Compensated Altruism and Moral Autonomy!

Theron Pummer

1. Prudence-Based Permitting Reasons and Compensated Altruism

Let us here take a “requiring reason” to be equivalent to a reason with morally requiring
strength. A requiring reason to do A thus serves to make A morally required. If there is a
requiring reason to do A and no further consideration is present, A is morally required.
Reasons can conflict. There is a requiring reason not to bruise my arm. There is also a
requiring reason to save a stranger’s life. The second reason is significantly stronger than the
first. Suppose you can save a stranger’s life only if you bruise my arm. That is what you have
most requiring reason overall to do. Absent further considerations, that is what you are
morally required to do; it is morally impermissible to do anything else. What other

considerations might there be?

Permitting reasons. Let us here take a “permitting reason” to be equivalent to a consideration

with purely morally permitting strength.> A permitting reason to do an act A thus contributes

! For helpful comments, I am grateful to Joseph Bowen, Ben Bramble, Jason Brennan, Timothy Campbell,
Roger Crisp, Garrett Cullity, Rachel Fraser, Peter Graham, Patrick Kaczmarek, Kida Lin, Barry Maguire, Daniel
Muiioz, Douglas Portmore, Fiona Woollard, and audiences at the University of Arizona, University of
Edinburgh, and University of California San Diego.

2 The distinction between requiring reasons and permitting reasons comes from Joshua Gert, “Requiring and
Justifying: Two Dimensions of Normative Strength,” Erkenntnis 59 (2003): 5-36. Gert distinguishes between a
reason’s rationally requiring strength and its rationally justifying strength. As indicated above, my interest here
is in the distinction between morally requiring strength and morally justifying strength. For an explication of the
latter distinction, see Douglas Portmore, Commonsense Consequentialism (New York: Oxford University Press,

2011), 121.



toward making A morally permissible without also contributing toward making A morally
required. As I interpret them, permitting reasons contribute toward permissibility by serving
to prevent the balance of requiring reasons from making an act morally impermissible. If
there is more requiring reason overall to do B than there is to do A, then, absent further
considerations, A is morally impermissible. But if there is a sufficiently strong permitting
reason to do A, it can prevent the fact that there is more requiring reason overall to do B from

making A morally impermissible.

Suppose that, by pressing a button, you can prevent a stranger from being crushed to death by
a boulder. Pressing the button would have no downsides whatsoever. There is most requiring
reason overall to press the button, and no permitting reason not to do so. You are morally
required to press. Next suppose that the only way to save the stranger’s life is by sacrificing
your arms. While there is still the same requiring reason to save the stranger as before, now
there is a permitting reason not to save the stranger. In this case, the permitting reason seems
sufficiently strong. So, it is morally permissible not to save the stranger, but not morally
required not to do so: in this case, helping is optional. You’re morally permitted to do it and
you’re morally permitted not to do it. The permitting reason at work here is prudence-based:

it is grounded in the fact that losing your arms would be worse for you overall >

3 This prudence-based permitting reason generates an “agent-favoring permission” not to help. It makes it
permissible for you not to incur a cost to yourself (lost arms), even though this allows a stranger to bear a much
greater cost (death). By contrast, it would not be permissible to prevent a stranger from losing their arms rather
than prevent another stranger from dying. On agent-favoring permissions, see: Derek Parfit, “Innumerate
Ethics,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 7 (1978): 285-301; Nancy Davis, “Utilitarianism and Responsibility,”
Ratio 22 (1980): 15-35; Samuel Scheffler, The Rejection of Consequentialism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982);
Shelly Kagan, The Limits of Morality (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989); Jonathan Quong, “Killing in Self-

Defense,” Ethics 119 (2009): 507-537; Portmore, Commonsense Consequentialism; Thomas Hurka and Esther



It is doubtful that all permitting reasons are prudence-based. To see this, consider three cases

of compensated altruism, in which helping others is better for you overall.

Career Choice: You have two career options: spend decades of your life working in medicine
or spend them as a musician. Each career has valuable features, but they are quite different.
You would not enjoy either sort of work more than the other, but you would make much
more money in medicine. You’d be better off overall working in medicine. And you’d save

many lives if you took this career option, whereas you’d save none if you became a musician.

Social Entrepreneurship: You can either stick with your career in music or spend two years
of your life setting up a company that drastically improves the delivery of medicines in
developing countries (suppose it distributes these medicines much better than NGOs or
governments could). You would really enjoy remaining in music. While you wouldn’t enjoy
setting up the company, you would make you a lot of money, and you’d be able to return to
music afterwards. You’d be better off overall if you spent two years setting up the company.
And you’d save many lives if you did this, whereas you’d save none if you simply stuck with

music.

Shubert, “Permissions to Do Less Than the Best: A Moving Band,” in Oxford Studies in Normative Ethics Vol.
2, ed. Mark Timmons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 1-27; Helen Frowe, “The Limited Use View and
the Duty to Save,” in Oxford Studies in Political Philosophy Vol. 7, eds. David Sobel, Peter Vallentyne, and
Steven Wall (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 66-99; Daniel Muiioz, “Three Paradoxes of
Supererogation,” Nous 22 (2021): 699-716; and Theron Pummer, The Rules of Rescue (New York: Oxford

University Press, 2023).



Upgraded Arms: A collapsing building is about to crush a stranger to death. You can save
them only by placing your arms beneath some rubble. This would destroy your arms and
hands, but you’d immediately receive a brand-new pair of robotic arms and hands. Your new
arms and hands would not only be arthritis-free but also much stronger, more efficient, and

more dexterous than normal. Sacrificing your arms would be better for you overall.*

In each of these three cases, your altruism is compensated. Helping others is better for you
overall. In a sense, helping is a win-win. Nonetheless, in each case, helping involves
sacrificing something. In Upgraded Arms, you give up your natural arms and hands. In Social
Entrepreneurship, you spend two years doing something you don’t enjoy. In Career Choice,
you forgo the valuable features of one possible career for the very different features of
another. In each case, it seems to me morally permissible not to help, even though helping
would be better for you overall.> My aim is to uncover what would make this true. This will
involve identifying permitting reasons that are not prudence-based, that is, not grounded in

the fact that helping would be worse for you overall.®

4 On intuitions about losing limbs, see Elizabeth Barnes, The Minority Body: A Theory of Disability (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016).

> 1 thus reject the principle that, “If you can spare someone from significant harm at no cost to yourself or others,
and without violating any moral constraint, you ought to do so,” endorsed by Joe Horton, “The Exploitation
Problem,” The Journal of Political Philosophy 27 (2019): 469-479, 473. Given the use to which Horton puts this
principle, by “no cost” he means “no nef cost.”

¢ I take it that there are requiring reasons to help in each of the three cases of compensated altruism I’ve
mentioned, as they all involve preventing significant harm to others. But consider another kind of case. Suppose
you do a small kindness for your new neighbors, say, you give them your tickets to a baseball game. The
happiness you derive from doing so exceeds the cost of missing the game. While this would qualify as

compensated altruism insofar you are better off overall for giving them your tickets, it is not clear that there is



To be clear, my focus is whether you are morally required to help in cases of compensated
altruism like Career Choice, Social Entrepreneurship, and Upgraded Arms. 1 take it that,
even if it is prudent for you to help in each of these cases, that alone wouldn’t entail that
you’re morally required to help. Even if you have morally requiring reasons to do what’s
better for yourself, on top of morally requiring reasons to help others, in each case it seems
you still have a sufficiently strong morally permitting reason not to help. For simplicity, I’ll
assume you don’t have a reason with morally requiring strength to do what’s better for

yourself, but my main arguments do not rely on this assumption.

2. Possible Explanations: Uncertainty, Difficulty, Burdens, Projects, and Preferences

I will offer a novel account of what makes it morally permissible not to help in cases of
compensated altruism like Career Choice, Social Entrepreneurship, and Upgraded Arms.

Before that, I’ll consider some alternative explanations.

Uncertainty. It may seem morally permissible not to help when you are uncertain about
whether your sacrifices for others will be met with compensating benefits. But in the three

cases of compensated altruism mentioned previously, we are to assume you’re certain that

any requiring reason to do this kind deed. If there isn’t, no permitting reason is needed for it to be morally
permissible not to engage in such acts of compensated altruism. For discussion, see: Terry Horgan and Mark
Timmons, “Untying a Knot from the Inside Out: Reflections on the ‘Paradox’ of Supererogation,” Social
Philosophy and Policy 27 (2010): 29-63; Michael Ferry, “Does Morality Demand Our Very Best? Moral
Prescriptions and the Line of Duty,” Philosophical Studies 165 (2013): 573-589, 579; Margaret Little and
Coleen Macnamara, “For Better or Worse: Commendatory Reasons and Latitude,” in Oxford Studies in

Normative Ethics Vol. 7, ed. Mark Timmons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 138-160.



you’ll receive adequately compensating benefits, so that you’ll be better off overall.
Moreover, even when you are uncertain about whether your sacrifices for others will be met
with compensating benefits, it may be clear that making these sacrifices is better for you
overall in expectation. For example, suppose that in Social Entrepreneurship there is an 80
percent chance that setting up the company would make you $100 million, and a 20 percent
chance that it would make you only marginally more than remaining in music. Even if risk-

averse prudence favors setting up the company, it still seems morally permissible not to.’

Difficulty. It may seem morally permissible not to help when it would be psychologically
difficult to help, as in cases like Social Entrepreneurship or Upgraded Arms.® But even if
psychological difficulty affects permitting reasons (and not merely excuses), it does not
provide a full explanation. Here’s a simple way to see this: consider versions of cases like
Social Entrepreneurship or Upgraded Arms in which you accidentally ingest a drug that
makes it psychologically easy for you to undergo the burdens of helping. It would still seem

morally permissible not to help.

Burdens. Perhaps you have a permitting reason not to undergo certain burdens of helping. By

“burdens” I mean things that are intrinsically bad for you, or non-comparative harms.’ It can

7 On rational risk-aversion, see Lara Buchak, Risk and Rationality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

8 On differences between “cost” and “difficulty,” see: Fiona Woollard, “Dimensions of Demandingness,”
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 116 (2016): 89-106; Brian McElwee, “What Is Demandingness?” in The
Limits of Moral Obligation: Moral Demandingness and Ought Implies Can, eds. Marcel van Ackeren and
Michael Kiihler (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 19-35; Richard Yetter Chappell, “Willpower Satisficing,” Nous
53 (2019): 251-265.

° On (non-comparative) harm, see: Elizabeth Harman, “Harming as Causing Harm,” in Harming Future

Persons: Ethics, Genetics and the Nonidentity Problem, eds. Melinda Roberts and David Wasserman



be overall better for you to suffer burdens for the sake of avoiding greater burdens or gaining
compensating benefits. For example, it is overall better for you to suffer a bruised arm if
that’s the only way to save your life. Perhaps in cases of compensated altruism, the burdens
of helping are great enough to make it morally permissible not to help, even though helping is
overall better for you (and even if it is psychologically easy for you to undergo the burdens in
question). But even if burdens affect permitting reasons, they do not provide a full
explanation. Here’s a simple way to see this: suppose that in cases like Career Choice, Social
Entrepreneurship, and Upgraded Arms, the burdens of helping are so minimal that they
would fail to generate significant permitting reasons. Assuming your choice still makes a

significant difference to how your life unfolds, it still seems morally permissible not to help.

Projects. Another possible explanation is that you have a permitting reason not to sacrifice
your personal projects, independently of whether doing so would involve incurring costs or
burdens (personal projects are aims or activities that are importantly constitutive of your
identity and that give meaning to your life).!® For example, even if spending two years setting
up the company in Social Entrepreneurship was in no significant way intrinsically bad for
you, it could nonetheless seriously impede your personal projects. Perhaps this is why it’s

morally permissible not to help in cases like Social Entrepreneurship. But again, this would

(Dordrecht: Springer, 2009), 137-154; Seana Shiffrin, “Harm and Its Moral Significance,” Legal Theory 18
(2012): 357-398; Michael Rabenberg, “Harm,” Journal of Ethics and Social Philosophy 8 (2014): 1-32.

10 On projects, see: Bernard Williams, “A Critique of Utilitarianism,” in Utilitarianism: For and Against
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 77-150; Stroud, Sarah, “Permissible Partiality, Projects, and
Plural Agency,” in Partiality and Impartiality: Morality, Special Relationships, and the Wider World, eds. Brian

Feltham and John Cottingham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 131-149.



not provide a full explanation. Even if helping did not impede your personal projects, it

would still seem morally permissible not to help.

Preferences. Perhaps preferences—including fleeting interests, wants, or desires—can
generate sufficiently strong permitting reasons not to help in key cases of compensated
altruism. Perhaps, in Upgraded Arms, it’s enough that you prefer not to give up your natural
arms and hands; perhaps, in Career Choice, it’s enough that you presently prefer a career in
music over a career in medicine. No further justification is required. But it can’t be this
simple. Suppose that, by pressing a button, you can prevent a stranger from being crushed to
death by a boulder. Pressing the button would have no downsides whatsoever, apart from the
fact that you presently prefer not to press the button. It seems clear that you’re still morally

required to aid the stranger.

In this section, I considered five possible explanations of what makes it morally permissible
not to help in cases of compensated altruism like Career Choice, Social Entrepreneurship,
and Upgraded Arms. I have argued that these explanations are inadequate. At best, they
provide partial explanations of some of the cases. I argue that there is another kind of non-
prudence-based permitting reason that provides a deeper and more unified explanation of the

permissibility of not helping in these cases of compensated altruism.

3. Moral Autonomy and the Ubiquity of Requiring Reasons

My proposed account of what makes it morally permissible not to help in cases of
compensated altruism is that you enjoy autonomy-based permitting reasons not to help.
Roughly, these are permitting reasons to choose between different ways your life might
unfold when these alternatives differ in relevant respects. In section 5, I will sketch a view of

8



these permitting reasons. In this section and the next, I will build up to my view by

considering existing ideas about moral autonomy, or freedom from morality’s reach.

In general, proponents of moral autonomy are concerned with moral requirements to help
encroaching on too many choices and aspects of your life; they hold that there must be a
suitably wide range of cases in which helping others is morally optional. Proponents of moral
autonomy can differ along at least two axes. First, they can differ in terms of the ubiquity of
requiring reasons to help others: some hold the Ubiquity View, according to which requiring
reasons to help are ubiquitous (given that opportunities to help are ubiquitous), while others
hold the Sparsity View, according to which there is a wide range of cases in which there are
no requiring reasons to help. Second, proponents of moral autonomy can differ in terms of
grounding: some hold the Rights View, according to which moral autonomy is grounded in
property rights, while others hold the Value View, according to which moral autonomy is
grounded in the value of non-moral choice. These two axes can be mixed and matched,
giving rise to four possible views of moral autonomy (ubiquity/rights, sparsity/rights,

ubiquity/value, and sparsity/value).

In this section, I consider the “ubiquity” axis. Why should we accept the Sparsity View?
Some might argue that cases of compensated altruism support the Sparsity View. Here’s the
argument: since there’s no prudence-based permitting reason not to help in the three cases of
compensated altruism mentioned above, and it’s morally permissible not to help in these
cases, it must be that there’s no requiring reason to help in the cases. This argument is
unsound. It incorrectly assumes all permitting reasons are prudence-based. I argue that there
are non-prudence-based permitting reasons not to help. Nonetheless, there are independent

arguments for the Sparsity View. If some such argument is successful, one could argue that



it’s morally permissible not to help in cases of compensated altruism because there’s no
requiring reason to help in the first place. Let us consider the Sparsity View and the

independent support it might enjoy.

According to an extreme version of the Sparsity View, there are no requiring reasons to help
strangers at all, not even in nearby emergency rescue cases. This view is implausible. There is
a requiring reason to press a button to save a nearby stranger from being crushed to death by
a boulder. This is true regardless of whether pressing the button is accompanied by weighty
considerations of prudence or autonomy: even if pressing the button would cause you to
suffer months of pain or otherwise dramatically affect how your life would unfold, the

requiring reason to save the stranger would remain.

Of course, defenders of the Sparsity View needn’t adopt such an extreme view. In fact, they
typically allow that there are requiring reasons to help individual strangers in nearby
emergency rescue cases but deny that there are requiring reasons to help individual strangers
beyond these sorts of cases (they may hold that there are nonetheless imperfect duties to
contribute to aiding distant strangers enough of the time, or requirements to do your fair share

of a collective aid effort).!! Assuming nearby emergency rescue cases are rare enough, this

1 On potentially morally relevant differences between nearby rescue and aiding distant strangers, see: Frances
Kamm, Intricate Ethics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), chapters 11 and 12; Fiona Woollard,
Doing and Allowing Harm (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), chapters 7 and 8; Pummer, The Rules of
Rescue, chapter 5; Thomas Sinclair, “Effective Altruism and Requiring Reasons to Help Others,” Public Affairs
Quarterly (forthcoming). On imperfect duties, see: Robert Noggle, “Give Till It Hurts? Beneficence, Imperfect
Duties, and a Moderate Response to the Aid Question,” Journal of Social Philosophy 40 (2009): 1-16; Patricia
Greenspan, “Making Room for Options: Moral Reasons, Imperfect Duties, and Choice,” Social Philosophy and

Policy 27 (2010): 181-205; S. Andrew Schroeder, “Imperfect Duties, Group Obligations, and Beneficence,”
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would enable them to establish a suitably wide range of cases in which there are no requiring
reasons to help. And it is true that cases of compensated altruism like Career Choice and
Social Entrepreneurship involve helping at a distance. These cases differ from nearby
emergency rescues (like Upgraded Arms) in several ways: the strangers are far away, you
can’t see them, and many others can help. But for all that, there remain strong requiring
reasons to aid distant strangers. Suppose someone is drowning thousands of miles away.
While you cannot see them, you have excellent evidence that you can save them by pressing
a button that would instantly put a lifebuoy within their reach. Many others can help,
including the governments who bear primary moral and legal responsibility for those
imperilled on their territories. But you’re confident they won’t help, even if you try to get
them to. It would seem you are morally required to press the button, even if it involves
incurring a significant cost. So, there’s a strong requiring reason to help. Cases like Career
Choice and Social Entrepreneurship differ from nearby emergency rescues in several further
ways, some of which may be morally relevant. But even when all these differences are
considered, I submit there remains a strong requiring reason to help. There are strong
requiring reasons to help distant strangers by donating to aid agencies, volunteering, taking

up certain careers, or engaging in social entrepreneurship.

Defenders of the Sparsity View may argue that we cannot secure a suitably wide zone of
moral optionality unless we have a correspondingly wide zone without requiring reasons.

Since strong requiring reasons to help distant strangers are ubiquitous, you’d be under

Journal of Moral Philosophy 11 (2014): 557-584; Matthew Hanser, “Imperfect Aiding,” in The Cambridge
Companion of Life and Death, ed. Steven Luper (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 300-315;
Douglas Portmore, “Latitude, Supererogation, and Imperfect Duties,” in Handbook of Supererogation, ed.

David Heyd (Singapore: Springer, 2023), 63-86.

11



constant pressure to help, and it is hard to see how you won’t end up being more or less
constantly morally required to help. More slowly, here is the worry. At more or less any
given moment throughout your life, you can do more to aid distant strangers in need. You can
always pause what you’re doing and give a little more to charity. Or you can pause and raise
a little more money, so that you can later donate it to charity. Since you face a ubiquity of
opportunities to help distant strangers, and you have strong requiring reasons to help distant
strangers, you face a ubiquity of strong requiring reasons to help. Whenever you face a
requiring reason, you are morally required to act in accord with this reason, in the absence of
any other sufficiently strong considerations. If there is a ubiquity of requiring reasons to aid
others, then there will have to be a comparable ubiquity of sufficiently strong countervailing
considerations to achieve a wide enough zone of moral optionality. But it might seem that
sufficiently strong countervailing considerations are too sparse. Right now, you can stop
reading this article and instead go online to raise more money for effective aid agencies.
What (requiring or permitting) reason is present right now that could morally justify you in
not acting in accord with the strong requiring reason to raise money for aid agencies? You
may presently have a permitting reason of some strength to ignore the present requiring
reason to help, but presumably that permitting reason is quite weak—we’re only talking
about giving up a little bit of your time. Since there is a strong requiring reason to raise
money for aid agencies right now, it would appear you’re morally required to do this, right
now. And what’s true right now is also true a little bit later, and a little bit later, and so on.
Sufficiently strong permitting reasons are all too rare. Since most of the time there won’t be a
sufficiently strong countervailing consideration, most of the time you’ll be morally required
to help. That is overly demanding: there’s not a wide enough zone of moral optionality.
According to defenders of the Sparsity View, the problem was letting in all the requiring

reasons to help distant strangers.
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I reject this argument’s premise that sufficiently strong permitting reasons are too sparse. The
sacrifices for others you (reasonably expect you) could or will make over the course of your
life can amplify your permitting reasons not to make sacrifices now. Even if you could save a
stranger’s life at the relatively modest cost of sacrificing an hour, it can turn out that such
lifetime facts amplify the permitting reason not to sacrifice an hour enough to make it
morally permissible not to save the stranger’s life. There are different views about how
exactly this amplification might work. For example, we can disagree about whether it is
lifetime facts about what you could do or instead lifetime facts about you will do that amplify
present permitting reasons. Consider a miser who in fact will not help anywhere close to
enough over the course of his life—does the fact that he nonetheless coul/d help enough over
the course of his life amplify his permitting reason not to help now? For present purposes, I

can remain neutral about this.'?

Some such amplification of permitting reasons prevents our lives from being saturated with
moral requirements to incur small cost after small cost to help others; clearly an hour is itself

a small cost, but hours can quickly add up to weeks, months, or years. The amplification of

12 See Portmore, “Latitude, Supererogation, and Imperfect Duties” (71-72) for discussion of the miser case. In
Pummer, The Rules of Rescue (chapter 6) I suggest it is what you reasonably expect you will do over the course
of your life that can amplify permitting reasons relevant to subjective permissibility—I leave it open just what to
say about objective permissibility. A further question is whether lifetime facts (about what you could or will do
over the course of your life) directly affect the permitting reason not to help now, or instead directly affect the
permitting reasons to perform certain “maximal” alternatives that entail the “non-maximal” alternative of not
helping now, thereby indirectly affecting the permitting reasons not to help now (roughly, a maximal alternative
is a maximally specific way of acting over the course of your whole life). For details, see Douglas Portmore,

Opting for the Best (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019).
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permitting reasons by lifetime facts explains how it is the case that, even though we are under
constant moral pressure to help, we needn’t be constantly morally required to help. The
ubiquity of requiring reasons is matched by a ubiquity of sufficiently strong permitting

reasons, enabling a wide enough zone of moral optionality.

According to another argument for the Sparsity View, it is problematic that we are constantly
under strong moral pressure to help others, even if we regularly have sufficiently strong
permitting reasons not to help. But it is unclear what is problematic about constantly being
under strong moral pressure per se. It would be problematic if you had to constantly entertain
and balance reasons to help others, call to mind justifications for not acting in accord with
these reasons, and offer these justifications to others.!* My view is that permitting reasons not
to help include permitting reasons not to think about helping—you don’t have to entertain the
never-ending requiring reasons to help or constantly call to mind your justifications not to
help. Likewise, it would be problematic if you had to constantly apologize to all those you
permissibly fail to help. But having a requiring reason to help someone doesn’t entail a
requiring reason to apologize to them when you permissibly fail to help. And even if it did,
we could invoke permitting reasons at this level too. To the extent that it’s problematically
demanding to have to constantly apologize for failing to help, it’s plausible that we typically
have sufficiently strong permitting reasons not to apologize. Permitting reasons could also
plausibly serve to make it the case that it is regularly appropriate not to apologize for, or feel

sorry about, each failure to help.

13 Fiona Woollard, “Motherhood and Mistakes about Defeasible Duties to Benefit,” Philosophy and

Phenomenological Research 97 (2018): 126-149, 136.
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Arguments for the Sparsity View come up short. By contrast, there is a straightforward and
powerful argument for the Ubiquity View. There is a significant requiring reason to press a
button that would save a distant stranger’s life by putting a lifebuoy within their reach. Now
consider a long sequence of life-saving opportunities, each just like this one. For any given
opportunity, it seems there is a requiring reason to help, independently of the others;

intuitively, each person you can help is a separate source of moral pressure on you.'*

In addition, it is worth observing that, even if the Sparsity View is correct, so that there are no
requiring reasons to help in cases like Career Choice and Social Entrepreneurship, it remains
plausible that there are requiring reasons to help in some relevantly similar fictional cases.
Consider a hypothetical world in which you have only one opportunity over the course of
your whole life to help: a single one-off opportunity to save the life of a distant stranger by
donating just $1 to a charity. It seems plausible that you are morally required to make this
donation, and hence that there is a requiring reason to do so. This suggests that, if your single
one-off opportunity to help were of the sort found in Career Choice or Social
Entrepreneurship, you would have a requiring reason to so help. But in these more fictional
cases of compensated altruism, it still seems that helping is morally optional. This is evidence

of autonomy-based permitting reasons.

If instead the Ubiquity View is correct, there remains a methodological benefit of turning to

hypothetical worlds in which you only ever have a single opportunity to help. Namely, doing

14 Alternatively, we could argue that, since there is a requiring reason to perform the maximal alternative that
involves saving everyone, there is a requiring reason to perform each non-maximal alternative entailed by this
maximal alternative (that is, there is a requiring reason to save each person). Thanks to Doug Portmore for

discussion of this route to the Ubiquity View.
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so enables us to bracket complications involving the amplification of permitting reasons by
lifetime facts. Consider a case like Career Choice in which the opportunity to help found in
this case constitutes the only opportunity to help you’ll ever have. It still seems that helping is
morally optional. This suggests an unamplified autonomy-based permitting reason explains

the moral permissibility of not helping.

4. The Grounds and Extent of Moral Autonomy

Proponents of moral autonomy hold that there must be a suitably wide range of cases in
which helping others is morally optional. What is the ground of such moral autonomy? It
would seem odd to posit a wide range of moral optionality as a brute moral fact. If it is a fact,

it presumably holds in virtue of something deeper.

Defenders of the Rights View hold that moral autonomy is grounded in property rights. More
specifically, they claim that you enjoy moral autonomy as a by-product of having moral
property rights over your body and various external resources (henceforth “your things”).!>
The idea is that your having genuine moral property rights over your body and things is
incompatible with being morally required to help too often, and you’d be morally required to
help too often if you were morally required to help whenever this involves no setback of your
well-being, projects, or preferences. If you were so frequently morally required to use your

body and things for the sake of others, you would not have moral property rights to them in a

15 For example, see: James Woodward, “Why the Numbers Count,” The Southern Journal of Philosophy 19
(1981): 531-540; Woollard, Doing and Allowing Harm, chapters 7 and 8. For a discussion of prerogatives and
interpersonal claim rights, see Daniel Mufloz, “From Rights to Prerogatives,” Philosophy and

Phenomenological Research 102 (2021): 608-623.
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meaningful sense. Moral property rights, the thought goes, should robustly protect us from

“interference” from morality as well as from interference from flesh and blood agents.

By contrast, defenders of the Value View hold that moral autonomy is grounded in the value
of non-moral choice. More specifically, they claim that there is value in being able to choose
between alternatives without being morally required to choose either way.'® Some suggest
that being significantly morally free in this way is prudentially good for us.!” A related but
distinct idea is that such autonomy is entailed by a kind of unconditionally valuable status

that persons have. '8

Defenders of the Sparsity View might appeal to either the Rights View or the Value View.
Appealing to the Rights View, they could argue that you don’t have meaningful moral

property rights to your body and things if you’re too frequently under moral pressure to help,

16 For discussion, see: Michael Slote, Common-Sense Morality and Consequentialism (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1985) 23-34; Kagan, The Limits of Morality, 223-241; Seana Shiffrin, “Moral Autonomy and
Agent-Centred Options,” Analysis 51 (1991): 244-254. Shiffrin (249) holds that there is value in generally being
able to choose between different ways your life might unfold, “without fear of interference, guilt, or
wrongdoing.” A general remark about the Value View is that I am not sure what to make of arguments that take
the form: “there is value in the moral facts being thus and so, therefore, the moral facts are thus and so.” At first
glance, such arguments appear guilty of wishful thinking—just because something would be nice doesn’t make
it so! But there is likely more to the idea than wishful thinking. At any rate, these sorts of arguments are
somewhat common in ethics, so defenders of the value view at least have a few partners in crime. For examples
and discussion of these sorts of arguments, see Geoff Sayre-McCord, “On a Theory of a Better Moral Theory
and a Better Theory of Morality” (unpublished manuscript).

17 For example, Woollard, “Motherhood and Mistakes about Defeasible Duties to Benefit,” 136.

18 See: Kamm, Intricate Ethics, 82; Seth Lazar, “Moral Status and Agent-Centred Options,” Utilitas 31 (2019):

83-105.
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even if that pressure—in the form of requiring reasons—falls short of moral requirement.
Similarly, appealing to the Value View, they could claim that the value of being able to
choose between alternatives depends on not being under constant moral pressure to choose
either way. However, as I argued above, it is unclear what is problematic about being under
constant moral pressure per se, once this pressure is separated not only from requirements to
help, but also from requirements to entertain and balance reasons to help. Facing a ubiquity
of requiring reasons to help does not itself undermine meaningful property rights to your
body and things, nor does it undermine the value of being able to choose between
alternatives. Rather than lend support to the Sparsity View, it is more plausible that the
Rights View or Value View would ground moral autonomy via permitting reasons (in a way

that is compatible with the Ubiquity View).

I will not defend either view about the grounds of moral autonomy. Instead, I will primarily
focus on the extent of moral autonomy. Which choices are protected by autonomy-based

permitting reasons? What factors determine the strengths of these permitting reasons?

For starters, defenders of autonomy-based permitting reasons can deny that there are any such
permitting reasons to inflict serious harm on innocent non-consenting people. There is no
value in being able to choose to inflict serious harm without “interference” from morality, nor
is this choice protected by rights. By itself, this restriction on autonomy-based permitting
reasons is minimal. We could take a more general view according to which there are no
autonomy-based permitting reasons to act in ways that violate or even merely contravene the
rights of others. Then, the extent of autonomy-based permitting reasons would in part be a

function of the extent of others’ rights. For example, whether and when there are autonomy-
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based permitting reasons not to help others will depend on whether these others have rights to

your help."

While such a rights-based restriction on moral autonomy strikes me as plausible, it does not
provide the whole story. In particular, it is not plausible that any failure to help is morally
permissible, just in case it involves no rights contravention. Even if a stranger lacks a right to
be saved, it would be morally impermissible to let them die if there were no downside to
saving them. An absence of conflicts with others’ rights may be necessary for autonomy-
based permitting reasons, but it does not seem sufficient. At least, it will not always be

sufficient for sufficiently strong autonomy-based permitting reasons.

According to one view, you must have a wide zone of moral autonomy over the course of
your life, so, in the face of a ubiquity of requiring reasons to help, you must enjoy sufficiently
strong autonomy-based permitting reasons not to help in correspondingly many cases. This
view seems to get things the wrong way around. Instead, various details of your life
determine the strength of your autonomy-based permitting reasons, which in turn play a role
in determining the extent to which you enjoy moral autonomy not to help. At least, it is not
plausible that having some fixed portion of moral autonomy is itself something we all must

possess for the sake of rights or value, regardless of the details of our lives.

19 On rights to be saved, see: Joel Feinberg, The Moral Limits of the Criminal Law Volume 1: Harm to Others
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), chapter 4; Judith Jarvis Thomson, The Realm of Rights
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990), 160-161; Cécile Fabre, “Good Samaritanism: A Matter of
Justice,” Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 5 (2002): 128-144; Pummer, The

Rules of Rescue, chapter 1, section 3.
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Consider a variant of Upgraded Arms in which you could press a button that would instantly
and painlessly sacrifice your arms to save the stranger’s life, and immediately regenerate
new, exactly similar arms. Suppose you’re indifferent between having your original arms and
having these new ones. In this variant of the case, it seems to me you’d be morally required to
sacrifice your original arms to save the stranger’s life. You wouldn’t have a sufficiently
strong autonomy-based permitting reason not to help. Your alternatives do not differ enough

in terms of the valuable features they instantiate.

Similarly, consider a variant of Career Choice. Suppose you could take a career in which you
spend your working hours wearing red-tinted glasses or take an otherwise exactly similar
career in which you spend your working hours wearing green-tinted glasses, and you’ll
always be indifferent between red and green. The only other difference between these careers
is that you’d save many lives if you took up the green-tinted career and save none if you took
up the red-tinted career. Yes, decades of your time are at stake, but it seems implausible that
you would in such a case have any significant permitting reason to choose the red-tinted

career. Again, your alternatives would not differ enough in terms of their valuable features.

It does not particularly matter whether these are one-off or repeated opportunities to help.
Even if you faced a long sequence of opportunities to help different strangers, each relevantly
like the variant of Upgraded Arms or the variant of Career Choice, it seems you’d be morally
required to help on each occasion. If these constituted your only opportunities to help, you

would have no moral autonomy (not to help) over the course of your life. It is therefore
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implausible that there is some fixed portion of moral autonomy that any life must possess,

regardless of the details.?’

5. Autonomy-Based Permitting Reasons: A View

I have suggested that various details of your life determine the strength of your autonomy-
based permitting reasons. In this section, I will sketch a view of how some such details do
this. I propose the Feature Choice View, according to which, at least in the absence of
conflict with others’ rights, you have an autonomy-based permitting reason to choose
between alternatives if and only if these alternatives differ in terms of the valuable features

they instantiate.

Alternatives often differ in terms of valuable features, forcing you to decide which features to
go for and which to neglect. This is true both of big choices like what career to pursue, where
to live, and whether and whom to marry, as well as of small choices like whether to order the
soup or the salad, what outfit to wear, and what route to take to work.?! A career in music
may not pay as well as a career in medicine, but it may present more opportunities for artistic
creativity. So, the choice between the music career and the medicine career is in part a big

choice between different sorts of values: wealth and creativity. A soup might be tastier but

20 In this way, I agree that “[m]oral autonomy in and of itself seems a bloodless and abstract matter,” as argued
by Richard Arneson, “Moral Limits on the Demands of Beneficence?” in The Ethics of Assistance: Morality,
Affluence, and the Distant Needy, ed. Dean Chatterjee (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 33-58.
21 Michael Cholbi, “The Ethics of Choosing Careers and Jobs,” in College Ethics, ed. Bob Fischer (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2020), 878-889, 881-82 holds that “identity-based” choices that determine our
identities across our lifetimes (such as whom to marry and what career to pursue) are not subject to the demand

to do the most good. I take the Feature Choice View sketched here to support claims like Cholbi’s.
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less healthy than a salad, presenting you with a small choice between the different values of

taste and health.

I here understand valuable features simply as features that it is in some sense appropriate to
value, promote, honor, or admire. They can be features of lives, activities, objects, or states of
affairs. They can be morally valuable, but they need not be. As Susan Wolf famously
illustrates in her discussion of moral saints, there are many non-morally valuable things that
one could reasonably like and pursue (I have already mentioned creativity, taste, wealth, and
health).?? At the same time, the moral badness of certain things, like sadistic pleasure, may

prevent them from having non-moral value.

According to the Feature Choice View, you have an autonomy-based permitting reason to
choose between alternatives if and only if these alternatives differ in terms of the valuable
features they instantiate. I take it that choosing an alternative involves some kind of
responsiveness to its valuable features, rather than picking it whimsically.?> What’s essential
is that you are choosing an alternative that instantiates valuable features other alternatives
lack, not that you are choosing an alternative that is overall best or even on a par with

alternatives.?*

22 Susan Wolf, “Moral Saints,” The Journal of Philosophy 79 (1982): 419-439.

23 This is not to say that you cannot ever permissibly pick an unhelpful alternative on a whim. As I have
discussed earlier, permitting reasons not to entertain requiring reasons to help can become sufficiently amplified
by lifetime facts. My point here is just that, in the absence of such amplification—e.g., in a hypothetical world
in which you have only one opportunity to help—picking whimsically will not generate an autonomy-based
permitting reason.

24 The Feature Choice View is in this respect more permissive than the view defended by Ruth Chang,

“Grounding Practical Normativity: Going Hybrid,” Philosophical Studies 164 (2013): 163-187. According to
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I also propose the following addition to the Feature Choice View: the autonomy-based
permitting reason to perform an alternative is stronger: (i) the more different the valuable
features instantiated by this alternative are compared to those instantiated by other
alternatives, and (i1) the more you favor valuable features instantiated by this alternative over
those instantiated by other alternatives. For reasons that will become clear soon enough, it
seems there is an asymmetry between these factors: while you can have a strong autonomy-
based permitting reason when (ii) is minimal if (i) is sufficiently big, you cannot have any
significant autonomy-based permitting reason when (i) is minimal, no matter how big (i1) is.
(For an “elitist” spin on my view, we could add that permitting reasons are magnified in
accord with the objective value of the features instantiated, so that there’s a stronger
permitting reason to choose poetry over medicine than there is to choose push-pin over

medicine.)

Factor (i) will tend to be bigger in the context of big choices (what career to pursue, whether
and whom to marry, etc.) and smaller in the context of small choices (whether to order the
soup or the salad, what route to take to work, etc.). I take it this factor is sensitive to both
quality and quantity. There is a big qualitative difference between the values of medicine and
music, and choosing between a career in medicine and a career in music involves a big

quantitative difference (decades of your life). By contrast, choosing between spending an

Chang’s hybrid voluntarist view, you can create will-based reasons only when the independently present reasons
have failed to determine what you have overall most reason to do (e.g., when these reasons are on a par). By
contrast, in Career Choice, the Feature Choice View implies that you can “create” an autonomy-based
permitting reason by choosing music over medicine, even when the independently present requiring reasons and

(prudence-based) permitting reasons both decisively favor medicine.
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hour learning physiology and an hour learning violin involves a small quantitative difference,
so factor (1) remains relatively small in the context of this choice of how to spend an hour
despite the big qualitative difference. I will not take a stand on how to measure qualitative
and quantitative differences between values. Intuitively, (i) is big in the context of a choice
between a career in medicine and a career in music, but small in the context of a choice

between a career as a violinist and a career as a violist, other things being equal.

Factor (i1))—how strongly you favor valuable features—can range from “minimal”
(responding to these features by choosing an alternative at least partly on the basis that it
instantiates these features), to “mild” (taking something of a fleeting interest in these
features), “moderate” (caring substantially and persistently about promoting or protecting
these features), or “maximal” (taking on the promotion or protection of these features as a
central life project). You’ll have a stronger autonomy-based permitting reason to choose the
music career over the medicine career, the more you care about or get behind the values that

would be instantiated were you to opt for the music career.

The Feature Choice View can deliver intuitive results in our three cases of compensated
altruism. All these cases involve alternatives that differ dramatically in terms of valuable
features. So, in each of these three cases, at least as long as you minimally favor some
valuable features instantiated by one alternative over those instantiated by another, you have
a strong autonomy-based permitting reason to choose the alternative that instantiates these
features—that is, you can have a strong autonomy-based permitting reason when (ii) is
minimal if (i) is sufficiently big. In each case, the permitting reason in question seems to me
strong enough to make it morally permissible not to help, even though that means failing to

save lives.
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What’s more, the Feature Choice View avoids the implication that it would be morally
permissible to refuse to muddy your shoes to save a stranger’s life, when this is your only
opportunity to help over the course of your life.? In easy rescue cases like these, the value
instantiated by not helping is minimal: it is basically just the value of not having mud on your
shoes, or of not having to go buy another pair (we can suppose these shoes don’t have any
special sentimental value). So even if you strongly favor saving your shoes from mud, there
won’t be much value at stake to be magnified by this favoring, effectively setting a low limit
on the strength of the autonomy-based permitting reason not to help—more generally, you
cannot have a significant autonomy-based permitting reason when (i) is minimal, no matter
how big (i1) is. The permitting reason here certainly won’t be strong enough to make it

morally permissible not to act in accord with the strong requiring reason to save someone’s

life.

I have suggested that you have a sufficiently strong autonomy-based permitting reason in
each of the three key cases of compensated altruism, insofar as they involve alternatives that
differ dramatically in terms of valuable features, and you at least minimally favor one set
valuable features over the other (choosing at least partly based on these features). However, it
seems to me that the Feature Choice View should be taken to say that you cannot generate
sufficiently strong autonomy-based permitting reasons out of such minimal favoring when

the values in question accrue to a stranger. To show this, I will offer a pair of cases in which

25 Recall that I am here interested in factors that determine the strength of autonomy-based permitting reasons,
independently of amplification by lifetime facts. As I argue in Pummer, The Rules of Rescue (chapter 5),
considerations of total lifetime cost can in a range of cases make it morally permissible to refuse to incur a

relatively small cost to save a stranger’s life.
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you have no opportunities to help over the course of your whole life other than those

mentioned.>’

Your Interview: You are driving to an interview that would kick off a career in music. If you
miss the interview, you will take on a career in medicine instead. The values instantiated by
either alternative differ dramatically, but the career in medicine would be better for you
overall. Nonetheless, you mildly prefer music to medicine. Here’s the catch: you’ll be able to
save a life by donating just $1 to charity only if you slow down and miss your music

interview. You are aware of all the relevant details of the case.

Stranger’s Interview: You are driving a bus with one stranger on it, who you allow to board
for free. You learn they are on their way to an interview that would kick off their career in
music. If they miss the interview, they will take on a career in medicine instead. The values
instantiated by either alternative differ dramatically, but the career in medicine would be
better for the stranger overall. Nonetheless, the stranger mildly prefers music to medicine,
and because you know this you also mildly prefer music over medicine for them. Here’s the
catch: you’ll be able to save a life by donating just $1 to charity only if you slow down,
causing the stranger to miss their music interview. You are aware of all the relevant details of

the case.

It seems to me that you have a sufficiently strong autonomy-based permitting reason not to
donate in Your Interview, but not in Stranger’s Interview. I don’t think the fact that you

minimally (or even mildly!) favor music over medicine in Stranger’s Interview can ground a

26 Thanks to Dan Mufioz for inspiring these cases.
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sufficiently strong autonomy-based permitting reason to forgo saving a distant stranger’s life
by donating. Minimally favoring some valuable features over others doesn’t generate strong
autonomy-based permitting reasons when these valuable features are instantiated in a
stranger’s life. The key cases of compensated altruism are different in that the valuable
features you at least minimally favor accrue to you. Cases of minimal favoring reveal an
agent-relative aspect of autonomy-based permitting reasons: shaping your own life is

.27 Perhaps this isn’t too surprising—after all, autonomy concerns self-

especially significant
determination. Of course, this is not to deny that you can care about and take a strong interest

in shaping the lives of others. It is plausible that you can have strong autonomy-based

27 In Pummer, The Rules of Rescue (28), I suggest you can have prudence-based permitting reasons, but not
autonomy-based permitting reasons, to do harm (as a side effect, not in a way that uses someone or their
legitimate property). What I mean is that you can have agent-relative prudence-based permitting reasons to do
harm, but no such autonomy-based permitting reasons to do harm. I believe there is a sufficiently strong
prudence-based permitting reason to divert a lethal threat away from yourself and towards a stranger instead,
whereas a third party would not be permitted to divert the threat away from you towards the stranger. It is not
plausible that there is this kind of agent-relativity in the case of autonomy-based permitting reasons to do harm.
Suppose we revise Your Interview and Stranger’s Interview so that, in each case, you would have to speed up to
make the music interview, but if you do, this will cause fumes to go into the air, sometime later causing a distant
stranger to die. In both cases, it seems wrong to speed up. What if in each case the fumes caused only a mild
sore throat? Then it seems permissible to speed up, in both cases. I suspect the same is true for all harms in
between: either it’s wrong to speed up in both cases or it’s permissible to speed up in both cases. A possible
rationale is that autonomy-based permitting reasons serve to provide a space of “moral breathing room” where
contravening someone’s right not to be harmed (as a side effect) does not fall within this space. For defenses of
agent-relative prerogatives to do harm, see: Nancy Davis, “Abortion and Self-Defense,” Philosophy and Public
Affairs 13 (1984): 175-207; Quong, “Killing in Self-Defense.” For objections: Judith Jarvis Thomson, “Self-
Defense,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 20 (1991): 283-310; Frowe, “The Limited Use View and the Duty to

Save.”
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permitting reasons to choose some valuable features over others, even when these features are
instantiated in someone else’s life, when you more than minimally favor the features in
question (at least if the features you favor overlap enough with the features this person

favors).?®

Given that the Feature Choice View says you cannot generate strong autonomy-based
permitting reasons out of minimal favoring when the values in question accrue to a stranger,
it similarly avoids implausible implications about charitable giving. Consider a version of
Stranger’s Interview in which you could either donate enough to help a stranger (who only
mildly prefers music over medicine) get to their music interview or instead donate an equal
amount to charity, saving a different stranger’s life. The Feature Choice View does not imply
it is permissible to help the stranger get to their music interview. More generally, the view is
compatible with the claim that, in a significant range of cases, it is morally impermissible to

give to less cost-effective charities rather than more cost-effective charities.?’

28 Also consider a variant of Stranger’s Interview in which the stranger strongly favors music over medicine.
We can suppose that music is their life project, nonetheless, it would be better for them overall to go with
medicine. Then your choice is between protecting one stranger’s life project (though it is not best for them
overall) and protecting another stranger’s life (by donating). Perhaps it is sometimes morally permissible to
protect central life projects over lives.

21 defend this claim in: Theron Pummer, “Whether and Where to Give,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 44
(2016): 77-95; Pummer, The Rules of Rescue. For responses, see: Thomas Sinclair, “Are We Conditionally
Obligated to Be Effective Altruists?” Philosophy and Public Affairs 46 (2018): 36-59; Sinclair, “Effective

Altruism and Requiring Reasons to Help Others.”
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In addition to cases of compensated altruism, autonomy-based permitting reasons can explain
what are sometimes called “agent-sacrificing permissions.””** Agent-sacrificing permissions
are moral permissions to prevent lesser losses to strangers at the expense of greater losses to
yourself. Now recall that I said I’ll assume you don’t have a requiring reason to do what’s
better for yourself. If that assumption is correct, then agent-sacrificing permissions follow
automatically. But if there is a morally requiring reason to do what’s better for yourself, then
it can turn out that there is more morally requiring reason overall to avoid greater losses to
yourself than to prevent lesser losses to strangers. Even so, autonomy-based permitting
reasons could nonetheless make it morally permissible to prevent lesser losses to strangers at
the expense of greater losses to yourself. At least, they could do so in cases in which the self-
sacrificial alternative instantiates valuable features that you at least minimally favor. (If
there’s a morally requiring reason to do what’s better for yourself, then I take it that it would
be morally impermissible to self-sacrifice on a whim, as you’d not even minimally favor this

alternative.)

Finally, it is worth noting that whether an autonomy-based permitting reason is sufficiently
strong in a given case of compensated altruism may depend on how much better off you are
for helping. In Social Entrepreneurship, you give up two years of music to do something you
don’t enjoy. This involves forgoing significant valuable features you significantly favor, so
that you’re morally permitted not to help, even though the wealth you’d accrue would make it
the case that you’d be better off overall if you did help. It could for all that turn out that you’d
be morally required to help if setting up the company made you much better off overall, for

example, if it not only made you rich but also much happier and healthier, and led to many

30 See, for example, Hurka and Shubert, “Permissions to Do Less Than the Best: A Moving Band.”
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deep friendships. In other words, even when there’s no sufficiently strong prudence-based
permitting reason not to help, considerations of prudence might still interact with whether a
given autonomy-based permitting reason is sufficiently strong. On the other hand, some
autonomy-based permitting reasons may be so strong that they remain standing largely
independently of prudential considerations. Think of the autonomy-based permitting reasons
grounded by central life projects, anchored around objectively valuable activities. Suppose
music is your sole passion, and that setting up the company in Social Entrepreneurship would
prevent you from ever returning to music. Now I find it plausible that you’re morally
permitted not to start up the company, no matter how much better off overall you’d be for

doing so.

6. Summing Up

Let me sum up. In the key cases of compensated altruism I have discussed here, you are not
morally required to help others even though doing so is overall better for you. I have
suggested that, while you lack a prudence-based permitting reason not to help, you
nonetheless have a sufficiently strong autonomy-based permitting reason not to help. Other
possible explanations of the permissibility of not helping in these cases are either implausible
or do not go far enough. I have sketched the Feature Choice View, according to which you
have an autonomy-based permitting reason to choose between alternatives if and only if these
alternatives differ in terms of the valuable features they instantiate. Along the way, I have
argued that considerations of moral autonomy do not support rejecting the plausible view that

strong requiring reasons to help (distant) strangers are ubiquitous.
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