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What should heroes think of the rest of us? 
 

by Elizabeth Harman 
 

1. The supererogatory 
 
Something supererogatory is above and beyond what morality requires: 

 
It is supererogatory to do something if and only if it’s morally good to do it, but it’s not morally 
required to do it.  

   
Some things are morally good to do, but they are not supererogatory because they are morally 
required: 

 
Rosalinda repays the $5 she borrowed from Annalucia. 

 
Javier, an Emergency Medical Technician, revives Paul after he’s had a heart attack. 

 
Some things are supererogatory; they are above and beyond what morality requires: 
 

Annalucia’s classmade Avien is struggling in their math class.  Although the two don’t know 
each other well, she helps him to study for their next exam. 

 
Sarah sees a child caught in ocean water.  The conditions are unsafe.  Given these 
conditions, if Sarah swims out to try to save the child, there is about a 2/3 chance they will 
both survive, and about a 1/3 chance they will both perish.  Sarah has a wealth of ocean 
experience and takes in all of these facts quickly, as she surveys the situation; she 
understands the risk.  She dives into the water.  She saves the child. 

 
Henry reads a news story about how many people need kidneys, how the wait is years long, 
and how some people never get the kidney they need.  Henry has a mild phobia of hospitals, 
but he is also moved by the idea that he could make a big difference in another person’s life.  
After thinking it over, he signs up to donate one of his kidneys to a stranger.  Someone he’d 
never met before, Bill, ends up receiving his kidney. 
 
Margot is a pediatrician.  Her eleven-year-old patient Josie is pregnant, and wants an 
abortion.  They live in a U.S. state where abortion is illegal.  Margot takes a great deal of her 
personal time to make sure that Josie can get an abortion in another U.S. state where 
abortion is legal.  Margot knows that she is risking being charged with a crime by the 
unreasonable prosecutors in her state, though she also knows that she is not actually 
breaking any existing laws.   
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2.  Three views of the supererogatory 
 
First view:  Nothing is supererogatory. 
 
Second view:  Actions can be supererogatory.  A supererogatory action is always optional. 
 

Because something supererogatory is never morally required, it is never a mistake to fail to do 
it.  It is optional! 

 
An objection to the Second View: 
 

Julie has given her friend Nina a lot of help as Nina studies for her medical boards.  The 
exam is coming up, and Nina thought she was in good shape, but then she realized that she 
really needed more help studying some of the material.  In a panic, she texts Julie and says, 
“You’ve already helped me so much that I hesitate to ask more.  By any chance could you do 
another round of studying with me?”  Julie is exhausted from working long hours, but she 
knows how much is at stake for Nina.  She knows that she doesn’t have to help again.  “I 
don’t have to do this,” she thinks, “but I should help her study.”  She meets up with Nina 
for a final round of studying before the exam. 

 
I claim: 
 

When Julie thinks “I should help her study,” she could be right.  
 
In general, sometimes there is something morally good that we could do, we think “I don’t have to 
do this, but I should,” and our thought is true.   
 
Third View (my view): 
 

Sometimes a person could do something supererogatory, and all things considered, 
she should do it. 
 
Sometimes a person would be making a mistake to fail to do something 
supererogatory.  This would be a moral mistake that isn’t morally wrong. 

 
 Thus, supererogatory actions are optional in one sense but not in another.   
 
  It’s not ever morally wrong to fail to do something supererogatory. 
  One is never blameworthy for failing to do something supererogatory. 
 

Sometimes one should do something supererogatory, and one makes a mistake if one 
fails to do it. 
One is not blameworthy for this, but one is criticizable. 
One has not done something morally bad, but one has failed to do something morally 
good that one should have done. 
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The book I’m writing, When To Be a Hero, argues for this third view, and argues that recognizing its 
truth is useful in a number of ways: 
 
 The Expansive View: 
 
 There are things one should do for moral reasons that aren’t morally required. 
 
 There are morally permissible moral mistakes. 
 
On this view, the question “Is now the time to be a hero?” makes sense and has an answer.   
 
 Sometimes the answer is “yes.” 
 
 Sometimes the answer is “no.” 
 

Hannah is sitting in her backyard when she feels a headache coming on.  She is 
prone to terrible headaches that last for hours, but she’s learned that she can prevent 
them by going to lie down in a dark room for an hour when she feels one coming 
on.  Her six-year-old neighbor Timmy calls out from his yard:  “Do you want to play 
checkers?”  She does play checkers with him sometimes, and she know it lifts his 
spirits because he’s been lonely and his mother has been dealing with a serious 
illness.   

 
 

3.  Heroes’ thoughts about their own actions 
 
Suppose that Sarah, Henry, and Margot each have this thought: 
 
 “I don’t have to do this, but I should do it.” 
 
Let’s focus on heroes like this, who know they are not morally required to do what they are doing, 
and who believe that they should do what they are doing. 
 
Heroes know that others do not all make the same heroic choices they have made. 
 
We others know that heroes are making choices we are not making. 
 
I claim:  
 

Heroes often think to themselves, “I don’t have to do this, but I should do it.” 
 

We (both heroes and the rest of us) commonly think: 
 

Heroes are not committed to any judgment or criticism of us.   
 
It is good when heroes do not judge or criticize of the rest of us. 

 
My goal:  to argue that heroes are often committed to criticism of the rest of us. 
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4.  What should heroes think of the rest of us? 
 
Are heroes committed to thinking the rest of us are acting morally wrongly? 
 
 No!   
 
Are heroes committed to thinking the rest of us are making a mistake? 
 
 Some of us are in very different circumstances, and have very different talents. 
 
 But some of us are similarly situated. 
 

5.  Are heroes committed to thinking that those of us  
who are similarly situated are making a mistake? 

 
How can we vindicate a hero’s having this thought? 
 

“This is the right choice for me, but that doesn’t mean it’s the right choice for anyone else.” 
 
Can heroes point to a difference in personal values to avoid judging the rest of us?  
 

Tim’s mother died of pancreatic cancer, so Tim runs in charity races for pancreatic cancer 
research.  This is personally meaningful to Tim, and it’s a way of honoring his mother.  Tim 
doesn’t believe pancreatic cancer is more important than all other causes to which he could 
devote his energy. 
 
Elise has always had cats as pets.  She does volunteer work for no-kill animal shelters, 
working exclusively with cats.  She doesn’t believe that cats matter more than other animals 
or other causes. 
 

Tim and Elise could reasonably see others as differently situated. 
 
This is really a difference of biography, not of personal values.  

 
Differences in personal values that are differences in moral and normative beliefs. 
 

My Crucial Claim: 
 

When the only relevant difference between two people is in their beliefs about how 
strong various reasons are, their beliefs about what really matters, or their beliefs about what they 
should do, then they do not differ in what they should do. 

 
Argument for my crucial claim:  

 
When two people disagree about how strong a reason is, one of them is correct and one is 
incorrect.  Having an incorrect view about how strong a reason is does not change the strength of 
the reason to make your incorrect view turn out to be correct. 

  



 5 

An illustration: 
 

Bob’s student Gretta confides in Bob that she recently came out to her parents as a lesbian, 
and they have been awful to her.  It has made it hard for her to concentrate on her work, and 
for this reason she asks for an extension.  Bob discusses the situation with his colleague Delia. 
 
Bob:  “I think personal drama like this only provides a very weak reason for an extension.  
I’m not inclined to grant it.” 
Delia:  “Bob, you’re wrong.  It’s a weighty reason to give an extension!  You should give the 
extension.” 
Bob:  “Well, Delia, since those are your values, if it were your student, then it would be true 
that you should give the extension.  But since I don’t prioritize indulging students’ personal 
drama, it’s not true of me that I should give an extension in this case.” 
 

Bob is incorrect.   
 

Bob’s speech is awful.  But it’s analogous this much less offensive speech: 
 
Hero:  “I’m living my life this way because of my values, because I feel moved to live my life 
this way.  The reasons to do it are compelling to me.  Others feel differently, so it may well 
be that they shouldn’t make these sacrifices and do these things.” 

 
This speech embodies the non-critical attitude that we often admire in heroes. 
 
But if “the reasons to do it are compelling to me” really just means “I believe there are strong 
reasons for me to do it” then the speech can’t be right. 
 

6.  Are heroes committed to thinking that those of us  
who are differently situated are making a mistake? 

 
A hero saw reasons to help others as winning out over their self-interested reasons.   
 
Each of us also sometimes faces an opportunity to significantly help one or more others, at 
significant cost or risk to ourselves.   
 
If it made sense for the hero to make a big sacrifice (or take a risk) for others, does it make sense for 
us to do it too?   
 
If it would have been a mistake for the hero not to do it, are we making mistakes? 
 

7.  My conclusion 
 
Some heroes know that they don’t have to do what they are doing, but believe that they should do 
what they are doing.  They believe there are strong reasons for them to do what they are doing.   

 
These beliefs commit them to seeing similarly-situated non-heroic others as making mistakes.  
. . . And maybe to criticism of differently-situated non-heroic others too! 
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My published papers on these topics:  (most available at elizabethharman.org) 
 
“Morally Permissible Moral Mistakes” (Ethics, 2016) argues for the existence of morally permissible moral mistakes; 
argues that morally permissible moral mistakes can arise from moral constraints; argues that some morally permissible 
moral mistakes are praiseworthy; and argues that the distinction between moral mistakes and (its subset) morally wrong 
actions cannot be explained by other already well-known distinctions such as:  what is objectively wrong versus what is 
subjectively wrong; what is morally best versus what is morally required; the morally right thing to do versus the morally 
required thing to do; what one ought to do versus what one must do; what is justified by reasons versus what is required 
by reasons; and perfect duties versus imperfect duties. 
 
“Morality within the Realm of the Morally Permissible” (Oxford Studies in Normative Ethics, 2015) argues that moral 
theories can be put into four categories according to how they treat the realm of the morally permissible, and how they 
answer the following three questions:  Can an agent face two morally permissible options, one of which is morally better 
than the other?  Are there any cases in which an agent has more than one morally permissible option available to her, 
and one of those options is such that, all things considered, she should take that option?  Given that there are some 
options one should take all things considered, but which are not morally required, are any of them such that one should 
perform them for purely moral reasons?  The fourth category of moral theory answers “yes” to all three questions; it has not 
been generally recognized that there can be views in this fourth category.  I defend the view that there are morally 
permissible moral mistakes against the following alternative diagnoses of apparent cases of morally permissible moral 
mistakes:  the apparently supererogatory action is really morally required; the action that apparently should be performed 
is really just made eligible as a reasonable thing to do; whereas it looks like the supererogatory option is only supported 
by moral reasons, it is also supported by non-moral reasons; and while it appears that the supererogatory action should 
be performed, actually the agent’s reasons tell against performing it, and that is part of why performing it is 
praiseworthy.  I argue that these alternative diagnoses do not succeed in undermining the cases that support the view 
that there are morally permissible moral mistakes. 
   
“There is No Moral Ought and No Prudential Ought” (in The Routledge Handbook of Practical Reason, Eds. Chang and Sylvan, 
2021) argues against the following natural view:  There are a number of different oughts.  There is a moral ought, there is a 
prudential ought, etc.  Each ought is such that one ought to do the best thing that one could do, where the sense of best 
varies with the kind of ought it is.  The moral ought and the prudential ought sometimes conflict:  sometimes, morally, one 
ought to do something, while prudentially, one ought to refrain from doing it; and vice versa.  I argue that there is no 
distinctively moral ought, and no distinctively prudential ought, though there are some ought facts that are distinctively 
moral, and some ought facts that are distinctively prudential.  I argue that moral ought claims never conflict with prudential 
ought claims:  it is never the case that, morally, one ought to do something while, prudentially, one ought to refrain. 
   
“Eating Meat as a Morally Permissible Moral Mistake” (in Philosophy Comes to Dinner, Eds. Chignell, Cuneo, and 
Halteman, 2015) addresses the following puzzle:  many people are vegetarians for moral reasons, and yet they 
accommodate others’ meat-eating.  It is not in general morally permissible to accommodate others’ wrongdoing; what 
could explain and justify their accommodation?  I argue that positing that moral vegetarians are really committed to the 
view that eating meat is a morally permissible moral mistake can explain and vindicate their accommodation behavior.   
   
“Gamete Donation as a Laudable Moral Mistake” (in The Oxford Handbook of Population Ethics, Eds. Arrhenius, Bykvist, 
Campbell, Finneron-Burns, 2022) offers the view that anonymous gamete donation is a moral mistake, and yet is a 
praiseworthy, good thing to do.  Gamete donation enables people to become parents, and brings a wanted child into 
existence.  However, anonymous gamete donation leaves the donor isolated from their genetic child, unable to help 
them were the child to need help, despite the donor’s having a duty to help if help is needed. 
 
“Heroes and Jerks:  Morality Beyond Requirement” (in Oxford Handbook of Normative Ethics, Eds. Copp, Rosati, and Rulli, 
forthcoming in 2026) (available by email) 
This essay explains the supererogatory and the suberogatory, and argues for the Expansive View.  I discuss several 
asymmetries between the supererogatory and the suberogatory. 
   
 


