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                                      CHAPTER XVIII 
 
 
 
 
 
                IS THERE SUCH A THING LIKE A MORAL        
                                           PREFERENCE? 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
In chapter V I discussed the ranking of preferences, but 
excluded the ranking of moral and non-moral 'preferences'. 
The reason being that there are no strict moral consequences. 
The moral qualities of actions supervene on their 'natural' 
qualities i.e., on their 'natural' consequences in a way that 
differs from the way that non-moral qualities are related to 
the consequences of actions. For an action to count as 'moral' 
it is not just a question of "what to do' but also a matter of 
"how to do it", for instance, to act in a fair way, to be polite, 
generous and so on. In other words, the characteristics of the 
process leading to the outcome have to be incorporated in the 
evaluation of the resulting state of affairs.  
  In this chapter I take Etzioni's article “The Case for a Multiple 
Utility Function” as point of departure. Etzioni took the view 
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that moral acts are qualitatively different from acts aiming at 
the satisfaction of desires. He introduced moral preferences, 
and argued that they cannot be traded off against non-moral 
preferences and that, therefore, the quest for want-satisfaction 
and the sense of moral obligation are best kept apart. The 
acceptance of this view would lead to the practice of multiple 
utility functions. (Etzioni, 1986) 
  My aim in this chapter is to show that the concept of a moral 
preference is not tenable and that we should replace it by the 
concept of a moral meta-ranking. The discussion about the 
ranking of qualitatively different preferences, also allows me 
to compare some aspects of utilitarianism with some aspects 
of deontological ethics. These issues will occupy the first 
sections. Thereafter, I will discuss the possibility of 
introducing a moral preference into (expected) utility theory. 
The strategically important issue is the question whether 
moral considerations can consequentially be assessed. 
Dismissing this claim I propose to focus on constraints 
instead of preferences. In the last section I introduce the 
concepts of meta-preferences and meta-rankings.  
 
2. Conflicting values and multiple rankings 
 
Etzioni was one among others who questioned the ranking of 
moral and non-moral preferences. He took the view that 
individuals pursue at least two irreducible sources of well-
being: pleasure and morality. Moral acts are very different 
from acts aimed at want satisfaction. Moral acts are 
associated with duties and principles, not with pleasure 
seeking. Therefore, they cannot simply be compared with 
'mere tastes' or wants. And because moral and pleasure 
"preferences" are qualitatively different items, they cannot be 
traded off or substituted for one another. Consequently, the 
quest for self-satisfaction and the sense of moral obligation 
should be treated separately. (Etzioni, 1986, 163)  Lutz (1993) 
also questioned whether behavior guided by moral principles 
could be dealt with within a single value framework. His 
argument is that moral action is in the first place a means to 
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maintain one's personal integrity and that this is a very 
different kind of activity compared with the acquisition of 
commodities. Sagoff (1986) distinguished between personal 
and public preferences. The latter are not to be considered as 
an aggregate of personal preferences. Public preferences are, 
in the opinion of Sagoff, based on the concept of the good 
society. They reflect shared values and common intentions 
and take shape in public discussions. Sagoff seems willing to 
introduce a hierarchical ordering. The public preferences 
should be associated with greater reflection and a greater 
appreciation for the common interest, and as such are not on 
par with personal preferences. 
  A multiple value framework allows for a number of distinct 
motivations. lt emphasizes the internal tension between 
alternative motivations. These motivations differ not only in 
kind (e.g., moral versus non-moral), but also in degree of 
reflection.  Motivational plurality, however, is potentially 
problematic, because it suggests the possibility of 
motivational conflict and this would threaten rational choice 
theory. After all, the formal commensurability of available 
options is a precondition for a maximizing structure.   
  Therefore, Isaac rejects the multiple value framework, as he 
regards formal commensurability as a logical requirement for 
any interesting theory of choice. (Isaac, 1997, 167) If utility is 
defined in terms of preference satisfaction and if some 
preferences are for morally satisfying outcomes this would 
not sever the link between choice and maximization. Morality 
requires no special treatment in economic theory. Brennan 
(1989; 1993), likewise, thinks that wanting to do the right 
thing is no more complicated for economic theory than is the 
desire to do the good thing. The choice made by an 
individual to act in accordance with moral strictures or with 
regard to public values is not paradoxical. All one needs to do 
is to put morality or community values into the utility 
function. Brennan does not believe that dual or hierarchical 
(or multiple) utility frameworks are of any help in addressing 
the imperfections of the conventional single utility 
framework. Instead, he seems to propose something like a 



 

 

394 

"constrained extended utility representation". Instead of 
formulating a moral preference, he wants to address the 
moral standing of preferences directly and constrain the 
improper ones. (Brennan, 1989, 205) 288 
  To get a clear picture of what the issues are in this debate, 
we have to realize that Etzioni and the majority of economists 
occupy different positions with regard to current decision 
theory. Etzioni criticizes the all-things-considered ranking of 
preferences because he doubts whether preferences of 
various kinds share some  ‘covering value’ that renders them 
compatible. Rational choice theorists, on the other hand, rank 
alternatives in terms of all relevant consequences, including 
moral consequences. They take a formal view of preferences 
and argue that we should focus at the consequences of 
actions alone. And since consequences are measured by the 
same unit (utility, numbers or money) all preferences can be 
ranked. Etzioni could have criticized this view because the 
consequence is that an agent is always serving his well-being 
whatever he does (this is an inclusive account of well-being, 
see the next chapter). But this criticism would not 
automatically call for multiple utility functions. Etzioni, 
moreover, argues that to engage in moral actions, the 
intention of the agent is decisive. One cannot act proper 
without intending it. Rational choice theorists, however, 
relying on utilitarian ethics, do not take intentions or 
motivations into account when evaluating an action but look 
only at the consequences. Thus, although Etzioni and 
economists use the same concepts, these concepts not always 
refer to the same things.  
 
 
 

                                                
288 But in that case he does not really propose to introduce a moral 
preference, but a moral constraint. I shall neglect this problem in his 
argumentation as I proceed. In the opinion of Sen the principle of self-
welfare choice in rational choice theory excludes moral 'preferences' 
beyond prudential concerns. (Sen, 2005)  
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3. Intentions and consequences 
 
One of the differences between Etzioni's point of view and 
that of most economists is that Etzioni departs from a 
deontological ethical view, whereas economists are 
utilitarians. To explain the consequences of these different 
ethical positions I use Broome’s review of Etzioni’s book “The 
Moral Dimension”. Broome ’s arguments are partly directed 
against Etzioni’s conception of (expected) utility theory and 
partly against his proposal of a multiple utility function. 
  Broome argues that when one performs an act, one 
consequence of doing this is that the act then has been 
performed. The fact that the act has been performed is 
included among the consequences of the act, and any 
intrinsic value the act may have is counted along with the 
value of the consequences.289 This removes, in his view, any 
reason for distinguishing between the value of an act and the 
value of its consequences. Broome, who apparently discusses 
process-nonseparable preferences, takes it for granted that an 
act is as good as its consequences. A consequentialist ethical 
theory (such as utilitarianism), then, can accommodate the 
intrinsic value of an act. 290    He continues to observe that 

                                                
289 This is not the common view among utilitarians who usually do not 
include the action among the consequences as we just noticed. In their 
view we must be concerned with what happened, not with what has been 
done. Sen also assumes that the action performed should be included 
among the consequences of the act, but he does make a distinction 
between the value of the action (the agency aspect) and the value of the 
consequences (the well-being aspect). (see the next chapter; see also note 
294).   
290 Broome thinks that he can ignore the intention or motivation (as a 
qualifier) because it is already built into the consequences (whereas 
Etzioni takes the opposite view: an act is as good as the intention that 
gave rise to the action. (Etzioni, 1988, 12/3)). But good intentions can have 
bad consequences. Broome should either follow Sen and distinguish 
between the agency aspect and the well-being aspect or follow Khalil and 
Sandbu and distinguish symbolic value from instrumental value (see 
chapter XVI). These distinctions do not call for a multiple utility 
framework.  



 

 

396 

people may pursue different goals, for instance: the well-
being of oneself and the well-being of others, but this in no 
way implies that people have two kinds of ‘utilities’. People 
should integrate their goals into a coherent structure, giving a 
particular weight to each. This is what rational people do. 
People who do not have their goals properly integrated are 
acting irrationally. “Rationality requires us to put our goals 
together in a coherent pattern. If our goals are in dissonant 
conflict, we are not pursuing an alternative, non-teleological, 
morality. We are not acting on any rational principle at all.” 
(Broome, 1992, 281, my emphasis) What Broome requires is 
that moral and non-moral goals (which from Etzioni ‘s 
standpoint embody incomparable values) be traded off to the 
extent that the agent maximizes his utility.  

  To see Broome ’s point of view in perspective it is useful to 
underline that Broome is a utilitarian. In utilitarian ethics 
moral action is instrumental to non-moral ends, for instance 
to realize cooperation. 291 Within prudent behavior the trade-
off between moral and non-moral behavior is permitted.  
  Instead of drawing on utilitarianism Etzioni embraces a 
deontological position that assumes that human beings pass 
moral judgement upon their urges. “The essence of the 
deontological position is the notion that actions are morally 
right when they conform to a relevant principle or duty." 
(Etzioni, 1988, 12)  Deontology stresses that the moral status 
of acts should not be judged by its consequences, the way 
utilitarians do, but by its “intention”. Deontology uses as the 
criterion for judging the morality of an act, not the ends it 
aspires to achieve, nor the consequences, but the moral duty 
that should be observed.  
  Is a strict deontological position tenable? Should one never 
lie, irrespective of the circumstances and the consequences? 
Imagine you hide a person who is being sought by the secret 
police and the police ask you whether you are hiding 

                                                
291 To distinguish this instrumental interpretation of moral action from 
moral action proper, it is called prudent behavior. 
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someone? What do you do? Or, to borrow Broome ’s 
example, should one always keep one’s promises? Imagine 
that in peculiar circumstances your keeping your promise 
results in five promises made by five other agents being 
broken. What should you do? One option is that you break it. 
It is better that one promise gets broken than five. This is the 
simple utilitarian (consequential) point of view that takes up 
a neutral, impersonal, standpoint with regard to promises. 
From a neutral standpoint the breaking of one promise is just 
as bad as the breaking of another. The deontological position 
is that one should never break a promise; moral imperatives 
are side-constraints. But this is not the position that Etzioni 
practices. He says that “moderate deontologists, a position 
we built in here, do take consequences into account as a 
secondary consideration. This brings the position closer to 
moderate utilitarianism, which takes intentions into account  
-but as a secondary criterion.” (Etzioni, 1988,13) After all the 
differences between utilitarianism and deontology are not as 
irreconcilable as they seem at first sight. Etzioni does not 
suddenly argue that he distances himself from a multiple 
utility framework. He just is admitting that consequences 
play a role within each of the utility functions he wants to 
consider. By combining deontology with utilitarianism (as 
primary and secondary conditions), Etzioni enables himself 
to make a distinction between the process character of an 
action and its outcome. 292 
  In the following section I will discuss the question whether 
an all-things-considered preference ranking, and thus a 
preference ranking that includes 'moral preferences', fits into 
a consequential analysis, as Brennan and Broome assume it 
does. 
 
 

                                                
292 I think that such a mixture is only feasible as some kind of restricted 
deontological ethics. It is restricted in a double sense: consequences 
matter when judging moral imperatives and moral imperatives become 
hypothetical instead of being categorical 
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4. Utilitarian consequentialism and moral considerations 
 
Broome assumes that the fact that an act has been done can be 
included among the consequences of the act and any intrinsic 
value the act may have can be counted along with the value 
of the consequences. Thus, Broome argues, expected utility 
theory can cope with moral behavior provided that the 
agent’s moral preferences conform to the axioms of expected 
utility theory. However, one of the obstacles to integrate 
moral considerations into utility theory is precisely the 
violation of its axioms, notably the independence condition. 
The other obstacle is that consequentialism is not compatible 
with integrating the intentions and motivations into the 
outcome of an action. Since I have just discussed this obstacle 
I concentrate on the first one. 
  Suppose you have to choose between two options. Then you 
have to compare the aggregate value that each alternative 
offers. Such a comparison is easy to perform if the value of 
one option is independent of the value of the other option. 
This is what the separability or the independence axiom 
requires. Being one of the principal axioms of expected utility 
theory, its essence is that what happens in one state of affairs 
can be evaluated separately from what happens in the other. 
Many authors have denied that this will always be the case. 
They have claimed that there can be interactions between 
states, complementarities as they are called. Let us discuss the 
following case (borrowed from Broome, 1991; for a similar 
case, see Sen, 1985a). Imagine a doctor who has to allocate 
one kidney between two patients (P and Q). There are two 
states of affairs: A, the doctor flips a coin; B, he decides to 
give the kidney to Q. State B is considered because Q is 
younger than P and his prospects are therefore a little bit 
better, but the difference in prospects is too small to be a 
straightforward argument in favour of giving the kidney to 
Q. That is why the doctor flips a coin, for he does not have a 
weighty argument to donate the kidney to Q. In the case of 
tails the state of affairs are equally good, because they are the 
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same and therefore we can be indifferent between them. 
             
               state of affairs          state of affairs 
                          (A)                           (B) 
               __________________________________ 
                 head        tail              head       tail 
               __________________________________ 
     P          lives        dies             dies        dies 
 
    Q          dies          lives           lives       lives 
                __________________________________ 
     
In the case of heads the state of affairs are also equally good, 
because they are symmetrical and therefore we can again be 
indifferent between them. It is a sure thing, then, that the 
results of both states of affairs are indifferent. But actually, it 
is supposed that state A is better than state B, because in state 
B, P is treated unfairly. He dies, whether heads falls or tails. 
That P is treated unfairly in state B is because what happens 
in state A (where a coin is flipped). This suggests that the 
evaluation of what happens in state B is not independent of 
the evaluation of what happens in state A, and this means 
that unfairness is not genuinely a property of the outcome in 
a particular state.293 And thus, the consequentialist’s claim 
that all value that is relevant in the choice situation is 
contained in the outcome alone does not hold in this 
situation. Broome denies this. He thinks that unfairness is 
                                                
293 The preference for flipping a coin over making the selection oneself, 
when there is no distinct reason to favour either P or Q, can be written as: 
[P, 0.5; Q, 0.5] >P~ Q. Independence requires that the preference between 
these lotteries be determined by those outcomes of each lottery that are 
different. Since the agent prefers [P, 0.5; Q, 0.5] to [Q, 0.5; Q, 0.5] it must 
be the case that he prefers P to Q since those are the only outcomes that 
differ. But then he ought strictly to prefer P = [P, 0.5; P, 0.5] to Q =  [Q, 0.5; 
Q, 0.5} instead of being indifferent. As a result the agent’s preferences 
violate the separability condition. (see Verbeek, 2001) Verbeek uses a 
different, but comparable example to Broome's (the main difference is that 
P and Q know about the procedure). The same example and the same 
conclusion as in Verbeek are to be found in Machina, 1989, 1643, ff. 
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genuinely a property of an outcome despite the interaction 
between states. It is a property with modal elements. What 
makes it the case that an outcome possesses the property of 
unfairness is a counterfactual conditional. That if the coin had 
fallen differently, the result would have been the same.  
  But we should look at the outcomes form the perspective of 
the patients. Therefore, we should give utilities to P and Q 
(for instance (1) for lives and (0) for dies). When we look at 
the aggregate outcome (0, 1), however, we will realize that 
they are the same in both states of affairs. The utilities do not 
include the idea that state A is better than state B, for 
whatever the procedure, one of the patients will not survive. 
Broome, however, thinks that the procedure does make a 
difference to the patients. When this is not reflected in the 
outcome, it is because the patients were not informed about 
the procedure, or, when they were informed, the outcome is 
not accurately described because it does not reflect the 
feelings of P and Q. Broome argues that, to incorporate all 
intents and purposes, an outcome should be conceived as a 
complete description of a state of affairs in that particular 
world. The outcome ‘Q in a fair manner’ is a correct 
description of an outcome that was achieved through a fair 
procedure (the flipping of a coin) and this procedure could 
have resulted in another, equally fair outcome, ‘P in a fair 
manner’. If the outcome Q contains references to both the 
procedure and the alternative outcome, it is correctly 
identified as a fair outcome. And the worry that fairness 
emerges in the interaction of states of nature is avoided, 
because fairness is reduced to aspects of the outcome. (see 
Broome, 1991) 
  There are two comments on this account. The first is that 
there is a paradox. When a coin is flipped, but the doctor 
either decides that it would not be right to inform the patients 
about the procedure, or they cannot be informed because 
they are both in a state of unconsciousness, then fairness is 
not reflected in the utilities. Though the procedure is fair, 
neither for P nor for Q is there any difference with the 
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procedure that either was selected by the doctor. 294  
  The second point of criticism is that Broome has widened 
the scope of what counts as outcomes to an extent that is not 
compatible with expected utility theory. Broome tries to 
resolve the problem by ‘individuating’ the consequences (by 
rewriting them and allocating utilities to P and Q), but this 
assumes the reintroduction of psychological aspects in the 
measure of utilities, which were just eliminated in order to 
facilitate the formalization of rational choice theory (see also 
chapter III about the individuation of outcomes and its 
objections). We can still add another point of criticism. That 
is, that when Broome calls for a complete description of a 
state of affairs, then he says that it would be false to exclude 
missed opportunities, feelings, histories of acts etc. This 
contradicts consequentialism in another way. In decision 
theory all reasons for action are forward-looking. The 
combination of the forward looking character of conse- 
quentialism and the formal definition of preferences 
effectively excludes the attempt to take account of values, 
dispositions and emotions in decision situations. All these 
arguments point to the same conclusion and this is that moral 
‘preferences’ cannot be accommodated in expected utility 
theory without violating the axioms of expected utility 
theory.295 

                                                
294 Should fairness be connected to the choice of the decision maker 
instead to the utilities of the patients, many of the problems we have just 
encountered would not arise. It would not have made any difference 
whether the patients were informed or not, whether this information was 
reflected in the outcome or not and there is no need to rewrite the 
consequences. It would then be possible to acknowledge that the doctor 
who has chosen to allocate the kidney by flipping a coin in a situation, in 
which he felt he had no distinct reason to give it either to P or to Q would 
have preserved his self-integrity. This example shows that instead of the 
attempt to ascribe fairness consequentially, it makes more sense to adopt 
Sen’s distinction between a well-being aspect and an agency aspect. The 
agency aspect incorporates the responsibility of the decision maker for his 
decision (see Sen, 1985b). 
295 There is also the objection, formulated in chapter XVI, that a moral 
preference is not a 'natural' preference. 
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There are considerations of a less formal kind that support 
the conclusion that moral considerations and expected utility 
theory have a problematic relation. This is the argument I 
mentioned before, namely, that one cannot calculatingly 
reach the conclusion that it would be beneficial to be 
honorable or generous etc. Certain dispositions are not 
available under the strategy of calculation. If an agent opts for 
such dispositions, then he will be a restricted consequen-
tialist.296 "He will foreswear calculations over some actions, 
specifically over those actions that manifest the predis-
position". (Pettit and Brennan, 1986, 441) In a case like this we 
could say that the agent constrains himself. 
  We may conclude that Brennan’s assertion that it is easy to 
put moral or public values into the (expected) utility function 
is not warranted. Relaxing the constraint of the independence 
axiom by widening the scope of what counts as consequences 
is akin to the introduction of substance in utility theory. 
References to the history of the decision, the incorporation of 
feelings, commitments, values, and emotions contributes to a 
significant modification of expected utility theory.  
 
 

                                                
296 The recommendation of restricted consequentialism bears a strong 
resemblance to Gauthier’s recommendation of constrained maximization. 
Constrained maximizers are agents who are willing to reciprocate other-
regarding behaviour in order to collect the benefits of cooperation. 
Restrictive consequentialism, or embracing certain calculative-inhibiting 
predispositions, is functional when benefits are calculatingly elusive and 
vulnerable. (see Pettit and Brennan, 1986) 
Restricted consequentialism or constrained maximization cannot be 
formulated as a moral preference. To incorporate them in rational choice 
theory we should have to redefine the choice problem as follows: the 
choice is between ‘x and keeping to a moral commitment’ and ‘ x and 
failing to keep to this moral commitment’. But the description of the 
choice problem includes in this way references to the choice problem in 
which they are embedded. This is not in agreement with Savage’s 
definition of a consequence. Therefore, restricted consequentialism (and 
constrained maximization) cannot be easily assimilated in orthodox 
rational choice theory. (see Sugden, 1991; see also chapter III)  
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In the next section I suggest treating a moral preference as a 
meta-preference. A meta-preference is both a point of 
reference and an intention to act in a prescribed way. In fact it 
is not different from putting a constraint on a choice-problem. 
I argue that complying with that constraint requires a 
resolute choice, that is, it requires a reason. Thus, the 
application of a meta-preference involves a non-Humean 
theory of motivation.  
 
5. A moral preference as a meta-preference 
 
An agent’s motivation is explained by his pro-attitudes. 
Among the pro-attitudes desires play a prominent role. There 
are, of course, different sorts of desire. Some are, in effect, 
mere afflictions: cravings and obsessions. Some reflect 
necessities without which a decent life would hardly be 
possible and some are the result of careful deliberation. These 
latter kinds of ‘desires’ are reason-based and the pro-attitude 
is in fact a rational consideration. When people’s choices 
reflect unmotivated desires, they do not act irrationally. Their 
choices are, after all, consistent with their actual preferences.  
  The most important distinction between ‘desires’ is that 
between first-order and second-order desires. Second-order 
desires are desires about desires, not desires on their own. 
One could describe them as meta-desires or meta-preferences. 
Second-order desires are based on critical judgement and 
deliberation. We deliberate about what would be best for us 
to want regarding what would be best for us to have or to do. 
In articulating second-order desires we reason about what we 
have most reason to want. They are the kind of reflectively 
formed desires that are the object of motivated desires. 297 

                                                
297 Hirschman was among the first to introduce the concept of a meta-
preference in economic theory to accommodate the transition from 
impulsive, uncomplicated, recurrent preferences to higher-order 
preferences. Hirschman says that, when a change in preferences has been 
preceded by the formation of a meta-preference, it typically represents a 
change in value rather than a change in taste (Hirschman, 1985, 9). He 
argues that a taste about which an agent deliberates becomes a value. 
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A meta-preference will be used when the manifest choice 
deviates from the choice that is thought to be the proper 
choice in the circumstances. Meta-preferences may be socially 
provoked or may be motivated by personal considerations, 
e.g., considerations concerning one’s duty as citizen; or 
concerning one's health (a smoker who would prefer not to 
smoke) etc. To illustrate the use of a meta-preference, I will 
present an example in which, for simplicity's sake, there are 
only two goods: A and B.   
  There are two potential regular rankings of A and B: either 
A>B or B>A. And there are two meta-preferences: either 
(A>B prefer B>A) or (B>A prefer A>B). The agent may decide 
to select one of the meta-preferences after he has appraised 
both regular rankings, in order to judge whether they come 
up to some minimal (ethical) standard. When the selected 
meta-preference conflicts with the actual preference, the 
meta-preference will, directly or indirectly, overrule the 
actual preference.  
  Now let us assume that, after due reflection, the agent is 
dissatisfied with his current preference and confronts it with 
a meta-preference. Assume that the meta-preference is: (A>B 
prefer B>A). The regular ranking is: B>A and the choice is: B. 
Going from the state {(A>B prefer B>A) and B>A} to the state 
{(A>B prefer B>A) and A>B} would represent a welfare gain. 
(George, 1984; 1993) This is a welfare gain due solely to 
achieving congruence between one's regular ranking and 
one's meta-preference. 
  As a second-order preference, the meta-preference must 
overrule the regular preference. To accomplish this, the agent 
has to take recourse to reason. To illustrate this, I will use the 
former example. The meta-preference is: (A>B prefer B>A), 
the unconstrained regular ranking is: B>A, the choice is: B. 
The counterpreferential meta-ranking is A. When we look at 
the relation between meta-preference and regular preference, 
we observe a conflict between two preferences: a first-order 
(regular) preference and a second-order (meta-) preference. 
For the resolution of this conflict there are two options. The 
first is that the regular ranking adapts to the meta-preference 
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and that the correct choice will follow automatically. There is 
never any lasting conflict between the meta-ranking and the 
regular ranking. The second remedy is that the choice adapts 
to the meta-preference. This remedy does involve the belief 
that a conflict between the regular ranking and choice is pos-
sible. The meta-preference delivers the agent (normative) 
reasons to overrule the desire that underlies the regular ran-
king. We could express this by saying that a motivated desire 
willfully replaces the existing desire by constraining it. 298  
When the agent has acted upon his meta-preference for some 
time, he/she may internalize the reason(s) that motivated 
him/her and the regular ranking will adjust to the meta-
preference. Learning to desire what one desires to desire is 
welfare enhancing, for it takes away an inner conflict. 
  The weakness of the first solution is that desires oppose 
desires and as a result it remains unclear why the meta- 
preference takes over the manifest preference. The solution I 
propose is that reason silences the prevailing first-order 
desire in order to bring choice in accordance with the meta-
preference. Whereas the ordering of first-order preferences is 
based on the intensity of desires, the authority of second-
order preferences is based on reason. This includes the will to 
apply moral or public norms to the ranking of alternatives.  
  A moral ‘preference’, therefore, is a preference to use moral 
considerations as constraints on the ranking of options. The 
moral force of such constraints is embodied in its being the 
application of a (moral) meta-preference.299 
 
 

                                                
298 This reminds us of virtue ethics that also says that behaving virtuous 
depends on one’s will. "A virtue is not a mere capacity (... ), it must 
actually engage the will" (Foot, 1997, 169). Virtues are seen as correctives 
on manifest behaviour. 
299 Hausman and McPherson formulate a similar view though they 
express it in a different way. They argue that one should not model moral 
commitment as contributing to utility maximization (which it would 
when it was treated as a preference), but rather as constraining choices. 
(Hausman and McPherson, 2006, 93)  
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6. Conclusion 
 
In this chapter I discussed the view that moral considerations 
should and could (easily) be integrated into utility theory. 
Two points of view were developed: a consequence-oriented 
approach and a value-oriented approach. The first says that 
we should concentrate on the consequences (the resulting 
state of affairs). Since this seems self-evident, the relevant 
question is: can it be done? Consequences, of course, always 
count in assessing the relative merits of actions, but that is a 
different thing from consequentially ascribing value to 
actions. This is what the consequence-oriented approach 
pretends to do. But I have not found evidence that it can be 
done within the formal constraints of (expected) utility 
theory. 
  The value-oriented approach of Etzioni tells us that we 
should use multiple functions to rank different preferences. 
The relevant question is whether we can observe moral 
values in actions isolated from the other characteristics of the 
action. A moral preference is not a substantive preference of 
its own.300 Usually the agent is faced with the decision ‘to do 
something -taking moral considerations into account’ or  ‘to 
do something -not taking moral considerations into account’ 
(or to give them less than their full weight). This emphasizes 
that the way an action is conducted is decisive (see the 
example of the kidney allocation).  
  The most important distinction between ‘desires’ is that 
between first-order and second-order desires. Second-order 
desires are desires about desires, not desires on their own. 
One could describe them as meta-desires or meta-preferences. 
Second-order desires are based on critical judgement and 
deliberation. We deliberate about what would be best for us 
to want regarding what would be best for us to have or to do. 
In articulating second-order desires we reason about what we 
have most reason to want. They are the kind of reflectively 

                                                
300 This is acknowledged in non-expected utility theory by introducing 
experienced or not-outcome oriented utility. 
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formed desires that are the object of motivated desires. A 
meta-preference will be used when the manifest choice 
deviates from the choice that is thought to be the proper 
choice in the circumstances. A meta-preference can give 
someone the resolute intention to apply moral constraints 
when ranking options in specific circumstances. There are 
different reasons to impose a constraint on one’s preferences 
since meta-preferences can be morally, socially or politically 
provoked. 301 These meta-preferences are responsible for 
meta-rankings, between which the agent has to choose, given 
the circumstances and his or her objectives. 
 
 
 
 
                    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
301 Farina has modeled the concern of an impartial observer for equity in 
non-expected-utility theory. The modified utility function  -the ‘equity 
function’- is the function by which the impartial observer avoids social 
situations in which the degree of equity does not conform to a certain 
threshold (Farina, 1996).  Since Farina’s model could be applied to each 
individual decision-maker, it could be argued that Farina’s model shows 
that one can put moral values into the utility function in spite of my 
objections. But Farina has not put moral values into a utility function but 
moral constraints. This is very similar to the construction of a moral 
preference as a meta-preference. (see chapter III) 
 
 
 




