
M O W I T Y  AS META-RANKING 
RANKINGS AND METARANKINGS: SEN 

Sen (1974) proposes t o  view a morali ty as  a moral ranking of t h e  ranking- - 
of ac t ions ,  i . e .  as  a moral meta-ranking. More p rec i se ly ,  l e t  A be t h e  s e t  of - 
a l t e r n a t i v e  and mutually excausive combinations of ac t ions  under considerat ion,  

and c a l l  R.-(A,* .> t h e  ranking of A i n  t h e  i - th  respec t .  ~ Y t h e r ,  c a l l  
1- - 1 4 

R:<Ri ( i ~ 1 ~ )  t h e  s e t  of a l l  t h e  rankings under considerat ion.  Any r d i n g  

of t h i s  s e t  R w i l l  be c a l l e d  a meta-ranking of act ion-set  A. A meta-ranking - 
i s  then a p a r t i a l l y  ordered s e t  Me (R , 2) , where ' R .  2 R ' abbreviates 

1 - j 

"ranking i i s  preferable  t o  ranking j", o r  "preference i i s  (meta)pre)erable 

t o  preference j". Such a rneta-ranking i s  what Sen c a l l s  a morali ty.  The 

root  o r  f i r s t  element of R i n  such ranking i s  t h e  morally bes t  ranking. Presu- 

mably t h e  morally b e s t ,  o r  i d e a l ,  ranking i s  a c t u a l l y  unat ta inable  i n  p rac t i ce .  

There is more: i n  any p l u r a l i s t i c  soc ie ty  and, a f o r t i o r i ,  i n  t h e  world ,system, 



t he r e  i s  a  whole co l lec t ion& of mora l i t i e s ,  where j%:~.!~ I jE I N )  . According t o  

r ad i ca l  e th i ca l  re la t iv ism,  nei ther  of them i s  objectively preferable t o  any other ,  

i . e .  they a re  all mutually equivalent. While t h i s  i s  ce r ta in ly  f a l s e ,  it does have a  

gra in  of t r u t h :  i n  f a c t ,  some moral i t ies  render ce r t a in  soc ie t i es  more viable  and jus t  

than a thers ,  whereas other  moral i t ies  a r e  t o t a l l y  inadequate t a  them. I n  other words, 

A i s  nei ther  aa equivalence c l a s s  nor a  p a r t i a l l y  ordered se t ;  it has no s t ruc ture ,  - 
hence there  is not much we can theor ize  about it. 

CRITICISM What Sen has done i s  not t o  define t h e  concept of a  moral i ty  but t h a t  of 
of act ions ,  

a value system. A value system may be regar-ed a s  a  meta-ranking of rankings/ whereas 

a  morality i s  a  ranking of r u l e s  of soc i a l  behavior. 
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