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ParTIiCIPATION, COLLECTIVE IMPACT, AND
YOUR INSTRUMENTAL SIGNIFICANCE

JULTA NEFSKY

1. Introduction

In past work over a series of papers, I have discussed what I have called ‘the
problem of collective impact’, or sometimes following others ‘the inefficacy
problem’ (Nefsky 2011, 2015, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2021). This is a problem that arises
whenever there is some sort of choice that is such that (1) if enough people make
that choice, serious harm could be avoided or reduced, and yet (2) it does not
seem that one’s doing so, on any given occasion, will itself make a difference. We
encounter this frequently in everyday decision-making. Consider, for example,
how our collective consumer choices affect poverty and the exploitation of peo-
ple in various parts of the world; yet, for many products, it is doubtful that one
purchase more or less will make a difference. Things are not, it seems, going to
go differently at any company, or for any worker, depending on whether I buy
a given mass-produced T-shirt or cell phone. Similarly, while it’s true that if
enough people refrain from driving, flying, consuming beef, etc., climate change
and resulting harms will not be as severe, when we look at one such choice indi-
vidually, it does not seem to make a difference. Will the harms of climate change
be any less severe if I take public transit to work today instead of my car? It's
hard to believe that they would. And the problem is that, if this is right, it’s
unclear what point there is in doing so. As concerned as I might be about climate
change, or about the exploitative conditions of workers in developing countries,
if my forgoing the car trip, or the purchase of the T-shirt or the iPhone, won't
make a difference for the better, what reason is there to do so?

It is important to be clear about exactly which problem I am focused on,
because there are other related issues that can sometimes be conflated with it.
The problem I am interested in here is specifically about how, in these sorts of
contexts, bad outcomes that are at risk of occurring in the future can be prevented
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or avoided if enough people make certain sorts of choices rather than others. It
seems like in that sort of context, morality should be able to tell each of us that
there is good reason to make those choices. At least in the absence of strong
countervailing considerations, morality should be able to steer us away from
together causing, or failing to prevent, serious avoidable harm. The problem is
one of explaining how morality can do that, when it appears that an individual
act of the relevant sort won't itself make a difference.

It will be helpful to have an example to focus on. There are many import-
ant real-world cases we could use. But because my interest here is in this
moral-philosophical problem wherever it arises, as opposed to one particular
instantiation of it, I think it is best to use an imaginary case. Let’s take the follow-
ing example (which I've also discussed elsewhere) from Parfit (1984):

Drops of Water: Ten thousand men are in the desert, suffering from
intensely painful thirst. We are ten thousand people near the desert,
and each of us has a pint of water. We cannot go into the desert our-
selves, but we can pour our pints into a water cart. The cart will be
driven into the desert, and any water in it will be evenly distributed
amongst the men. If most or all of us add our pints, this will relieve
the men’s suffering. But while that is so, any individual addition of
a pint does not seem to make a difference. Adding your pint only
allows each man to drink an extra ten-thousandth of a pint of water.
This is no more than a single drop, and one drop more or less seems
to be too small an amount to make a difference to how they feel. As a
result, for any individual, it's unclear what point there is in donating
one’s pint of water. It’s true that these people are suffering and a large
amount of water in this cart would help them. But if adding my pint
of water won’t make any difference to how well or poorly this goes,
then what point is there in adding it?"

Consider, for a moment—from a simple, commonsense perspective—why
it is that the ‘it won’t make a difference’ claim seems to undermine there being
a reason to add one’s pint. If adding your water won’t make a difference, this
means that things will go the same for the suffering men whether or not you do
so. The extent to which their suffering is relieved will be the same, give or take
your water in the cart. This seems to mean that adding it would be a useless,
merely superfluous thing to do, as far as the goal of relieving their suffering is
concerned. That is why it does not seem there is a point in doing so. Why give
this away if it won’t actually help the situation at all?

1. Slightly adjusted from Parfit (1984: 76), following my presentation in other work.
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With this in mind, we can divide solutions to the problem into two catego-
ries: ‘instrumental” and ‘non-instrumental’.? ‘Instrumental” approaches attempt
to show that itis not actually true that the individual act is instrumentally merely
superfluous. They aim to show, for instance, that adding your pint of water actu-
ally does, or could, help the situation. Your doing so could make real progress
toward the goal of relieving the men’s suffering; it could have an influence on
the outcome.? The common way people have tried to do this is to argue against
the ‘it won’t make a difference’ claim: to try to show that it is a mistake to say
that things will go the same in the relevant respects whether or not you act in the
relevant way.4 There is also (as I have tried to show elsewhere) a different way
of taking an instrumental approach: one could argue that playing a nonsuper-
fluous, instrumental part in determining what happens can come apart from
individually making a difference. The general idea of this second strategy is to
try to show that in collective impact contexts, an act can make progress toward
a change in outcome even if it will not by itself make the difference between one
outcome and another (Nefsky 2017).> Both of these strategies attempt to show
that, contrary to initial appearances, an act of the relevant sort does matter for
reasons having to do with the instrumental role it could play —with its potential
to have an influence on the outcome.®

‘Non-instrumental” approaches, on the other hand, do not try to challenge
the apparent instrumental superfluity of the individual act. Instead, they point
to other sorts of reasons for action—reasons that are not supposed to be about
trying to influence the outcome. Some, for instance, appeal to expressive reasons,

2. I divide up the landscape of views differently in other work. This is just the division that
makes sense for my purposes here.

3. As you can see, I give various different characterizations of the notion of instrumental
nonsuperfluity, and so of the instrumental-versus-non-instrumental-reasons distinction. This is
intentional. None of the characterizations is meant to function as the definition, in the sense of
providing a single authoritative statement of the notion. Instead, these different characterizations
are meant to help the reader glom onto what I take to be a simple, ordinary notion—one of having
some instrumental usefulness with respect to a certain goal or outcome. Note that it would be
problematic for me to try to provide necessary and sufficient conditions for instrumental useful-
ness, or nonsuperfluity, in this essay, because I think it is—importantly —an open question what
exactly it takes for a contribution to be instrumentally nonsuperfluous. In Nefsky (2017), I argue
that, while we often assume that difference-making potential is required, this is not correct. But
I do not want to take a stand on this in the present essay.

4. This is typically done by arguing that there is always a chance of individually making a
difference. Examples include Norcross 2004, Kagan 2011, Singer 1980, and Broome 2019.

5. ThereIdevelop a particular account of how this works, but there could be other approaches
(with different accounts) that take this same general strategy.

6. These two strategies are not mutually exclusive. One could pursue or make use of both of
them. My focus in past work has been on bringing out the second, and questioning the extent to
which we can rely on or be fully satisfied with the first, but I think that both could be important in
understanding many real-world cases.
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arguing that what an act expresses matters morally for its own sake (e.g., Lane
2018; Kutz 2000: ch. 6; Benn 1979; Brennan and Lomasky 1989, 1993: 186-89). There
have been various attempts at non-instrumental solutions, including—among
others—appeals to the moral significance of participation in a group and appeals
to collective obligations (e.g., Baatz 2014; McPherson 2016; Brennan 2009; Cullity
2000; Jamieson 2007; Sandler 2010; Strang 1960).

In some of my past work I argue that non-instrumental approaches do not
work by themselves. A necessary and central part of addressing the problem
of collective impact, I argue, is showing that individual acts of the sort in ques-
tion are not instrumentally merely superfluous. I do not deny that there can
be expressive reasons, participation-based reasons, or any number of other
non-instrumental reasons for action. What I argue is that such reasons cannot by
themselves satisfactorily address the problem. A core instrumental solution is
needed; with it, these other considerations can build on top. In their paper ‘Par-
ticipation and Superfluity’, however, Wieland and van Oeveren attempt to give
a non-instrumental solution that avoids my argument (Wieland and van Oev-
eren 2020). In the present paper, I will take a look at their proposal. I will argue
that it does not actually succeed in avoiding my point; the same essential issues
plague their view too. This is worth discussing for its own sake; their proposal
is an interesting, initially appealing one, worthy of consideration. But my aim in
examining their view is broader and more constructive: to further support and
illuminate my thesis about the need for a core instrumental solution to the prob-
lem of collective impact. I will also, in the final section of the paper, identify what
I think is the main source of resistance to this thesis: a mistaken conflation of
the problem of collective impact with a different problem. The hope is that with
greater clarity on these points, we will be able to build a better, more accurate
understanding of individual morality in collective impact contexts.

2. The Superfluity and Disconnect Problems

From a bird’s-eye perspective, what my past discussions of non-instrumental
approaches have argued is that they face a dilemma: either the reason for action
identified implicitly relies on there being a solution of an instrumental sort or the
reason identified is not really addressing what is at issue.”

Let me give an example of how this goes. Since Wieland and van Oev-
eren give a participation-based proposal, it will be useful to look at a different
such view as our example. According to participation views, even though your

7. These discussions occur across Nefsky (2015; 2018) and also in a smaller way in Nefsky
(2019).
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addition of water won’t make a difference to the suffering men, you should
add it because this would (or could) make you a participant in a group that
together prevents their continued suffering. Such a view needs an account of
what it takes to be a participant in the group, and this needs to be a morally sig-
nificant, reason-giving kind of participation. Chris Kutz offers such an account.
On his view, one is a participant in a collective action if one acts with a ‘par-
ticipatory intention’, an intention to do your part in a joint project (Kutz 2000:
ch. 3). So, adding your pint makes you a participant in the group that aids the
suffering men because in doing so you are intentionally doing your part in the
joint project of alleviating their suffering. By intentionally doing your part, you
are an ‘inclusive” author of the beneficial outcome; you are one of those who
can say, “We did it’. This, the claims goes, is something you have moral reason
to do, even if your action will not itself make a difference to the outcome (Kutz
2000: ch. 4).8

But here’s the problem: suppose I am debating whether to add my pint to
the cart, and I'm wondering, “‘Why do this if it won’t make any difference?” If
you reply, “You should do it because then you would be intentionally doing
your part in a joint project of relieving suffering’, this doesn’t make sense. My
worry is that it seems to be an entirely useless thing to do as far as that project
is concerned. This is precisely why I can’t see why there is a point in adding it.
Doing so does not seem to actually help the project at all. So, why should I think
of it as “‘doing my part’ in that shared project? The point, in other words, is that
the reason identified (that you would be intentionally doing your part in this ben-
eficial joint project) is only going to seem to apply if I am thinking that adding
my pint to the cart would help the project, and not thinking of it as a merely
superfluous, useless thing to do. This account, therefore, presupposes a prior
solution to the ‘it won’t make a difference’ challenge—a solution of the instru-
mental sort—rather than providing an independent answer to it. I call this the
superfluity problem: the reason for action identified only works if we assume that
the act is not instrumentally merely superfluous. Thus, rather than providing its
own solution, it’s an account of a reason that we have that presupposes a prior
solution (Nefsky 2015).

A proponent of the view, however, might say I am making a mistake in
assuming an instrumental reading of ‘doing one’s part’ in a joint project.
Perhaps, as Kutz sometimes suggests, one can count as doing one’s part in a
non-instrumental sense; for instance, in an expressive sense. Adding my water
to the cart could be understood as intentionally doing my part in virtue of the

8. Note that there is more to Kutz’s picture then what I am including here. This is not meant
to be a full representation of Kutz’s views on the topic, but rather an example that I'm using to
illustrate the dilemma for non-instrumental approaches.
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concern or solidarity it expresses, even if is entirely superfluous, instrumen-
tally speaking.

This would avoid the superfluity problem, but only at the cost of falling on
the second problem, which we can call the disconnect problem. If I can count as a
participant in the group merely by expressing concern or solidarity, then I can
respond to the participation-based reason by holding up a banner with a con-
cerned or supportive message (instead of giving my pint). And if we are saying
that it is only via what it expresses that adding my pint counts as participatory,
then holding up the banner seems just as good (or better) a way of participating,
and thus just as good a way of responding to the participation-based reason in
question. This proposal, therefore, does not address what is at issue. The prob-
lem of collective impact concerns why each of us has moral reason specifically to
do the sort of thing that if enough of us do it, this will prevent or avoid causing
the serious avoidable harm. A reason that can be responded to just as well by
doing something else instead cannot satisfactorily address this (Nefsky 2015).

Looking at various non-instrumental approaches, I have argued that they
face one or the other of these two problems: the superfluity problem or (what
I am now calling) the disconnect problem.9 How this goes differs for different
views. This is especially true for the disconnect problem; there are various ways
a proposal can disconnect from the issue. But while there is considerable varia-
tion in the details, the overall point is the same: we cannot satisfactorily address
what is at issue by embracing the supposed instrumental superfluity of the indi-
vidual act and turning our attention to other sorts of moral considerations. We
need, instead, to understand why adding your pint to the cart could help the
cause of relieving the suffering. So, we should all be invested in the pursuit of
instrumental approaches to the problem. Very importantly, this does not mean
that the concepts and moral considerations invoked by non-instrumental pro-
posals (e.g., participation, complicity, fairness, collective obligation, etc.) won’t
play important roles in a full account of individual morality in collective impact
contexts. The point is that a crucial step in developing such an account is chal-
lenging the idea that the individual choice is instrumentally irrelevant.

3. Simple Participation

Wieland and van Oeveren agree with me that various non-instrumental accounts
face one or the other of these problems.’ But they propose a new version of a

9. Including appeals to collective obligation and fairness, Kantian principles, virtue and
vice, expressive reasons, and the idea that it is wrong to benefit from wrongdoing.
10. Though they present the second problem more narrowly than I conceive of it. What they
state as the second problem is, in my view, just one way the problem can instantiate itself.
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participation view that they think avoids them. Their proposal makes use of
a distinction from Shelly Kagan between the “underlying dimension” and the
‘morally significant outcome of concern’. The underlying dimension is the
stuff in the world that the individual acts contribute to which, when there are
enough such contributions, causes changes with respect to the morally signifi-
cant dimension that we are concerned about. For instance, in the case of climate
change, we can say that the underlying dimension is greenhouse gas quantities
in the atmosphere, and the morally significant dimension is harm caused by cli-
mate change. In Drops of Water, the underlying dimension is water in the cart,
and the morally significant dimension is the men in the desert’s suffering. When
we say that adding your pint ‘won’t make a difference” what we mean is that it
won’t make a difference along that specific morally significant dimension. We
don’t mean that it doesn’t make a difference to anything at all. And one thing it
does or might make a difference to is the underlying dimension. It is just that this
change seems to be too small to make a difference along the morally significant
dimension in question.

Wieland and van Oeveren’s proposal is that in virtue of contributing to the
relevant underlying dimension, you count as a participant in the group that
together makes a difference along the morally significant dimension, and that
this kind of participation gives you reason for action. Unlike Kutz’s account, one
need not have any specific intentions (or other specific mental states) to count
as a participant; mere contribution to the relevant underlying dimension is suf-
ficient for participation. Let’s call this view Simple Participation. Simple Participa-
tion has two parts:

1. The moral principle: ‘S has reason to do X if by doing X S participates in
a group that benefits others, and S has reason to refrain from doing X if
by doing X S participates in a group that harms others” (Wieland and van
Oeveren 2020: 172).

2. The account of participation: S participates in a group that causes O if S
does an act X “which is such that: (i) X adds to an underlying dimension
D, and (ii) because enough others add to D, D causes O’ (Wieland and van
Oeveren 2020: 177).

What if you are not sure whether by adding your pint you will be part of a
group that benefits others, because you are not sure whether enough others will
add theirs too? Wieland and van Oeveren certainly want to say that you still have
reason to add your pint, but their account does not seem to say so. They address
this issue by saying that when they talk about ‘participating in a group’ they
mean to include ‘possible groups’. So even if you don’t know whether enough
others will contribute, by adding your pint you are at least part of a possible
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group that benefits others. The reason for action, they say, is there whether the
group is actual or merely possible (Wieland and van Oeveren 2020: 181).

A more natural way of handling this, I think, would be to adjust the moral
principle to say that you have reason to do something if doing it might make you
a participant in a group that benefits others. That is, I think they should appeal
to the possibility of being part of a group that benefits, instead of talking about
having reason to participate in a ‘merely possible group’. Perhaps this is just a
difference in phrasing rather than content. But there is at least one substantive
difference between what I am suggesting and what they say. On their view you
have the participation-based reason even if you are sure there won’t be enough
others in the group, and so even if the group is merely counterfactually possible.
So, you have the reason to add your pint to the cart even if you know no one else
will contribute, and thus even if there is no possibility of being part of a group
that actually benefits the suffering people. This cannot be right. It implies that
I have moral reason not to walk down a quiet street in my quiet neighborhood
because this would make me part of the merely counterfactually possible group
that is such that because everyone in the city walked down this street at the
same time there was a stampede and people were crushed. ‘Participation’ in this
merely counterfactually possible group surely does not give me any moral rea-
son not to walk down the street.

This problem can be easily remedied by excluding merely counterfactually
possible groups. And then the proposal could be put just as well in the terms
I specified: that there is reason to act (or to refrain) if doing so might make you a
participant in a group that benefits (or harms)."* With that revision, this is a nice
proposal worthy of careful consideration. There is something very intuitive to
the idea that simply by contributing to the relevant underlying dimension, you
are, or might be, taking part in a group that together brings about the outcome
of concern, and that this is all we need to address the problem. And Wieland
and van Oeveren suggest that it avoids both of the issues that I raise for other
non-instrumental approaches.

But does it avoid both of the issues? I agree that it avoids the superfluity
problem. All that is needed for Simple Participation’s consideration to apply
is that you have added to the underlying dimension. So, its application does
not depend on an implicit assumption that you do in fact do something useful
toward bringing about a better outcome. But I am going to argue that it faces
a very similar problem, which we can call superfluity problem 2.0: the consider-
ation it identifies is not actually a plausible candidate for a morally significant
reason for action, and if it seems like a moral-reason-giving consideration this

11. In a new paper, Wieland (2022) admits that this is implausible and amends his view
accordingly to exclude merely counterfactually possible groups.
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is because we are implicitly assuming that a contribution along the underlying
dimension is not instrumentally superfluous. So, just as with views that face
the original superfluity problem, this view relies for its plausibility on implic-
itly presupposing a prior solution of an instrumental sort. I am also going to
argue that, even if I am wrong about that, the view still has trouble with the dis-
connect problem. So, either way, the proposal does not work. And the general
point I was trying to make about the need for and centrality of an instrumental
solution remains.

4. Superfluity Problem 2.0

To see superfluity problem 2.0, what we need is an example in which we can’t
be smuggling in an implicit assumption that your contribution matters instru-
mentally. That is, we need an example of an action that satisfies their account
of participation but that is uncontroversially superfluous. In collective impact
contexts our intuitions about whether an act is useful or merely superfluous are
muddy. So, to get a clear test case, we need one that does not have the collective
impact structure.
Here is an example:

Vending Machine: Three people— A, B, and C—are walking in a national
park when they come across two hikers who have been lost for several
days in the backcountry and who have finally stumbled back to the
trails. They are starving—they haven’t eaten in days. Luckily there
is a vending machine nearby, selling granola bars for four dollars
apiece. The vending machine accepts all coins and bills, but it does
not give change. After putting money in, you press a button, and the
number of granola bars this amount of money buys drop out. (So, if
you put in a ten-dollar bill and press the button, two granola bars will
come out, just as if you had put in eight dollars.) The two starving
people do not have any money on them. But A has a five-dollar bill,
B has a ten-dollar bill, and C has only a quarter. There is no one else
around.” Assuming no other complicating factors, A and B should
put in their money: each of their contributions would make a differ-
ence to the number of granola bars the hikers would get. Either con-
tribution alone would provide some food, and together they will give
the hikers three granola bars.

12. Assume that the people in the example know that this is how the machine works.
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Should C put their quarter in before the button is pressed? No matter what
A and B do, C’s quarter won’t make any difference at all to the quantity of food.
And, as long as we don’t make any additional stipulations beyond what is in the
example, there is no other sense in which adding the quarter would progress the
cause of helping these hikers. It would be an entirely useless thing to do, as far
as helping the hikers is concerned.

According to Simple Participation, though, there is moral reason to add the
quarter before the button is pressed. The reason is that by adding the quarter, C
would add to the amount of money (the underlying dimension), and this would
make C count as a participant in the group. If both A and B put in their money,
then if C puts in their quarter, the input will be $15.25, rather than just fifteen
dollars. True, this doesn’t do any good at all. It is an entirely useless change
along the underlying dimension. But it does add to the underlying dimension
nonetheless, and this, Wieland and van Oeveren claim, would make C count as
a participant in the group that benefits the starving hikers. This, they say, is a
moral reason to add the quarter.

This is implausible. This does not seem to be a consideration that speaks
morally in favor of adding the quarter. Perhaps someone might like to count
themselves a participant in this way, but this does not seem like something
morality would tell them to do.

To be clear, I don’t want to rule out that there could be some other moral
reason for C to add the quarter; there could be, depending on further details
about the case. What is under consideration here is whether the simple fact that
contributing to the underlying dimension and thereby, in that sense, making
oneself a participant in the group is itself a morally significant reason to do it.
The answer to that seems to me to be a clear ‘'no’.”3

13. An anonymous reviewer asked why the underlying dimension needs to be money in the
machine rather than food. A and B make a difference to the amount of food the starving hikers
receive, whereas C does not. Why not say, then, that the underlying dimension is food? If we say
that then donating a quarter would not add to the underlying dimension, and so Simple Partici-
pation would not have to say there is this reason to do so. But this does not work as a way out of
the issue. Money in the machine (prior to the button being pressed) fits the notion of underlying
dimension; there is no non-question-begging reason to say otherwise. And if Simple Participation
is to have any chance at answering the problem of collective impact, it needs to be able to count
stuff “at that level” as the underlying dimension. In many collective impact contexts, there is some-
thing that people directly contribute to that affects some further thing in the world, which impacts
the morally significant dimension. For instance, people’s greenhouse gas emissions affect global
temperatures, which has an impact on human and animal suffering (and various other morally
significant outcomes). Simple Participation needs to count contribution to the first ‘layer’ of this as
contribution to the underlying dimension; that is, contribution to greenhouse gas quantities needs
to be enough. If they say, instead, that only a contribution that makes a difference to global tem-
peratures counts as contributing to the underlying dimension, this clearly won’t be useful in solv-
ing the problem. Finally, note that we can easily come up with a collective impact case in which C
is directly manipulating the quantity of food but in an amount too small to make a difference to
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If you're not sure, it might help to consider the following: Imagine telling
some other person who has no money, D, that he should ask if he can quickly
hold the granola bars before passing them to the hungry hikers so that he can
count as a participant in what A and B are doing. It is true that Simple Par-
ticipation does not make holding the granola bars count as participating. But
why not? There doesn’t seem to be any morally significant difference between
D holding the granola bars and C adding the unhelpful quarter. Both of these
insert oneself into the causal pathway, but in an entirely superfluous, unhelp-
ful way. It seems arbitrary to count the superfluous addition of a quarter, and
not the superfluous holding of the granola bars, as participatory. And it seems
clear that there is no moral reason coming from the sense in which doing so
would make one a participant to uselessly take a turn holding the granola bars.
Perhaps one might like to be a participant in this way, but this is not something
morality would tell us to do.™

To make the point even clearer, let’s consider a different example —this time
one in which the group would be causing harm rather than preventing it. Again
here, what we need is a case in which—unlike in collective impact contexts —our
intuitions about whether the act in question is instrumentally superfluous are
not muddy.

Locks: There is a wide canal with a large region in which the water level
is controlled by locks. Right now, the water level is low, around knee
deep. But when the locks are open, the water level will rise high, well
above head height. Austin Powers is currently, while the water is low,
walking in the middle of the canal looking for a key that has fallen
in and is crucial for his mission. He does not know how to swim.
Dr. Evil has anticipated this situation, and he has had his henchman
Mustafa knock out the person who was manning the locks. Now Mus-
tafa and Dr. Evil are opening the locks in an effort to drown Powers.
You are on the land nearby, and you see what is going on. You decide
to slip into the water to swim to the middle of the canal where Powers
is and try to rescue him. You don’t know if you will make it in time,
but you think it's worth a try.

the relief of the hunger (e.g., A and B each give a cup of rice, while C can only give a hundredth
of a grain of rice). There is no denying here that C is making a difference with respect to the same
underlying dimension as A and B (food), and yet C’s contribution would be useless.

14. If we say there is another reason to hold the granola bars (e.g., an expressive reason),
this is a different proposal. It is not relevant to assessing whether or not Simple Participation is
identifying a morally significant reason-giving consideration. I discuss the expressive proposal in
Nefsky (2018), and below I will discuss trying to combine Simple Participation with the expressive
proposal.
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Notice that in going into the water, you are adding to the underlying dimension
(the water level) that is such that because enough others are contributing to it, a
harmful outcome will or might occur. Adding your body mass to this part of the
canal technically increases the water level, but only in a tiny, imperceptible way.
We can stipulate that this miniscule, imperceptible increase in water level could
not possibly make any difference at all for the worse. It has no possibility of hav-
ing any effect (perceptible or otherwise) on how badly things go for Powers. It
is an increase in the water level that is totally instrumentally irrelevant, as far as
what Dr. Evil and Mustafa are doing. It couldn’t help their project in any way.

According to Simple Participation, though, because your going in the water
does in fact contribute, albeit totally insignificantly, to the underlying dimen-
sion, this would make you a participant in what Dr. Evil and Mustafa are doing.
It makes you a participant in this group that is causing, or might cause, serious
harm. This gives you moral reason not to do it. Wieland and van Oeveren can
say that this reason is outweighed by the reason you have to go in—namely,
that there is a chance that you will save Powers’s life. But even if it can be out-
weighed, Simple Participation does say that the fact that you will be adding to
the underlying dimension makes you a participant in the group of people harm-
ing Powers, and that this is a morally significant consideration against going in.

This is surely not right. First, the claim that this instrumentally irrelevant,
totally harmless increase to the water level makes you a participant in what Dr.
Evil and Mustafa are doing seems false. At least, it does not track any famil-
iar or normal notion of participation. They can call this “participation” if they
would like, but this example highlights that this is a fully stipulative use of
the term, rather than capturing a commonsense notion. The reason it seemed
like a more ordinary notion of participation in Vending Machine was because
of the intentions we were imagining C would have if they did add their quar-
ter. C would be doing so—we were likely imagining—with the intention of
counting as a participant. But their account of participation was not supposed
to depend on the agent having such intentions; they want it to apply in cases
like buying products whose mass consumption has harmful effects, even if the
agent has no participatory intentions when they do so. In Locks, where there
is no temptation to think that the agent has a participatory intention, there is
nothing intuitive or commonsense about the claim that adding to the under-
lying dimension in an instrumentally irrelevant way is enough to make one a
participant in the group.

The question then is whether, even though it is not an ordinary notion of par-
ticipation, it is picking out a morally significant form of involvement in a group.
Is this sort of involvement in what Dr. Evil and Mustafa are doing—adding to
the same underlying dimension but only in an entirely instrumentally irrele-
vant way—a kind of involvement that gives you moral reason not to go into
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the water? Surely not. If it was possible that entering the water could contrib-
ute instrumentally —that it could make things worse or in some other way push
things further along toward a worse outcome—this would be different. I can
certainly see saying then that, regardless of your intentions, entering the water
counts as a morally significant form of involvement in what they are doing and
gives you at least some overridable reason not to do so. But insofar as the increase
in water level that occurs as a result of your entry won’t have any influence at
all on the outcome, and won't help progress Dr. Evil and Mustafa’s cause in any
other way, there is no plausibility to the claim that this is a morally significant
form of involvement in their harmful activities.

My conclusion so far is that the consideration Simple Participation identi-
fies is not in itself a moral reason to do something. Why did it look like a moral
reason (if it did) when we first heard it as a proposed solution to the problem of
collective impact? It looked that way because in collective impact contexts, it is
easy to smuggle in an intuition that a contribution along the underlying dimen-
sion does matter instrumentally. I think that intuition is correct, and I argue
for this elsewhere (Nefsky 2017). But regardless of whether or not it’s correct,
I think we often have it. While sometimes we are pulled by the ‘it won’t make
a difference’ thought to think that refraining from driving, or buying another
fast-fashion T-shirt, etc., would be useless, much of the time many of us think
of these choices as mattering instrumentally, as progressing things in a certain
direction. This intuition sneaks its way in when we are evaluating proposals
that are not supposed to depend on its truth. If we do smuggle it in, then, of
course, it seems like a morally significant way of participating. Contributing
in a way that makes progress toward a better outcome is a morally significant
thing to do.

Before moving on, I want to consider another possibility. In a recent
follow-up paper, Wieland suggests a different way of thinking about the role
of participation in a solution to the problem of collective impact. Wieland’s
claim there is not that participation in their sense is itself reason-giving, but
rather that there are reasons having to do with what you would be expressing
about yourself to not participate in harmful groups and to participate in ben-
eficial groups (Wieland 2022). This is a version of a different response to the
problem of collective impact: the appeal to expressive reasons. And it faces the
same issue that I have raised in earlier work with such an approach (Nefsky
2018). Put in terms of Wieland’s account, the problem is that the fact that one
would be a participant in Simple Participation’s sense is simply not sufficient
for counting as expressing the relevant attitudes. Take Locks again. You could
know that you are contributing to the underlying dimension (the water level)
by going into the canal, and so you could know that you are participating in
what Dr. Evil and Mustafa are doing in Simple Participation’s sense of the
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term. But it is simply not true that you therefore are expressing a lack of con-
cern for Powers, or displaying a willingness to help in Dr. Evil’s project, in
virtue of doing so. Your action expresses no such thing, at least insofar as you
also know that your doing so could not possibly help Dr. Evil’s project in any
way at all. Similarly, in Vending Machine, if C chooses not to add the quarter,
we cannot say that C is thereby expressing a lack of concern for the hungry
hikers. If C is aware that her quarter won’t help at all, it expresses no such bad
attitude to choose not to add it. (If she does express a lack of concern, this will
be in virtue of other things she says or does.) When we move back to collective
impact contexts, driving a gas-guzzling SUV might indeed often express a lack
of concern for climate change. But if so, this is not simply in virtue of the fact
that it counts as ‘participation” in Simple Participation’s sense of the term. As
the case of Locks and Vending Machine demonstrate, something else or further
must be doing the work. I argue elsewhere that when we look at what could
explain why acts like driving a gas-guzzling SUV express the relevant attitudes
(if they do), we find that expressive reasons cannot themselves address what is
at issue in the problem of collective impact (see Nefsky 2018: 279-83).%>

5. The Disconnect Problem

I have argued that Simple Participation faces superfluity problem 2.o: it is not
actually identifying a morally significant reason for action, and if it looks like it
does, this is just because we are implicitly assuming that individual acts are not
instrumentally merely superfluous—an assumption this approach cannot help
itself to. But suppose I am wrong and there is a moral reason of the sort that
Simple Participation identifies. The problem then, I'll now argue, is that it faces
the disconnect problem.

According to Simple Participation, you have moral reason to add your pint
of water coming from the fact that doing so would make you a “participant’ in
the group that helps the suffering men. Doing so would make you a participant
because, even though (we are assuming for the sake of argument) the addition
of your pint is instrumentally useless, it does add to the underlying dimension
(how much water is in the cart). Notice though that, insofar as this is correct,
this moral reason can be equally well-responded to by adding just a drop of
water from your pint (and keeping the rest), or if it were possible, adding just a

15. From a correspondence, my impression is that Wieland thinks I have shown that their
account of participation is not right, but that with the right account, we would be able to appeal
to expressive reasons to participate in beneficial groups, and to avoid participating in harmful
groups, as an answer to the problem of collective impact. But I see no reason to think there is a fully
non-instrumental account of participation that would be able to do this trick.
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molecule. Adding just a drop, or just a molecule, adds to the underlying dimen-
sion. So, it does make you a participant in the relevant sense. And if we are
accepting that adding a pint is of no instrumental significance, adding a pint
seems 1o better a way of counting oneself as a participant than just adding a drop
or just a molecule. Both make you a participant, and neither does anything —we
are assuming—to progress the cause of alleviating the men’s suffering. So, nei-
ther seems to be a superior way of responding to the participation-based moral
reason.®

Why is this a problem? Because just adding a drop of water, or just adding
a molecule, is not (in Drops of Water, as described) doing the kind of thing that
if enough people do it, the harmful outcome will be prevented. The continued
suffering will not be prevented, or even reduced, if people just give at most a
single drop. As we said, to solve the problem, we need an explanation as to why
each of us has moral reason specifically to do the sort of thing that if enough of
us do it, will prevent the harm of concern. A reason to add a pint that could be
responded to just as well by, instead, adding just a drop or just a molecule is no
such reason."”

For another way of seeing the disconnect problem, consider a point similar
to the one I made about holding the granola bars in Vending Machine. Suppose

16. This is something Wieland and van Oeveren embrace in their article. They say that their
account is ‘degreeless’: ‘If you add to D, you participate all the same’ (19). In a later article, Wieland
(2022) revises this, saying that participation-based reasons do come in degrees. But his point there
is that they vary in degree based on how likely it is that the group will cause harm or will cause
benefit. There is no argument to suggest that the strength of the reason varies with the size of the
contribution you would make. One might think, though, that obviously it does. Since ‘contribu-
tion to the underlying dimension” makes one a participant, doing so more must make you more
of a participant, and there is good reason to participate more. But while participation sometimes
works like this, it does not always. I might count as participating more in the class by speaking up
more, or as participating more in the party by dancing more. But while my occupying a seat at the
symphony does make me a participant in the event, stretching out so that I occupy two seats does
not make me more of a participant in it. Making an instrumentally irrelevant contribution along
the underlying dimension (e.g., the adding of the quarter in the vending machine example) seems
like it would be participation of the second sort rather than the first sort—a simple ‘in’ rather than
‘out’ way of participating. If, on the other hand, the contribution to the underlying dimension is
not merely superfluous to what the group is doing, it would make sense to regard a larger such
contribution as more participatory than a smaller such contribution. So, a way out of this issue
with Simple Participation would be to refine the conditions for participation and argue that, on
the revised conditions, the individual contribution is not instrumentally irrelevant. But of course,
this would then no longer be a non-instrumental solution to the problem; it would be a solution of
exactly the sort I am saying we need.

17. This is not to say that a view that says there is reason to add just a molecule cannot
count as a solution to the problem. If the reason to add a pint is substantially stronger than
the reason to just add a molecule, this could be adequate. The issue with Simple Participa-
tion is that it does not give a basis for regarding the reason to add a pint as any stronger than
the reason to add just a drop. In other words, the consideration identified can be just as well
responded to either way.
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I don’t want to give up my pint of water, and you say to me, “‘Why don’t you see
if you can instead just rock the cart back and forth a little bit before it is taken
to the desert? That way you will still have participated in the group effort’. It’s
true that Simple Participation does not count this as a way of participating. But
why not? If making a contribution to the underlying dimension is a morally rec-
ommended way of participating even though the contribution is entirely useless,
then it seems like rocking the cart back and forth should be too. Both involve
inserting oneself into the causal pathway but in, we are assuming, a useless,
unhelpful way. In other words, just as with adding the quarter and holding the
granola bars, there does not seem to be a principled reason being offered by Sim-
ple Participation to view these two ways of engaging in what the group is doing
differently. So, I should be able to respond to the moral reason their account is
getting at (if there really is such a reason) by rocking the cart instead of add-
ing my pint. Such a reason cannot count as addressing what is at issue in our
problem.

A proponent of Simple Participation could attempt to show that adding a
pint does have a different participatory significance than merely rocking the cart
and to show that there is good reason to give one’s full pint of water and not just
a drop. But this would require additional argument, and I cannot see a plausible,
non-stipulative way that this could go that does not involve (effectively) arguing
against the instrumental uselessness of adding one’s pint to the cart. That is,
I cannot see how a proponent of Simple Participation could make the case for
these distinctions without (effectively) moving to an at-least partly instrumental
approach.

To sum up, I've argued that while this participation view does avoid the
original superfluity problem, it faces superfluity problem 2.0: it only seems
to spell out a morally significant reason for action when we are (even if only
implicitly) thinking of contributions to the underlying dimension as mattering
instrumentally. When we look at examples in which we can better control for
that sort of intuition (like Vending Machine and Locks), it becomes clear that
the sort of consideration identified, taken by itself, is not a moral reason-giving
one.’® But I've also argued that even if I'm wrong about that, and there is moral
reason to participate in the bare sense identified by Simple Participation, the
view still falls into the disconnect problem. It is not a reason that addresses
what is at issue. In the last section of the essay, though, I want to make a dif-
ferent case for the necessity of an instrumental solution to the problem of col-
lective impact.

18. And that it cannot by itself support the applicability of other normative reasons, like
expressive reasons.
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6. Open vs. Closed Cases, and the Importance of
Distinguishing Distinct Problems

Consider the following two pairs of situations:

Pair 1:

Actual Climate Situation: It is true that serious harmful outcomes will
occur no matter what. But still, a huge amount depends on what
happens going forward. If global emissions are massively reduced,
things will be much less catastrophic than various other potential
higher-emitting paths forward.

Imaginary Climate Situation: Things are already set to be maximally
catastrophic, and there is no way any longer to slow climate change or
reduce the severity of climate harms by way of reducing global emis-
sions. We have passed some sort of tipping point with our emissions,
such that it all will come crashing down on us, no matter what hap-
pens going forward. (I'm not saying this makes any scientific sense.
This is purely imaginary.)

Pair 2:

Drops of Water: as given above.

Certain Water: Just like ‘Drops of Water’, except for one big difference: Bill
Gates has set up a perfectly reliable machine that will —after anyone
who wants to adds their pint to the cart—fill up the cart the rest of the
way with water. So, whether or not people add their pints, the cart will
be totally filled and the suffering will be relieved to the maximal extent.™

As far as Simple Participation goes, the moral reason one has to not drive a
gas-guzzling SUV, or to not fly, or to not eat beef (connected to climate change)
is the same (in both type and strength) whether we are in the Actual Climate
Situation or in the Imaginary (all is inevitable) Climate Situation. On this view,
whether things are already totally doomed, or whether they depend a huge
amount on what people do going forward, makes no difference to my decision

19. See Nefsky (2019: 9—10) for a version of this point in connection with a different sort
of view.

Journal of Practical Ethics « vol. 11, no. 1 + 2023



Participation, Collective Impact, and Your Instrumental Significance =« 55

about what to do. Similarly, on Simple Participation, the reason one has to add
one’s pint of water to the cart is the same (in both type and strength) whether
we are in Drops of Water or Certain Water —whether the relief of the suffering
depends on what people do going forward or not at all. This cannot be right.
There should be additional, or substantially stronger, reasons for action in the
Actual Climate Situation and in Drops of Water than in these alternative ‘the
outcome is already inevitable’ scenarios.*

Let’s call Drops of Water and Actual Climate Situation ‘open’ cases, and Cer-
tain Water and Imaginary Climate Situation ‘closed” cases. So, open cases are
those in which the outcome is up in the air and in which it depends on what
people do going forward, while closed cases are those in which the outcome
is, for some reason, already settled in the relevant respects. If you agree that
there should be additional or stronger reasons in the open cases, this is a dif-
ferent reason to be unsatisfied with Simple Participation and with other purely
non-instrumental proposals. It is doubtful that we can capture why there is
additional, or stronger, reason for the individual to act in the open cases while
embracing that there is no difference in instrumental significance between your
contribution in the open cases and your contribution in the closed cases. Just
like Simple Participation, other truly non-instrumental proposals (ones that are
non-instrumental all the way down), do not seem to be capable of capturing the
difference either. Take an appeal to expressive reason, which says that, while
your refraining from driving a car is instrumentally irrelevant, it does express
your concern about climate change. This view, in addition to facing a version of
the dilemma discussed above, faces the present problem: it cannot differentiate
our reasons for action in the open and closed cases.

One might reply, though, that while purely non-instrumental approaches
have this problem, instrumental approaches just face the opposite problem: they
cannot explain why there is still moral reason to act in the relevant ways in the
closed cases. I don’t myself have a clear intuition that one should add one’s pint
in Certain Water, or that one should not drive a gas-guzzling SUV in the Imagi-
nary Climate Situation. But [ know that some people do, and they might be right.
And I do share that sort of intuition in various other cases.>* But even if those

20. In Wieland’s revised view (Wieland 2022) in which the reasons do vary in strength, it is
the reasons in Certain Water and Imaginary Climate Situation that are stronger. On this view, the
participation-based reasons get stronger the more certain it is that the group will together bring
about the harm (or benefit) in question. So, if the outcome is inevitable, the reasons are the stron-
gest. This might be fine for an answer to a different question (which I am about to identify), but this
is very problematic for a proposed solution to the problem of collective impact.

21. For example, I share this intuition in Parfit's Harmless Torturers. In Harmless Torturers a
thousand people each increase the voltage being applied to a thousand victims by a miniscule,
imperceptible amount. While each change in voltage seems to make no difference for the worse to
the victims, all of these actions together result in tremendous pain (Parfit 1984: 80.) In this example
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conclusions are correct, this is not an issue for the point that I have been making
in this essay, nor is it a problem for instrumental solutions to the problem of
collective impact.

First, my point is that an instrumental approach is a necessary and central
part of a satisfactory answer to the problem of collective impact. I'm not arguing
that it is sufficient for a full picture of our individual moral reasons and obliga-
tions in collective impact contexts.

Second, even if we do want to be able to explain why there is reason for
making the choices in question in the closed cases, this is not a necessary part of
addressing the problem of collective impact itself. Indeed, it is important to see
that there are two distinct problems here that should be separated.

The problem of collective impact is a problem about why we (as individuals)
ought, or at least have good moral reason, to not act in ways that, while indi-
vidually seem too small to make a difference, could collectively result in serious
avoidable harm. In other words, it is a problem about how serious bad outcomes
that are at risk of occurring in the future could be prevented or avoided if enough
people make certain sorts of choices that seem individually insignificant. A dis-
tinct problem is, roughly: How can we explain why there is moral reason not to
be a cause, or to associate oneself with the cause, of a harmful outcome even when
that outcome is inevitable?

This second problem might arise in some collective impact contexts, but it is
not at all unique to them. It comes up in various other sorts of areas. An exam-
ple is Bernard Williams’s case of George the chemist, who is trying to decide
whether to take a job in morally problematic chemical weapons research. It is
stipulated in the example that someone else will take the job if he does not; the
idea is supposed to be that, therefore, the outcomes of the research will be just as
bad, or worse (because the other job candidate lacks the moral scruples George
has), if George does not take the job. Leaving aside what we think George should
do all-things-considered, many people think there is at least strong moral reason
for him to not take the job. But if the harmful outcomes of the research are inevi-
table, why would this be? This is an instance of the second problem, and not the
problem of collective impact. It is a problem about why there could be reason to
not be a cause of harm, or involve oneself in the production of harm, even if the
harm is inevitable. If we take away the stipulation that the harm is inevitable,
there is no question as to why George has moral reason not to take the job.**

I find it intuitive that there is at least some moral reason not to turn the dial up a notch even if one
is the very last one and the full harm is entirely inevitable at that point.

22. For a different example, take an ‘overdetermined shooter’ case: A is going to shoot B no
matter what, and A’s shot will be enough to kill B. Knowing this, and supposing that the pain
involved will not be any worse if C shoots too, why is there moral reason for C to not also shoot
B simultaneously? This is not the problem of collective impact. Here the harm is supposed to be
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It is possible that a single solution will address both problems, but that does
not need to be the case. Indeed, if you agree with me that there should be dif-
ferent, or stronger, reasons for action in the open cases than in the closed cases,
then trying for a single solution to both problems is probably not the way to go.
In any case, it is no objection to a proposed solution to the problem of collective
impact that it does not also address this second different sort of problem. I think
many of those who are drawn to pursuing a purely non-instrumental approach
to the problem of collective impact, and particularly those who resist my point
about the need for an instrumental solution, are making the mistake of running
these two problems together and failing to see them as distinct.
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