-be-doneness” together – the most natural idea 
is surely that if something is right you ought to do it. However, it may be 
that our ideas have outstripped our terms, and that it would be better to 
separate ought-to-be-doneness and rightness. If this is the case, we had 
better be very clear about what our revisionist meanings are.  

Graham does not provide us with good reason to accept the infelici-
tous terminology. The first problem with Graham’s suggestion is that the 
theory itself does not provide the resources for a compromise in any clear 
way. Consequentialism relies on a more or less continuous ranking of 
outcomes in terms of goodness – what is prospectively best is just the 
rational (or reasonable) balance of good and bad outcomes and the 
chances they will come about. But of course, any theory can face risk: 
Bestness fetishists can be uncertain about which outcome will be best, 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
35 Oddie and Menzies suggest the same argument (1992: 530), though they do not put it 
in terms of the distinction between rightness and goodness: “Those options with greater 
objective value are closer to the realization of the ideal than those options with less. As a 
result, a miss is not always as bad as a mile. Failing to achieve the ideal admits of de-
grees, and it is objectively preferable for the agent to perform an act with more objective 
value rather than less in those choices which do so fail.” 
36 Peter Graham (2010). This strategy is also suggested by Portmore (2011), Bykvist 
(2011), Driver (2012a). Smart suggests a similar approach: He says that what is right is 
what would actually produce best consequences (1973: 47) and yet that one ought to do 
what would maximize probable benefit (1973: 12), but Smart does not defend the diver-
gence in concepts. Graham is defending objectivism over a view he calls “ability con-
strained evidence subjectivism” and refers to as “subjectivism” for short. In my termi-
nology, the view that Graham is attacking is a moderate objective prospectivism – one 
according to which rightness depends on the evidence that is available (in an objective 
sense) to the agent.  
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and absolutist deontologists can be uncertain about which outcome will 
be right. The problem for bestness fetishism and for absolutist deontolo-
gy is that it is not clear how a ranking should proceed after the top-
ranked outcome. Take bestness fetishism: The right action is the one with 
maximal goodness. But let us say we do not know which that one is. For 
hardcore bestness fetishism, according to which the only thing that mat-
ters is the best outcome and all the others are worthless, the sensible 
thing to do is obviously whatever has the highest chance of being the best 
option. Likewise for absolutist deontology – if there is one right option 
and all the rest are (equally) wrong, then the sensible thing to do is what-
ever has the highest chance of being right.  

But Graham is not talking about hardcore or absolutist versions of 
these views. He claims that it is not the case that all options other than 
the best are on a par – some are “less wrong” than others. So the ques-
tion is, how do we rank options in terms of less wrongness? Consider the 
sort of case Graham has in mind. An agent has a choice between one op-
tion, A, which involves telling a lie, and two more, B and C, one of which 
will result in someone’s death, and one of which will have only good re-
sults. She does not know which of B and C will cause a death. Surely the 
moderate deontologist will say that although lying is bad it is not as bad 
as causing death, and so what she should do here is lie. In other words, 
surely rankings that could be put in terms of less wrongness could equally 
be put in terms of less badness.  

In that case, we have the same answer that prospectivism gives (you 
ought to do what is prospectively best given the values at stake), but a 
different terminology. Whereas the prospectivist says that the prospec-
tively best action ought to be done and is right, Graham says that the 
prospectively best action ought to be done even though it is wrong. So 
the question is, does anything really hang on saying that the prospectively 
best action is wrong, rather than what we all admit is not the best possible 
action in the circumstances? If rightness is to be separated from ought-to-
be-doneness, we need a good reason – we need something that rightness 
is indicating is important and is not covered by the other terms we have. 
But we have the term “bestness” and, for both consequentialists and 
moderate deontologists, it seems that it is possible to say everything that 
needs to be said about the option that would in fact be best just by saying 
that it would be best. 

What else could Graham mean? Let us try to imagine a ranking of 
wrong actions from really wrong to not so very wrong that does not boil 
down to a ranking of badness. Imagine that a deity has handed down a 
ranking of actions. There are two possibilities for how the deity has ex-
plained things: Either there is some sort of quantitative value attached to 
each action – whatever we call it, this is functionally equivalent to bad-
ness, compromise is possible (because we can see how to weigh the vari-
ous options against each other and against uncertainty) and we should be 
prospectivists. Alternatively, there is a ranking with no quantitative values 
attached, in which case it is impossible to judge how to weigh the degrees 
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of wrongness against one another. Without knowing how much more 
wrong an alternative action is, we cannot judge whether we should risk it 
or not. So Graham’s suggestion is either the same as mine (with a clumsi-
er terminology) or theoretically unworkable.  
	
  
5. Conclusion 
	
  
There are many senses of “right” and “wrong,” “ought” and “ought-not.” 
We do use these words in different ways, but this is not to say that we 
cannot improve on our current understanding of them. My suggestion is 
not that we eliminate talk of objective rightness; my suggestion is that 
prospective rightness is superior as a conception of rightness. Talk of ob-
jective rightness could easily be replaced with talk of bestness. So under-
stood, objective rightness, or bestness, is a perfectly useful notion – pri-
marily useful for moral learning. 

The argument of this paper has been that what we take for granted 
when talking about rationality – that the rational option varies with uncer-
tainty – also applies to rightness. The right thing to do varies with uncer-
tainty. Bestness is not all that there is to rightness.37 
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37 I would like to thank my colleagues in the Department of Philosophy at the University 
of Edinburgh for engaging with several versions of these ideas. I am also extremely 
grateful for invitations to speak, and for feedback, at: The Hebrew University in Jerusa-
lem (Conference on Uncertainty organized by David Enoch, June 2011), and especially 
to Michael Zimmerman and Holly Smith for subsequent discussion; Symposium on the 
Work of Julia Driver at the University of Texas, San Antonio (Brackenridge Philosophy 
Symposium organized by Jill Hernandez, February 2012); Lund University Department 
of Philosophy, University of Arizona Department of Philosophy and the Society for 
Applied Philosophy, Oxford 2012. For reading earlier drafts and commenting, I would 
like to thank Stewart Cohen, Fred Feldman and Mark Timmons. Finally, thanks are due 
to two anonymous referees from this journal for valuable comments. 
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