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WELL-BEING AND FAIRNESS

ABSTRACT. The article explores the interaction of two, potentially
clashing, considerations, each reflecting a different conception of fairness
concerning the resolution of interpersonal conflicts. According to the Equal
Chance Principle, the harm for each person should be minimized in a sig-
nificant and (roughly) equal degree; when this is impossible, each person
should be accorded the highest possible equal chance to avoid the harm.
According to the Importance Principle, the danger to the person who would
otherwise suffer the more serious harm should be prevented.

1. INTRODUCTION

In simple interpersonal conflicts, several persons are in dan-
ger that it is possible to prevent only partly, namely, only
with respect to one or only to a certain extent to both. In or-
der to avoid complicating issues, I assume that only two per-
sons are involved in the conflict, that the overall state of well-
being of both persons is the same, that none of them is
responsible for the existence of the conflict, that there are no
special relations between the agent and either of these persons
and that preventing the danger to one does not involve ac-
tively harming the other.1 This article suggests a framework
for the resolution of such simple conflicts.

The proposed thesis reflects two basic ideas. First, the fun-
damental value and source for reasons for actions, in the con-
text of interpersonal conflicts, is individual well-being.
Second, interpersonal conflicts between the well-being of
different individuals involve an internal clash within the
first idea, between contrary reasons to take account of the
well-being of different persons. The resolution of interper-
sonal conflicts thus requires an interpretation of the idea
that individual well-being is the fundamental value, which
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adjudicates between different aspects of this value. This
should be done in light of the distributive notion of fairness.
This notion includes several, potentially clashing, consider-
ations, two of which are relevant in simple interpersonal
conflicts: one reflecting the independent value of persons and
the other the difference in the importance of various aspects
of individual well-being.2

It is important to emphasize that, according to the pro-
posed thesis, the concepts of individual well-being and fair-
ness do not represent competing values: the idea that
interpersonal conflicts should be resolved fairly completes the
idea that individual well-being is the fundamental value,
rather than constitutes a contrasting value. This feature
becomes clear once we notice that the concept of fairness
becomes applicable only when there is an internal clash
within the concept of individual well-being.

The proposed theory differs from standard deontological
and rights-based theories in several respects. Unlike deonto-
logical and rights-based theories, the proposed thesis consid-
ers individual well-being as the fundamental value, which
should be construed and supplemented, in interpersonal con-
flicts, from an impartial (agent-neutral) perspective, in light of
the notion of fairness, but not substituted or limited by other
fundamental values, such as agent-relative duties or rights. In
other words, I suggest that individual well-being is what we
should fundamentally care about, while the notion of fairness
explains how we should care for this value when we are con-
fronted by interpersonal conflicts.

The proposed theory is different from common forms
of consequentialism, particularly utilitarianism, in several
respects: its focus on reasons for action rather than states of
affairs, its reference to the concepts of fairness and distribu-
tion and its rejection of sweeping aggregation.

However, despite these differences between the proposed
thesis and standard forms of consequentialism, this thesis is
nevertheless essentially consequential in one important respect,
since it considers individual well-being as the fundamental
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value and source of reasons for actions. The other proposed
reasons for action do not represent competing fundamental
values, but rather reflect the proper � fair � way of resolving
clashes between various aspects of individual well-being.

Moreover, in one important respect the proposed thesis
goes as far as any complete moral theory could conceptually,
and, in my opinion, should substantively, in endorsing the
idea that the fundamental value is a certain good. Conceptu-
ally, every complete normative theory � that is, a theory that
aims at providing general guidance for actions � must go
beyond this idea in order to resolve internal clashes within this
idea, such as those that emerge in interpersonal conflicts of
well-being. Indeed, even utilitarianism � the paradigm of a
consequential theory � does not � cannot, as a complete
moral theory � simply declare some good, namely, well-
being, as the fundamental normative standard. Its governing
principle is rather the maximization of the aggregate balance
of well-being. The additional normative content of this fur-
ther step is often overlooked or trivialized, perhaps due to the
common assumption that the only rational way to take
account of a certain good is by adopting an aggregative stan-
dard. From a substantive point of view, however, I suggest
that this assumption is mistaken: an aggregative standard is
irrational since it does not properly reflect the independent
value of persons.

My suggestion is thus that the idea that a certain
good � individual well-being � is morally important both
could and should be separated from the aggregative standard
that typically accompanies it. The common contrast between
utilitarianism and deontological theories or theories of rights
ignores the possibility of a theory of the kind I propose,
which considers individual well-being as the fundamental va-
lue but resolves interpersonal conflicts of well-being in light
of non-aggregative conceptions of fairness, based on the inde-
pendent value of individuals. I believe that this general frame-
work constitutes a plausible alternative to traditional moral
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theories, particularly with regard to the resolution of interper-
sonal conflicts.

2. THE WELL-BEING PRINCIPLE

Consider a simple interpersonal conflict: two persons are
drowning and it is possible to save only one. The first step
towards the resolution of this conflict seems obvious. There is a
reason to save each of these persons. This reason is based on:

The Well-Being Principle: there is a reason to protect the well-being of
persons.

This principle raises complex questions, and disputes,
regarding its precise content, reach and place within a moral
theory. But, in essence, it is widely accepted. The idea that
the well-being of individuals, for whom the concept of well-
being is meaningful,3 is a moral value and a source of reasons
for actions might be the only consensual normative idea.4

Some think that only certain aspects of individual well-being
(of certain creatures) generate (agent-neutral) reasons to pro-
tect them.5 Others believe that the reason to protect the well-
being of individuals is not necessarily decisive, even if there
are no other moral considerations (or when the only contrary
consideration is the cost for the agent).6 Still others argue,
more generally, that well-being is not a central value, and
particularly not a ‘‘master’’ value to which all other values
are reducible.7 But, presumably, everyone would agree that
there is a (pro tanto, agent-neutral) reason, to protect (suffi-
ciently important) basic interests, such as life and bodily
integrity, and that this reason might be decisive � if the cost
for the agent is not substantial, or if the agent (rationally)
chooses to make the sacrifice.

3. THE EQUAL CHANCE PRINCIPLE

There are thus two clashing reasons for actions in such con-
flicts, for example, to save each of two drowning persons.
Since, by hypothesis, it is impossible to follow both, we
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should follow one reason, by saving one person. But which
(whom)?

I believe the answer should begin with the following notion
of fairness:

The Equal Chance Principle: (1) the harm for each person should be min-
imized in a significant and (roughly) equal degree; (2) when this is impos-
sible, each person should receive the highest possible equal chance to
avoid the harm.

According to the Equal Chance Principle, the best option is
that a harm that threatens two persons would be reduced so
that each person would bear the minimum possible setback
for her well-being that is (roughly) equal to that of the other
if the reduction is significant. The second best option, which
applies when it is impossible to prevent the harm to both per-
sons in a significant and (roughly) equal degree, is to accord
each person the highest possible equal chance to avoid the
harm, namely, in a conflict involving two persons, by employ-
ing a procedure that gives a 50% chance to each. (For sim-
plicity, I assume in this article that it is impossible to prevent
the harm with respect to each person in a significant and
roughly equal extent, so that the second best option applies,
and accordingly call this idea the Equal Chance Principle.)

The Equal Chance Principle reflects the following consider-
ations. First, each person has an independent value and
therefore each person’s fate is intrinsically important. Second,
the resolution of an interpersonal conflict is, for each of the
persons involved, a question of all or nothing (with respect to
the interest at stake).8 Third, there is no common denomina-
tor that enables trade-off between interests of different per-
sons without a loss.9 These truths are generally valid, with
respect to every aspect of individual well-being, but they are
especially conspicuous when important interests, such as life
or major aspects of bodily integrity, are at stake.

Several points should be emphasized with respect to the
Equal Chance Principle. First, the Equal Chance Principle
reflects an impartial, rather than agent-relative, reason for
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action: it is important that an equal share or chance would be
given, regardless of the identity of the agent.

Second, the Equal Chance Principle is entailed by an
impartial concern for the well-being of each person, which
considers the fate of each person as equally important.10 The
Equal Chance Principle does not reflect the assumption that
the relative position of persons as such is morally impor-
tant.11 Equality is the right solution only since, and when, the
relevant reasons apply to all relevant individuals in the same
way. (Of course, there might occasionally be also various
instrumental reasons for equality, in certain contexts.)

Third, the Equal Chance Principle reflects a reason for
action, based on a conception of fairness, which is intrinsi-
cally important: according each person an equal share or
chance is a way of conveying impartial concern for the
well-being of each person. There might occasionally be instru-
mental reasons for such a principle,12 but these are not the
reasons I have in mind.

Fourth, the Equal Chance Principle is not (only) a method
of overcoming or reducing (factual or normative) ignorance,
fallibility, prejudices or corruption. We should follow it even
assuming perfect knowledge and impartiality.13

Fifth, the Equal Chance Principle, even when implemented
through a random procedure, such as a lottery, is not a way
of evading responsibility or of transferring responsibility to
God or to fate.14 Rather, its aim is to give each person an
equal share or chance as the fair way of resolving interper-
sonal conflicts.15

Sixth, the (equal) chance to be preferred is, at least, of
instrumental value for each person, namely, it is important for
each person, at least, in light of the possibility that it would
lead to preferring this person, whether or not the chance of
being preferred is also of intrinsic value, namely, valuable in
itself, regardless of the final resolution of the conflict.

Seventh, the Equal Chance Principle holds that an equal
chance should be accorded; it does not dictate the way in
which this should be done. The notion of an equal chance
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should thus be distinguished from various possible ways of
implementing it, such as a lottery or a random choice. Ulti-
mately, if an equal chance is indeed accorded, the way in
which it is done is not important in itself. Generally, the
Equal Chance Principle should be implemented, in light of its
aim, in the best way of according each person an equal
chance, which might be affected by the circumstances of each
case.

Eighth, the idea behind the Equal Chance Principle applies
not only with respect to the prevention of initial harms; it
might also require, in later stages, compensation of the per-
son harmed and equal distribution of the burden of compen-
sation. (For simplicity, I ignore this point in this article.)

Finally, the force of the Equal Chance Principle depends
on the importance of the interests at stake: the stronger are
the competing interests, the stronger is the reason to accord
each person an equal chance. For example, there is a stronger
reason to accord an equal chance in a conflict in which lives
are at stake than in a conflict involving property.

The Equal Chance Principle is often rejected, ignored or
downplayed. It is rejected by the view that considers the
answer to the question whom to save in conflicts in which all
morally significant factors are equal, a matter of moral indif-
ference.16 This is, particularly, the position of utilitarianism,
which rejects the notion of fairness in general and the Equal
Chance Principle in particular. Thus, in the example of the
two drowning persons, utilitarianism would consider the
choice whom to save immaterial when the effect of both
options on the aggregate balance of well-being is identical.17

The indifference view might not seem too troubling. After
all, by hypothesis, it is possible to save only one person and
there is no reason to prefer one to the other. Nevertheless, I
believe that this view ignores the importance of the decision
which person to save in interpersonal conflicts, including
conflicts involving equally important competing interests.
This decision is especially important when major aspects of
individual well-being, most notably life, are at stake. The
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importance of this decision could be most vividly seen by
imagining oneself in the place of a person involved in the
conflict, such as one of the drowning persons in the above
example.18

Once we appreciate the importance of the choice that needs
to be made in interpersonal conflicts, we start to see the sig-
nificance of the existence of two contrary reasons for action
in such conflicts, to protect the well-being of different
persons � rather than ‘‘no reason to intervene on behalf of
either party.’’19 In light of the independent value of each
person, and since a loss to one person is not annulled by a
benefit to another, I believe that the clash between these
reasons should be resolved in a way that accords equal
weight to the well-being of each person. The best elaboration
of this idea, in my opinion, is the Equal Chance Principle.

Another view does not reject the Equal Chance Principle,
but ignores or downplays it. Many readily concede that if all
relevant factors are (exactly) equal, then according equal
chances is reasonable, but only as a tie-breaker. According to
this view, any special reason, no matter how trivial, would
justify deviating from the Equal Chance Principle.20

In my opinion, this view misses an important point: if the
Equal Chance Principle indeed reflects an important reason
for action, then it should be outweighed only by contrary
reasons beyond a certain threshold of importance.

4. THE IMPORTANCE PRINCIPLE

A central reason that might clash with the Equal Chance
Principle, represents another conception of fairness. This rea-
son is reflected in

The Importance Principle: the strength of the reason to take account of
the well-being of individuals depends on the importance of the interest at
stake and the conjectured probabilities that it would be harmed if no
action is taken and saved if some act is performed.21 Other things being
equal, the more important is the interest, the stronger is the reason to
prefer the person to whom it belongs.
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This principle reflects the obvious truth that different
aspects of well-being are of different importance for persons.
It also reflects the assumption that it is possible to roughly
assess, and accordingly rank, the state of the well-being of
individuals, and the extent to which it is affected by actions,
and to make at least rough interpersonal comparisons of
well-being.22 These assumptions seem especially plausible in
the context of small-scale and one-dimensional interpersonal
conflicts involving adverse effects on basic interests, such as
life, bodily integrity and property. For example, it is generally
much more important to prevent death or serious bodily
harm than damage to property.23

The strength of the reason to prefer the more important
interest depends on the relative importance of the competing
interests: a huge difference in importance, such as that between
life and property, provides a very strong reason to prefer the
former, while a small difference, such as that between two
pieces of property which differ only slightly in their contribu-
tion to individual well-being, provides a weak reason.

The Importance Principle seems simple, plausible and un-
controversial, as the most straightforward explanation for the
justification to harm a trivial interest, such as property, in or-
der to save a very important interest, such as life. Neverthe-
less, the Importance Principle is rarely accepted as such.
Deontological and rights-based theories often take account of
the different importance of various interests, but insist that
this is not their fundamental guiding standard, and indeed
often lead to conclusions that are incompatible with the
Importance Principle, by prohibiting actions that actively or
intentionally cause harm to a person even when this could
prevent a more serious harm to another person. Aggregative
forms of consequentialism, such as utilitarianism, are inter-
ested in the different importance of interests not to persons
but as part of an aggregative balance. These theories are com-
patible with the Importance Principle in conflicts involving
only one person on each side, but merely since the different
standards coincide in such conflicts. And, even in such
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conflicts, the explanation offered by aggregative theories is
misguided: it is justified to sacrifice trivial property in order
to save life not because this is conducive to the aggregate bal-
ance, but since some interests are more important for persons.
This flaw in reasoning leads to conclusions which are incom-
patible with the Importance Principle in conflicts involving
more than one person on each side, in which an aggregate
standard might sacrifice important interests in order to pro-
mote a larger number of trivial interests.

5. THE CLASH: EQUAL CHANCES VERSUS RELATIVE

IMPORTANCE

The above analysis suggests that, in conflicts involving inter-
ests of different importance, there are two clashing reasons,
both entailed by the concept of fairness, one reflected in the
Equal Chance Principle and the other in the Importance Prin-
ciple. This analysis might, however, raise several objections.

First, it might be objected that the Equal Chance Principle
should not apply in such conflicts, and that we should rather
straightforwardly follow the Importance Principle and prefer
the more important interest. Utilitarianism indeed entails this
position in conflicts involving only two persons.

I think that this claim is misguided. The grounds of the
Equal Chance Principle � the independent value of each per-
son and the fact that a loss for one is not annulled by a bene-
fit to another � apply in every interpersonal conflict. These
grounds do not disappear if one person’s interest is more
important than that of another; they apply with respect to
the person with the less important interest as well. True, the
Importance Principle applies in such conflicts too, and pro-
vides a competing reason to prefer the more important inter-
est. Such conflicts thus involve a clash between the
conceptions of fairness reflected in Equal Chance Principle
and in the Importance Principle.

The applicability of the Equal Chance Principle in interper-
sonal conflicts in which the Importance Principle applies as
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well is most evident when the competing interests are both
important � so that the grounds of the Equal Chance Princi-
ple are most compelling � and roughly (though not exactly)
equal in importance � so that the grounds of the Importance
Principle provide only a weak reason to prefer the slightly
more important interest. For example, suppose that two per-
sons are in danger of losing an arm and that this danger can
be prevented with respect to only one of them. Suppose fur-
ther that no one else would be affected by the resolution of
the conflict and that the loss of the arm would have the same
effect on both persons. Assume, however, that one person
would also lose, in addition to the arm, a wristwatch, which
is both expensive and has a sentimental value, so that its loss,
although, of course, negligible relative to the loss of the arm,
would cause the latter an additional, discernible, albeit slight,
setback to her well-being, so that the overall effect on her
well-being would be slightly, but discernibly, bigger. If the
Equal Chance Principle is valid at all, it surely applies in such
a conflict, despite the fact that the harm to one is slightly
more significant than to the other. Moreover, if the Equal
Chance Principle has any force, it surely outweighs the
Importance Principle in such a conflict, in which the differ-
ence in importance is relatively trivial.

Utilitarianism is nevertheless incompatible with this conclu-
sion. Instead, it requires that the person with the wristwatch
would be straightforwardly preferred, as this would be (slight-
ly) more conducive to the aggregate balance of well-being (it
would decrease by slightly less). Similarly, in the example of
the two drowning people, if it is slightly less expensive to save
one, for instance, since it requires slightly less fuel because
this person is just a bit closer than the other, utilitarianism
requires that the closer person would be straightforwardly
saved, even if the difference is negligible.

This utilitarian conclusion is yet another demonstration of
the insignificance of the aggregate balance as such and of the
failure of utilitarianism to reflect the grounds of the Equal
Chance Principle. Since the fate of each person is important
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in itself, there is a strong reason to accord each person in-
volved in an interpersonal conflict an equal chance to prevail.
This reason could not be outweighed by a trivial difference in
the importance of the competing interests or by a negligible
interest of a third person (for example, a person whose prop-
erty needs to be destroyed in order to save one of two other
persons whose lives are in danger). A trivial difference in the
importance of the competing interests could not justify pre-
ferring one person over another.

A larger difference might. But this is because a larger dif-
ference provides, through the Importance Principle, a reason
which might be strong enough to outweigh the reason pro-
vided by the Equal Chance Principle. When there is only a
trivial difference in the importance of the competing interests,
however, the Equal Chance Principle, if valid at all, must
surely be decisive.

But perhaps this argument is too successful. At this point
someone might wonder not whether the Equal Chance Princi-
ple applies in interpersonal conflicts involving important
interests that only slightly differ in their importance, but
rather whether the Importance Principle applies in such con-
flicts. This doubt might arise, moreover, not only with respect
to interests that are negligible in themselves, but even with
respect to interests that are only relatively negligible. For
example, suppose that it is possible to extinguish only one of
two fires, each threatening to ruin a different person’s house,
and that the loss of the house would have the same (very
substantial) effect on both persons, except that one would
also lose, along with the house, an inexpensive car (assume
that the car’s value � and its contribution to its owner’s
well-being � is 1% of the value and contribution of each
house to each person’s well-being). Is there any reason to
take account of such a small difference in conflicts between
important interests?

A negative answer is indeed entailed by the ‘‘Principle of
Irrelevant Utilities,’’ suggested by Frances Kamm and adop-
ted by Thomas Scanlon, which holds that, in conflict between
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important interests, interests below a certain threshold of
(relative) importance should not be taken into account.24

Similarly, Julian Savulescu suggests a ‘‘satisficing’’ theory
according to which differences in expected value that are
below a certain threshold do not affect the strength of
reasons (to prefer one person to another) and therefore
should not affect the resolution of interpersonal conflicts.25

My analysis of why it is unwarranted to resolve conflicts
between important interests in light of (relatively) trivial dif-
ferences is different: every aspect of individual well-being, no
matter how trivial, in itself or relatively, is relevant in the res-
olution of such conflicts. Particularly, every difference in the
importance of conflicting interests provides a reason to prefer
the (even slightly) more important interest. However, the
strength of the reason to prefer the more important interest is
determined by the relative importance of the competing inter-
ests: a trivial difference generates only a trivial reason to pre-
fer the slightly more important interest. Therefore, such a
weak reason could not outweigh the strong reason provided
by the Equal Chance Principle. In the above example, we
should decide which of the fires to extinguish in a procedure
that accords an equal (50%) chance to each person, not
because the loss of the car is irrelevant, but because it is not
important enough to outweigh the Equal Chance Principle.

This analysis seems to me to provide the most straightfor-
ward account of the plausible judgment that trivial interests
should not affect the resolution of conflicts involving impor-
tant interests. In light of this analysis, it is unnecessary to
employ the more cumbersome accounts of irrelevant interests
or differences, in order to explain why trivial differences do
not tip the scale in conflicts between important interests. It is
enough that we recognize the importance of the Equal
Chance Principle. The alternative accounts seem to emerge
from a lack of recognition of the significance of the Equal
Chance Principle combined with an unwarranted assumption
that some sort of aggregation is inescapable in this context
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(so that if we do not remove trivial difference completely out
of the picture, they would be decisive).

Accounts of irrelevant interests or differences might be
tempting not only as an explanation of why trivial interests
should not determine the resolution of conflicts involving
important interests, but also due to the vaguer feeling that
there is something misguided in even paying attention to triv-
ial interests or differences in conflicts involving weighty inter-
ests. My suggestion in this regard is that, in certain conflicts,
certain interests and differences lose their salience before their
moral significance evaporates completely.

6. THE SUBSTANTIAL DIFFERENCE PRINCIPLE

I thus conclude that both the Equal Chance Principle, which
provides a reason to accord each person involved in the con-
flict an equal chance to be preferred, and the Importance
Principle, which provides a reason to prefer the person with
the more important interest, apply and clash in interpersonal
conflicts involving interests of different importance. This
clash becomes vivid when we consider interpersonal conflicts
from two different perspectives. The grounds of the Equal
Chance Principle � the intrinsic and independent value of
each person and the fact that for each person the resolution
of the conflict is a question of all or nothing (as far as the
interest at stake is concerned) � are emphasized, with respect
to each person involved in a conflict, from his viewpoint. On
the other hand, the truth underlying the Importance Princi-
ple � that different interests are of different importance � is
emphasized if we consider the conflict from ‘‘outside.’’ The
clash between the grounds of these principles could be
described as an aspect of the tension between what Sidgwick
called the personal point of view and ‘‘the point of view of
the universe,’’26 or what Nagel depicted as the ‘‘per-
sonal�subjective’’ and the ‘‘detached�objective�external’’
points of view,27 or what Scheffler described as the ‘‘per-
sonal’’ and the ‘‘impersonal’’ perspectives,28 or what Kamm
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referred to as the ‘‘objective’’ and the ‘‘subjective’’ views29 �
subject to the important qualification that the two principles I
suggest generate (only) agent-neutral reasons for action.

The crucial first step towards a proper resolution of the
clash between the Equal Chance Principle and the Impor-
tance Principle is to acknowledge its existence. Since both
principles generate valid reasons for action in conflicts involv-
ing interests of different importance, it is necessary to strike a
balance between them. This balance should reflect the relative
force of the clashing principles. Since the force of both princi-
ples depends on the importance of the competing interests,
the balance might vary in different conflicts. Still, two general
implications are clear. On the one hand, as I have just
argued, if the Equal Chance Principle is valid at all, it must
prevail if the difference in the importance of the conflicting
interests is (relatively) negligible. On the other hand, it is
equally clear that at a certain point, as the difference in
importance increases, and the reason to prefer the more
important interest gains more and more strength, the Equal
Chance Principle must yield to the Importance Principle.

The exact point at which this should happen is not easy to
determine. My � admittedly vague � suggestion is that the
Importance Principle outweighs the Equal Chance Principle if
there is a substantial difference in the importance of the com-
peting interests. Hence

The Substantial Difference Principle: sacrificing the interest of one person
for the sake of another is justified if one interest is substantially more
important than the other (considering probabilities).

According to this suggestion, the Equal Chance Principle is
decisive not only when the competing interests are equally
important, and when the difference in importance is trivial,
but also when the difference is larger � as long as it is not
substantial.

I will not try to explicate the notion of a substantial differ-
ence in detail. My main aim in this article is to point out the
need for a principle that balances the Equal Chance Principle
and the Importance Principle. I will therefore just briefly note
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two main aspects concerning the content of the balancing
principle. First, the paradigm of a substantial difference is
that between life or important bodily interest and property
(which is not essential for basic needs).30 A substantial differ-
ence is most conspicuous in such conflicts, since the compet-
ing interests are of different aspects of individual well-being.
However, a substantial difference might exist also between
interests that are both part of the same aspect, if there is a
substantial difference in the severity of the harm to each
interest. Thus, the difference between a severe physical injury,
such as the loss of an arm, and a minor physical injury, such
as a broken finger, is substantial, even though both injuries
could be described as parts of the same aspect of well-being
(bodily integrity). Similarly, the difference between a very
valuable property and a trivial object is substantial despite
the fact that both are forms of property and therefore part of
the same aspect of individual well-being.

Second, the notion of a substantial difference is relative to
the importance of the competing interests. A difference can
be substantial even if it is small in absolute terms provided
that the importance of the competing interests is not consid-
erable. For example, when the choice is between saving the
arm of one person and saving the arm of another, the fact
that one’s loss of well-being would be trivially larger since the
latter would also lose his expensive and sentimentally valued
wristwatch, does not constitute a substantial difference that
justifies preferring this person. But the same difference could
be substantial if the choice is between two relatively trivial
interests, for example, between two pieces of property.

The relative nature of the notion of a substantial difference
is due to the relative aspects of the two principles it adjudi-
cates. The Importance Principle is straightforwardly relative:
it provides a reason to prefer a more important interest to a
less important one. And the force of the Equal Chance Prin-
ciple depends on the relative importance of the interests at
stake. For example, the strong reason to accord each person
who might lose an arm an equal chance outweighs the reason

RE’EM SEGEV384



to prefer the person who would lose, with the arm, a valued
wristwatch. The difference due to the contribution of the
watch to its owner’s well-being is not substantial in a conflict
between limbs. But the same difference, in absolute terms,
could outweigh the weaker reason to accord each person an
equal chance when the choice is between two relatively trivial
interests, such as two pieces of property.

I believe that the Substantial Difference Principle should be
preferred to other views regarding the resolution of interper-
sonal conflicts that seem to acknowledge the basic consider-
ations reflected in the two clashing considerations that the
Substantial Difference Principle adjudicates: the Equal
Chance Principle and the Importance Principle (although
these views do not adopt these principles as such).

One suggestion is to adopt a weighted lottery or a propor-
tional chance scheme, which resolves all conflicts involving
interests of different importance by giving chances propor-
tional to the importance of the interests, for example, if the
importance of one interest is twice as that of another, it gives
the person with the first interest a 66% to win and the other
a 33%.31 The proportional chances scheme is similar to the
account I suggest in that it might also be viewed as reflecting
considerations of well-being and fairness. The apparent
advantage of the proportional chances scheme is that, con-
trary to the view I suggest, it does not involve a sharp
boundary that separates equal chances and straightforward
preference. However, I believe that the account I suggest bet-
ter reflects the applicable considerations. The proportional
chances scheme involves two problems. On the one hand,
when the difference in importance is small, the reason to give
each person an equal chance is stronger than the reason to
give any preference to the person with the (slightly) more
important interest, either by straightforwardly preferring her
or by giving her better chances. On the other hand, when the
difference in importance is substantial, for example, between
life and property, the reason to prefer the person with the
(substantially) more important interest outweighs the reason
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to give each person an equal chance and therefore we should
straightforwardly prefer the person with the more important
interest rather than give proportional chances.32

A more plausible suggestion is to adopt a proportional
chances scheme when the difference is ‘‘salient but not large,’’
or neither ‘‘great’’ nor ‘‘slight,’’ since then, on the one hand,
‘‘we think it would be wrong to say that one deserves’’ to be
preferred, but, on the other hand, ‘‘there is some difference...
which is not irrelevant.’’33 However, as explained above, it
seems to me that the better analysis is that both the Equal
Chance Principle and the Importance Principle are always
applicable, in conflicts involving interests of different impor-
tance, and that there is, in principle, a (precise) point in
which the latter outweighs the former.

The only role that a proportional chances scheme could
legitimately play, in my opinion, is in the gray area in which
it is hard to determine whether a difference is substantial or
not.

Finally, it is worth noting that the Substantial Difference
Principle might lead to conclusions that are similar to those
entailed by the ‘‘Principle of Irrelevant Utilities,’’ endorsed by
Kamm and Scanlon, since the effect of both principles is to
prefer the more important interest only when the difference is
beyond a certain threshold.34 However, as I explained above,
these principles rest on different analysis with regard to the
reasons present in interpersonal conflicts and their resolution.

7. CONCLUSION

The principles presented in this article, as an explication of
the proposed thesis, are rudimentary and were explored while
focusing on simple interpersonal conflicts. Applying these
principles in more complex contexts requires further elabora-
tion in order to address special difficulties that arise in differ-
ent settings, some general and some unique to various kinds
of conflicts. (The main omission in the analysis presented in
this article concerns the moral significance of responsibility of
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persons to the existence of interpersonal conflicts.) Neverthe-
less, I believe that the proposed conception is essentially plau-
sible and could be adequately developed in order to
accommodate special complexities. (I have explored some of
these complexities in other articles, in which I have applied
the proposed thesis with respect to the moral significant of
the number of individuals involved in interpersonal conflicts35

the justification of self-defense and defense of others36 and
the proper distribution of scarce health resources.37) My hope
is that this article has demonstrated that the analysis of this
framework is worth pursuing further.
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