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                                            CHAPTER V 
 
 
 
 
 
                             INDETERMINATE RANKINGS 
 
 
 
1. Introduction   
 
The making of a rational choice presupposes the ordering or 
ranking of preferences in such a way that the choice is the 
best an individual can make considering the circumstances. 
Usually it is assumed that an agent compares alternative 
options to the extent that they contribute to his well-being. 
This contribution is the value of the conceivable 
consequences as measured in units of utilities.95 In classical 
choice theory utility was measured in terms of sensations, 
which could easily be homogenized for a person.  
                                                
95 People can prefer x above y for two reasons: either they like x more 
than y or they think that x is more worthwhile than y. Liking or finding it 
more worthwhile are not the same motive. Things that people like are not 
always worthwhile and things that are worthwhile are not always liked. 
This complication will be ignored till we discuss it again in Part III. (See 
also Broome, 1978). 
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An important assumption that underlies rational choice 
theory is the idea that all choices can be ranked within a 
single preference ordering. Thus a ranking is an all–things-
considered ranking. This presupposes that the agent is able to 
compare the contribution to his well-being of alternative 
options despite the different values they may represent. The 
money rod usually measures consequences. Things become 
more complicated when we do not just measure conse-
quences in monetary terms, but also in non-monetary, for 
instance emotional, terms. These cases will appear to be 
numerous when we realize that decisions are usually 'framed' 
and accompanied by emotions. Therefore, we have to 
consider what consequences mean for agents, what values 
they embody and how these values can be compared and 
ranked.  
  In this chapter I shall first discuss the general issue of 
comparing and ranking options that embody values.

96  Values 
are often compound substances, consisting of many items 
that may have different weights. As a consequence 
alternative options may be differently ranked. The context-
dependency of preferences, which is a result of the various 
social practices in which agents are engaged, is the second 
reason that an all-things-considered ranking is not realistic. In 
section 3 I shall introduce aspect-orderings as an example of 
multiple rankings and touch on the art of meta-ranking.  
     
2. Indeterminate rankings 
 
The point of departure is that we have to rank options that 
embody values. In order to rank them we have to compare 
them. Every comparison must proceed in terms of a 'covering 
value'. "A [covering] value [in this context] is any 
consideration with respect to which a meaningful evaluative 

                                                
96 The comparability of moral and non-moral values is a special case of this 
general issue, but I have decided to discuss this case separately in chapter 
XVIII. Not only because I want to avoid getting lost in too many 
arguments, but also because of the normative nature of moral values. 
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comparison can be made (..)". (Chang, 1997, 5) Covering 
values can be of all kind, for instance: prudence, beauty, 
efficiency, talent, happiness, or wealth.  
  Incomparability entails the idea that items cannot be 
compared. If there is no common unit of value in terms of 
which two items can be measured, they are incomparable. 
"Two items [A and B] are incomparable if no positive value 
relation holds between them". (Chang, 1997, 4) A is neither 
better than B, nor worse, nor are they equally good. On the 
other hand, the existence of a covering value does not 
guarantee a determinate ranking. Most covering values have 
multiple contributory items. It is possible that the ordering of 
options may not result in a determinate ranking because their 
intrinsic merits conflict with respect to such a covering 
value.

97

  There are multiple legitimate rankings and none is 
privileged. In other words, there are many ways to sharpen 
the covering value, or, the covering value is too vague. 
(Broome, 1999a) When there are multiple legitimate rankings 
of items and none is privileged, the global ranking of the 
options is handicapped by indeterminacy.  
  Incommensurability shares many features with 
incomparability. Incommensurable items share a common 
value, but a single 'scale' of units cannot measure them 
precisely. Suppose an agent has to decide between two 
options A and B. There are three potential rankings: either 
A>B, or A<B, or A~B. When none of these possibilities are 
clearly true, the options are incommensurable (Broome, 1978, 
332; Raz, 1986, 321; Griffin, 1986, 80). The trichotomy thesis 
does not straightforwardly hold. Griffin thinks that the 
indeterminacy that arises in the global ordering of options is 
due to the fact that the options are roughly equal.

98

 Broome, 

                                                
97 If an option is better than another in some respect of the covering value 
but worse in many other respects, it is worse when these comparisons are 
of equal weight. But multi-directionality is not necessarily a ground for 
incomparability since the weight of the comparisons may be unequal.  
98 Seung and Bonevac disagree that one may equate incommensurability 
with indeterminacy. They think it may be helpful to distinguish 
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on the other hand, thinks that when we compare certain 
features or characteristics of alternative options with some 
standard, we may encounter an intermediate zone, in which 
the items of the options are incomparable with the standard. 
In this case we could equate incommensurability with rough 
comparability. (Broome, 1999a) Parfit presents the following 
example: consider three candidates for some literary prize: 
one novelist and two poets. We might claim, Parfit proposes, 
of the novelist and the first poet, that neither is worse than 
the other. They are in the same league. Suppose next that we 
judge the second poet to be slightly better than the first. Does 
this judgment force us to conclude that the second poet is 
better than the novelist or that the first is worse than the 
novelist? Parfit does not think so. "Though the second poet is 
better than the first, we can claim that neither is worse than 
the novelist, who is worse than neither ('not worse than' need 
not imply 'at least as good as'). In some cases rough 
comparability is merely the result of ignorance. In cases that 
this is true, we may believe that there is in principle precise or 
full comparability." (Parfit, 1984, 431) In this case this is not 
plausible, Parfit argues. The rough comparability is here 
intrinsic, not the result of ignorance. When there is only 
rough comparability, 'not worse than' is not a transitive 
relation.

99

  
  Another example of indeterminate ranking is the following. 
Values can, and often do, exclude each other. This is the 
                                                                                                           
incommensurate ranking from indeterminate ranking. The ranking of A 
and B is incommensurate just in case it is neither true that one is better 
than the other, nor true that they are of equal value. The ranking of A and 
B is indeterminate just in case it is reasonable to conclude that A is better 
than B, that A is worse than B and that A and B are of equal value. The 
model of incommensurate ranking gives one no reason to choose either A 
or B. The model of indeterminate ranking gives you reason to choose A 
or to choose B. This formula yields more than one right answer for a 
choice. And though incommensurate ranking is only the negative of 
indeterminate ranking, the latter articulates better the dilemma of choice 
between incompatible values. (Seung and Bonevac, 1992) 
99 This example looks more like an evaluation than a decision procedure, 
but sometimes these procedures go hand in hand. 
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incompatibility of values (they cannot be realized together), 
not their incomparability. They cannot be easily ranked, for 
they cannot be weighted or added. They are equally valuable 
to us, and we are not indifferent between them. The decision 
between them is very important and very difficult (e.g., the 
choice between liberty and equality), because we have a lot to 
lose either way. Even when you make the right choice (in the 
circumstances), something important may be left over for 
which the chosen option can afford no compensation. 
(Griffin, 1997; Wiggins, 1997)  
   Suppose that we generalize this example to different values 
like honor, pleasure, altruism, comfort, fairness and so on. 
There is no predetermined rate at which they will be traded 
off for a given agent. "We are to suppose then that there is no 
general (..) way of arranging different quantities of honor, 
pleasure, altruism, justice ... into bundles that are valued 
equally by the agent". (Wiggins, 1997, 64) We arbitrate 
between those concerns not in terms of a covering value, but 
in the light of our ideals and ideas (in a formal sense it could 
be said that the continuity axiom does not hold). 
  There has been a lot of discussion about the importance of 
incommensurability. I think it is widely accepted that the 
importance of this phenomenon, when it comes to practical 
reason, is limited. Values as liberty and equality are very 
different; they are not only incommensurable but also 
incompatible. More individual liberty (in the sense of less 
interference) may increase inequality. Yet, in public practice a 
choice between these values is regularly made. So that we 
may conclude that incommensurability and incompatibility 
are less discouraging features than has been supposed. (see 
also Williams, 1979)100 But at the same time we must realize 
that the choice between incommensurable/ incompatible 
options has usually resulted in indeterminate rankings. There 

                                                
100 Finnis (1997) thinks that feelings and commitments enable individuals 
and groups reasonably to compare and rank, and in that sense 
commensurate, many options that by reason’s own standards are 
incommensurable. 
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is no golden rule for finding the right balance between these 
values.  
  Raz (1999) thinks that in the choice between conflicting 
options reason is unable to provide any guidance. If a rational 
solution of a conflict between incompatible values were 
possible, they would not be incompatible. When there is no 
adequate reason for preference, there can be no choice. A 
decision to go one way rather then the other will be 
something that happened to the agent, rather than something 
she deliberately did. Or a moral norm must guide the choice. 
Precisely because an agent is compelled to take a decision he 
makes a choice, but that has not solved the conflict in 
commitment. An agent facing an unresolved conflict feels 
quilt (or regret), for no matter how he chooses he will violate 
a moral principle or obligation or a non-moral value he was 
committed to. 
  A vulnerable spot in the model of indeterminate ranking, 
therefore, is that it may leave the final choice to intuition, 
throwing a coin or following an impulse. But in some cases it 
might be possible to apply a social rule (a rule of thumb or 
some moral norm) and other devices like that. What we learn 
in this section is that incomparable values exist. That is, that 
there are situations in which one has to make a choice 
between options that embody values that do not share a 
covering value. But incomparability occurs less often than 
incommensurability and incompatibility. The trichotomy 
thesis does not always hold and indeterminate rankings 
result. A choice can, furthermore, be attended by feelings of 
disappointment, because one cannot have it both ways, as in 
the case of conflicting values.  
  Even in the case of incomparable values, though, choices 
have to be made, but the ranking of options is not based on 
maximizing expected utility, but is intuitively arranged. They 
are based on someone’s ideals or are guided by emotions 
and/or norms. Indeterminate rankings still are single 
rankings. But, it is not an overall ranking.  
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3. Aspect orderings and meta-ranking 
 
When considering the choice between alternative 
opportunities an agent may take different aspects into 
account, for instance, his well-being or his freedom. This may 
result in different rankings. (Sen, 1985b, 207) The agent 
frames his decisions, as it were. Sociologists, in particular, 
stress the fact that human motivation comes from different 
sources and conflict pervasively. Human beings are engaged 
in different social practices that support different ways of 
valuing things. In each social practice social relations are 
regulated by discrete norms for different social roles. 
Economic interests, personal duties, political rights and 
commitments etc. enter into decisions constantly, and 
conflicts about them evidently arise regularly. Motivational 
conflict is, therefore, inevitable in modern society (Anderson, 
1993). Agents are forced to frame their decisions in different 
ways due to the different constraints and different 
expectations in different roles or settings. Multiple (partial) 
rankings are, therefore, very likely to prevail.

101

   
  Steedman and Krause (1986), for instance, picture an agent 
with several conflicting orderings over alternatives, 
representing different points of view. Their concern is how 
the agent may finally decide to act on the basis of various 
partial judgments, and whether the overall decision can be 
represented by maximization with respect to a single, overall 
ordering. A global ordering of options is a complicated affair, 
however. One alternative course of action may be more 
valued in one respect but less in another. Therefore, the idea 
that priorities can easily be established and be executed has 

                                                
101 In seeking approval an agent may approve some norm as member of 
one social group, while approving a conflicting norm as member of 
another group. “The axioms of rational choice cannot be assumed to hold 
for institutionally embedded choices” (O’ Neil, 1998, 184). 
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the danger of illusionary over-rationalization. 
  Steedman and Krause picture the various 'selves' of an agent 
not as static dispositions, but as interacting and changeable 
points of view. Some of the standpoints from which an agent 
assesses alternatives are standpoints that concern the 
implications of those alternatives for other people. Taking 
account of other people's standpoints involves an attempt to 
assess alternatives from their points of view as understood by 
the decision-maker and/or in the light of certain moral 
principles, codes of social conduct, etc.  When such different 
perspectives for ranking options yield very different 
rankings, they may not be reconcilable. Steedman and Krause 
argue that any theorist who wishes to maintain simulta-
neously a) the multi dimensional view of individual judg-
ments, b) the rejection of cardinality, and c) the represen-
tation of the individual by a single all-things-considered 
ordering, has to show how a), b) and c) are mutually 
compatible. We can represent the multi-faceted agent by the 
number of aspects (n), the degree of conflict between the 
aspects (C) and a formation rule (F). For every agent (n, C, F) 
a single, overall ordering may result from either a restriction 
of the number of aspects and/or of the degree of conflict 
and/or of the range of formation rules. An extreme case is 
when there is only one aspect (e.g. the economic aspect), or a 
trivial degree of conflict between the orderings (which allows 
for a Pareto-like ranking of the aspect orderings) or a 
formation rule of the 'fanatic' type (taking into consideration 
one aspect only). This explanation of a single ordering seems 
to be behind the common postulates of expected utility 
theory. (Steedman and Krause, 1986, 219)   
  When the aspect orderings differ too much, when there is 
too much conflict between the orderings resulting from, say, 
the economic and the social aspect, then the aspect orderings 
may not fit into an overall ordering. In order to be able to 
reach a decision the agent must rank the aspect orderings. 
The formation rule must be either hierarchical or the agent 
must take refuge in a meta-ranking, which ranks the aspect 
orderings one way or another.  
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Theoretically we could permit numerous rankings. All these 
rankings may be ranked. Let X be the set of alternative and 
mutually exclusive options being considered by an agent. Let 
y be the set of rankings to the elements of X being considered 
by the agent, and suppose that the set of y is complete. One 
may then write R1, R2, ...,Rn for the individual ranking R  y. 
A ranking of these different rankings is a meta-ranking. Most 
aspect rankings do not represent all the elements of the set of 
X. Although each ranking is reflexive and transitive, it is not 
necessarily complete. Sen speaks of quasi-orderings. (Sen, 
1974, 80) The reason for ranking the aspect orderings is either 
that the formation rule cannot combine them into an overall 
ordering, or that the agent wants to emphasize some 
characteristic (or aspect) of his options (the formation rule is 
hierarchical). For all these kinds of reasons, a ranking of 
rankings (that is, a ranking of y rather than X) may be more 
articulate to express a particular motivation.  
  An important reason for a meta-ranking is interdependency. 
The results of the actions of one agent depend on what other 
agents do and each has to guess what the other will do (or 
has to guess what the other will guess what he will do etc.).  
An agent can rank his options in different ways and his 
ultimate ranking will depend on what he expects the other 
agent will do. He can prefer a self-regarding choice; because 
he believes the other agent is similarly inclined. But he can 
also decide to set an example because he believes the other 
agent will reciprocate, and select his most cooperative 
ranking. In choosing among his alternative rankings he 
formulates a meta-ranking. 
  The tool of meta-ranking can, in various contexts, be used in 
different ways. It is a general technique usable under 
alternative interpretations of the meta-ranking relation. It can 
be used to contrast a particular political ideology against a set 
of social priorities. In quite a different context, it can provide 
the format for expressing what kind of preference one would 
prefer to have. Or else, it may correspond to one's ranking as 
one thinks duty demands it. Or it might correspond to one's 
ranking in terms of praiseworthiness, i.e., R1 deserving more 
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praise than R2. Or it may express the agent’s expectation that 
his ranking corresponds to the selected ranking of other 
agents. "Of course, such a meta-ranking may include inter alia 
the specification of a particular action-ranking as the 'most 
moral', but in so-far as actual behavior may be based on a 
compromise between claims of morality and the pursuit of 
various other objectives (including self-interest), one has to 
look also at the relative moral standing of those action-
rankings that are not 'most moral' ". (Sen, 1977a, 104).  
  Summarizing: an agent has three options regarding the 
ranking of his preferences.102 He can order them globally or 
partially. In the latter case he can either perform an aspect 
ordering or he can rank the aspect rankings. A meta-ranking 
will usually be applied either when the agent is in a situation 
of interdependency or when the partial rankings have to meet 
some standard that is not included in one of the aspects only, 
but is present in various aspects to some degree. Although a 
partial ordering is incomplete we can still have an informal 
maximizing decision. Informal maximization does not 
demand that all alternatives are comparable. It only requires 
that we do not choose an alternative that is worse than 
another feasible alternative. The technique of meta-ranking 
permits varying degrees of moral articulation. However, the 
notion of a meta-ranking is much more generally applicable. 
It is not difficult to come up with examples of meta-rankings 
having nothing to do with moral beliefs. Ethically based 
meta-rankings just constitute a subset of meta-rankings. (for 
more about meta-ranking, see chapter XVIII)  
 
 

                                                
102 Formally the expression of ranking preferences is an odd expression 
because a preference already presupposes a ranking. In common 
language having a preference expresses the inclination to do x rather than 
y. In utility theory a preference denotes a (complete or incomplete) 
ranking or ordering.  To have a preference is therefore in many ways 
similar as to having made up one’s mind because one has already applied 
a ranking. In spite of this the expression ‘to rank preferences’ is often 
employed and I am not sure that I always succeed in avoiding it. 
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4. Conclusion 
 
For choice-options to be compared, in order that they can be 
ranked, they have to be measured in some unit. Often we 
take money as the common unit. When the consequences of 
options cannot (completely) be expressed in monetary 
rewards, we have to look for another common unit of value 
(a covering value). The existence of a covering value, 
however, is no guarantee for a determinate ranking because a 
covering value may have multiple contributing items and it is 
possible that the merits of these items conflict with respect to 
this covering value. There may be more than one legitimate 
ranking. This is also the case when options are 
incommensurable or incompatible. Indeterminacy appears to 
be a greater problem than incomparability. Indeterminate 
rankings are often incomplete and discontinuous.  
  Another reason that a single, global, coherent ranking is 
difficult to realize is that agents are engaged in various social 
practices where they meet different constraints and 
expectations. As a consequence, agents ‘frame’ their decisions 
in different ways. This also results in multiple, partial, 
rankings. When these partial rankings conflict too much, they 
may not fit into one global ordering. In such situations a 
meta-ranking, a ranking of these partial rankings, may be 
applied. A meta-ranking will also be applied when an agent 
is engaged in strategic action and he has to take into account 
what other agents are likely to. Of course, agents take 
decisions and do this on available information, but they 
cannot exhaustively take all contingencies into consideration. 
Neither do they always know, prior to action and as a 
condition for taking decisions, what they value and how to 
realize their aims. Preferences are often constructed in the 
decision-process itself.




