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Jackson and Smith (2006), Huemer (2010), and Isaacs (2014) have created
the appearance that consequentialists have a monopoly on decision-making under risk. But this appearance is illusory: even those non-consequentialists who
believe in absolute prohbitions can provide a good theory of risky decisions.
In this paper, I develop a version of expected value theory that incorporates
absolute prohibitions. Using this theory, I answer the objections of Jackson
and Smith, Huemer, Isaacs, and Smith (2014). Suppose that some actions are
absolutely prohibited, so it’s forbidden to perform them no matter what good
may come of it. A soldier’s killing a non-combatant is a plausible example of
an absolutely-prohibited action. On my view, agent are allowed to take some
risks of violating an absolute prohibition. For example, if it’s 95% likely that no
innocent would be killed by bombing, a pilot may be required to do so to end
a war. This can hold even though the pilot would be forbidden from bombing
if it were only 94% likely that no innocents would be killed, regardless of any
other considerations.
Take as given an order over actions . A  B means that, ignoring absolute
prohibitions, it is wrong to perform B rather than A. For example, bombing a
factory to end the war allowing the war to continue. This is because, ignoring
the absolute prohibition on killing innocents, it would be wrong to allow the
war to continue, allowing many more people to die than there are at the factory.
With , we get u, a deontic value function that represents .1
We’d like to extend  to ∗ , which takes absolute prohibitions into account.
We can read A ∗ B as “it is all-things-considered forbidden to choose B rather
than A”. We also introduce A (for absolutist part of the theory) that represents
the various “levels” of violation. For example, there is a “level 0” prohibition
on killing no innocents, but it has no force. There is a “level 1” prohibition on
killing 1 innocent, and it has some force, etc. Here are the desiderata I propose
for a theory that adds absolute prohibitions to an existing, non-absolutist theory.
• Absoluteness: For non-risky acts A and B, if B violates the prohibitions
at a higher level than A, A  B.
• Weak Conservativeness: For any non-risky acts A and B, if A and B
violate the prohibition at the same level, A ∗ B iff A  B.
1 For

more on deontic value, see Smith (1997, 2014); Berker (2007)
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• Strong Conservativeness: For any acts A and B, if A and B are guaranteed to violate the prohibition at the same level, A ∗ B iff A  B.
• Representation: There is an expected (deontic) value representation u∗
of ∗ .
Absoluteness tells us that the prohibitions really are absolute: no matter
what the non-absolutist considerations are, a lower level violation is always
preferable to a higher level violation. Weak Conservativeness tells us how
the new theory should treat non-risky actions coming from the old theory. If
you are choosing between two actions that are not risky, and both involve the
same level of prohibition violation, then the old ordering is all that matters.
Strong Conservativeness extends this to actions that are risky with respect
to non-absolutist considerations. Finally, Representation just says that there
is a function that allows us to do expected (deontic) value calculations.
Below, I present the main formal results.
• Theorem 1: If u is bounded, then there is a ∗ that is Absolute, Strongly
Conservative, and Represented
• Theorem 2: If u is unbounded, then there is no ∗ that is Absolute,
Strongly Conservative, and Represented
• Theorem 3: If u is unbounded, then there is a ∗ that is Absolute,
Weakly Conservative, and Represented
Next, I argue that absolutists have principled grounds for rejecting unbounded deontic value functions. Briefly, unboundedness is equivalent to holding that every risk can be justifiedly traded off against some other. But absolutists should not accept that: just as they don’t accept that every killing has
its price, they should not accept that every risk of killing has its price.
At this point, we can use the theory to answer the problems for absolutism.
Responses come in three varieties: either (i) they do not apply to the theory
developed, (ii) they are already problems for the theory of absolute prohibitions
under certainty, or (iii) they apply to consequentialism just as well. To illustrate,
consider this passage from Huemer:
Consider a policy of punishing defendants in criminal trials whenever the probability of the defendant’s being innocent is [incredibly
unlikely]. But if the policy is applied in millions of criminal trials, then the sequence of trials will almost certainly far exceed the
acceptable risk of punishing someone innocent. [So] this policy is
absolutely prohibited... To stay under the acceptable risk threshold, we would have to rapidly increase the standard of proof toward
absolute certainty.
Compare Huemer’s case to
Death by a Thousand Cuts: We discover that an innocent person, Larry, has magical properties. If a natural disaster is looming
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and you cut Larry, an angel comes down from heaven and averts the
disaster. But Larry is only human. He can survive exactly 999 cuts.
Upon the thousandth cut, he will die.
What should the absolutist say about this case? If we know how many
disasters there will be and how bad each is, the answer is easy. Pick out the 999
worst disasters, and cut Larry to prevent just those. If we don’t know, then any
policy we settle on is going to cause problems. Suppose we decide to cut Larry
only when a disaster is going to kill 10,000 or more people. “But if the policy is
applied in mililons of [natural disasters], then the sequence of [cuts] will” violate
the prohibition. So any once-and-for-all policy is prohibited, unless we raise the
standards as we cut Larry more and more. It will be harder to justify the 900th
cut than it was to justify the first one.
Now this idea, that we should become more reluctant to cut Larry as the
thousandth cut approaches, or that we should increase the burden of proof as
more trials are brought to the court, doesn’t look so bad to me. But what
Death by a Thousand Cuts illustrates is that this doesn’t arise because of
our uncertainty about whether an action violates an absolute prohibition. It
arises because we are not sure how long the sequence of decisions is. Insofar as
it is an issue, it arises even when comparing actions which are certain to either
violate the prohibition or are certain not to. At any rate, non-absolutist theories
have to deal with the same problem, so long as they recognize two considerations
such that there’s some amount of the first that is better than any amount of
the second.2 Very similar issues arise when we are deciding how to distribute
finite resources across future generations.
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