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ABSTRACT: According to the central insight of decision theory, in the face of uncertainty,
agents should be guided by some kind of probabilistic expectation of some kind of value. How
can this central insight of decision theory be incorporated within ethical theory? The main goal
of this talk is to propose a marriage between decision theory and virtue ethics – that is, to
articulate a kind of decision-theoretic virtue ethics (DTVE). This kind of DTVE is designed to
provide an account of what makes acts subjectively permissible in cases where the agent is
uncertain about some of morally relevant facts, and also of what makes acts objectively
permissible in cases where the workings of the world are indeterministic. Specifically, this kind
of DTVE is act-focused: it focuses on the virtue-properties – such as justice or prudence or
beneficence – that are instantiated by the available acts themselves (not by the agents of those
acts). These virtues come in degrees: some acts are more just, or more beneficent, than others. In
this way, this kind of virtue ethics is an essentially scalar view; it is this feature of the view that
makes it possible to unite it with decision theory in a precise and coherent way.

All action is undertaken in the presence of uncertainty. In the face of such uncertainty, as Bishop
Butler taught us long ago, “Probability is the very Guide of Life”.1 But how exactly should we
be guided by probabilities in deciding how to act?
In the three centuries since Butler wrote, theorists have devised just one plausible answer
1

See Joseph Butler, The Analogy of Religion (London, 1736), Introduction, p. iii.

2
to this question. In some sense, we should be guided by some kind of probabilistic expectation of
some kind of value. This notion of “expected value” is the central insight of decision theory. In
this paper, I wish to focus on how this central insight of decision theory can be combined with
ethical theory.
It is clear enough that decision theory can be married with consequentialist ethical
theories.2 However, many of us have ethical intuitions that sharply diverge from all standard
forms of consequentialism. For this reason, we should examine how decision theory can be
united with non-consequentialist ethical theories. Strangely, this important question remains
seriously under-explored.
The two best-known alternatives to consequentialism are: (a) deontological theories, and
(b) virtue ethics. At least one attempt has been made to explain how to unite decision theory with
deontological ethical theories,3 but to my knowledge no-one has so far explored in any detail
how decision theory can be married with virtue ethics. The main goal in this paper is to explain
what this marriage of decision theory and virtue ethics would look like. As I shall put it, the goal
here is to explore the prospects of decision-theoretic virtue ethics (DTVE).
In the first section, I shall canvas a number of cases that involve various forms of uncertainty –
cases that any adequate ethical theory needs to give a convincing account of. In the second
section, I shall explain the distinctions that I am assuming between consequentialism,
deontology, and virtue ethics. In the third section, I shall comment on which questions about the
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virtues I can remain neutral about, and which questions I need to assume a definite answer to.
Then, in the fourth section, I shall outline the kind of DTVE that seems to me most promising;
and in the fifth section, I shall explain how this version of DTVE can provide intuitively
plausible verdicts on the cases that I considered in the first section. Finally, in conclusion, I shall
argue that the considerations advanced here give us reason to think that this version of DTVE
should be regarded as a serious contender in contemporary ethical theory.

1. Some problem cases
Let us start by canvasing the kinds of cases that an adequate theory needs to handle. In the first
kind of case, there is a determinate fact of the matter about the relevant moral properties of the
available acts, but the agent is not certain of this fact.

A good example of this kind of case is provided by Seth Lazar: 4
Self-Defense: Alice can defend herself from a lethal attack only by killing Bill and using
his body to shield hers. Alice is almost certain that Bill, a business competitor, ordered
the attack. Alice has no dependents and no outstanding obligations.

Intuitively, if Bill did order the attack, then he is “liable” to “defensive harm”.5 In this case,
Alice would not be violating his rights in killing him and using his body as a shield to defend
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herself. On the other hand, if Bill did not order the attack, then he is not liable to this kind of
defensive harm, and Alice would be violating his rights in killing him in order to defend herself.
We can make sense of a notion of “objective permissibility”, on which the objective
permissibility of Alice’s killing Bill in this way depends on the objective facts about whether or
not Bill actually ordered the attack. If Bill did in fact order the attack, Alice’s killing him is
“objectively permissible”, whereas if Bill did not order the attack, Alice’s killing him is not
“objectively permissible”. However, it seems that we can also make sense of a notion of
“subjective permissibility”, on which the subjective permissibility of Alice’s killing Bill depends
on the degree of confidence that it is rational for Alice, given the evidence that she has, to have
in various hypotheses about these facts. If it is rational for Alice, given the evidence that she has,
to have a very high degree of confidence in the hypothesis that Bill ordered the attack, then it
seems that it is “subjectively” permissible for her to kill Bill. If it is not rational for Alice, given
her evidence, to have anything more than a low degree of confidence in the hypothesis that Bill
ordered the attack, then it is not subjectively permissible for her to kill Bill. Suppose that it is
rational for Alice, given her evidence, to have a high degree of confidence in the hypothesis that
Bill ordered the attack, but in fact this hypothesis is false – Bill did not order the attack. In this
case, Alice’s killing Bill is objectively impermissible, but subjectively permissible. It is
plausible that this implies that, in this case, Alice violates Bill’s rights, but has an excuse for so
doing – so that she is not blameworthy for her action, even though it is objectively wrong. At all
events, this example seems to show that whether an act counts as subjectively permissible can

vary with the degree of confidence that it is rational for the agent, given her evidence, to have in
various hypotheses about the relevant facts of the case. As Douglas Portmore has pointed out,
however, parallel issues arise about objective
5
permissibility, in cases where there is no determinate fact of the matter about what would have
happened had the agent performed one of the acts that she did not actually perform. One way in
which this can happen is if the causal structure of the world is indeterministic. For an example of
this kind of case, consider this variant of Portmore’s case of the “Questionable Man”:6

Abaddon has been told that a terrorist group has kidnapped his brother, and that his
brother will be killed unless Abbadon detonates a bomb in the marketplace, killing 20
people. (In fact, this is false: Abbadon’s brother is in no danger, but Abbadon gives a
high degree of credence to what he has been told.) Shamira has the option of killing
Abaddon at a certain particular point in time – before he has an opportunity to detonate
the bomb. However, the workings of Abaddon’s mind are indeterministic. It is not true
that, if he were not killed, he would detonate the bomb, nor is it true that, if he were not
killed, he would not detonate the bomb. All that is true is that, if he is not killed, there is a
certain objective chance that he will detonate the bomb, and a certain objective chance
that he won’t. Shamira’s only other option is to refrain from intervening, allowing
Abaddon to do whatever he finally decides to do.
If Shamira kills Abbadon, there is no determinate fact of the matter about what he would have
done had she not killed him. When his mind is in this indeterministic state, Abbadon seems a
borderline case of being “liable to defensive harm”. So, it is objectively permissible for Shamira

to kill him or not? It seems, intuitively, that this depends on the objective chances of his
detonating the bomb if he is not killed. If the chance that he will detonate the bomb if he is not
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killed is extremely high, it seems objectively permissible for Shamira to kill him; if the chance
that he will detonate the bomb if he is not killed is extremely low, it seems not to be objectively
permissible for her to kill him. In this way, even the factors that determine objective
permissibility seem susceptible to being affected by the objective chances.
Finally, as Portmore also shows, there is a third kind of case that could in principle arise even if
the causal workings of the world are fundamentally deterministic. This third kind of case can
arise if the principle that Krister Bykvist has called “counterfactual determinism” is false.7
According to counterfactual determinism, for every act that is available to an agent at a time,
there is a unique possible world that would obtain if the agent were to perform that act at that
time. We can illustrate this principle with the following example, which focuses on your
situation as you aim a dart at the dartboard: according to this principle, either it is the case that, if
you were to try to hit the bullseye, you would succeed, or it is the case that, if you were to try to
hit the bullseye, you would not succeed. By contrast, if the principle is false, then – at least if you
do not actually try to hit the bullseye – it may not be the case either that if you were to try you
would succeed, or that if you were to try you would not succeed. At most, there is a certain
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conditional chance of your succeeding, conditionally on your trying, and also a conditional
chance of your not succeeding, conditionally on your trying.
The relevance of this issue about counterfactual determinism may be illustrated by the
following example, which is also adapted from a case that is due to Portmore:8

Ka’eo is at the dartboard, when an evil demon presents him with the following dilemma.
If Ka’eo stops playing darts immediately, the demon will do nothing. If Ka’eo throws the
dart and does not succeed in hitting the bullseye, the demon will kill an innocent person.
If Ka’eo throws the dart and succeeds in hitting the bullseye, the demon will give each of
10,000 people a small reward. Presented with this dilemma, Ka’eo stops playing
darts, and does not try to hit the bullseye.
Suppose that counterfactual determinism is false, and so it is not true either that if Ka’eo had
thrown the dart he would have succeeded in hitting the bullseye, or that if he had thrown the dart
he would not have succeeded in hitting it. There are merely certain conditional objective chances
of his succeeding, and of his not succeeding, conditionally on his throwing the dart. Intuitively, if
the conditional chances of success are extremely high, it is objectively permissible for him to

throw the dart, but if these chances are low, it is not objectively permissible for him to throw the
dart. Again, in this case, these conditional objective chances seem to make a difference to the
objective permissibility of the available acts.
These are challenging problems to solve. To see how challenging they are, it will help to
consider one prima facie promising approach, which in fact fails to solve all these problems
satisfactorily. It might seem that in a sense the objective wrongness of acts comes in degrees:
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some acts are only slightly wrong, while other acts are very wrong, and so on. Suppose that we
can actually measure the degree to which acts are wrong. If we can indeed measure an act’s
degree of wrongness, then we may be able to make sense of an act’s expected degree of
wrongness, in terms of some appropriate probability function. Perhaps, then, we could say that
for an act to be subjectively permissible, its expected degree of objective wrongness (in terms of
the relevant probability function) must be no greater than that of any alternative: in short,
subjectively permissible acts are those that minimize expected wrongness.9
While this approach sounds promising, it cannot yield the right solution in cases like
Lazar’s case of Self-Defense. If Alice refrains from killing Bill and using his body as a shield,
then – regardless of whether Bill ordered the attack or not – it might seem that her act is certain
not to be objectively wrong to any degree at all: indeed, if it in fact it is not wrong for Alice to
kill Bill, then Alice’s sacrificing her life in this way seem to be an act of saintly supererogation.
On the other hand, if she kills Bill and uses his body as a shield, then it seems that there is some
non-zero probability that her act is objectively wrong. Since it seems that, if Alice sacrifices her
life, she is certain not to be acting wrongly to any degree, while if she kills Bill and uses his body

as a shield, there is some non-zero probability that her act is seriously wrongly, it seems that the
only way for her to minimize expected wrongness is by sacrificing her life. So, proponents of
this approach will have to say that the only subjectively permissible act for Alice in this case is to
sacrifice her own life.
As Lazar convincingly argues, this is an extreme view, which most of us who are not
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radical pacifists are strongly inclined to reject.10 It implies that self-defense is never subjectively
permissible in the real world, since whenever we engage in self-defense in the real world, we are
acting in the face of significant uncertainty about some of the relevant facts. Intuitively, if Alice
is rational, given her evidence, in being virtually certain that Bill ordered the attack on her life, it
is “subjectively” permissible for her to kill him in self-defense. An adequate theory will have to
explain why this act is subjectively permissible is the case.

2. Consequentialism, deontology, virtue ethics
Consequentialism has a simple and elegant way of explaining the role of probability in these
cases. (In fact, it is doubtful whether consequentialism, at least as I formulate it in this section,
can yield the right verdict in cases, like Seth Lazar’s Self-Defense case, in which some of the
available acts are supererogatory. But what is important here is just that consequentialism has no
problem in explaining how probability affects permissibility.)

In general, consequentialism needs just two elements: first, some way of measuring the
relevant value of worlds; and, secondly, some appropriate probability function. For
consequentialists, the difference between objective permissibility and subjective permissibility
lies simply in the nature of this probability function. For objective permissibility, the relevant
probability function is an objective chance function; for subjective permissibility, the relevant
probability function is some kind of evidential or subjective probability.11 Let V(•) be the
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relevant measure of the value of worlds, and P(•) the relevant probability function. Then, for
every act A, we can calculate A’s expectation – a probability-weighted sum of the values of the
worlds compatible with A, weighting each of these values by the relevant conditional probability
of the world, conditional on A’s being performed:
∑w V (w) P (w|A).
The available acts can then be ranked in terms of their expectations. According to the
consequentialist, an act is permissible (in the sense corresponding to the probability function
P(•)) if and only if there is no alternative act that has a greater expectation.
Importantly, as Portmore and others have shown, this consequentialist treatment of these
cases is compatible with allowing that the relevant “value” of the worlds is not an agent-neutral
and time-neutral value, but instead either agent-relative or time-relative or both.12 Relative to the
situation that I am in now, worlds where I kill one person now, and you fail to prevent me, may

have less value than worlds where you kill one person now, and I fail to prevent you. Moreover,
relative to the situation that I am in now, worlds where a past act of mine turns out to kill
someone, but no present act of mine kills anyone, may have greater value than worlds where no
past of mine kills anyone, but one of my present acts turns out to kill someone. Even if the
relevant value of worlds is this kind of agent-relative and time-relative value, the
consequentialist formula can still be deployed to explain which acts are permissible in the
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relevant sense – that is, objectively permissible if the probability function is an objective chance
function, and subjectively permissible if it is some kind of subjective or evidential probability
function.
The key point about consequentialism – even of this agent-relative and time-relative
variety – is that it implies that the permissibility of an act or option is entirely derivative from the
value of worlds (together with the relevant probability function). Each of these worlds may be
thought of as a “possible total consequence” of the act. So, another way to put the point is by
pointing out that, according to consequentialism, the permissibility of an act is entirely derivative
from the values of all the possible total consequences of the available acts.
If consequentialism is incorrect, then the permissibility of an act is not wholly derivative
from the values of the worlds that count as the possible total consequences of the available acts.

The permissibility of the act is determined by some other factor instead. The challenge for the
non-consequentialist is to explain how this other factor can interact with probabilities or chances
in the way that the examples that we have considered seems to require.
In this discussion, I shall investigate the prospects of a non-consequentialist theory that follows
the basic principles of virtue ethics. However, I shall understand virtue ethics rather more
broadly than is common in many contemporary debates. Virtue ethics, as I shall understand it,
rejects both (a) the deontological idea that “the right is prior to the good”, and (b) the
consequentialist idea that the permissibility of acts is wholly derivative from the value of worlds
or consequences. Thus, according to virtue ethics, what is permissible is determined (a) by some
kind of value or goodness – but (b) not (or at least not directly or entirely) by the value of worlds
or consequences. Instead, what is permissible is fundamentally determined by some kind of
value or goodness that is instantiated by something other than worlds or total consequences.
12
Many varieties of contemporary virtue ethics interpret the virtues primarily as character traits of
individual agents.13 To be a virtuous agent is to be – at least in a certain respect – a good person,
and so this variety of virtue ethics certainly appeals to a kind of goodness. Moreover, this kind of
goodness – the goodness of virtuous agents – is clearly distinct from the goodness of worlds or
consequences. So, if a theory also implies that it is this kind of goodness that determines what is
permissible, it will certainly count as a version of virtue ethics by my lights. However, as I shall
now argue, this is not the only possible form that virtue ethics can take.14
Importantly, the virtue words – words like ‘just’, ‘generous’, ‘prudent’, ‘courageous’, and
the like – are capable of describing many other phenomena besides individual agents. In
particular, as Judith Thomson has noted, the items that can be called “just” or “unjust”,

“generous” or “ungenerous”, “prudent” or “imprudent”, clearly include acts as well as agents.15
As Thomson has also argued, these words refer to “ways of being good”: an act that is just or
generous is good in a way, while an act that is unjust or miserly is bad in a way.16 Moreover,
these forms of goodness are not primarily instantiated by worlds or consequences: they are
instantiated by the acts themselves. If a theory implies that what it is permissible for an agent to
do at a time is determined by the various virtues and vices that are instantiated by the acts that
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are available to that agent at that time, that will also count as a form of virtue ethics by my
lights. I shall call such theories act-focused versions of virtue ethics.
These act-focused versions of virtue ethics can clearly be developed in a way that allow
them to diverge from all agent-neutral and time-neutral forms of consequentialism. The simplest
way to show this is to focus on agent-centered constraints.
In general, agent-centered constraints are incompatible with agent-neutral forms of
consequentialism, since these constraints imply that it can be permissible for you to do A and
impermissible for you to do B even if the total consequences of A and of B are exactly as good in
terms of all agent-neutral values.17 For example, suppose that if you do A, I will kill an innocent

person – Person 1 – thereby preventing you from killing a second innocent person – Person 2 –
while if you do B, you will kill Person 2, thereby preventing me from killing Person 1. We may
suppose that the consequences of your doing A and of your doing B are exactly alike in all
ethically relevant respects, except that two pairs of individuals (you and I, and Person 1 and
Person 2) have switched places. Thus, in the consequence of A, you neither kill nor save anyone,
while I kill Person 1 and save Person 2, while in the consequence of B, I neither kill nor save
anyone, while you kill Person 2 and save Person 1. Since these consequences differ only in this
permutation of individuals, the consequences of A and B are presumably exactly as good in terms
of all agent-neutral values. Nonetheless, a theory that accepts agent-centered constraints might
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imply that in this case, it is permissible for you to do A, but not B.
An act-focused version of virtue ethics can explain such agent-centered constraints in the
following way. If you do A, you fail to act beneficently towards Person 1, but also do not act
unjustly towards anyone, since you do not yourself kill anyone or violate anyone’s rights. By
contrast, if you do B, you act beneficently towards Person 1, but you also act unjustly towards
Person 2, killing them and thereby violating their rights. Let us assume that in consequence there
is a reason of beneficence against A and in favor of B, and a reason of justice against B and in
favor of A.18 If this reason of justice outweighs this reason of beneficence, then all things

considered (ATC) there is more reason for you to do A than to do B. At least so long as these are
the only two acts available to you, this may explain why it is permissible for you to do A but not
to do B. As the virtue ethicist might say, in this case your doing A is overall the most virtuous
thing for you to do, while your doing B is overall less virtuous than doing A. For the virtue
ethicist, if an act is in this way overall the most virtuous thing to do, it is also what all things
considered (ATC) there is most reason to do, and is thereby permissible.
It is less obvious that this kind of virtue ethics diverges from agent-relative and time
relative versions of consequentialism, since it is widely believed that these relative forms of
consequentialism can extensionally agree with any other ethical theory in which acts they
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classify as permissible and which they classify as impermissible.19 However, even if there is an
agent-relative and time-relative form of consequentialism that agrees extensionally with this kind
of virtue ethics, the two theories will still disagree in the explanation that they give of why the
acts in question are permissible. The consequentialist theory gives explanatory primacy to the
value of the possible worlds that count as the possible total consequences of the available acts.
The proponents of act-focused forms of virtue ethics disagree with this: in their view, what has
explanatory primacy is not the value of these worlds or consequences, but the virtue-properties

of the acts themselves.
In this way, it is clear, at least in broad outline, how this act-focused version of virtue
ethics differs both consequentialism and from deontology. It differs from deontology because it
explains permissibility and impermissibility in terms of some kind of goodness and badness; and
it differs from consequentialism because the kind of goodness and badness to which it
fundamentally appeals is not the goodness and badness of whole worlds or total consequences,
but the goodness and badness of acts themselves.
The crucial feature of these virtue-properties for our purposes is that – since they are ways of
being good, as Thomson puts it – they come in degrees. Some unjust acts are more unjust than
others; some beneficent acts are more beneficent than others; and so on. In this way, a form of
virtue ethics that appeals to these properties of acts makes room for an essentially scalar theory
– a theory on which the relevant properties may be possessed by different acts to different
degrees, allowing for continuous variation from one case to another. This is the most
fundamental way in which both consequentialism and virtue ethics differ from the dominant
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forms of deontology. These dominant forms of deontology are fundamentally non-scalar: they
seek to draw a precise line separating right acts from wrong acts, without appealing to any
normative or evaluative property that comes in degrees.20 As I shall try to show, it is the fact that
virtue ethics is a scalar theory in this way that makes it possible to unite virtue ethics with
decision theory.

3. Assumptions about the virtues
One question that a complete version of virtue ethics would have to answer concerns which
virtues are relevant to the permissibility of acts. Unfortunately, I shall not be able to give a full
answer this question here. In this section, I shall explain which issues about the virtues I can
remain neutral about, and which assumptions about the virtues I shall need to rely on.
One crucial difference between virtues is the difference that we could articulate by
distinguishing between “abstract virtue” and “manifesting virtuous dispositions”.21 As Aristotle
pointed out in the Nicomachean Ethics (1105a17–b9), an agent might perform an act of type A at
the same time as being in a situation in which it is just for her to perform an act of type A – even
if it is simply a lucky fluke that she does something that it is just for her to do (perhaps it just so
happens that her wickedly unjust plans require her to perform an act of type A in this situation).
In this case, in Aristotle’s terminology, the agent might be doing a just act, but she is not acting
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justly. In my terminology, the sense in which this act is a “just act” can be expressed by saying
that it is “abstractly just” or “abstractly virtuous”, while the sense in which it is not a case of the
agent’s “acting justly” can be expressed by saying that it is not a “manifestation” of
“dispositions” that even partially constitute the agent’s having the character trait of being – at

least to some degree – a just person. In short, both abstract virtue and the manifestation of
virtuous dispositions are good features of acts: but they differ in that an act can instantiate an
abstract virtue through sheer luck, while if an act is the manifestation of a virtuous disposition, it
is in a way no accident that the agent performs an action that has this feature.
Corresponding to this distinction, there are three different ways in which virtue ethics
could seek to explain the facts about permissibility. First, some versions of virtue ethics could
seek to explain these facts by appealing only to the abstract virtues that acts can instantiate.22
Secondly, some versions could appeal only to the virtuous or vicious dispositions of the agent
that are manifested in the relevant acts. Finally, some versions could appeal to both kinds of
features of acts. In fact, I am inclined to favor the first of these three versions, but for the
purposes of the present discussion, I can remain neutral on this question here.
A second way in which these virtue-properties of acts may differ is that some are in a way
particularized, while others are not. One virtue-property that an act can have is the property of
being fair to Alfred – or in other words, the property of treating Alfred fairly. Another such
virtue-property is that of being fair simpliciter – which presumably is, in effect, the property of
treating everyone fairly. The first virtue-property – being fair to Alfred – is a particularized

22

Thomson’s version of virtue ethics is of this kind, because she insists on interpreting the relevant kind

of “justice” and “generosity” as determined purely by the external causal features of the acts in question,
and not by any facts about the agent’s psychology; see Thomson, ibid., pp. 60ff.

18
virtue, while the second – being fair simpliciter – is not. In this way, we can make sense of
particularized virtue-properties of many other kinds. An act can be beneficent to Betsy – in the
sense of helping or benefiting Betsy; it can be just to Carlos – in the sense of treating Carlos

justly, by respecting his rights rather than infringing them; and so on.
Again, there can be different versions of virtue ethics depending on which virtue
properties are given explanatory primacy in explaining what is permissible and what there is
most reason for the agent to do. Some versions will appeal to particularized properties, while
other will only appeal to non-particularized properties. Again, I shall remain neutral about which
version of virtue ethics is most promising here. However, to keep things simple, I shall not
mention the particularized virtues in what follows: I shall write as though the non-particularized
virtues are the only ones that matter for our purposes.
In general, I shall not need to assume any particular list of the relevant virtues here. But
to fix ideas, it might be helpful to think of this approach as adopting something like W. D. Ross’s
list of prima facie duties – fidelity, reparation, gratitude, justice, beneficence, self-improvement,
and non-maleficence – which we may reinterpret as a list of the relevant virtues.23
However, there are some assumptions about the virtues that are relevant to determining
what is permissible that I shall need to rely on. One particularly crucial assumption was already
implicit in my explanation of how virtue ethics can explain agent-centered constraints. This is
the assumption that there is a plurality of potentially conflicting virtues – for example, perhaps
the virtues of justice and beneficence may conflict with each other in certain cases – and there is
also, at least sometimes, some way of aggregating these conflicting virtues into an all-things
considered (ATC) judgment of how virtuous the available acts are overall.
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To say that two virtues “conflict” is to say that these two virtues disagree in their ranking
of the available acts. For example, perhaps in terms of the virtue of beneficence, one act A is

better than a second act B, while in terms of another virtue such as justice, B is better than A.
Nonetheless, practical reason is not inevitably defeated whenever such conflicts between virtues
arise. On the contrary, in many cases, it is possible to aggregate the verdicts of these different
virtues together to produce a judgment of which act is most virtuous overall – or in other words,
which act there is most reason ATC for the agent to do. For example, in the explanation that I
sketched above of how virtue ethics can make sense of agent-centered constraints, I proposed
that, in the case that I was focusing on, the “reason of justice outweighs the reason of
beneficence”. What this means more precisely, within my virtue-ethical framework, is that when
the verdicts on the relevant acts of both justice and beneficence are aggregated, the act favored
by justice emerges as the most virtuous overall – which is what for the virtue ethicist makes it the
act that there is, ATC, most reason to perform.
A further crucial assumption that I shall rely on is that the relevant virtues are not restricted to
the moral virtues – at least not in the narrow sense of ‘moral’ that has to do with what we owe
to other people. Most moralists in the history of philosophy have not restricted the virtues to the
moral virtues in this narrow sense. Aristotle’s virtues prominently include the intellectual
virtues – such as technical skill, practical wisdom, and theoretical wisdom; and even Ross’s list
of prima facie duties, as we have seen, includes “self-improvement”, where the paradigm forms
of self-improvement include developing one’s “intelligence”.24 In particular, I shall assume from
now on that the relevant virtues include prudence – where by ‘prudence’ I
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mean what the 18th-century British moralists called the virtue of self-love. For almost all the

history of moral philosophy, the idea that rational self-love is a virtue was all but universally
accepted. Even if rational self-love is not morally praiseworthy, the moral philosophers of the
past seem to me correct in arguing that it is praiseworthy in a larger sense.25
However, the most important assumption about the virtues that I need here is that the
virtues do not only come in degrees, but are susceptible to a modest kind of cardinal
measurement. I cannot offer a full defense of this assumption here, but I can point to some
intuitive considerations that seem to make it plausible. In particular, it seems that we can not
only compare the acts available to you as more or less just, but we can also qualify these
comparisons by saying that one act is much less just than another, but only slightly less just than
a third, and so on. The seems to indicate that we can compare the differences or intervals between
the degrees to which acts are virtuous: the difference between the degrees of justice of act A1 and
act A2 might be a smaller difference than between the degrees of justice of A2 and A3. If these
kinds of comparisons between differences are indeed possible, then it seems that some form of
cardinal measurement of these degrees of justice should be possible.26 More precisely, I shall
assume that these degrees of justice are capable of being measured
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on a so-called interval scale. In this respect, my assumption about degrees of justice resembles
the classical decision theorists’ view of preferences – since these decision theorists believe that it
is possible to measure the strength of an individual’s preferences for various prospects on an
interval scale. Famously, the decision theorists’ name for the function that measures the strength
of an individual’s preferences is the individual’s “utility function”. So, I am assuming here that
we can measure acts’ degrees of justice on something like an interval scale, by means of a
function that will look formally a lot like a utility function – Vj(•).
In spite of the formal similarities between this measure of degrees of justice Vj(•) and a
decision-theoretic utility function, there are some important differences. In particular, Vj(•) is a
measure of the degree to which acts themselves are just or unjust. It is not a measure of the
degree to which the worlds that are the acts’ possible “total consequences” are good or desirable
or whatever. For this reason, this approach is compatible with rejecting the consequentialist
view. In this way, Vj(•) differs from utility functions – on the dominant way in which utility
functions are interpreted by philosophers today – which are defined over possible worlds and
propositions that correspond to sets of possible worlds.27
Still, so long as the same act can be performed in different possible worlds, an act’s (objective)
degree of justice may vary from one world to another. For example, Alice’s act of killing Bill
has a much higher degree of justice in the worlds where Bill ordered the attack on Alice than in
worlds where he did not. So, this measure of degrees of justice must assign a value to each act A
relative to a possible world w – Vj(A, w). In what follows, I shall assume that all the virtues
involved in determining which acts are permissible are measurable in this way: we
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can not only measure A’s degree of justice, relative to a world w, but also A’s degree of
beneficence relative to w, A’s degree of prudence relative to w, and so on.

4. A precise version of DTVE
In the previous section, I explained my assumption that an act’s degree of justice, relative to a
possible world, can be measured on an interval scale. This will enable us to make sense of an
act’s expected degree of justice – and an act’s expected degrees of beneficence and prudence,
and so on – in terms of any probability function that is defined over the relevant space of
worlds. Let P(•) be any probability function defined over the relevant space of possible worlds.
This probability function may be an objective chance function, or an evidential or subjective
probability function; it does not matter – the same account will apply. In general, the degree of
justice that an act A has at each world w can be weighted by the conditional probability of the
world (conditional on the act’s being performed) – Vj(A, w) P(w | A). This determines the
probability-weighted sum of these different degrees of justice that the act has at these different
possible worlds –
∑w Vj(A, w) P(w | A).
This is the act’s expected degree of justice (relative to this probability function P(•)). Now, as I
explained in the previous section, to determine what there is most reason to do ATC, the reasons
provided by these different conflicting virtues (V1, … Vn – justice, beneficence, prudence …)
need to be aggregated somehow. To keep things simple, I shall assume here that this aggregation
will necessarily be additive: the expected degree to which the act is virtuous overall – that is, for

the virtue ethicist, the expected degree to which there is reason ATC to perform the act – is a
weighted sum of the expected degrees to which the act exemplifies the
23
relevant virtues.28
To make sense of this, we need first to normalize our measurements of the degrees to
which the acts exemplify each relevant virtue at each possible world. The simplest way to do this
is, effectively, to measure degrees of vices rather than degrees of virtues. The available acts that
are optimal in terms of each virtue do not exemplify the corresponding vice to any degree at all,
and so their degree of vice is 0. Then we can measure the degree to which each of the other acts
falls short of this optimal level of virtue, giving us the degree to which the act exemplifies the
corresponding vice.
Then we need to weight the measure Vi of each vice by a factor αi that captures this
measure Vi’s importance for the agent’s decision-making. An act A’s expected overall degree of
vice OV(A), then, is:
∑i ∑W αi Vi (A, w) P(w | A).
The acts with the lowest expected overall degree of vice are those with the highest
expected overall degree of virtue. If the relevant probability function is an objective chance
function, then these acts are those that the agent has objectively most reason to perform; if the
relevant probability is an evidential or subjective probability function, these acts are those that
the agent has subjectively most reason to perform.
Now, in a weak sense, we can allow that the different virtues are “incommensurable” –
different agents may quite permissibly assign different weights (α1, … αn) to these measures of
different virtues. In particular, a supererogatory agent may reasonably put less weight on the

self-regarding virtue of prudence, and more weight on moral virtues such as justice or
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beneficence, than other less supererogatory agents would do. To fix ideas, we may assume that
for each of the virtues, there are upper and lower bounds to the weights that agents may
reasonably put on that virtue: neither totally neglecting either justice or prudence, nor giving
infinitely greater weight to one virtue than to all the others, will be reasonable. But within these
limits, we may suppose, there is a range of different weightings of the virtues, none of which is
more reasonable than any other.29
For an act to be morally wrong, I propose, is for the act to be worse in terms of the expected
moral virtues (relative to the relevant probability distribution) than every act that is no less
virtuous overall than any alternative on any reasonable weighting of the virtues. This implies that
an act cannot be morally wrong unless it is less virtuous overall than some available alternative
act on every reasonable weighting of the virtues – and moreover, it must be less virtuous overall
than this alternative with respect to the moral virtues.30 In practice, this means that we need to
consider the reasonable weighting of the virtues that assigns the greatest weight to the non-moral
virtues, and the lowest weight to the moral virtues; for the act to be wrong is for it to be morally
worse than the maximally virtuous acts even on this weighting of the virtues. If an act is morally
wrong according to a subjective or evidential probability function that
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corresponds to the credences that it is rational for the agent, given her evidence, to have, then the
act is subjectively morally wrong (and, I would say, morally blameworthy). If the act is morally
wrong according to an objective chance function, then the act is objectively morally wrong –
though if it is not subjectively morally wrong, the agent’s act is excusable and not blameworthy.
Finally, we can offer an account of what it is for acts to be morally permissible. An act is
objectively morally permissible if and only if it is not objectively morally wrong; an act is
subjectively morally permissible if and only if it is not subjectively morally wrong. This is how
the version of DTVE developed here can explain what it is morally permissible for agents to do.

5. Solving the problem cases
The precise version of DTVE outlined in the previous section can be used to address the
problem cases that I canvased in Section 1. We shall start with Seth Lazar’s “Self-Defense” case.
In my analysis, there are effectively two cases here, depending on whether Alice is a saintly
hero or not. P(•) is a subjective probability corresponding to the credences that it is rational for
Alice, given her evidence, to have.

Case 1: Alice is not a saintly hero
Act 1: Alice kills Bill and uses his body as a shield to protect herself.

In World W1, Bill did not order the attack, and so is not liable to defensive harm; in World W2,
Bill did order the attack, and so is fully liable to defensive harm.
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Injustice:

The degree to which A1
Degree of
The degree to which A1

Imprudence:

infringes Bill’s rights

allows Alice to be
harmed
overall vice

0
World W1
(P(W1|A1) = 0.1) World W2
(P(W2|A1) = 0.9)
10

Act 2: Alice does not kill Bill
In World W 3, Alice does not kill Bill, and dies in the lethal attack.
infringes Bill’s rights allows Alice to be
Injustice:
Imprudence:
harmed
The degree to which A2
The degree to which A2 Degree of overall vice

World W3
(P(W3|A2) = 1)
0

Here, the conditional probability of W1, conditional on Act 1, is 0.1 (P(W1|A1) = 0.1), while the
conditional probability of W2, conditional on A1, is 0.9 (P(W2|A1) = 0.9). So, Act 1’s expected

0

degree of overall vice is 1 (= 10 ⋅ 0.1 + 0 ⋅ 0.9). Since the conditional probability of W3,
conditional on Act 2, is 1 (P(W3|A2) = 1), Act 2’s expected degree of overall vice is 10. Thus, in
Case 1, the act with the lowest expected degree of overall vice is Act 1 (since 1 < 10). Act 1
therefore has the highest expected degree of overall virtue: so, Alice has most reason ATC to do
Act 1.
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To determine which acts are morally wrong, we need to consider the reasonable
weighting of the virtues that assigns the greatest weight to the non-moral virtue of prudence, and
the lowest weight to the moral virtue of justice. We may assume that the numbers given in the
tables for Acts 1 and 2 above correspond to this minimally-moral weighting of the virtues. On
this weighting of the virtues, the only maximally virtuous act is Act 1; and Act 2 is not worse
than Act 1 in terms of the moral virtues. So, in this case, neither Act 1 nor Act 2 is subjectively
morally wrong; both acts are subjectively morally permissible.
In this case, if the actual world is W1, Act 1 is objectively wrong, but subjectively right,
and it is plausible that Act 1 violates Bill’s rights, although it does so excusably – Alice is not
blameworthy for violating Bill’s rights in this way. If the actual world is W2, it is plausible that
Bill “forfeits” his right against defensive harm, and so in this world Act 1 is neither objectively
nor subjectively wrong.

Case 2: Alice is a saintly hero
Case 2 is just like Case 1, except that now justice is weighted more heavily, while prudence is
weighted less heavily. For example, perhaps in this case, Act 1’s expected degree of overall vice
is 9, while Act 2’s expected degree of overall vice is 8. Thus, in Case 2, the act with the lowest
expected overall degree of vice – and so the highest expected overall degree of virtue – is Act 2

(since 8 < 9). Thus, in Case 2, Alice has most reason ATC to do Act 2.
Even in Case 2, however, Act 1 is not subjectively wrong, because there is a reasonable
weighting of the virtues (specifically, the weighting of Case 1) on which Alice would have no
less reason ATC to do Act 1 than any alternative. Thus, in Case 2 just as in Case 1, Act 1 would
still be subjectively permissible. Even if Act 1 is objectively wrong (because Bill has not in fact
forfeited his rights against defensive harm by ordering the attack), Act 1 will therefore be
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excusable and not blameworthy.

Portmore’s “Questionable Man”
Here Ch(•) is an objective chance function capturing the conditional chances of the relevant
worlds, conditional on Shamira’s act.
Act 1: Shamira shoots Abaddon, in his present indeterminate state of mind; none of the
twenty others in the marketplace is killed.
Injustice:

rights

The degree to which A1 Non-beneficence:
infringes Abaddon’s

allows the twenty to be
harmed

The degree to which A1 Degree of overall vice

World W1
(Ch(W1|A2) = 1)
8

Act 2: Shamira does not intervene
In World W2, Shamira does not intervene, and Abaddon detonates the bomb, killing twenty

people; in World W3, Shamira does not intervene, but Abaddon does not detonate the bomb, and
so no one is killed.
29
Injustice:

Non-beneficence:

Degree of overall

The degree to which A2 The degree to which A2 vice
infringes Abaddon’s

allows the twenty to be

rights

harmed
0

World W2
(Ch(W2|A2) = 0.5) World W3
(Ch(W3|A2) = 0.5)
0

Since the conditional chance of W1, conditional on Act 1, is 1 (i.e., Ch(W1|A1) = 1), Act 1’s
chance-expected degree of overall vice is 8. Since the conditional chances of W2 and W3,
conditional on Act 2, are both 0.5 (i.e., Ch(W2|A2) = Ch(W3|A2) = 0.5), Act 2’s chance-expected
degree of overall vice is 10. Thus, the act with the lowest chance-expected degree of overall vice
– and so the highest chance-expected degree of overall virtue – is Act 1 (since 8 < 10). Thus,
Shamira has most reason ATC to do Act 1. If we assume that all reasonable weightings of the
virtues agree on this case, we may infer that Act 1 is objectively permissible and Act 2 is
objectively wrong. Because of this, we should not say that Act 1 “violates” Abaddon’s rights, but
only that it “infringes” them. (Since Abbadon’s state of mind is indeterminate in world W1, it
seems questionable whether he has fully “forfeited” his right against defensive harm – although
perhaps these rights have been in a way weakened or attenuated.)
In this analysis, the indeterminacy in this case does not arise with respect to Act 1. If Shamira

0

performs Act 1, there is only one relevant world – the world W1 in which she kills Abbadon in
his current indeterminate state of mind. In this world, Abbadon has an intermediate degree of
liability to defensive harm, and so Act 1 appears at least to infringe his rights to some
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degree. In this analysis, the indeterminacy arises with respect to Act 2, since there are two very
different worlds in which Shamira performs Act 2 – W2, the world in which Abbadon detonates
the bomb, and W3, the world in which he does not. In W2, Shamira fails to a very significant
degree to display the virtue of beneficence, while in W3, there is no such failure of beneficence at
all. Since there is no fact of the matter about which of these worlds would have obtained had
Abbadon not been killed, these two very different degrees of beneficence must be weighted by
the conditional chances of these worlds, conditional on Shamira’s performing the relevant act.

Ka’eo at the dartboard
Here Ch(•) is again an objective chance function, capturing the conditional chances of the
relevant worlds, conditional on Ka’eo’s act.
Act 1: Ka’eo throws the dart, aiming to hit the bullseye
In world W1, Ka’eo succeeds in hitting the bullseye, and 10,000 people receive a small reward,
while the innocent person is unharmed; in world W2, Ka’eo fails to hit the bullseye, provoking
the demon to kill the innocent person, and not to give the 10,000 people their reward.
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Injustice:

person’s rights
Degree of
The degree to which A1

Non-beneficence:

infringes the innocent

The degree to which A1
fails to help the 10,000
overall vice

8

2

World W1
(Ch(W1|A1) = 0.5) World W2
(Ch(W2|A1 = 0.5)
0

Act 2: Ka’eo stops playing darts
In World W3, Ka’eo stops playing darts, and the demon neither kills the innocent person nor
gives the 10,000 their small reward.

Injustice:

person’s rights

fails to help the 10,000

Non-beneficence:

Degree of overall vice

The degree to which A2 The degree to which A2
infringes the innocent
0

2

World W3
(Ch(W3|A2 = 1)
Since the conditional chances of W1 and W2, conditional on Act 1, are both 0.5 (Ch(W1|A1) =
Ch(W2|A1) = 0.5), Act 1’s chance-expected degree of overall vice is 5. Since the conditional
chance of W3, conditional on Act 2, is 1 (Ch(W3|A2) = 1), Act 2’s chance-expected degree of
overall vice is 2. Thus, the act with the lowest chance-expected degree of overall vice – and so
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the highest chance-expected degree of overall virtue – is Act 2 (since 2 < 5). Thus, Ka’eo has

most reason ATC to do Act 2. Assuming that all reasonable weightings of the virtues agree on
this case, Act 2 is objectively permissible, and Act 1 is objectively wrong.
Since Act 1 is objectively wrong, it seems plausible that in this case, Act 1 would
“violate” the innocent person’s rights. Indeed, I am inclined to think that Act 1 would violate the
innocent person’s rights even in World W1 – in which Ka’eo succeeds in hitting the bullseye,
with the result that the innocent person is not killed by the demon; even in this world, Ka’eo
wrongly exposed the innocent person to an unacceptable risk of being killed, which seems to be
enough to violate the innocent person’s rights.
In this way, an act-focused version of virtue ethics, which appeals to the virtues (such as
justice, beneficence, and prudence) that are instantiated by the acts themselves (relative to the
relevant possible worlds), can be married with decision theory to yield a form of DTVE. This
form of DTVE seems capable of giving an adequate treatment to the problem cases that we
considered in Section 1 above.

6. Conclusion
This concludes my presentation of DTVE. My goal here has simply been to present this theory,
not to compare it to every possible alternative theory, or to attempt to show that it is more
plausible than each of these alternatives. Since (to my knowledge) no one has attempted to marry
virtue ethics with decision theory, in the way that I have tried to do here, it seems that the first
task is to articulate the theory; it is only after the theory has been articulated that it can be
evaluated and compared with all its rivals.
Still, in presenting the theory, I have tried to bring out its theoretical resources. The
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theory can be developed in many different directions: different lists of virtues can be assumed as

those that are relevant to permissibility, and different accounts of how these virtues are
aggregated to yield judgments about how much reason ATC there is for each of the available
acts. Even if the additive account of the aggregation of different virtues is assumed, different
accounts can be given of which weightings of the different virtues are reasonable. Given the
extremely limited number of non-consequentialist accounts of how we can be guided by
probabilities in making ethical decisions, new theories for us to discuss and evaluate are urgently
needed. The fact that DTVE also has all these theoretical resources is a point in its favor. For
these reasons, DTVE deserves to be viewed as a serious contender in the field.

