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1. Two criteria for valuing, within expected value (EV) theory: 

 

Completeness (AKA the Trichotomy Thesis): for any states A, B, exactly one of the following is the case: 

V(A) = V(B); V(A) > V(B); or V(A) < V(B) 

 

Transitivity: If V(A) = V(B), and V(B) = V(C), then V(A) = V(C) 

 

2. A potential counterexample to these principles 

 

“Small improvements” argument:  

Let C = career as a clarinetist; let L = career as a lawyer; Let L` be a career as a lawyer, but with law school 

being $5 cheaper than in L (Raz 1986; Chang 2002). Claim: V(L) = V(C); V(L`) = V(C); but V(L) < V(L`) 

 

3. Another potential counterexample  

 

“It makes no difference” or “Small harms” argument: 

Let D = Ordinary Sunday drive; Let D` = Ordinary Sunday drive, with no GHG emissions. 

Sinnott-Armstrong, Garvey, Sandler, others: V(D) = V(D`). But, seemingly, V(D) < V(D`) 

 

My goal in this paper: Make rational sense of these two arguments, while showing that they are not in fact 

counterexamples to EV theory.  

 

4. An unsuccessful possible solution to the small improvements argument 

 

Dispositional theory of value: The value of a state of affairs is the value it is given by a valuer from the 

idealized state of reflection. This idealized state involves knowledge of all relevant information.  

 

Claim: We are not in the idealized state of reflection in judging V(C), V(L), and V(L`). We are not really 

valuing the all the relevant information relating to C, L, and L`. It may be unclear what our basic values from 

the idealized state would be. It may also be (philosophically) unclear what the idealized state for reflection is.  

 

But, one can still do an expected value calculation from the present state to determine the expected idealized 

value. (Note: assigning EV to a state rather than to an option is not aberrant since options may just be seen as 

coarsely described states.) Let EVc(x) denote the expected value of the (relevant parts of the) world in which 

the coarsely described state of affairs x obtains.  

 

However, on this procedure, it will still turn out that: EVc(L) = EVc(C); EVc(L`) = EVc(C); but EVc(L) < 

EVc(L`) 

 

This contradicts at least one of a pair of updated principles: 

Completeness (Expected): for any states A, B, exactly one of the following is the case: 

EVc(A) = EVc(B); EVc(A) > EVc(B); or EVc(A) < EVc(B)  

Transitivity (Expected): If EVc(A) = EVc(B), and EVc(B) = EVc(C), then EVc(A) = EVc(C) 

 

5. An alternative account of the small improvements argument 
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Descriptive claim: Given incomplete information both about outcomes and about basic value judgments, and 

given non-zero costs of deliberation (and a time limit on deliberation), we employ heuristics. Heuristics are 

rules of thumb that involve attribute substitution (as in Kahneman and Frederick 2002). Less complex states 

are substituted for complex states. When comparing L and C, we employ the heuristics “Life as a lawyer” (call 

this Lh) and “Life as a clarinetist” (call this Ch). When comparing L` and C, we employ the exact same 

heuristics. Also, note that it would be miraculous for V(L) = V(C) at every level of decimal expansion. 

Heuristic evaluation is very coarse. 

 

Normative claim: This is fully rational, given the costs of doing more detailed calculations that would be 

required for the method in §4. EV(Lh) = EV(Ch). There is no violation of transitivity or completeness since we 

are not really comparing V(L) with V(C) or V(L`) with V(C).  

 

Why do we disregard the $5? Is it rationally appropriate? 

 

Principle of Reasonable Disregard (PRD): If, in generating a heuristic, one is reasonably disregarding fine-

grained consideration P, then it is reasonable to disregard other considerations of equal or lesser weight than 

P.  

 

6. Objection: In defending EV theory, I am claiming that it is rational to not employ it. Some defense!  

 

7. Why EV(D) < EV(D`) 

 

Small (expected) harms: There is a non-zero expected disutility in small ordinary GHG-emitting actions 

(setting aside whatever positive utility there is for the emitter). A Sunday drive has a small amount of expected 

harm. Proof: 

 

7.1. The expected warming function (from net global emissions to degrees warming) is strictly increasing over 

the relevant range. 

 
7.2. The expected harm function (from degrees warming to decreased value) is strictly increasing over the 

relevant range.  
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7.3. My emitting GHGs today increases expected net emissions (or keeps it the same, but shifts the temporal 

distribution of global emissions to make more emissions earlier). 

 
C is (I believe) the correct representation of the function, though the argument works as long as the function is 

strictly increasing, or even if there is an amount of my emissions that, while not increasing expected net 

emissions, still makes emissions occur earlier.  

 

7.4. There is more expected warming for earlier emissions than later emissions (due to feedback loops), so 

even if net global emissions are equal, a distribution of emissions weighted closer to the present can be 

expected to cause more warming than a distribution weighted more in the future. 

 
8. An account of the utterance “There is no difference between V(D) and V(D`)!” (“The greenhouse gas 

emissions from my Sunday drive make no difference!”) 
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Conversational act-consequentialism: Classical act-consequentialists may utter sentences with a literal 

meaning of an absolutist rule. Why? 1. It is better to have others believe absolutist rules. 2. The utterer does 

not mean to convey the absolute rule in that conversational context (since it would be a violation of a Gricean 

maxim to note possible exceptions). 

 

Consider: “The average is .3” vs. “The average is .300013”. There are some contexts in which the former is 

more appropriate than the latter, and vice-versa. 

 

8.1. “It makes no difference” 

8.2. “It makes absolutely no difference” 

8.3. “It makes 0.0 difference”  

8.4. “It makes 0.0000017 difference” 

8.5. “It makes 0.0 difference, rounding down slightly” 

 

A rational reconstruction of the “It makes no difference” claim: Ordinary discussions of small climate 

harms are cases where we face what Grice calls a clash between maxims. Either one has to say something like 

8.4, which may be a violation of Manner, or just say “V(D) = V(D`)”, which is a violation of Quality. So 

sometimes rational individuals may still utter “V(D) = V(D`)”.  

 

People aren’t really comparing the values of D and D’; they are simply employing the same heuristic (of 

“Sunday Drive”) to evaluate both D and D`. We typically (reasonably) disregard lots of other considerations in 

deciding whether to go for a drive or not (e.g., the possibility of hitting a pedestrian). The effects of a drive’s 

GHG emissions are taken to be of less weight than those. So by PRD, it is reasonable to disregard them.  

 

Conjecture: Some philosophers’ utterances of “V(D) = V(D`)” are actually flouting Quality, and are thereby 

conversationally implicating that this context, and thus virtually all others, are such that one should indeed 

round down and not bicker over small differences. In other words, some philosophers are conveying that we 

ought to be using the same heuristic to evaluate both D and D`. Thus, such philosophers are not really 

attempting to convey the false proposition that “V(D) = V(D`)”.  

 

9. Is it really OK to use the same “Sunday Drive” heuristic in comparing V(D) and V(D`)?  
As I argue elsewhere, there is a not-insignificant difference in expected value. Further reflection is worthwhile, 

since we should all have a low confidence in the expected harm function. We ought to work harder to 

determine precise functions for the four graphs above. In the meantime, we should be hesitant to use the 

heuristic in philosophical contexts, but perhaps it is OK in other contexts.  

 

10. Response to objection in 6: In virtually all cases, we ought to reflect, even if briefly, about how much 

reflection we ought to do. Further, we should establish prior principles that help us make on-the-spot 

judgments. The PRD applies only in cases where an appropriate judgment already determines that it is OK to 

use a heuristic. It also fails in borderline cases, where one further consideration may push things over the edge 

to get us to stop using a heuristic. EV theory still governs this process, both in the decision of whether to 

reflect more, and in – once one has adopted the perspective the heuristics – deciding how to act. Perhaps, 

though, we also use meta-heuristics to determine whether to use heuristics. That’s rationally appropriate, too, 

as long as it is ultimately governed by an adherence to EV theory.  

 

11. Can one small consideration ever make a difference in choiceworthiness?  

A consequence of the foregoing insistence on maintaining EV theory is that there may be cases where a small 

difference does make a difference in choiceworthiness. This seems like a problem. Response: There are 

reasons why we might rationally not want to let a small difference sway us. But they are independent of the 

value assessment.  


