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When deciding how to act, we are often faced
with uncertainty over, confusions about, or con-
flicts between, our inclinations, desires, or
interests. The uncertainty, confusions, and con-
flicts can arise even when we are concerned
simply to promote our own self-interest. We
may not know what is in our best interests: we
may have simply adopted some mistaken ideas
of our parents, our friends, or our culture. Were
our parents Nazis, for example, we may think
that maintaining racial purity is our most im-
portant personal aim. We may confuse our
wants and our interests: we want to manipulate
others and therefore infer that close personal
relationships are detrimental to our interests.
Even when we know some of our interests, we
may be unable to rank them by their relative
importance: we may assume that wealth is more
important than developing character and having
close relationships. Other times we may know
our interests, but be unsure of how to resolve
conflicts between them: I may need to write a
paper, yet want to hike the local mountain. Even
if I know the best choice, I may not act on it: I
may know precisely that it is in my best long-
term interest to lose weight, vet inhale that
scrumptious pie instead.

These complications show why I can best
pursue my interests only if I rationally deliber-
ate about my self interests — if I take the first
steps toward theorizing about them. I must
sometimes step back and think more abstractly
about (a) what it means for something to be an
interest (rather than a mere desire), (b) to detect

which objects or behavior or goals are most
likely to advance those interests, (c) to under-
stand the interconnections between my interests
(e.g., the ways that health enhances my chance
of achieving other interests) (d) to find a pro-
cedure for coping with conflicts, and (e) to learn
how to act on the outcome of rational deliber-
ation. Such theorizing can guide practice: it can
help us act more prudently.

Of course, many — perhaps most — actions do
not concern simply us; they also concern others,
and they do so in myriad ways. Some of my
actions may benefit others while other actions
may harm them, and I may benefit or harm
others directly or indirectly, intentionally or
unintentionally. I might directly harm Joe by
pushing him. I might push him because I am
angry with him or because I want his place in
the queue. Or I could indirectly harm Joe, for
instance, by landing the promotion he needs to
finance nursing care for his dying mother. Or I
might offend Joe by privately engaging in what
he deems kinky sex. If so, my bedroom antics
affect him, although only indirectly, and only
because of his particular moral beliefs. Arguably
it is inappropriate to say that I harmed Joe in
these last two cases, although I did choose to act
knowing my actions might affect him (or some-
one else) in these ways.

In short, in choosing how to act, I should
acknowledge that many of my actions affect
others, even if only indirectly. In these circum-
stances, I must choose whether to pursue my
self-interest or whether to pursue (or at least

3



Theorizing about Ethics

not harm) the interests of others. Other times I
must choose to act in ways that may harm some
people while benefitting others. I might occa-
sionally find ways to promote everyone’s inter-
ests without harming anyone’s. Occasionally,
but not always. Perhaps not even often.
Knowing this does not settle the question of
how I should act. It only sets the range within
which morality operates. Morality, traditionally
understood, involves primarily, and perhaps ex-
clusively, behavior that affects others. I say per-
haps because some people (e.g., Kant) think
anyone who harms herself, for instance, by
squandering her talents or abusing her body,
has done something morally wrong. For present
purposes, though, we can leave this interesting
and important question aside. For what every-
one acknowledges is that actions which indis-
putably affect others fall within the moral arena.
We might disagree about how the fact that an
action negatively affects others should shape our
decision about how to act. We might also dis-
agree whether and to what extent actions which
affect others only indirectly should be evaluated
morally. We might further disagree about how
to distinguish direct from indirect harm. None-
theless, if someone’s action directly and sub-
stantially affects others (either benefits or
harms them), then even if we do not yet know
whether the action is right or wrong, we can
agree that it should be evaluated morally. How
we should evaluate it I will discuss in a moment.
But first I should note related but opposite
dangers here that we should avoid. One, we
might infer from the previous discussion that
most moral decisions are complicated or confus-
ing. That is a mistake. For many moral “deci-
sions” are quite easy to make — so easy that we
never think about them. No one seriously de-
bates whether morally she should drug a class-
mate so she can have sex with him, whether she
should steal money from her co-workers to
finance a vacation on the Riviera, or whether
she should knowingly infect someone with
AIDS. This is not the stuff of which moral
disagreement is made. We know quite well that
such actions are wrong. In fact, I dare say that
most moral questions are so easily answered
that we never ask them. Rather than discuss
these obvious ‘“questions,” we focus on, think
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about, and debate only those that are unclear,
those about which there is genuine disagree-
ment.

However, we are also sometimes guilty of
assuming that a decision is easy to make,
when, in fact, it is not. This opposite extreme
is an equally (or arguably more) serious mistake.
We may fail to see just the conflicts, confusions,
or uncertainties: the issue may be so compli-
cated that we overlook, fail to understand, or do
not appreciate how (and how profoundly) our
actions affect others. Concern for our self-
interest can blind us to the ways our behavior
significantly affects others or lead us to give
inadequate weight to others’ interests. Add-
itionally, our unquestioning acceptance of the
moral status quo can make us overlook just how
wrong some of our behaviors and institutions
are. Widespread acceptability of a practice does
not guarantee its correctness.

The Need for Theory

Once we reflect on our thoughts, actions, and
choices, we will see that our views are strongly
influenced by others. We may think that an
action is grossly immoral, but not really know
why. Or we may think we know why, only to
discover, upon careful examination, that we are
just parroting the “reasons” offered by our
friends, teachers, parents, or preachers. Of
course there is nothing wrong with considering
how others think and how they have decided
similar moral questions. Indeed, we would be
fools not to absorb and benefit from the wisdom
of others. Yet anyone who is even faintly aware
of history will acknowledge that collective
wisdom, like individual wisdom, is sometimes
mistaken. Our ancestors held slaves, denied
women the right to vote, practiced genocide,
and burned witches at the stake. I suspect
most of them were generally morally decent
people who were firmly convinced that their
actions were moral. They acted wrongly be-
cause they failed to be sufficiently self-critical.
They didn’t evaluate their own beliefs; they un-
questioningly adopted the outlook of their ances~
tors, political leaders, teachers, friends, and
community. In this they were not unique. This



is a “sin” of which all of us are guilty. The
resounding lesson of history is that we must
scrutinize our beliefs, our choices, .and our
actions to ensure that we are informed, consist-
ent, imaginative, unbiased, and not mindlessly
repeating the views of others. Otherwise we may
perpetrate evils we could avoid, evils for which
future generations will rightly condemn us.

One important way to critically evaluate our
views is to theorize about ethics: to think about
moral issues more abstractly, more coherently,
and more consistently. Theorizing is not some
enterprise divorced from practice, but is simply
the careful, systematic, and thoughtful reflection
on practice. Theorizing in this sense will not
insulate us from error, but it will empower us
to shed ill-conceived, uninformed, and irrelevant
considerations. To explain what I mean, let’s
think briefly about a matter dear to most stu-
dents: grades. My grading of students’ work can
go awry in at least three different ways.

(1) I might use an inconsistent grading stand-
ard. That is, I might use different standards for
different students: Joan gets an A because she
has a pleasant smile; Ralph, because he works
hard; Rachel, because her paper was excep-
tional. Of course knowing that I should use a
unified grading standard does not tell me what
standards 1 should have employed or what
grades the specific students should have re-
ceived. Perhaps they all deserved the A’s they
received. However, it is not enough that I acci-
dentally gave them the grades they deserved. I
should have given them A’s because they de-
served them, not because of these irrelevant
considerations. For if I employed irrelevant
considerations, I will usually give students the
wrong grades even though in these cases, I
might have fortuitously given them the appro-
priate grade.

(2) T might have improper grading standards.
Itis not enough that I have an invariant standard.
After all, I might have a rotten standard to which
I adhere unwaveringly. For instance, I might
consistently give students I like higher grades
than students I dislike. If so, I grade the papers
inappropriately, even if consistently.

(3) T might apply the standards inappropri-
ately. I might have appropriate and consistent
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grading standards, yet misapply them because I
am ignorant, close-minded, exhausted, preoccu-
pied, or inattentive.

I can make parallel “mistakes” in ethical de-
liberations. For instance:

1 I might use inconsistent ethical principles.

2 I might have inappropriate moral standards.

3 I might apply moral standards inappropri-
ately.

Let us look at each deliberative mistake in more
detail:

Consistency We should treat two creatures the
same unless they are relevantly different, that is,
different in ways that justify treating them dif-
ferently. Just as students expect teachers to
grade consistently, we expect ourselves and
others to make moral decisions consistently.
The demand for consistency pervades our
thinking about ethics. A common strategy for
defending our moral views is to claim that they
are consistent; a common strategy for criticizing
another’s views is to charge that they are incon-
sistent.

The argumentative role of consistency is evi-
dent in the discussion of every practical moral
issue. Consider its role in the ABORTION
debate. Disputants spend considerable effort
arguing that their own positions are consistent
while charging that their opponents’ positions
are inconsistent. Each side labors to show why
abortion is (or is not) relevantly similar to stand-
ard cases of murder. Most of those who think
abortion is immoral (and likely all of those who
think it should be illegal) claim abortion is rele-
vantly similar to murder, while those who think
abortion should be legal claim it differs rele-
vantly from murder. What we do not find are
people who think abortion is murder and yet
wholly moral.

Consistency likewise plays central roles in
debates over FREE SPEECH and PATERNAL-
1sM AND Risk. Those opposed to censorship
often argue that books, pictures, movies, plays,
or sculptures that some people want to censor
are relevantly similar to other art that most of us
do not want censored. They further claim that
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pornography is a form of speech, and that if it
can be prohibited because the majority finds it
offensive, then consistency demands that we
censor any speech that offends the majority.
Conversely, those who claim we can legitimately
censor pornography go to some pains to explain
why pornography is relevantly different from
other forms of speech we want to protect.
Both sides want to show that their position is
consistent and that their opponent’s position is
inconsistent.

Although consistency is generally recognized
as a requirement of morality, in specific cases it
is often difficult to detect if someone is (has
been) (in)consistent. Someone may appear to
act (in)consistently, but only because we do
not appreciate the complexity of her moral
reasoning or because we fail to understand the
relevant details. As we will see shortly, deter-
mining what is and is not morally relevant is
often at center stage of many moral debates.
Nonetheless, what everyone acknowledges is
that if someone is being inconsistent, then that
is a compelling reason to reject their position
unless they can find some way to eliminate that
inconsistency.

Correct principles It is not enough to be consist-
ent. We must also employ the appropriate
guidelines, principles, standards, or make the
appropriate judgments. Theorizing about ethics
is one good way to discern the best (most de-
fensible) standards or guidelines, to identify the
morally relevant features of our actions, to en-
hance our ability to make good judgments.
Later I discuss how to select and defend these
principles — how we determine what is morally
relevant.

Correct “application” Even when we “know”
what is morally relevant, and even when we
reason consistently, we may still make moral
mistakes. Consider the ways I might misapply
the “rules” prohibiting (a) lying and (b)
harming another’s feelings. Suppose my wife
comes home wearing a gaudy sweater. She
wants to know if I like it. Presumably I should
neither lie nor intentionally hurt another per-
son’s feelings. What, in these circumstances,
should I do? There are any number of ways in
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which I might act inappropriately. 1) I may not
see viable alternatives: 1 may assume, for
example, that T must baldly lie or else substan-
tially hurt her feelings. 2) I may be insufficiently
attentive to her needs and interests: | may over- or
under-estimate how much she will be hurt by
my honesty (or lack of it). 3) I may be unduly
influenced by self-interest or personal bias: T may
lie not to protect her feelings, but because I
don’t want her to be angry with me. 4) I may
know precisely what I should do, but be insuffi-
ciently motivated to do it: 1 may lie because I just
don’t want the hassle. 5) Or, I may be motivated
to act as I should, but lack the talent or skill to do
1: I may want to be honest, but lack the verbal
and personal skills to be honest in a way that
will not hurt her feelings.

These are all failings with practical moral
significance. We would all be better off if we
had the personal traits to avoid these and other
moral errors. Ultimately we should learn how to
make ourselves more attentive, more informed,
and better motivated. However, although these
are vitally important practical concerns, they are
not the primary focus of most essays in this
book. What these authors do here is provide
relevant information, careful logical analysis,
and a clear account of what they take to be the
morally relevant features of practical ethical
questions.

Is 1t just a maiter of opinion?

Many of you may find talk of moral standards -
and the application of those standards — troub-
ling. You may think — certainly many people
talk as if they think — that moral judgments are
just “matters of opinion.” All of us have over-
heard people “conclude” a debate about a con-
tentious moral issue by saying: “Well, it is all
just a matter of opinion anyway!” I suspect the
real function of this claim is to signal the speak-
er’s desire to terminate the debate — for what-
ever reason. Perhaps the speaker thinks the
other person is irrational and, therefore, that
the debate is no longer profitable. Unfortu-
nately this claim seems to imply more. It sug-
gests that since moral judgments are just
opinions, then all opinions are equally good (or
equally bad). It implies that we cannot criticize



or rationally scrutinize ours (or anyone else’s)
moral judgments. After all, we don’t rationally
criticize mere opinions.

Is this a defensible implication? I don’t see
how. Even if no (contentious) moral judgment
were indisputably correct, we should not con-
clude that all moral judgments are equally (un)-
reliable. Although we have no clear way of
deciding with certainty which actions are best,
we have excellent ways of showing that some are
defective. We know, for instance, that moral
judgments are flawed if they are based on mis-
information, shortsightedness, bias, lack of
understanding, or wholly bizarre moral princi-
ples. Conversely, judgments are more plausible,
more defensible, if based on full information,
careful calculation, astute perception, and if they
have successfully survived the criticism of
others in the marketplace of ideas.

Consider the following analogy: no grammat-
ical or stylistic rules will determine precisely the
way I should phrase the next sentence. How-
ever, from that we should not conclude that I
may properly use just any string of words. Some
clumps of words are not sentences while some
sentences are complete gibberish. Other sen-
tences might be grammatically well formed —
even stylish — yet be inappropriate because they
are disconnected from the sentences that pre-
cede or follow them. All these collections of
words are clearly unacceptable in these circum-
stances, although in some other context(s) the
same words might be wholly appropriate. Many
other sentences are grammatically well formed,
relevant and minimally clear, vet are nonethe-
less lacking in some way. They might, for in-
stance, be somewhat vague or imprecise. Others
may be comprehensible, relevant, and generally
precise, yet still be gaudy or at least bereft of
style. Some array of others might be wholly
adequately, sufficiently adequate so that there
is no strong reason to prefer one to the others.
Perhaps some would be uniquely brilliant. No
grammar book will enable us to make all those
distinctions nor could it empower us to clearly
identify the best sentence(s). And even if ordin-
ary folks (or even accomplished writers) dis-
cussed the merits and demerits of each, we
(they) are unlikely to decide that one is uniquely
best. Nonetheless, we have no problem distin-
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guishing the trashy or the unacceptably vague
from the linguistically sublime. In short, we
needn’t think that one sentence is uniquely
good to acknowledge that some are better
and some are worse. Likewise for ethics. We
may not always know how to act; we may find
substantial disagreement about some highly
contentious ethical issues. But from that we
should not infer that all moral ideas are created
equal.

We should also not ignore the obvious fact
that circumstances often demand that we act
even if there is no (or we cannot discern a)
uniquely appropriate moral action. Nonetheless,
our uncertainty does not lead us to think that —
or act as if — all views were equal. We do not
toss a coin to decide whether to remove our
parents from life support, whom to marry,
which job to take, or whether someone charged
with a felony is guilty. We (should) strive to
make an informed decision based on the best
evidence, and then act accordingly, even though
the best evidence will never guarantee certainty.
To make an informed decision we should
understand the relevant issues, take a longer-
term perspective, set aside irrational biases, and
inculcate a willingness to subject our tentative
conclusions to the criticisms of others.

After all, our actions sometimes do pro-
foundly affect others and circumstances may
demand that we act. We should not bemoan
our inability to be certain that we have found
the uniquely best action; we must simply make
the best choice we can. We should, of course,
acknowledge our uncertainty, admit our fallibil-
ity, and be prepared to consider new ideas,
especially when they are supported by strong
arguments. However, we have no need to em~
brace any pernicious forms of relativism. That
would be not only misguided, but also a moral
mistake.

The Role of Theory

Even when people agree that an issue should be
evaluated, at least partly, by criteria of morality,
they often disagree about how to evaluate it. Or,
using the language of the previous section,
people may disagree about the best principles
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or judgments, about how those are to be inter-
preted, or about how they should be applied. As
a result, two reasonable and decent people can
reach wholly different conclusions about the
moral appropriateness of the same action. Here
is where we clearly require the rational assess-
ment of our actions. We should examine, try to
understand, and then evaluate our own and
others’ reasons in favor of our (their) moral
conclusions. After all, people usually have — or
at least think they have — reasons for their
respective conclusions.

For instance, anti-abortionists argue that
abortion is unjustified because the fetus has
the same right to life as a normal adult, while
pro-abortionists argue that abortion should be
legal because the woman has the right to decide
what happens in and to her body. Supporters of
capital punishment argue that executions deter
crime, while opponents argue that it is cruel and
inhumane. Those who want to censor pornog-
raphy claim it degrades women, while support-
ers argue that it is a form of free speech that
should be protected by law.

In giving reasons for their judgments, people
usually cite some feature(s) of the action that are
thought to explain or undergird that evaluation.
This function of reasons is not confined to
ethical disagreements. I may justify my claim
that “Fargo is a good movie” by claiming that it
has well-defined characters, an interesting plot,
and the appropriate dramatic tension. That is, I
identify features of the movie that I think justify
my evaluation. The features I cite, however, are
not unique to this movie. In giving these
reasons I imply that “having well-defined char-
acters” or ‘“having an interesting plot” or
“having the appropriate dramatic tension” are
important characteristics of good movies,
period. That is not to say these are the only
or the most important characteristics. Nor is
it yet to decide how much weighty these char-
acteristics are. However, it is to say that
if a movie has any of these characteristics,
then we have & reason to think it is a good
movie.

There are three ways you can challenge my
evaluation of the movie: you can challenge
my criteria, the weight I give those criteria,
or my application of the criteria (the claim that

the movie satisfies the criteria). For instance,
you could argue that having well-defined char-
acters i1s not a relevant criterion, that I have
given that criterion too much weight, or that
Fargo does not have well-defined characters. In
defense, I could explain why I think it is a
relevant criterion, that I have given the criterion
the appropriate weight, and that the movie’s
characters are well developed. At this point we
are discussing two related issues arising at “dif-
ferent levels.” We are debating how to evaluate
a particular movie, and we are arguing the the-
oretical merits about competing criteria of good
movies.

In like manner, when discussing a practical
ethical issue, we are discussing not only that
particular issue, we are, whether we realize or
not, also engaged in higher level debates about
underlying theoretical questions. We do not
want to know only whether capital punishment
deters crime, we also want to know whether
deterrence is morally important, and, if so, just
how important. When theorizing reaches a cer-
tain level or complexity and sophistication, we
can begin to speak of having a theory. Ethical
theories are simply formal and more systematic
discussions of these second level, theoretical
questions. They are philosophers’ efforts to
identify the relevant moral criteria, the weight
or significance of each criterion, and to offer
some guidance on how we can determine
whether an action satisfies those criteria. In
the next section, I will briefly outline some
more familiar ethical theories.

But before I do, let me first offer a warning. In
thinking about ethical theories, we may be
tempted to assume that people who hold the
same theory will make the same practical ethical
judgements, and that those who make the same
practical ethical judgements will embrace the
same theory. Not so. That is not true of any
evaluative judgements. For instance, two people
with similar criteria for good movies may differ-
ently evaluate Fargo, while two people who loved
Fargo may have (somewhat) different criteria for
good movies. Likewise for ethics. Two people
with different ethical theories may nonetheless
agree that abortion is morally permitted (or
grossly immoral), while two adherents of the
same moral theory may differently evaluate



abortion. Knowing someone’s theoretical
commitments does not tell us precisely what
actions she thinks are right or wrong. It tells us
only how she thinks about moral issues — about
her criteria of relevance and the weight she gives

to them.

Main Types of Theory

Two broad classes of ethical theory — conse-
quentialist and deontological — have shaped
most people’s understanding of ethics. Conse-
quentialists hold that we should choose the
available action with the best overall conse-
quences, while deontologists hold that we
should act in ways circumscribed by moral
rules or rights, and that these rules or rights
are defined (at least partly) independently of
consequences. Let us look at each in turn. By
necessity these descriptions will be oversimpli-
fied and somewhat vague. Oversimplified, be-
cause I do not have sufficient space to provide a
complete account of each. Vague, because even
those who embrace these theories disagree about
exactly how they should be interpreted. None-
theless, these descriptions should be sufficient
to help you understand the broad outline of
each. Then, as you read some of these essays,
you will see some ways these theories are de-
veloped and wielded in moral debate.

Consequentialism

Consequentialists claim that we are obligated to
act in ways that produce the best consequences.
It is not difficult to see why this is an appealing
theory. First, it relies on the same style of
reasoning that we use in making purely pruden-
tial decisions. If you are trying to select a college
major, you will consider the available options,
predict the likely outcomes of each, and deter-
mine their relative value. You would then select
a major with the best predicted outcome.
Consequentialism uses the same framework,
but injects the interests of others into the
“equation.” When facing a moral decision, I
should consider available alternative actions,
trace the likely moral consequences of each,
and then select the alternative with the best
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consequences for all concerned. When stated
so vaguely, consequentialism is clearly an appeal-
ing moral theory. After all, it seems difficult to
deny that achieving the best available outcome
would be good. The problem, of course, is dec-
iding which consequences we should consider
and how much weight we should give to each.
For, until we know that, we cannot know how to
reason about morality.

Utilitarianism, the most widely advocated
form of consequentialism, has an answer. Utili-
tarians claim we should choose the option that
greatest  happiness  of
the greatest number.” They also advocate com-
plete equality: “each to count as one and no
more than one.” Of course we might disagree
about exactly what it means to maximize the
greatest happiness of the greatest number;
still more we might be unsure about how this
is to be achieved. Act utilitarians claim that
we determine the rightness of an action if
we can decide which action, in those circum-
stances, would be most likely to promote
the greatest happiness of the greatest number.
Rule utilitarians, however, reject the idea
that moral decisions should be decided case-
by-case (see Hooker, EuTHANASIA). On
their view, we should decide not whether a
particular action is likely to promote the greatest
happiness of the greatest number, but whether a
particular type of action would, if done by most
people, promote the greatest happiness of the
greatest number.

Thus, it seems that an act utilitarian might
decide that a lie, in a particular case, is justified
because it maximizes the happiness of all those
concerned, while the rule utilitarian might claim
that since everyone’s lying would diminish hap-
piness, then it would be best to adopt a strong
rule against lying. We should abide by this rule
even if, in some particular case, lying might
appear to better promote the greatest happiness
of the greatest number.

maximizes “‘the

Deontology

Deontological theories are most easily under-
stood in contrast to consequentialist theories.
Whereas consequentialists claim we should
always strive to promote the best consequences,
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deontologists claim that our moral obligations —
whatever they are — are in some sense and to
some degree independent of consequences.
Thus, if I have obligations not to kill or steal or
lie, those obligations are justified not simply on
the ground that following such rules will always
produce the best consequences.

That is why many people find deontological
theories so attractive. For example, most of us
would be offended if someone lied to us, even if
the lie produced the greatest happiness for the
greatest number. I would certainly be offended
if someone killed me, even if my death might
produce the greatest happiness for the greatest
number (you use my kidneys to save two
people’s lives, my heart to save someone else’s
life, etc.). Thus, the rightness or wrongness
of lying or killing cannot be explained, the de-
ontologist claims, simply because of its conse-
quences. Of course there is considerable
disagreement among deontologists about which
rules are true. They also disagree about how
to determine these rules. Some deontologists
claim abstract reason shows us how we should
act (Kant). Others (McNaughton) claim intu-
itions are our guide. Still others talk about
discovering principles that are justified in re-
Sflective equilibrium (Rawls, e.g., in the selection
on EcoNomic JusTICE), while some claim
we should seek principles that might be
adopted by an ideal observer (Arthur in
WorLD HUNGER AND INTERNATIONAL
JusTICE).

Alternatives

There are numerous alternatives to these theor-
ies. To call them alternatives does not say that
they are inferior, only that they have not played
as significant a role in the shaping of contem-
porary ethical thought. Two are especially
worth mention since they have become highly
influential in the past two decades.

Virtue theory Virtue theory has not been as
influential as either deontology or consequen-
tialism in shaping modern ethical thought.
Nonetheless, it predates both, at least as a
formal theory. It was the dominant theory of
the ancient Greeks, reaching its clearest expres-

sion in the work of Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics. For many centuries it was neither dis-
cussed nor advocated as a serious competitor.
But by the late fifties, it was starting to reappear
in the philosophical literature (the history of
this re-emergence is traced in the essays re-
printed in Crisp and Slote, 1997).

Much of the appeal of virtue theory arises
from the perceived failings of the standard al-
ternatives. Deontology and consequentialism,
virtue theorists claim, put inadequate (or no)
emphasis on the agent — on the ways she should
be, or the kinds of character she should develop.
Relatedly, they fail to give appropriate scope to
personal judgment and put too much emphasis
on following rules (whether deontological or
consequentialistic).

Certainly on some readings of deontology and
utilitarianism, it sounds as if advocates of these
theories believed that a moral decision was the
mindless application of a moral rule. The
rule says “Be honest,” then we should be
honest. The rule says: “Always act to promote
the greatest happiness of the greatest number,”
then we need only figure out which action has
the most desirable consequences, and then do it.
Ethics, then, might be seen to resemble math.
The calculations may require patience and care,
but they do not depend on judgment.

Many advocates of the standard theories find
these objections by virtue theorists telling and
over the past two decades, have modified their
respective theories to (partially) accommodate
them. The result, says Rosalind Hursthouse, is
“that the lines of demarcation between these
three approaches have become blurred....
Deontology and utilitarianism are no longer
perspicuously identified by describing them
as emphasizing rules or consequences in contrast
to character” (Hursthouse 1999: 4). Both put
more emphasis on judgment and on character.
For instance, Hill, who is a deontologist, none-
theless describes the proper attitude toward the
ENVIRONMENT in a way that emphasizes excel-
lence or character, while Strikwerda and May
(SExuAL AND Raciar DISCRIMINATION),
who do not generally embrace virtue theory,
emphasize the need for men to feel shame for
their complicity in the rape of women. However,
although judgment and character may play in-



creasingly important roles in contemporary ver-
sions of deontology or consequentialism, neither
play the central role that it does in virtue theory.
This is evident, for instance, in Hursthouse’s
discussion of ABORTION and in the essays in
the section on the VIRTUES.

Feminist theory Historically most philosophers
were men, men imbued with the sexist outlook
of their cultures. Thus, it is not surprising
that women’s interests, and any perspectives
they might have, played no real role in the
development of standard ethical theories. The
question is: what does that say about those
theories? Can we, for instances, merely prune
Aristotle’s explicit sexism from his theory and
still have an Aristotelian theory that is adequate
for a less sexist age? Can we prune Kant’s
sexism and leave a non-sexist but viable de-
ontology?

In the early years of feminism, many thinkers
seemed to think so. They claimed that the em-
phasis in standard ethical theories on justice,
equality, and fairness could give women all the
argumentative ammunition they needed to
claim their rightful place in the public world.

Others were not so sure. For instance, Carol
Gilligan (1982) argued that women have differ-
ent moral experiences and different moral
reasoning, and that these differences should be
part of any adequate account of morality. She
subsequently advocated an “Ethics of Care,”
which she thought best exemplified women’s
experience and thinking.

Many subsequent feminists applaud the ways
in which the Ethics of Care has critiqued the
more standard ethical theories for overlooking,
or intentionally eschewing, the experiences and
reasoning of women. Yet some of these femi-
nists think that those more traditional theories,
especially if augmented by a keen awareness of
gender issues and wider concerns with develop-
ment of people’s unique human capacities, can
go some distance toward building an adequate
ethical theory. Minimally, though, feminist cri-
tiques have forced philosophers to reevaluate
their theories, and even to rethink exactly what
an ethical theory is and what it is supposed to
achieve (Jaggar, 2000).

Theorizing about Ethics

In any event, pay close attention to the ways
in which authors discuss issues about RaciaL
AND SEXUAL DISCRIMINATION, AFFIRMA-
TIVE ACTION, and ABORTION, as well as sev-
eral of the essays in the section on FREE
SPEECH, and Anderson on Surrogacy (FAM-
ILIES AND REPRODUCTIVE TECHNOLOGY).
See whether the reasons used here differ from
those employed in other essays. If so, how?

Conclusion

As you read the following essays, you will see
how these different ways of thinking about ethics
shape our deliberations about particular moral
issues. Be alert to these theoretical differences.
They will help you better understand the essays.
Also pay close attention to the section introduc-
tions. These highlight the theoretical issues that
play a central role within that section.
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Reading philosophy differs from reading sci-
ence fiction or the daily newspaper. The sub-
jects are different; the purposes are different;
the styles are different. Science fiction at-
tempts to transport us imaginatively to distant
worlds of larger-than-life heros and villains. It
aims to entertain us, to divert us from the
doldrums of our daily lives, and perhaps even
to empower us: having seen the glories or evils
of worlds not-yet experienced, we may be
better equipped to live in our everyday
world. Science fiction achieves these aims by
spinning a convincing narrative of creatures
living in previously unknown worlds; it evokes
our imaginative powers through expressive
language.

Newspapers aim to inform us of significant
political, social, cultural, economic, and climatic
events. Once we are informed we can presum-
ably make better decisions about our leaders,
our finances, and our social lives. They typically
achieve these aims by giving us the facts, just
the facts, and they usually present these facts
using a pithy writing style.

Philosophers have neither the simple aims
of the journalist nor the airy aims of the sci-
ence fiction novelist. Their primary function is
not to inform or to inspire, but to help us
explore competing ideas and the reasons for
them. The philosopher achieves these aims by
employing a writing style that tends to be
neither pithy nor expressive. The style likely

a
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differs from any with which you are accus-
tomed.

Philosophical Language

While the reporter and the novelist write for
the public, philosophers usually write for one
other. Thus, while most newspapers and some
science fiction are written for an eighth grade
audience, philosophical essays are written for
others with university training. That is why
you will need a more robust vocabulary to
understand a philosophical essay than you
need to understand the latest novel or a column
in the local paper. So keep a dictionary handy to
look up “‘ordinary” words you may not yet
know. You will also face an additional hurdle
with these essays’ vocabularies. Philosophy,
like all academic disciplines, employs special-
ized terms. Some of these are familiar words
with specialized meanings; others are words
unique to the discipline. To fully grasp philo-
sophical writing, you will need to understand
both. Do not despair. Often you can roughly
determine the term’s meaning from its context.
If, after doing your best, you still cannot under-
stand its meaning, ask your instructor. Most
of these words can be explained in a clear,
non-technical You can also consult
the on-line philosophical dictionary (see the
link on this book’s supporting web page —
www.etsu.edu/Ethics.in. Practice/).

way.



Philosophical writing also tends to be more
complex than the writings of reporters and nov-
elists. Occasionally it is more complex than it
needs to be: the author may not know how to
write clearly. Sometimes the essay seems more
complex than it is since the author wrote
decades or even centuries ago, when most
writers penned long, intricate sentences. You
can often break down these long sentences into
their component parts, e.g., by treating a semi-
colon as a period. You may also need to reread
the essay several times to get a sense of the
author’s rhythm, much in the way that you
may need to listen to a musician several times
before you find it easy to appreciate her
music.

Often, though, the writing is complex simply
because the ideas expressed are complex. We
cannot always render profound thoughts into
intellectual pabulum. The only way to grasp
such essays is to generally improve one’s read-
ing skills, in large part by reading and rereading
essays until you understand them.

The Centrality of Argument

Philosophical writing is complex also because it
contains and evaluates arguments. Philosophers
forward their own arguments and critique the
arguments of others. “Arguments,” in this
context, have a particular philosophical sense:
An argument is a connected series of state-
ments with some central claim the writer is
trying to defend (the conclusion), supported
by evidence (the premises) the author offers
on behalf of the conclusion. The evidence phil-
osophers use varies. They may proffer empir-
ical data, forward imaginative examples, pose
suggestions, and critique alternatives. Make
certain you have identified the author’s conclu-
sion and her premises before you evaluate her
work. Do not fall into the trap of judging that
an argument is bad simply because you dislike
the conclusion.

This tendency to dismiss views we dislike
helps explain philosophers’ concern with argu-~
ments. Each of us is constantly bombarded with
claims. Some of these claims are true, some
false. Some offer sage wisdom; some, dreadful
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advice. How do we distinguish the true from the
false, the wise from the stupid — especially when
the topic is some controversial moral, political,
and social issue? How do we know the proper
moral response to abortion, world hunger,
homosexuality, and affirmative action? Do we
just pick the one we like? The one our parents,
preachers, teachers, friends, or society advo-
cate? Often that is exactly what we do. But we
shouldn’t. Even a cursory glance at history
reveals that many horrendous evils were com-
mitted by those who embraced their views
steadfastly and uncritically. Most Nazis, slave
holders, and commanders of Russian Gulags
did not think they were immoral; they assumed
they were doing the right thing. They simply
accepted their society’s views without subject-
ing them to rational scrutiny. That we should
not do. At least not if we are responsible indi-
viduals. After all, people’s lives, welfare, and
happiness may depend on our decisions, and
the decisions of people like us.

What is our option? We can look for claims
supported by the best evidence. We should
examine the reasons offered for alternative
beliefs. Doing so will not insure that we
make the best decision, but it will increase the
odds that we do. It will lessen the possibility
that we make highly objectionable decisions,
decisions we will later come to regret. Philoso-
phers offer arguments for their views to help
themselves and others make better decisions.

Most people are unaccustomed to scrutiniz-
ing arguments. Since most of us were taught to
believe what our parents, our priests, our
teachers, and our pals told us, we are disinclined
to consider the arguments of others seriously, or
to rationally criticize our own views. Moreover,
although all of us have offered some arguments
for our views, we have rarely done so with the
care and depth that are the staples of good
philosophy. Philosophers strive to offer a clear,
unambiguous conclusion supported by reasons
that even those disinclined to believe her con-
clusions are likely to find persuasive. That is not
to say that philosophers never make bad argu-
ments or say stupid things. Of course we do.
However, it is to say that the explicit aim of
philosophy is a clear, careful assessment of the
reasons for and against ours and others’ views.

€Ep)
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That is why a key to understanding philosophy
is being able to spot arguments, and then to
critique them. That is something you will
learn, at least in part, by practice.

Looking at Others’ Views

Since part of the task of defending one’s view is
to show that it is rationally superior to alterna-
tives, a philosopher usually not only (a) pro-
vides arguments for her view, she will also (b)
respond to criticisms of that view, and (c) con-
sider alternative perspectives. Sometimes those
other views and criticisms are advocated by a
specific philosopher whose work the author
cites. Often, though, the view the author dis-
cusses is not that of any particular philosopher,
but rather the view of some hypothetical advo-
cate of a position (e.g., conservatism or theism
or pro-life). This is often double trouble for a
student. You may be unfamiliar with the view
being discussed. Since you do not know if the
view has been accurately represented, you
cannot judge if the criticisms (and responses to
criticisms) are telling. Worse, you may have
trouble distinguishing the author’s view from
the views of those she discusses. Many students
do.

If you read it quickly, and without concen-
trating, you will probably be confused. How-
ever, usually use you can spot this practice if
you read the essay carefully. After all, most
authors give argumentative road signs that
show when she is arguing for a view and when
she is stating or discussing someone else’s view.
Of course the student may also miss these signs
because she does not know what to look for. But
simply knowing that this is a common argumen-
tative strategy should lessen the difficulty. You
can also look for specific cues.

For instance, authors who discuss another’s
views frequently use the third person to suggest
that another person is speaking (or arguing). At
other times the author may explicitly say some-
thing like “others may disagree...” and then
go on to discuss someone else’s view. In still
other cases the distinction may be more subtle,
likely picked up only after carefully reading the
essay several times. In the end there is no single
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or simple way to distinguish the author’s view
from other views the author is discussing. How-
ever, if you read the essays carefully, using the
general strategy just outlined, you will increase
the likelihood that you will not be confused.

The Rational Consequences of What We
Say

The philosopher’s discussion of examples or
cases — especially fictional cases — sometimes
confuses students. The use of such cases,
though, builds upon a central pillar of philo-
sophical argument, namely, that we should con-
sider the implications or rational consequences
of our beliefs and actions. The following fic-
tional example explains what I mean. Suppose a
teacher gives you an “A” because she likes you,
and gives Robert — your worst enemy — an “F”
because she dislikes him. You might be ecstatic
that you received an “A”; you may also be
thrilled to know that your worst enemy failed.
However, do you want to say that what the
teacher did was morally acceptable? No. There
are implications of saying that, implications you
would likely be loath to accept.

If you said that the teacher’s reason for giving
those grades was legitimate, you would be
saying, in effect, that teachers should be able
to give students they like good grades and stu-
dents they dislike bad grades. Thus, you would
be rationally committed to saying that if you
had a teacher who disliked you, then she could
legitimately fail you. That, of course, is a con-
sequence you are unwilling to accept. There-
fore, you (and we) have reason to suspect that
your original acceptance of the teacher’s grading
scheme was inappropriate. This is a common
argumentative strategy. Trace the implications
— the rational consequences — of a person’s
reasons for action, and then see if you (or others)
would be willing to accept those consequences.

A Final Word

These suggestions will not make reading philo-
sophical essays easy. My hope, though, is that it
will make it easier. In the end the key to success



is practice. If you have never read philosophical
arguments before, you are unlikely to be able to
glance at the essay and understand it: you will
likely miss the central idea, its relation to alter-
natives, and you will almost certain fail to com-
prehend the author’s argument. To fully
understand the essay, you must read the assign-
ment carefully, and more than once. Most
essays are too difficult in style and content for
you to grasp in a single reading. Not even most
professional philosophers can do that.

Here is a good strategy: Read the essay once.
Identify confusing or unusual terms. Try to geta
general sense of the argument: what is the point
the author wants to establish, what reason does
she offer for this claim? What arguments does
she discuss? Identify the points about which you
are still unclear. After you have a general sense of
the essay, reread it more carefully. Strive for a
thorough understanding of the argument. Come
to class prepared to ask for help clarifying any
remaining confusions about the author’s views.
If you are accustomed to reading an assignment
once — and then only quickly — this expectation
will seem overly demanding. Yet, it is important
that you learn to read carefully and critically.

Herein lies the key to success: persistence and
practice. There may be times you find the read-
ing so difficult that you will be tempted to stop,
to wait for the instructor to explain it. Yield not
to temptation. Press on. It is better and more
rewarding to understand the reading for your-
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self. Think, for a moment, about what happens
when someone “explains” a joke that you could
(with time and effort) have understood on your
own. It spoils the joke.

Learning to read more complex essays is a skill,
and, like any skill, it is not acquired all at once
or without effort. Little in life that is valuable is
acquired effortlessly. Getting in physical shape
requires vigorous exercise and more than a little
perspiration. Establishing and maintaining a vi-
brant relationship requires effort, understand-
ing, and sacrifice. Learning to play a musical
instrument does not come quickly, and is, at
times, exceedingly frustrating. Learning to
read sophisticated essays is no different. If you
persist, however, you will find that with time it
becomes easier to read and understand philo-
sophical essays. The payoff is substantial and
enduring. You will better understand the day’s
reading assignment, which will most assuredly
improve your grade. But more important, you
will also expand your vocabulary and hone your
reading skills. You will increase your ability to
understand more complex and important
writing. Most of the world’s great books are
inaccessible to those with minimal reading and
argumentative skills. Learning to read method-
ically, critically, and in depth will expand your
mental horizons. It will increase your under-
standing of others’ views. And it will enhance
your ability to refine and defend your own views.



CHAPTER

[ he Utilitarian Approach

Given our present perspective, it is amazing that Christian ethics
down through the centuries could have accepted almost
unanimously the sententious doctrine that “the end does not justify
the means.” We have to ask now, “If the end does not justity the
means, what does?” The answer is, obviously, “Nothing!”

JoseEPH FLETCHER, MORAL RESPONSIBILITY (1967)

7.1. The Revolution in Ethics

Philosophers like to think their ideas can change the world.
Usually, it is a vain hope: They write books that are read by a
few other like-minded thinkers, while the rest of humanity
goes on unaffected. On occasion, however, a philosophical
theory can alter the way people think. Utilitarianism, a theory
proposed by David Hume (1711-1776) but given definitive
formulation by Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart
Mill (1806-1873), is a case in point.

The late 18th and 19th centuries produced an astonishing
series of upheavals. The modern nation-state was emerging in
the aftermath of the French Revolution and the wreckage of the
Napoleonic empire; the revolutions of 1848 showed the contin—
uing power of the new ideas of “liberty, equality, fraternity”;
America, a new country with a new kind of constitution was cre-
ated, and its bloody civil war was to put an end, finally, to slavery
in Western civilization; and all the while the industrial revolu-
tion was bringing about a complete restructuring of society.

It is not surprising that in the midst of all this change peo-
ple might begin to think differently about ethics. The old ways
of thinking were very much up in the air, open to challenge.
Against this background, Bentham’s argument for a new con-
ception of morality had a powerful influence. Morality, he

91
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urged, is not a matter of pleasing God, nor is it a matter of faith-
fulness to abstract rules. Morality is just the attempt to bring
about as much happiness as possible in this world.

Bentham argued that there is one ultimate moral princi-
ple, namely “the Principle of Utility.” This principle requires
that whenever we have a choice between alternative actions or
social policies, we must choose the one that has the best overall
consequences for everyone concerned. Or, as he put it in his
book The Principles of Morals and Legislation, published in the
year of the French Revolution:

By the Principle of Utility is meant that principle which ap-
proves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, accord-
ing to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or
diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in
question; or what is the same thing in other words, to pro-
mote or to oppose that happiness.

Bentham was the leader of a group of philosophical radi-
cals whose aim was to reform the laws and institutions of Eng-
land along utilitarian lines. One of his followers was James Mill,
the distinguished Scottish philosopher, historian, and econo-
mist. James Mill’s son, John Stuart Mill, would become the lead-
ing advocate of utilitarian moral theory for the next generation,
so the Benthamite movement would continue unabated even af-
ter its founder’s death.

Bentham was fortunate to have such disciples. John Stuart
Mill’s advocacy was, if anything, even more elegant and persua-
sive than the master’s. In his little book Utilitarianism (1861),
Mill presents the main idea of the theory in the following way.
First, we envision a certain state of affairs that we would like to
see come about—a state of affairs in which all people are as
happy and well-off as they can be:

According to the Greatest Happiness Principle . . . the ul-
timate end, with reference to and for the sake of which all
other things are desirable (whether we are considering
our own good or that of other people), is an existence ex-
empt as free as possible from pain, and as rich as possible
in enjoyments.

The primary rule of morality can, then, be stated simply. It is
to act so as to bring about this state of affairs, insofar as that is
possible:
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This, being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end
of human action, is necessarily also the standard of moral-
ity, which may accordingly be defined, as the rules and pre-
cepts for human conduct, by the observance of which an
existence such as has been described might be, to the
greatest extent possible, secured to all mankind, and not to
them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits, to the
whole of sentient creation.

In deciding what to do, we should, therefore, ask what course of
conduct would promote the greatest amount of happiness for
all those who will be affected. Morality requires that we do what
is best from that point of view.

At first glance, this may not seem like such a radical idea; in
fact it may seem a mild truism. Who could argue with the propo-
sition that we should oppose suffering and promote happiness?
Yetin their own way Bentham and Mill were leading a revolution
as radical as either of the other two great intellectual revolutions
in the 19th century, those of Marx and Darwin. To understand
the radicalness of the Principle of Utility, we have to appreciate
what it leaves out of its picture of morality: Gone are all references
to God or to abstract moral rules “written in the heavens.” Moral-
ity is no longer to be understood as faithfulness to some divinely
given code or to some set of inflexible rules. The point of moral-
ity is seen as the happiness of beings in this world, and nothing
more; and we are permitted—even required— to do whatever is
necessary to promote that happiness. That, in its time, was a rev-
olutionary idea.

The utilitarians were, as I said, social reformers as well as
philosophers. They intended their doctrine to make a differ-
ence, not only in thought but in practice. To illustrate this, we
will briefly examine the implications of their philosophy for two
rather different practical issues: euthanasia and the treatment
of nonhuman animals. These matters do not by any means ex-
haust the practical applications of Utilitarianism; nor are they
necessarily the issues that utilitarians would find most pressing.
But they do give a good indication of the kind of distinctive ap-
proach that Utilitarianism provides.

7.2. First Example: Euthanasia

Matthew Donnelly was a physicist who had worked with X-rays for
30 years. Perhaps as a result of too much exposure, he contracted
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cancer and lost part of his jaw, his upper lip, his nose, and his left
hand, as well as two fingers from his right hand. He was also left
blind. Mr. Donnelly’s physicians told him that he had abouta year
to live, but he decided that he did not want to go on living in such
a state. He was in constant pain. One writer said that “at its worst,
he could be seen lying in bed with teeth clinched and beads of
perspiration standing out on his forehead.” Knowing that he was
going to die eventually anyway, and wanting to escape this misery,
Mr. Donnelly begged his three brothers to kill him. Two refused,
but one did not. The youngest brother, 36-year-old Harold Don-
nelly, carried a .30-caliber pistol into the hospital and shot
Matthew to death.

This, unfortunately, is a true story, and the question natu-
rally arises whether Harold Donnelly did wrong. On the one
hand, we may assume that he was motivated by noble senti-
ments; he loved his brother and wanted only to relieve his mis-
ery. Moreover, Matthew had asked to die. All this argues for a le-
nient judgment. Nevertheless, according to the dominant
moral tradition in our society, what Harold Donnelly did was
unacceptable.

The dominant moral tradition in our society is, of course,
the Christian tradition. Christianity holds that human life is a
gift from God, so that only he may decide when it will end. The
early church prohibited all killing, believing that Jesus’ teach-
ings on this subject permitted no exceptions to the rule. Later,
some exceptions were made, chiefly to allow capital punish-
ment and killing in war. But other kinds of killing, including
suicide and euthanasia, remained forbidden. To summarize
the church’s doctrine, theologians formulated a rule saying
that the intentional killing of innocent people is always wrong. This
conception has, more than any other single idea, shaped West-
ern attitudes about the morality of killing. That is why we are
so reluctant to excuse Harold Donnelly, even though he may
have acted from noble motives. He intentionally killed an in-
nocent person; therefore, according to our moral tradition,
what he did was wrong.

Utilitarianism takes a very different approach. It would
have us ask: Considering the choices available to Harold Don-
nelly, which one would have the best overall consequences?
What action would produce the greatest balance of happiness
over unhappiness for all concerned? The person who would be
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most affected would, of course, be Matthew Donnelly himself. If
Harold does not kill him, he will live on, for perhaps a year,
blind, mutilated, and in continuing pain. How much unhappi-
ness would this involve? It is hard to say precisely; but Matthew
Donnelly’s own testimony was that he was so unhappy in this
condition that he preferred death. Killing him would provide
an escape from this misery. Therefore, utilitarians have con-
cluded that euthanasia may, in such a case, be morally right.

Although this kind of argument is very different from what
one finds in the Christian tradition—as I said before, it depends
on no theological conceptions, and it has no use for inflexible
“rules”—the classical utilitarians did not think they were advo-
cating an atheistic or antireligious philosophy. Bentham sug-
gests that religion would endorse, not condemn, the utilitarian
viewpoint if only its adherents would take seriously their view of
God as a benevolent creator. He writes:

The dictates of religion would coincide, in all cases, with
those of utility, were the Being, who is the object of reli-
gion, universally supposed to be as benevolent as he is sup-
posed to be wise and powerful . . . But among the votaries
of religion (of which number the multifarious fraternity of
Christians is but a small part) there seem to be but few (I
will not say how few) who are real believers in his benevo-
lence. They call him benevolent in words, but they do not
mean that he is so in reality.

The morality of mercy killing might be a case in point. How,
Bentham might ask, could a benevolent God forbid the killing
of Matthew Donnelly? If someone were to say that God is kind
but that he requires Mr. Donnelly to suffer for the additional
year before finally dying, this would be exactly what Bentham
means by “calling him benevolent in words, but not meaning
that he is so in reality.”

But the majority of religious people do not agree with Ben-
tham, and not only our moral tradition but our legal tradition
has evolved under the influence of Christianity. Euthanasia is il-
legal in every Western nation except Holland. In the United
States, it is simply murder, and Harold Donnelly was duly ar-
rested and charged. (I do not know what happened in court, al-
though it is common in such cases for the defendant to be
found guilty of a lesser charge and given a light sentence.) What
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would Utilitarianism say about this? If, on the utilitarian view,
euthanasia is moral, should it also be made legal?

This question is connected with the more general question
of what the purpose of the law ought to be. Bentham was
trained in the law, and he thought of the Principle of Utility as
a guide for legislators as well as for ordinary people making in-
dividual moral decisions. The purpose of the law is the same as
that of morals: It should promote the general welfare of all citi-
zens. Bentham thought it obvious that if the law is to serve this
purpose, it should not restrict the freedom of citizens any more
than necessary. In particular, no type of activity should be pro-
hibited unless, in engaging in that activity, one is doing harm to
others. Bentham objected to laws regulating the sexual conduct
of “consenting adults,” for example, on the grounds that such
conduct is not harmful to others, and because such laws dimin-
ish rather than increase happiness. But it was Mill who gave this
principle its most eloquent expression, when he wrote in his es-
say On Liberty (1859):

The sole end for which mankind are warranted, individu-
ally or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action
of any of their number, is self-protection. The only purpose
for which power can be rightfully exercised over any mem-
ber of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent
harm to others. His own good, physical or moral, is not a
sufficient warrant . . . Over himself, over his own body and
mind, the individual is sovereign.

Thus, for the classical utilitarians, laws prohibiting eu-
thanasia are not only contrary to the general welfare, they are
also unjustifiable restrictions on people’s right to control their
own lives. When Harold Donnelly killed his brother, he was as-
sisting him in concluding his own life in a manner that he had
chosen. No harm was caused to anyone else, and so it was none
of their business. Most Americans seem to agree with this point
of view, at least when it is a practical issue for them. In a 2000
study conducted by the National Institutes of Health, 60% of
terminally ill patients said that euthanasia or physician-assisted
suicide should be available upon request. Consistent with his
philosophy, Bentham himself is said to have requested eu-
thanasia in his final days, although we do not know whether this
request was granted.
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7.3. Second Example: Nonhuman Animals

The treatment of nonhumans has not traditionally been re-
garded as presenting much of a moral issue. The Christian tradi-
tion says that man alone is made in God’s image and that mere
animals do not even have souls. Thus the natural order of things
permits humans to use animals for any purpose they see fit. St.
Thomas Aquinas summed up the traditional view when he wrote:

Hereby is refuted the error of those who said it is sinful for
a man to kill dumb animals: for by divine providence they
are intended for man’s use in the natural order. Hence itis
no wrong for man to make use of them, either by killing
them or in any other way whatever.

But isn’t it wrong to be cruel to animals? Aquinas concedes that
it is, but he says the reason has to do with human welfare, not
the welfare of the animals themselves:

If any passages of Holy Writ seem to forbid us to be cruel to
dumb animals, for instance to kill a bird with its young: this
is either to remove man’s thoughts from being cruel to
other men, and lest through being cruel to animals one
becomes cruel to human beings: or because injury to an
animal leads to the temporal hurt of man, either the doer
of the deed, or of another.

Thus people and animals are in separate moral categories.
Strictly speaking, animals have no moral standing of their
own. We are free to treat them in any way that might seem to
our advantage.

When it is spelled out as baldly as this, the traditional doc-
trine might make one a little nervous: It seems rather extreme
in its lack of concern for the animals, many of whom are, after
all, intelligent and sensitive creatures. Yet only a little reflection
is needed to see how much our conduct is actually guided by
this doctrine. We eat animals; we use them as experimental sub-
jects in our laboratories; we use their skins for clothing and
their heads as wall ornaments; we make them the objects of our
amusement in zoos and rodeos; and, indeed, there is a popular
sport that consists in tracking them down and killing them just
for the fun of it.

If one is uncomfortable with the theological “justification”
for these practices, Western philosophers have offered an
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abundance of secular ones. Itis said, variously, that animals are
not rational, that they lack the ability to speak, or that they sim-
ply are not ~Auman—and all these are given as reasons why their
interests are outside the sphere of moral concern.

The utilitarians, however, would have none of this. On
their view, what matters is not whether an individual has a soul,
is rational, or any of the rest. All that matters is whether he is
capable of experiencing happiness and unhappiness, pleasure
and pain. If an individual is capable of suffering, then we have
a duty to take that into account when we are deciding what to
do, even if the individual in question is not human. In fact,
Bentham argues, whether the individual is human or nonhu-
man is just as irrelevant as whether he is black or white. Ben-
tham writes:

The day may come when the rest of the animal creation
may acquire those rights which never could have been
witholden from them but by the hand of tyranny. The
French have already discovered that the blackness of the
skin is no reason why a human being should be abandoned
without redress to the caprice of a tormentor. It may one
day come to be recognized that the number of the legs, the
villosity of the skin, or the termination of the os sacrum are
reasons equally insufficient for abandoning a sensitive be-
ing to the same fate. What else is it that should trace the in-
superable line? Is it the faculty of reason, or perhaps the
faculty of discourse? But a full-grown horse or dog is be-
yond comparison a more rational, as well as a more con-
versable animal, than an infant of a day or a week or even
amonth old. But suppose they were otherwise, what would
it avail? The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they
talk? but, Can they suffer?

Because both humans and nonhumans can suffer, we have the
same reason for not mistreating both. If a human is tormented,
why is it wrong? Because she suffers. Similarly, if a nonhuman is
tormented, she also suffers, and so it is equally wrong for the
same reason. To Bentham and Mill, this line of reasoning was
conclusive. Humans and nonhumans are equally entitled to
moral concern.

However, this view may seem as extreme, in the opposite
direction, as the traditional view that gives animals no indepen-
dent moral standing at all. Are animals really to be regarded as
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the equals of humans? In some ways Bentham and Mill thought
so, but they were careful to point out that this does not mean
that animals and humans must always be treated in the same
way. There are factual differences between them that often will
justify differences in treatment. For example, because humans
have intellectual capacities that animals lack, they are able to
take pleasure in things that nonhumans cannot enjoy—humans
can do mathematics, appreciate literature, and so on. And sim-
ilarly, their superior capacities might make them capable of
frustrations and disappointments that other animals are not
able to experience. Thus our duty to promote happiness entails
a duty to promote those special enjoyments for them, as well as
to prevent any special unhappinesses to which they are vulner-
able. At the same time, however, insofar as the welfare of other
animals is affected by our conduct, we have a strict moral duty
to take that into account, and their suffering counts equally with
any similar suffering experienced by a human.

Contemporary utilitarians have sometimes resisted this as-
pect of the classical doctrine, and that is not surprising. Our
“right” to kill, experiment on, and otherwise use animals as we
please seems to most of us so obvious that it is hard to believe
we really are behaving as badly as Bentham and Mill suggest.
Some contemporary utilitarians, however, have produced pow-
erful arguments that Bentham and Mill were right. The philoso-
pher Peter Singer, in a book with the odd-sounding title Animal
Liberation (1975), has urged, following the principles laid down
by Bentham and Mill, that our treatment of nonhuman animals
is deeply objectionable.

Singer asks how we can possibly justify experiments such as
this one:

At Harvard University R. Solomon, L. Kamin, and L. Wynne
tested the effects of electric shock on the behavior of dogs.
They placed forty dogs in a device called a “shuttlebox”
which consists of a box divided into two compartments, sep-
arated by a barrier. Initially the barrier was set at the height
of the dog’s back. Hundreds of intense electric shocks were
delivered to the dogs’ feet through a grid floor. At first the
dogs could escape the shock if they learned to jump the bar-
rier into the other compartment. In an attempt to “dis-
courage” one dog from jumping, the experimenters forced
the dog to jump into shock 100 times. They said that as the
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dog jumped he gave a “sharp anticipatory yip which turned
into a yelp when he landed on the electrified grid.” They
then blocked the passage between the compartments with
a piece of plate glass and tested the same dog again. The
dog “jumped forward and smashed his head against the
glass.” Initially dogs showed symptoms such as “defecation,
urination, yelping and shrieking, trembling, attacking the
apparatus” and so on, but after ten or twelve days of trials
dogs that were prevented from escaping shock ceased to re-
sist. The experimenters reported themselves “impressed”
by this, and concluded that a combination of the plate glass
barrier and foot shock were “very effective” in eliminating
jumping by dogs.

The utilitarian argument is simple enough. We should judge ac-
tions right or wrong depending on whether they cause more
happiness or unhappiness. The dogs in this experiment are ob-
viously being caused terrible suffering. Is there any compensat-
ing gain in happiness elsewhere that justifies it? Is greater un-
happiness being prevented, for other animals or for humans? If
not, the experiment is not morally acceptable.

We may note that this style of argument does not imply that
all such experiments are immoral—it suggests judging each one
individually, on its own merits. The experiment with the dogs,
for example, was part of a study of “learned helplessness,” a
topic that psychologists regard as very important. Psychologists
say that finding out about learned helplessness will lead to long-
term benefits for the mentally ill. The utilitarian principle does
not, by itself, tell us what the truth is about particular experi-
ments; but it does insist that the harm done to the animals 7re-
quares justification. We cannot simply assume, because they are
not human, that anything goes.

But criticizing such experiments is too easy for most of us.
Because we do not do such research, we may feel superior or
self-righteous. Singer points out, however, that none of us is free
of blame in this area. We are all involved in cruelty just as seri-
ous as that perpetrated in any laboratory, because we all (or, at
least most of us) eat meat. The facts about meat production are
at least as harrowing as the facts about animal experimentation.

Most people believe, in a vague way, that while the slaugh-
terhouse may be an unpleasant place, animals raised for food
are otherwise treated well enough. But, Singer points out, noth-
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ing could be further from the truth. Veal calves, for example,
spend their lives in pens too small to allow them to turn around
or even to lie down comfortably—but from the producers’
point of view, that is good, because exercise toughens the mus-
cles, which reduces the “quality” of the meat; and besides, al-
lowing the animals adequate living space would be prohibitively
expensive. In these pens the calves cannot perform such basic
actions as grooming themselves, which they naturally desire to
do, because there 1s not room for them to twist their heads
around. It is clear that the calves miss their mothers, and like
human infants they want something to suck: They can be seen
trying vainly to suck the sides of their stalls. In order to keep
their meat pale and tasty, they are fed a liquid diet deficient in
both iron and roughage. Naturally they develop cravings for
these things. The calf’s craving for iron becomes so strong that
if allowed to turn around, it will lick at its own urine, although
calves normally find this repugnant. The tiny stall, which pre-
vents the animal from turning, solves this “problem.” The crav-
ing for roughage is especially strong, since without it the animal
cannot form a cud to chew. It cannot be given any straw for bed-
ding, since the animal would be driven to eatit, and that would
affect the meat. So for these animals, the slaughterhouse is not
an unpleasant end to an otherwise contented existence. As ter-
rifying as the process of slaughter is, for them it may actually be
a merciful release.

Once again, given these facts, the utilitarian argument is
simple enough. The system of meat production causes great suf-
fering for the animals. Because we do not need to eat them—
vegetarian meals are also tasty and nourishing—the good thatis
done does not, on balance, outweigh the evil. Therefore, it is
wrong. Singer concludes that we should become vegetarians.

What is most revolutionary in all this is simply the idea that
the interests of nonhuman animals count. We normally assume,
as the dominant tradition of our society teaches, that human be-
ings alone are worthy of moral consideration. Utilitarianism
challenges that basic assumption and insists that the moral com-
munity must be expanded to include all creatures whose inter-
ests are affected by what we do. Human beings are in many ways
special; and an adequate morality must acknowledge that. But
it is also true that we are only one species among many inhabit-
ing this planet; and morality must acknowledge that as well.
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CHAPTER 8

The Debate over Utilitarianism

The utilitarian doctrine is that happiness is desirable, and the only
thing desirable, as an end; all other things being desirable as means
to that end.

JOHN STUART MILL, UTILITARIANISM (1861)

Man does not strive after happiness; only the Englishman does that.
FrRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, TWiLIGHT OF THE IDOLS (1889)

8.1. The Classical Version of the Theory

Classical Utilitarianism, the theory of Bentham and Mill, can be
summarized in three propositions: First, actions are to be
judged right or wrong solely by virtue of their consequences.
Nothing else matters. Second, in assessing consequences, the
only thing that matters is the amount of happiness or unhappi-
ness that is created. Everything else is irrelevant. Third, each
person’s happiness counts the same. As Mill put it,

the happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what
is right in conduct, is not the agent’s own happiness, but
that of all concerned. As between his own happiness and
that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly
impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator.

Thus, right actions are those that produce the greatest possible
balance of happiness over unhappiness, with each person’s hap-
piness counted as equally important.

The appeal of this theory to philosophers, economists, and
others who theorize about human decision making has been
enormous. The theory continues to be widely accepted, even
though it has been challenged by a number of apparently dev-
astating arguments. These antiutilitarian arguments are so nu-
102
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merous, and so persuasive, that many have concluded the the-
ory must be abandoned. But the remarkable thing is that so
many have not abandoned it. Despite the arguments, a great
many thinkers refuse to let the theory go. According to these
contemporary utilitarians, the antiutilitarian arguments only
show that the classical theory needs to be improved; they say the
basic idea is sound and should be preserved, but recast into a
more satisfactory form.

In what follows, we will examine some of these arguments
against Utilitarianism and consider whether the classical ver-
sion of the theory may be revised satisfactorily to meet them.
These arguments are of interest not only for the assessment of
Utilitarianism but for their own sakes, as they raise some funda-
mental issues of moral philosophy.

8.2. Is Happiness the Only Thing That Matters?

The question What things are good?is different from the question
What actions are right? and Utilitarianism answers the second
question by referring back to the first one. Right actions, it says,
are the ones that produce the most good. But what is good? The
classical utilitarian reply is: one thing, and one thing only,
namely happiness. As Mill putit, “The utilitarian doctrine is that
happiness is desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end;
all other things being desirable as means to that end.”

The idea that happiness is the one ultimate good (and un-
happiness the one ultimate evil) is known as Hedonism. He-
donism is a perennially popular theory that goes back at least
as far as the ancient Greeks. It has always been attractive be-
cause of its beautiful simplicity and because it expresses the in-
tuitively plausible notion that things are good or bad on ac-
count of the way they make us feel. Yet a little reflection reveals
serious flaws in this theory. The flaws stand out when we con-
sider examples like these:

A promising young pianist’s hands are injured in an automobile
accident so that she can no longer play. Why is this bad for her? He-
donism would say it is bad because it causes her unhappiness.
She will feel frustrated and upset whenever she thinks of what
might have been, and thatis her misfortune. But this way of ex-
plaining the misfortune seems to get things the wrong way
around. It is not as though, by feeling unhappy, she has made
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an otherwise neutral situation into a bad one. On the contrary,
her unhappiness is a rational response to a situation that is un-
fortunate. She could have had a career as a concert pianist, and
now she cannot. Thatis the tragedy. We could not eliminate the
tragedy just by getting her to cheer up.

You think someone is your friend, but he ridicules you behind
your back. No one tells you, so you never know. Is this unfortu-
nate for you? Hedonism would have to say no, because you are
never caused any unhappiness. Yet we feel there is something
bad going on. You think he is your friend, and you are “being
made a fool,” even though you are unaware of it and you suffer
no unhappiness.

Both these examples make the same basic point. We value
all sorts of things, such as artistic creativity and friendship, for
their own sakes. It makes us happy to have them, but only be-
cause we already think them good. (We do not think them good
because they make us happy—this is how Hedonism “gets
things the wrong way around.”) Therefore, it is a misfortune to
lose them, independently of whether or not the loss is accom-
panied by unhappiness,

In this way, Hedonism misunderstands the nature of hap-
piness. Happiness is not something that is recognized as good
and sought for its own sake, with other things desired only as a
means of bringing it about. Instead, happiness is a response we
have to the attainment of things that we recognize as good, in-
dependently and in their own right. We think that friendship is
a good thing, and so having friends makes us happy. That is very
different from first setting out after happiness, then deciding
that having friends might make us happy, and then seeking
friends as a means to this end.

For this reason, there are not many hedonists among con-
temporary philosophers. Those sympathetic to Utilitarianism
have therefore sought a way to formulate their view without as-
suming a hedonistic account of good and evil. Some, such as the
English philosopher G. E. Moore (1873-1958), have tried to
compile short lists of things to be regarded as good in them-
selves. Moore suggested that there are three obvious intrinsic
goods—pleasure, friendship, and aesthetic enjoyment—and
that right actions are those that increase the world’s supply of
these things. Other utilitarians have bypassed the question of
how many things are good in themselves, leaving it an open
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question and saying only that right actions are the ones that
have the best results, however that is measured. Still others by-
pass the question in another way, holding only that we should
act so as to maximize the satisfaction of people’s preferences. It is
beyond the scope of this book to discuss the merits or demerits
of these varieties of Utilitarianism. I mention them only in or-
der to note that, although the hedonistic assumption of the clas-
sical utilitarians has largely been rejected, contemporary utili-
tarians have not found it difficult to carry on. They do so by
urging that Hedonism was never a necessary part of the theory
in the first place.

8.3. Are Consequences All That Matter?

The idea that only consequences matter is, however, a necessary
part of Utilitarianism. The theory’s most fundamental idea is
that in order to determine whether an action would be right, we
should look at what will happen as a result of doing it. If it were to
turn out that some other matter is also important in determin-
ing rightness, then Utilitarianism would be undermined at its
very foundation.

Some of the most serious antiutilitarian arguments attack
the theory at just this point: They urge that various other con-
siderations, in addition to utility, are important in determining
right and wrong. Here are three such arguments.

Justice. Writing in the academic journal /nquiry in 1965, H. J.
McCloskey asks us to consider the following case:

Suppose a utilitarian were visiting an area in which there
was racial strife, and that, during his visit, a Negro rapes a
white woman, and that race riots occur as a result of the
crime, white mobs, with the connivance of the police, bash-
ing and killing Negroes, etc. Suppose too that our utilitar-
ian is in the area of the crime when it is committed such
that his testimony would bring about the conviction of a
particular Negro. If he knows that a quick arrest will stop
the riots and lynchings, surely, as a Utilitarian, he must con-
clude that he has a duty to bear false witness in order to
bring about the punishment of an innocent person.

This is a fictitious example, of course, although it was obviously
inspired by the lynch-law that prevailed at one time in some
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parts of the United States. In any case, the argument is that if
someone were in this position, then on utilitarian grounds he
should bear false witness against the innocent person. This
might have some bad consequences—the innocent man might
be executed—but there would be enough good consequences
to outweigh them: The riots and lynchings would be stopped.
The best outcome would be achieved by lying; therefore, ac-
cording to Utilitarianism, lying is the thing to do. But, the ar-
gument continues, it would be wrong to bring about the execu-
tion of an innocent person. Therefore, Utilitarianism, which
implies it would be right, must be incorrect.

According to the critics of Utilitarianism, this argument il-
lustrates one of the theory’s most serious shortcomings: namely,
that it is incompatible with the ideal of justice. Justice requires
that we treat people fairly, according to their individual needs
and merits. McCloskey’s example illustrates how the demands
of justice and the demands of utility can come into conflict.
Thus, an ethical theory that says utility is the whole story cannot
be right.

Rights. Here is a case that is not fictitious; it is from the records
of the U.S. Court of Appeals, Ninth Circuit (Southern District
of California), 1963, in the case of York v. Story:

In October, 1958, appellant [Ms. Angelynn York] went to
the police department of Chino for the purpose of filing
charges in connection with an assault upon her. Appellee
Ron Story, an officer of that police department, then act-
ing under color of his authority as such, advised appellant
that it was necessary to take photographs of her. Story then
took appellant to a room in the police station, locked the
door, and directed her to undress, which she did. Story
then directed appellant to assume various indecent posi-
tions, and photographed her in those positions. These
photographs were not made for any lawful purpose.

Appellant objected to undressing. She stated to Story
that there was no need to take photographs of her in the
nude, or in the positions she was directed to take, because
the bruises would not show in any photograph.

Later that month, Story advised appellant that the
pictures did not come out and that he had destroyed them.
Instead, Story circulated these photographs among the
personnel of the Chino police department. In April, 1960,
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two other officers of that police department, appellee
Louis Moreno and defendant Henry Grote, acting under
color of their authority as such, and using police photo-
graphic equipment located at the police station made ad-
ditional prints of the photographs taken by Story. Moreno
and Grote then circulated these prints among the person-
nel of the Chino police department.

Ms. York brought suit against these officers and won. Her legal
rights had clearly been violated. But what of the morality of the
officers’ behavior? Utilitarianism says that actions are defensi-
ble if they produce a favorable balance of happiness over un-
happiness. This suggests that we consider the amount of un-
happiness caused to Ms. York and compare it with the amount
of pleasure taken in the photographs by Officer Story and his
cohorts. It is at least possible that more happiness than unhap-
piness was caused. In that case, the utilitarian conclusion ap-
parently would be that their actions were morally all right. But
this seems to be a perverse way of thinking. Why should the
pleasure afforded Story and his cohorts matter at all? Why
should it even count? They had no right to treat Ms. York in this
way, and the fact that they enjoyed doing so hardly seems a rel-
evant defense.

Here is an (imaginary) related case. Suppose a Peeping
Tom spied on Ms. York by peering through her bedroom win-
dow, and secretly took pictures of her undressed. Further sup-
pose that he did this without ever being detected and that he
used the photographs entirely for his own amusement, without
showing them to anyone. Now under these circumstances, it
seems clear that the only consequence of his action is an in-
crease in his own happiness. No one else, including Ms. York, is
caused any unhappiness at all. How, then, could Utilitarianism
deny that the Peeping Tom’s actions are right? But it is evident
to moral common sense that they are not right. Thus, Utilitari-
anism appears to be unacceptable.

The moral to be drawn from this argument is that Utilitar-
ianism is at odds with the idea that people have rights that may
not be trampled on merely because one anticipates good re-
sults. In these cases, it is Ms. York’s right to privacy that is vio-
lated; but it would not be difficult to think of similar cases in
which other rights are at issue—the right to freedom of reli-
gion, to free speech, or even the right to life itself. It may
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happen that good purposes are served, from time to time, by vi-
olating these rights. But we do not think that our rights should
be set aside so easily. The notion of a personal right is not a util-
itarian notion. Quite the opposite: It is a notion that places lim-
its on how an individual may be treated, regardless of the good
purposes that might be accomplished.

Backward-Looking Reasons. Suppose you have promised some-
one you will do something—say, you promised to meet her
downtown this afternoon. But when the time comes to go, you
don’t want to do it; you need to do some work and you would
rather stay home. What should you do? Suppose you judge that
the utility of getting your work accomplished slightly outweighs
the inconvenience your friend would be caused. Appealing to
the utilitarian standard, you might then conclude that it is right
to stay home. However, this does not seem correct. The fact that
you promised imposes an obligation on you that you cannot es-
cape so easily. Of course, if a great deal was at stake—if, for ex-
ample, your mother had just been stricken with a heart attack
and you had to rush her to the hospital—you would be justified
in breaking the promise. But a small gain in utility cannot over-
come the obligation imposed by the fact that you promised.
Thus Utilitarianism, which says that consequences are the only
things that matter, once again seems to be mistaken.

There is an important general lesson to be learned from
this argument. Why is Utilitarianism vulnerable to this sort of
criticism? It is because the only kinds of considerations that the
theory holds relevant to determining the rightness of actions
are considerations having to do with the future. Because of its
exclusive concern with consequences, Utilitarianism has us con-
fine our attention to what will happen as a result of our actions.
However, we normally think that considerations about the past
are also important. (The fact that you promised your friend to
meet her is a fact about the past.) Therefore, Utilitarianism
seems to be faulty because it excludes backward-looking con-
siderations.

Once we understand this point, other examples of backward-
looking considerations come easily to mind. The fact that some-
one did not commit a crime is a good reason why he should not
be punished. The fact that someone once did you a favor may
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be a good reason why you should now do him a favor. The fact
that you did something to hurt someone may be a reason why
you should now make it up to her. These are all facts about the
past that are relevant to determining our obligations. But Utili-
tarianism makes the past irrelevant, and so it seems deficient for
just that reason.

8.4. Should We Be Equally Concerned
for Everyone?

The final component of utilitarian morality is the idea that we
must treat each person’s welfare as equally important—as Mill
put it, that we must be “as strictly impartial as a disinterested
and benevolent spectator.” This sounds plausible when it is
stated abstractly, but it has troublesome implications. One
problem is that the requirement of “equal concern” places too
great a demand on us; another problem is that it disrupts our
personal relationships.

The Charge That Utilitarianism Is Too Demanding. Suppose
you are on your way to the theater when someone points out
that the money you are about to spend could be used to provide
food for starving people or inoculations for third-world chil-
dren. Surely, those people need food and medicine more than
you need to see a play. So you forgo your entertainment and
give the money to a charitable agency. But that is not the end of
it. By the same reasoning, you cannot buy new clothes, a car, a
computer, or a camera. Probably you should move into a
cheaper apartment. After all, what is more important—your
having these luxuries or children having food?

In fact, faithful adherence to the utilitarian standard
would require you to give away your resources until you have
lowered your own standard of living to the level of the neediest
people you could help. We might admire people who do this,
but we do not regard them as simply doing their duty. Instead,
we regard them as saintly people whose generosity goes beyond
what duty requires. We distinguish actions that are morally re-
quired from actions that are praiseworthy but not strictly re-
quired. (Philosophers call the latter supererogatory actions.) Util-
itarianism seems to eliminate this distinction.
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But the problem is not merely that Utilitarianism would
require us to give up most of our material resources. Equally
important, abiding by Utilitarianism’s mandates would make it
impossible for us to carry on our individual lives. Each of our
lives includes projects and activities that give it character and
meaning; these are what make our lives worth living. But an
ethic that requires the subordination of everything to the im-
partial promotion of the general welfare would require us to
abandon those projects and activities. Suppose you are a cabinet-
maker, not getting rich but making a comfortable living; you
have two children that you love; and on weekends you like to
perform with an amateur theater group. In addition you are in-
terested in history and you read a lot. How could there be any-
thing wrong with this? But judged by the utilitarian standard,
you are leading a morally unacceptable life. After all, you could
be doing a lot more good if you spent your time in other ways.

Personal Relationships. In practice, none of us is willing to
treat all people as equals, for it would require that we abandon
our special relationships with friends and family. We are all
deeply partial where our friends and family are concerned. We
love them and we go to great lengths to help them. To us, they
are not just members of the great crowd of humanity—they are
special. But all this is inconsistent with impartiality. When you
are impartial, intimacy, love, affection, and friendship fly out
the window.

The fact that Utilitarianism undermines our personal re-
lationships seems to many critics to be its single greatest fault.
Indeed, at this point Utilitarianism seems to have lost all touch
with reality. What would it be like to be no more concerned for
one’s husband or wife than for strangers whom one has never
met? The very idea is absurd; not only is it profoundly contrary
to normal human emotions, but the institution of marriage
could not even exist apart from understandings about special
responsibilities and obligations. Again, what would it be like to
treat one’s children with no greater love than one has for
strangers? As John Cottingham puts it, “A parent who leaves his
child to burn, on the ground that the building contains some-
one else whose future contribution to the general welfare
promises to be greater, is not a hero; he is (rightly) an object of
moral contempt, a moral leper.”
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8.5. The Defense of Utilitarianism

These arguments add up to an overwhelming indictment of
Utilitarianism. The theory, which at first seemed so progressive
and commonsensical, now seems indefensible: It is at odds with
such fundamental moral notions as justice and individual
rights, and it seems unable to account for the place of backward-
looking reasons in justifying conduct. It would have us abandon
our ordinary lives and spoil the personal relationships that
mean everything to us. Not surprisingly, the combined weight
of these arguments has prompted many philosophers to aban-
don the theory altogether.

Many thinkers, however, continue to believe that Utilitari-
anism, in some form, is true. In reply to the above arguments,
three general defenses have been offered.

The First Line of Defense: Fanciful Examples Don’t Matter.
The first line of defense is to argue that the antiutilitarian ar-
guments make unrealistic assumptions about how the world
works. The arguments about rights, justice, and backward-
looking reasons share a common strategy. A case is described,
and then it is said that from a utilitarian point of view a certain
action is required—bearing false witness, violating someone’s
rights, or breaking a promise. Itis then said that these things are
not right. Therefore, it is concluded, the utilitarian conception
of rightness cannot be correct.

But this strategy succeeds only if we agree that the actions
described really would have the best consequences. But why
should we agree with that? In the real world, bearing false wit-
ness does not have good consequences. Suppose, in the case de-
scribed by McCloskey, the “utilitarian” tried to incriminate the
innocent man in order to stop the riots. He probably would not
succeed; his lie might be found out, and then the situation
would be even worse than before. Even if the lie did succeed,
the real culprit would remain at large, to commit additional
crimes. Moreover, if the guilty party were caught later on, which
is always a possibility, the liar would be in deep trouble, and con-
fidence in the criminal justice system would be undermined.
The moral is that although one might think that one can bring
about the best consequences by such behavior, one can by no
means be certain of it. In fact, experience teaches the contrary:
Utility is not served by framing innocent people.
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The same goes for the other cases cited in the antiutilitar-
ilan arguments. Violating people’s rights, breaking one’s
promises, and lying all have bad consequences. Only in philoso-
phers’ imaginations is it otherwise. In the real world, Peeping
Toms are caught, just as Officer Story and his cohorts were
caught; and their victims suffer. In the real world, when people
lie, others are hurt and their own reputations are damaged; and
when people break their promises, and fail to return favors,
they lose their friends.

Therefore, far from being incompatible with the idea that
we should not violate people’s rights, or lie, or break our
promises, Utilitarianism explains why we should not do those
things. Moreover, apart from the utilitarian explanation, these
duties would remain mysterious and unintelligible. What could
be more mysterious than the notion that some actions are right
“in themselves,” severed from any notion of a good to be pro-
duced by them? Or what could be more unintelligible than the
idea that people have “rights” unconnected with any benefits
derived from the acknowledgment of those rights? Utilitarian-
ism is not incompatible with common sense; on the contrary,
Utilitarianism is commonsensical.

So that is the first line of defense. How effective is it? Un-
fortunately, it contains more bluster than substance. While it
can plausibly be maintained that most acts of false witness and
the like have bad consequences in the real world, it cannot rea-
sonably be asserted that all such acts have bad consequences.
Surely, at least once in a while, one can bring about a good re-
sult by doing something that moral common sense condemns.
Therefore, in at least some real-life cases Utilitarianism will
come into conflict with common sense. Moreover, even if the
antiutilitarian arguments had to rely exclusively on fictitious ex-
amples, those arguments would nevertheless retain their power;
for showing that Utilitarianism has unacceptable consequences
in hypothetical cases is a valid way of pointing up its theoretical
defects. The first line of defense, then, is weak.

The Second Line of Defense: The Principle of Utility Is a Guide
for Choosing Rules, Not Individual Acts. The second line of
defense admits that the classical version of Utilitarianism is in-
consistent with moral common sense and proposes to save the
theory by giving it a new formulation which will be in line with
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our commonsense evaluations. In revising a theory, the trick is
to identify precisely which of its features is causing the trouble
and to change that, leaving the rest of the theory undisturbed.
What is it about the classical version that generates all the un-
welcome results?

The troublesome aspect of classical Utilitarianism, it was
said, is its assumption that each individual action is to be evalu-
ated by reference to the Principle of Utility. If on a certain oc-
casion you are tempted to bear false witness, the classical ver-
sion of the theory says that whether it would be wrong is
determined by the consequences of that particular lie; similarly,
whether you should keep a promise depends on the conse-
quences of that particular promise; and so on for each of the ex-
amples we have considered. This is the assumption that caused
all the trouble; it is what leads to the conclusion that you can do
any sort of questionable thing if it has the best consequences.

Therefore, the new version of Utilitarianism modifies the
theory so that individual actions will no longer be judged by the
Principle of Utility. Instead, we first ask what set of rules is opti-
mal, from a utilitarian point of view. What rules should we pre-
fer to have current in our society, if the people in our society are
to flourish? Individual acts are then judged right or wrong
according to whether they are acceptable or unacceptable by
those rules. This new version of the theory is called Rule-
Utilitarianism, to distinguish it from the original theory, now
commonly called Act-Utilitarianism. Richard Brandt was perhaps
the most prominent defender of Rule-Utilitarianism; he sug-
gested that “morally wrong” means that an action

would be prohibited by any moral code which all fully ra-
tional persons would tend to support, in preference to all
others or to none at all, for the society of the agent, if they
expected to spend a lifetime in that society.

Rule-Utilitarianism has no difficulty coping with the anti-
utilitarian arguments. An act-utilitarian, faced with the situation
described by McCloskey, would be tempted to bear false witness
against the innocent man because the consequences of that par-
ticular act would be good. But the rule-utilitarian would not rea-
son in that way. He would first ask, “What general rules of con-
duct tend to promote the greatest happiness?” Suppose we
imagine two societies, one in which the rule “Don’t bear false
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witness against the innocent” is faithfully adhered to, and one
in which this rule is not followed. In which society are people
likely to be better off? From the point of view of utility, the first
society is preferable. Therefore, the rule against incriminating
the innocent should be accepted, and by appealing to this rule,
we conclude that the person in McCloskey’s example should
not testify against the innocent man.

Analogous reasoning can be used to establish rules against
violating people’s rights, breaking promises, lying, and all the
rest. Rules governing personal relationships—requiring loyalty
to friends, loving care of one’s children, and so on—can also be
established in this manner. We should accept such rules because
following them, as a regular practice, promotes the general wel-
tare. But once having appealed to the Principle of Utility to es-
tablish the rules, we do not have to invoke the principle again to
determine the rightness of particular actions. Individual actions
are justified simply by appeal to the already-established rules.

Thus Rule-Ultilitarianism cannot be convicted of violating our
moral common sense. In shifting emphasis from the justification of
acts to the justification of rules, the theory has been brought into
line with our intuitive judgments to a remarkable degree.

The Third Line of Defense: “Common Sense” Can’t Be
Trusted. Finally, a small group of contemporary utilitarians has
had a very different response to the antiutilitarian arguments.
Those arguments point out that the classical theory is at odds
with ordinary notions of justice, individual rights, and so on;
and this group responds: “So what?” In 1961 the Australian
philosopher J. J. C. Smart published a monograph entitled An
Outline of a System of Utilitarian Ethics; reflecting on his position
in that book, Smart said:

Admittedly utilitarianism does have consequences which
are incompatible with the common moral consciousness,
but I tended to take the view “so much the worse for the
common moral consciousness.” That is, I was inclined to
reject the common methodology of testing general ethical
principles by seeing how they square with our feelings in
particular instances.

Our moral common sense is, after all, not necessarily reliable. It
may incorporate various irrational elements, including preju-
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dices absorbed from our parents, our religion, and the general
culture. Why should we simply assume that our feelings are al-
ways correct? And why should we reject a plausible, rational the-
ory of ethics simply because it conflicts with those feelings? Per-
haps it is the feelings, not the theory, that should be discarded.

In light of this, consider again McCloskey’s example of the
person tempted to bear false witness. McCloskey argues that it
would be wrong to have a man convicted of a crime he did not
commit because it would be unjust. But wait: Such a judgment
serves that man’s interests well enough, but what of the otherin-
nocent people who will be hurtif the rioting and lynchings con-
tinue? Surely we might hope that we never have to face a situa-
tion like this. All the options are terrible. But if we must choose
between (a) securing the conviction of one innocent person
and (b) allowing the deaths of several innocent people, is it so
unreasonable to think that the first option, bad as it is, is prefer-
able to the second?

And consider again the objection that Utilitarianism is too
demanding because it would require us to use our resources to
feed starving children rather than go to movies and buy cars
and cameras. Is it unreasonable to believe that continuing our
affluent lives is less important than those children?

On this way of thinking, Act-Utilitarianism is a perfectly de-
fensible doctrine and does not need to be modified. Rule-
Utilitarianism, by contrast, is an unnecessarily watered-down ver-
sion of the theory, which gives rules a greater importance than
they merit. There is a serious problem with Rule-Utilitarianism,
which can be brought out if we ask whether its rules have excep-
tions. After the rule-utilitarian’s “ideal social code” has been es-
tablished, are its rules to be followed no matter what? There will
inevitably be cases where an act that is prohibited by the code
would nevertheless maximize utility, maybe even by a consider-
able amount. Then what is to be done? If the rule-utilitarian says
that in such cases we may violate the code, it looks like he has
fallen back into act-utilitarianism. On the other hand, if he says
that we may not do the “forbidden” act, then, as Smart puts it,
the utilitarian’s original concern for promoting welfare has been
replaced by an irrational “rule worship.” What sort of utilitarian
would allow the sky to fall for the sake of a rule?

Act-Utilitarianism engages in no such rule-worship. It is,
however, recognized to be a radical doctrine that implies that
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many of our ordinary moral feelings may be mistaken. In this re-
spect, it does what good philosophy always does—it challenges
us to rethink matters that we have heretofore taken for granted.

If we consult what Smart calls our “common moral con-
sciousness,” it seems that many considerations other than utility
are morally important. But Smart is right to warn us that “com-
mon sense” cannot be trusted. That may turn out to be Utilitar-
lanism’s greatest contribution. The deficiencies of moral com-
mon sense are obvious, once we think for only a moment. Many
white people once felt that there is an important difference be-
tween whites and blacks, so that the interests of whites are some-
how more important. Trusting the “common sense” of their day,
they might have insisted that an adequate moral theory should
accommodate this “fact.” Today, no one worth listening to
would say such a thing, but who knows how many other irra-
tional prejudices are still a part of our moral common sense? At
the end of his classic study of race relations, An American
Dilemma (1944), the Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal re-
minds us:

There must be still other countless errors of the same sort
that no living man can yet detect, because of the fog within
which our type of Western culture envelops us. Cultural in-
fluences have set up the assumptions about the mind, the
body, and the universe with which we begin; pose the ques-
tions we ask; influence the facts we seek; determine the in-
terpretation we give these facts; and direct our reaction to
these interpretations and conclusions.

Could it be, for example, that future generations will look back
in disgust at the way affluent people in the 21st century enjoyed
their comfortable lives while third-world children died of easily
preventable diseases? Or at the way we slaughtered and ate help-
less animals? If so, they might note that utilitarian philosophers
of the day were criticized as simple-minded for advancing a
moral theory that straightforwardly condemned such things.
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THE GOOD

2.1 Promoting the Good

In this first half of the book, we are going to examine various factors that
might be thought to possess moral relevance at the normative level, But the
list of potential “candidate™ factors is virtually unlimited; how should we
decide which ones to discuss? My suggestion is quite simple. Most of us (the
readers of this book, at any rate) share a common moral outlook which we
might call commonsense morality. People may differ about the details, but at
least the broad features are familiar and widely accepted. Even those people
who reject commonsense morality—whether in whole or in part—are typi-
cally quite familiar with it (it may influence their moral intuitions, for exam-
ple, even if these are intuitions that, on reflection, they are prepared to dis-
avow). 1 implicitly appealed ro commonsense morality in the example of the
drowning woman (in 1.4), when I was trying to give intuitively plausible ex-
amples of morally relevant factors. I was counting on your acceptance of
commonsense morality—or, at least, your familiarity with it. Since common-
sense morality recognizes and endorses the four factors that I mentioned, 1
assumed that you would either accept these factors yourself or else recognize
them as factors that many other people regard as relevant,

This feature seems to me to be a desirable one when selecting factors for
more extended examination as well: since we will obviously have to limit
our discussion, it makes sense to select factors that we will all recognize as
being widely accepted. So I propose to let the common moral outlook con-
tinue to be our guide, at least so far as setting the agenda goes: the factors
that we will discuss in Part One will be those that are recognized by com-
monsense morality. Note that we can do this without necessarily endorsing
the views of commonsense morality. We are only letting commonsense
morality set the agenda for discussion; we are not assuming thar all of the
factors it recognizes are of genuine moral relevance.
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It is somewhat arbitrary where we begin, but for reasons that will emerge
as we go along, I think the best factor to consider first is this: the goodness
of outcomes. This is a factor that I think virtually everyone recognizes as
morally relevant. It may not be the only factor that is important for deter-
mining the moral status of an act, but it is certainly at least one relevant fac-
tor. [f an act will have bad results, that is a reason not to perform it; if, on
the other hand, it will have good results, then that is a reason to perform it.

Sometimes, of course, no matter what we do, the outcome will be bad.
Then all we can do is make the best of a bad situation. But this is stll a
matter of the goodness of outcomes. All other things being equal, we
should pick the act where the outcome will be the least bad overall, for that
will be the act with the best outcome (of those available to us). Similarly,
and more happily, sometimes we have to choose between two acts both of
which will have good outcomes. In such cases, all other things being equal,
we should pick the act with the better of the two outcomes.

This talk of “all other things being equal™ is just another way of recog-
nizing that goodness of outcomes may not be the only morally relevant fac-
tor that comes into play in any given case. Even if a particular act would
lead to better results overall than any other act available to the agent, per-
haps there could still be other factors that oppose performing the given act,
so that, on balance, the act is morally forbidden. If so, then in cases where
this happens other things are not equal—and so “all things considered™ the
morally best act may not be the act with the best results. We won’t start
asking until the next chapter when, if ever, the goodness of outcomes can
be “ourweighed™ in this fashion. But the point to be emphasized, once
more, is this: even if goodness of outcomes is not the only factor, it is cer-
tainly at least one morally relevant factor. So, all other things being equal,
we should pick the act with the best results. We should pick the act that
best promotes the good.

It is important to understand that in saying that the moral status of an
act is determined (at least in part) by its results, this is meant to include all
of its results. It is not only the immediate, or short term, results that matter:
long term results, side effects, indirect consequences—all these matter as
well, and they count just as much as short term or immediate consequences.
If, for example, I must choose between an act with a small immediate posi-
tive effect—but no other later effects—and an alternative act that will have
no immediate effect, but will eventually produce a lot of good, it is the sec-
ond act I should perform. Similarly, if an act will have both good results
and bad results, then these must all be taken into account. The question is:
how good or bad will the results be overall, on balance, taking into account
all of the results; and how does this compare to the overall results of the
other acts available to the agent?

Now it was probably obvious all along that talk of “good outcomes™ or
“good results” was meant to include all of the results and all of the conse-
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quences. But for all that, it must be noted that these terms are indeed being
used here in a somewhat nonstandard fashion. For normally when we talk
of the “results” or “outcomes” or “consequences” of an act, we mean to be
restricting our attention to those events taking place after the act thart are
caused by the act. It is only if the act literally produces some later event that
we call that event one of the act’s results or consequences. For example, if
the later event would have happened anyway, we don’t normally consider it
part of the consequences of the act. But for our purposes in normative
ethics, we need to give these terms a “wider,” more inclusive sense than is
normal. In thinking about the goodness of outcomes, what matters is not
the goodness of what I literally produce myself, but rather the goodness of
everything that ultimately happens, the goodness of the “upshot.”

An example should make this clear. Suppose five people are in danger of
losing their lives, but if | try to rescue any of them ar all, | will only be able
to save one of them. Luckily, however, there is someone else willing to per-
form the rescue—and she will indeed be able to save all five, provided that |
don’t get in the way. (If I am in the way, she won’t be able to save any.)
Now what should I do? If I sit back and let the other person perform the
rescue, | don’t actually produce any good art all myself, whereas if | do try
to perform the rescue, my act would at least produce the good outcome of
one life saved. So should we say that I ought to try to perform the rescue,
since this is the act that will have better results, in the normal narrow sense
of that term?

But this is clearly the wrong answer. Even though I will save one, the
other four will die. Yet were | only to sit back and allow the woman to res-
cue all five, then no one would die at all! This second outcome is obviously
the better one from the moral point of view, even though in terms of the
narrow consequences of my act this may not be the best choice. What this
shows, of course, is that in thinking about goodness of outcomes as a
morally relevant factor, our real concern should be with the overall up-
shot—how good or bad things will be if I act in one way rather than an-
other—rather than with what I myself produce. Accordingly, when we talk
of the results, consequences, or outcome of an act, let us understand these
terms in a wide sense, a sense that encompasses everything that happens,
the entire upshot. (The example also shows, incidentally, that sometimes
the act with the best results will be the “act™ of doing nothing at all.)

So when we look at the results of an act we want to look at everything
that happens. This stretches the normal notion of “results™ somewhar, but
seems to be necessary to get at the morally relevant concept. But we may
need to stretch the notion of “results™ in a second way as well: in principle
we may need to look not only at what will happen (if the act is performed)
bur also at whar is happening (when the act is performed). In some cases
this may be a fairly obvious point. For example, a given act may itself be
quite difficult to perform. In deciding whether that act has good results
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overall, we will surely want to include, say, the physical pain the agent suf-
fers while performing the act, and not only the good and bad results that
may come after the act is completed.

Other examples will be more controversial, and will depend on the spe-
cific theories (yet to come) concerning exactly what features make an out-
come good. On at least some views, however, the occurrence of an act of a
given type may in itself be a good or bad thing that can happen; if so, then
in assessing the goodness of outcomes we will want to include the agent’s
act itself as a potentially significant part of the “outcome™ of the act.

Even if we stretch the term this far, it may seem obvious, at any rate, that
there can be no need to take into account—as part of the act’s “out-
come”—what happens before the agent acts. After all, no act can alter the
past, and so whatever good or bad events occurred in the past will be the
same no matter what the agent does now; so the past cannot be relevant in
determining whether one act has a better outcome than another. In fact,
however, this too will depend on the details of one’s theory of the good. On
some views it will matter whether the past and the future “fit” together in
certain ways (for example, we might think the outcome is better if certain
people who have done evil in the past are punished in the future). On views
like this, we might say that what matters 1s how well the course of world
history goes. The upshot of some act might be that history as a whole goes
less well, even though we wouldn’t see this if we looked merely at what
happens during or after the act. I think we should leave room for the possi-
bility of such views, and so we will have to stretch the notions of “out-
come,” “results,” and “consequences” so that they include absolutely
everything that happens if an act is performed—past, present, and future.

This is certainly not to say that absolutely everything that happens does
affect the goodness of the outcome. (Obviously, much, or most, of what
happens is neither good nor bad in itself.) We still need an account of ex-
actly which features go into making one outcome better than another. And
this will, in fact, be our major concern in this chapter. But one final prelim-
inary point still needs to be clarified. When we say that one morally rele-
vant factor in determining the moral status of an act is whether that act will
promote the good, we do not mean to be taking into account every kind of
moral goodness that an act might produce. Our concern, rather, is only
with intrinsic goodness.

Many things with moral value possess only instrumental value. They are
valuable only insofar as they can contribute to producing other goods (or
eliminating various bads). Thus, for example, medicine, air conditioners,
automobiles, and money all possess instrumental value; they are useful
means for acquiring or producing other goods (or eliminating bads): among
other things, they can be used to produce various pleasures and to eliminate
or avoid various pains. For most of us, these things are valuable only be-
cause of this instrumental value. On reflection we would agree that we do
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not really value these things for their own sake, or in themselves. They are
merely instrumental goods, not intrinsic goods. In contrast, most of us
value pleasure for its own sake; we think of it as something good in itself—
not merely as a means to getting something else (though it may be thart as
well). Similarly, we think of pain as something bad in itself, something to be
avoided not merely because of what else it might produce, but for its own
sake. That is to say, we take pleasure to be intrinsically good, and pain to
be intrinsically bad.

In determining the moral status of an act, it is only the intrinsic value of
the results that matters. It would seem foolish, for example, to prefer one of
two outcomes that were similar in terms of all the intrinsic goodness that
they contained, simply because the first contained a far larger amount of in-
strumental good. After all, instrumental goods matter only because they
can produce intrinsic goods. Ultimately, then, all that really matters are the
intrinsic goods (and the intrinsic evils). So insofar as an act’s moral status
depends on the goodness of its outcome, what it depends on is the intrinsic
goodness of the outcome.

This is not to deny that for many practical purposes it is handy to evalu-
ate outcomes in terms of the instrumental goods they may contain. I might,
for example, reasonably choose between two acts on the basis of which will
produce more money for me—knowing all the while that money is of
merely instrumental value. But in such cases I also know and expect that
the extra money can eventually be put to work to produce some extra good
that I value for its own sake. That is, [ reasonably take the short term dif-
ference in instrumental goods as evidence of a long term difference in in-
trinsic goods. Ultimately, however, what really justifies my choice is this
long term difference in intrinsic goodness.

Of course, all of this still leaves us with the difficult task of deciding ex-
actly what is of intrinsic value (or intrinsic disvalue). What makes one out-
come intrinsically better than another? This is the question we will be ex-
ploring in the rest of this chapter.

2.2 Well-Being

In principle, the intrinsic goodness of an outcome might depend on several
different types of factors. That is, just as the moral status of an act might
depend on the interplay of several different morally relevant factors—one
of which is the goodness of the act’s outcome—the goodness of the out-
come may itself depend on the interplay of several different subfacrors.
(And the subfactors may themselves depend on several further factors—the
“subsubfactors.” Since such talk can quickly get clumsy, typically I will
simply call them all “factors,” whatever their level. It is, at any rate, largely
a matter of convenience and custom whether we view the “subfactors™ as
forming a genuinely unified single “factor™ ar the next higher level—or in-
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stead view talk of the “factor” as merely being shorthand for referring to
the group of subfactors.)

As we shall see, it is controversial exactly what factors go into making
one outcome better than another. But once more there is a point on which
virtually everyone agrees: one such factor is how well off people are. That
is, all other things being equal, one outcome is better than another if people
are better off in that outcome. And, all other things being equal, if people
are less well off, if their lives are going less well, then the outcome is worse.

As before, talk of “other things being equal” is to remind us that this
may not be the only factor that matters; but it is, at least, one of the factors
that matters. The higher the level of well-being, all other things being equal,
the better the outcome.

But what, exactly, is well-being? What is it for someone’s life to go better
or worse? What does someone’s being better or worse off consist in?

It is important to understand what we are not asking in raising these
questions. We are not asking what sorts of things may have a causal impact
on well-being. Obviously enough, almost anything at all might, in the right
circumstances, affect someone’s level of well-being. And certain things will
have an effect in almost all circumstances: money, a job, and opportunities,
for example, will almost always raise your level of well-being; and poverty,
disease, and enemies will almost always lower your well-being. But these
things are only a means to raising or lowering your level of well-being.
They have instrumental value (or disvalue) because of the impact they can
have on how well off you are. But they are not themselves what well-being
(or ill-being) consists in. What we want to know, then, is what is it that
constitutes being well off? (Not: what are the means to being well off?) We
want to know: what are the “components™ of well-being?

One important and popular answer is this: well-being consists in the
presence of pleasure and the absence of pain. The more pleasure and the
less pain that a life contains, the better the life. Increase the amount of plea-
sure that a person experiences (or decrease the amount of pain), and you
make that person better off; increase the pain (or decrease the pleasure),
and you make her worse off.

Now in point of fact, pretty much everyone believes at least this much:
the presence of pleasure and the absence of pain is at least one component
of well-being. (It is quite hard to deny this. The value of pleasure and the
disvalue of pain seem virtually self-evident to anyone experiencing them.)
But the particular view | have in mind makes a bolder claim; it holds that
well-being consists solely in the presence of pleasure and the absence of
pain. Pleasure and pain are the only elements that directly constitute how
well off a person is.

We can put this same point another way. If we ask ourselves what are the
intrinsic goods by virtue of which a life worth living is a life worth living,
the answer—according to this view—is pleasure, and only pleasure. Simi-
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larly, the only intrinsic evil by virtue of which a life is less worth living is
pain. This view—that well-being consists solely in the presence of pleasure
and the absence of pain—might be called welfare bedonism.

Actually, there are at least four different hedonistic views that need to be
distinguished. Psychological hedonism is the claim that—as a matter of em-
pirical, psychological fact—everyone’s ultimate goal is to pursue their own
pleasure and minimize their own pain. Ethical hedonism is the claim that—
as a matter of normative ethics—what everyone should do morally is to try
to maximize pleasure and minimize pain. From a logical standpoint, at
least, since these two views make no claims about what has or lacks intrin-
sic value, they need to be distinguished from value bedonism, which is the
claim that pleasure is the only intrinsic good and pain the only intrinsic
evil. But even this last view needs to be distinguished from welfare hedo-
nism, which limits itself to the somewhat more modest claim that well-
being consists solely in the presence of pleasure and the absence of pain,
(After all, one might accepr welfare hedonism and yet still believe that there
are other intrinsic goods that have nothing to do with well-being.)

Some people are attracted to all four hedonistic claims. But it is only wel-
fare hedonism with which we are concerned here, since it is only welfare he-
donism that purports to be and limits itself to being a theory about the na-
ture of well-being. So, for our purposes, we can put these other versions of
hedonism aside and use the term “hedonism” to refer to welfare hedonism.

Of course, the fact of the matter is that life is not one unending run of in-
tense pleasure, unblemished by any pain, and so the hedonist needs to tell
us how ro rank lives that are mixtures of various sorts of pleasures and
pains. However, the basic idea here is fairly simple and obvious: add up the
pleasures and subtract the pains. The greater the “sum” (that is, the higher
the net balance of pleasure minus pain), the better the life. But since not all
pleasures are equally good, and not all pains are equally bad, the view
needs to be made somewhat more complicated. Still, a solution is not be-
vond our reach. Intuitively, it seems, the longer a pleasure lasts, the better;
and the more intense the pleasure is, the better as well. So by multplying
intensity times duration, we can calculate the quantity of pleasure a given
pleasant experience contains. Similarly, we can calculate the quantity of
pain by multiplying the intensity of the pain times the duration of the pain.
By adding up the total quantity of pleasure and then subtracting from this
the total quantity of pain, we arrive at a measure of how good a life some-
one has had as a whole—their overall level of well-being. (Different calcu-
lations, but along similar lines, will allow us to make judgments about how
well off a person is at a time, or during a certain period, or how much a
person’s level of well-being would vary under different outcomes. )

Advocates of such quantitative hedonism need not believe that we can
actually make the relevant calculations, at least not with very much preci-
sion. But they can still claim that the basic ideas expressed here capture real
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and important insights into the nature of well-being: well-being is simply a
matter of pleasure and pain; and the value or disvalue of pleasures and
pains is simply a matter of their intensity and duration.

One important implication of quantitative hedonism is that quantity for
quantity, all pleasures are equally valuable. Of course, people will differ
from one another with regard to what sorts of things give them pleasure:
you may derive great pleasure from listening to opera, while I find the expe-
rience painful; I may enjoy bird-watching, while you find it boring. From a
practical standpoint, therefore, it will clearly be important to get our facts
straight about what exactly gives pleasure to whom. But so long as we are
indeed talking about equal quantities of pleasure, it doesn’t matter where
the pleasure comes from. Similarly, some things (such as great art) may be
rich and fruitful sources of large quantities of intense and abiding pleasure,
while other things (such as watching television) are at best sources of mini-
mal, mild, and fleeting pleasure. So from a practical standpoint it may well
be rational to invest more energy in contemplating art than in watching
television. But so long as we are talking about equal quantities of pleasure,
it doesn’t matter where the pleasure comes from: a unit of art-based plea-
sure is of no greater value than a unit of television-based pleasure.

This, at any rate, is the view of quantitative hedonism. But it is at just this
point that some think quantitative hedonism goes astray. Many find it very
hard to believe that one kind of pleasure is no more valuable than another
(unit for unit). After all, if quantity of pleasure is all that matters, this seems
to lead to some pretty bizarre conclusions. Consider the life of a contented
pig, wallowing in the mud: it might be filled with pleasure, a far greater
quantity of pleasure than can be found in the life of a person. Yet who would
want to trade places with the pig? Who thinks that the pig has a better life?

Pressed to defend our preference for a human life over a porcine exis-
tence, a natural suggestion is this: pigs might have a greater quantity of
pleasure, but humans can have pleasures of a much more valuable kind.
Unlike pigs, humans can experience love, friendship, and art; they can have
the pleasures of discovery, creativity, and understanding. We seem drawn to
the thought that such “spiritual” or “mental™ pleasures are simply of a
higher quality than the mere “physical™ or “bodily™ pleasures that are all
that are available to the pig—and that these “higher™ pleasures are of
greater intrinsic value than the “lower™ pleasures. If this is right, then when
judging the level of well-being of some individual (whether human or non-
human) we must take into account not only quantity but also quality. (Per-
haps a new formula could achieve this by multiplying intensity times dura-
ton times a “quality rating”—but we need not pursue this question. We
can also put aside, for the sake of simplicity, the question of whether qual-
ity can also affect the value of pains, as well as pleasures.)

Such qualitative hedonism will be resisted by advocates of quantitative
hedonism, who may claim that the appeal of qualitative hedonism is based
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on a simple mistake. As we have already observed, and as the quantitative
hedonists themselves would stress, the sources of the so-called higher plea-
sures typically lead to far greater quantities of pleasure than do the sources
of the so-called lower pleasures. So from a practical point of view, it tvpi-
cally makes sense to prefer the experiences of the higher pleasures—for
these experiences will simply contain more pleasure! But this doesn’t show
thar a given quantity of higher pleasure is any more valuable than the same
quantity of lower pleasure. In and of itself, quality just doesn’t make a dif-
terence to the intrinsic value of {a unit of) pleasure.

In reply, the qualitative hedonists will simply deny that they are making
any such mistake. Admirtedly, sources of higher pleasures typically yield far
greater quantities of pleasure than do sources of lower pleasures; but even
when we take this into account—even when we focus on similar quantities
of pleasure—we still find ourselves attracted to the thought that a given
quantity of higher pleasure is more valuable than the same quantity of
lower pleasure.

Like many of the other controversies in normative ethics that will be dis-
cussed in this book, I will not try to settle here which side is correct or which
side has the stronger argument. For reasons discussed earlier (in 1.3) it
should not surprise us if intelligent and thoughtful individuals can sincerely
disagree as to which view seems most plausible when all the arguments are
taken into account. (It is also worth bearing in mind that here—as else-
where—further arguments might be offered on either side.) Consequently,
all one can do—on this question, as on the others that will follow—is to
weigh the various arguments of each side and to decide for oneself.

Of course, even if we agree with the qualitative hedonist, that higher plea-
sures are more valuable than lower pleasures, we are stll in need of some
test to tell which of two pleasures is the more valuable (that is, higher in
quality). The most plausible suggestion that has been made is this: ask the
experts. That is, ask those who have experience with both sorts of pleasures.
If those who have experience with both pleasure X and pleasure Y prefer to
have X rather than Y (given a choice between equal quantities of either),
then we can reasonably conclude that X is the more valuable pleasure.

It must be admitted thar applying this test is not without its difficulties. As
often as not, it may be impossible to find someone who genuinely has first-
hand experience with both kinds of pleasures. How many lovers of opera re-
ally know what it is like to be totally absorbed watching game shows on
television? And what human being has had the experience of being a pig
wallowing in the mud? Still, the qualitative hedonist can admit these pracu-
cal difficulties while insisting that the basic idea behind the test is correct:
pleasures can differ as to their quality; and these differences in quality would
be reflected in the preterences of those who had experienced them.

A remaining worry is this. Is qualitative hedonism genuinely a form of
hedonism? The welfare hedonist claims that pleasure (and the absence of
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pain) is all that matters intrinsically for well-being. If one holds that quan-
tity of pleasure is not all that matters, but that quality matters too, has one
abandoned the commitment to hedonism? People’s intuitions on this ques-
tion seem to differ, although it is not clear what turns on the answer other
than the label. Even if the so-called qualitative hedonist is not genuinely a
hedonist, the position she holds might still be the truth.

However, pushed this far, we might want to go farther. If the value of our
various experiences can vary—depending on what kind of pleasures they
are—perhaps other experiences may have value, too, even though they are
not pleasures at all! Perhaps certain experiences have a high quality and
contribute to our well-being, even though it would be stretching things to
say they are pleasant. At the very least, it might be grossly misleading to fo-
cus on whatever pleasure they contain, as this might be quite irrelevant to
their value.

Perhaps, then, the position we should actually accept is this: all that in-
trinsically matters for determining one’s level of well-being are the various
experiences one has—one’s mental states. Some mental states are more
valuable than others, and pleasure is presumably one such kind of valuable
experience (or one aspect of an experience that may make it valuable). But
it is not the only kind of valuable experience (or the only aspect of an expe-
rience that can give it value). In short, perhaps we should simply acceprt a
mental state theory of well-being.

Strictly speaking, of course, hedonism is a version of a mental state the-
ory (or perhaps: it is a family of mental state theories). It agrees that your
mental states are what determine your level of well-being, and it holds a
particular view as to which mental states have value (namely, the pleasant
ones). But we are now considering the possibility of theories that move be-
yond hedonism in allowing other kinds of experiences to have value as
well. Of course, any fully specified mental state theory would need to tell us
exactly what kinds of experiences have what kind of value. And it should
be noted that, other than hedonism, there have been relatively few attempts
to do this. But even if one is uncertain as to exactly which kinds of experi-
ences contribute to well-being, and by how much, one might be quite con-
vinced as to the fundamental truth of mental statism: your mental states are
the only things that directly determine your level of well-being.

Many people find the idea of mental statism quite compelling. It lies be-
hind the common saying that “What vou don’t know can’t hurt you.”
What else could constitute well-being other than having the right mental
states? Yet mental state theories seem to leave something important out, for
there are cases in which all mental state theories lead to answers that are
difficulr to accept.

Imagine a man who dies contented, thinking he has achieved everything
he wanted in life: his wife and family love him, he is a respected member of
the community, and he has founded a successful business. Or so he thinks.
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In reality, however, he has been completely deceived: his wife cheated on
him, his daughter and son were only nice to him so that they would be able
to borrow the car, the other members of the community only pretended to
respect him for the sake of the charitable contributions he sometimes made,
and his business partner has been embezzling funds trom the company,
which will soon go bankrupr.

In thinking about this man’s life, it is ditficult to believe that it is all a life
could be, that this life has gone abour as well as a life could go. Yert this
seems to be the very conclusion mental state theories must reach! For from
the “inside”—looking only at the man’s experiences—everything was per-
fect. We can imagine that the man’s mental states were exactly the same as
the ones he would have had if he had actually been loved and respected. So
if mental states are all that marter, then—since this man got the mental
states right—there is nothing missing from this man’s life at all. It is a pic-
ture of a life that has gone well. But this seems quite an unacceptable thing
to say about this life; it is surely not the kind of life we would want for our-
selves. So mental state theories must be wrong.

A defender of the mental state approach might insist that the business-
man’s life must have gone well, since he was happy. But those who think
something important was missing from this man’s life need not be im-
pressed by this answer. Some will deny that the man was genuinely happy:
he thought he was, but in reality, he was not; perhaps the example shows
that there is more to happiness than having the right sorts of mental states.
Others will agree that the businessman was indeed happy; but they will ar-
gue that this only shows that there is more to well-being than happiness,
since something is certainly less than ideal about the deceived man’s life. In
short, whatever we feel about the correct account of happiness, the exam-
ple still seems to show that mental state theories are wrong: having the best
kind of mental states is just not enough. .

To be fair, some mental state theorists may not think that our deceived
businessman had the very best kinds of experiences—perhaps it would be
better to have experiences of adventure or discovery. But it seems we could
compose a comparable story whichever mental states are best. Indeed, if we
want, we can imagine an “experience machine” that electronically stimu-
lates your brain, giving you whatever experiences you think most valuable.
The effect is so perfect that it will feel (“from the inside™) exactly as though
you were climbing mountains, composing symphonies, or what have you.
In reality, you are simply floating in a tank in the scientist’s lab—but once
you are hooked up, all memory of this will disappear, and you will have ex-
actly the mental states endorsed by your favorite mental state theory.

Would you want to spend your life hooked up to an experience machine?
If not, then it seems that mental state theories must be wrong—all of them.
For life on the experience machine gets the mental states exactly right; so if
something is missing from a life on the experience machine—if it is not the
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best kind of life imaginable—then there must be more to well-being than
having the right kind of experiences.

But what is missing? A natural response to these examples—the deceived
businessman, the experience machine—is that these people don’t really
have what they want. They think they do, but they don’t. The businessman
wanted to be loved and respected. He thought he was—from the inside it
seemed that he was, he had the same mental states as someone who was—
but still he wasn’t really loved and respected, even though that was what he
wanted. Similarly, the person on the experience machine may, say, have the
very same mental states as someone who is climbing a mountain, and
climbing a mountain may be what he most wants to do. But since he obvi-
ously is not really climbing any mountains, he doesn't truly have what he
wants—to climb mountains! In short, what is missing from all of these ex-
amples is that the person's preferences are not actually satisfied; things are
not in fact the way they want them to be.

The point could be put this way: what we want out of life is to have what
we want out of life, and what we want is almost always far more than
merely having certain kinds of experiences. For example, if you want to be
a great and famous novelist, then your desire is only sanshied if you have in
fact written a great novel, and your work is well-known by others. Merely
having the experiences is not enough to actually satisfy the desire. (It
should be noted that “satisfy”™ is being used here in a somewhat technical
sense: a desire is satisfied, in this sense, if and only if the very thing that is
desired actually occurs. This concept should not be confused with the feel-
ing of satisfaction that often accompanies our believing that our desires
have been met.)

These thoughts suggest a desire-based or a preference theory of well-
being. According to the preference theory, well-being consists in having
one’s preferences satisfied. To the extent that your preferences or desires are
satisfied, you are better off; to the extent that your preferences or desires
are not satisfied, you are less well off. (Of course not all of your preferences
are equally important to you, so we would probably want to make the view
more complicated, holding that the stronger the desire, the greater the con-
tribution to well-being made by the satisfaction of that desire. But we won'’t
pursue these details here.)

Not surprisingly, mental state theorists will argue that the attractiveness
of the preference theory is based on a confusion. Unlike our make-believe
examples, they will note, in real life there is actually only one way to
achieve the very same mental states one would have if the corresponding
“external™ states of affairs really existed—and that is to actually bring
about the external states of affairs. For example, the only way to have the
very same experiences as someone climbing a mountain is to actually climb
a mountain. So from a practical standpoint, we are justified in simply aim-
ing at the external states, knowing that, if we can achieve these, the mental
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states will follow. Thus, aiming at the external states has instrumental
value; it is the best means to the mental states. But this should not mislead
us into thinking that the external states have intrinsic value, making a di-
rect contribution to well-being; only the mental states themselves do that.

Preference theorists, however, may not be impressed by this argument.
They will, of course, admit that in real life a given set of experiences and
the corresponding external states of affairs go pretty much hand in hand—
we don’t get the one without the other. But this doesn’t show that it is the
former and not the latter that matters. We may have to think about various
kinds of make-believe examples to find cases where we would have the
mental states without the corresponding external reality; but when we do
think about such cases, we see quite clearly that what we value is more than
merely having the right mental states. Our preferences concern external re-
ality, too, and not only experiences. Of course, it is certainly true that one
of the things we all have preferences about is having the right mental states.
(I want to experience pleasures and not pain; I want to have the experiences
of loving and being loved; I want to experience the accomplishment of my
various goals; and so on.) So a preference theory will certainly recognize
that my mental states are one of the things that help determine my level of
well-being. But mental state theories go wrong in claiming that mental
states are the only thing thar directly determine my level of well-being. My
other preferences matter too; and they must be satisfied as well if [ am to be
completely well off.

Once more, 1 won't try to settle this dispute. But I do want to consider
two other possible objections to the preference theory. Both try to show
that the theory yields unacceptable results. The first objection notes that,
according to the preference theory, I am made better off by the satisfaction
of my various desires, regardless of the subject matter of the given desire.
Suppose, then, that I am a fan of large prime numbers, and so I hope and
desire that the total number of atoms in the universe is a prime. lmagine,
furthermore, that the rotal number of atoms is, in point of fact, prime.
Since this desire is satisfied, the preference theory must say that I am better
off for it, that my life is the better for it. (I don’t know that my desire is sat-
isfied, of course. But as already noted, the question of whether a desire is
satisfied should not be confused with the question of whether one realizes it
and consequently has a feeling of satisfaction.)

But this is absurd! The number of atoms in the universe has nothing at all
to do with the quality of my hife. It makes no difference at all to my level of
well-being. (Were the number really even, this would not leave me worse
off!) So the preference theory must be false.

One possible explanation of what has gone wrong is this. My preferences
can range over anything at all—including things that have nothing to do
with me or my life. But the brute satisfaction of these preferences cannot
plausibly be claimed to make me better off; so an unrestricted preference
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theory is unacceptable. The only plausible approach will be in terms of a
restricted preference theory: we will have to find the particular subset of my
desires that concern my life, and claim that it is only the satisfaction of
those desires that constitutes my well-being.

(The mental state theorist, of course, will insist that this misdiagnoses the
problem. The real source of the absurdity is in thinking that the mere satis-
faction of a desire—any desire—can, in and of itself, make me better off,
even if I never know about it, and so even if it never has any effect on my
mental states. But the preference theorist may reply that she has already ad-
mitted that one of the things we care about are our mental states, in partic-
ular knowing that our desires have been satisfied. So the preference theorist
can acknowledge that if one of my desires is satisfied without my knowing
about it, I am still not as well off as I might have been—since my desire to
know about it is not satisfied.)

The second objection to the preference theory—even in its restricted
form—is this. Many of my desires, including desires about my life, are
based on misinformation, sloppy thinking, inexperience, prejudice, bias,
and various other kinds of error or irrationality. | might want something,
for example, because I am misinformed as to its nature, and I falsely believe
I will enjoy having it. It seems implausible to claim that giving me what |
want in a case like this makes me better off. (Well, strictly speaking, know-
ing that 1 had gotten my way might give me some mild feeling of satisfac-
tion, and this would presumably make me slightly better off; but what
seems implausible is the claim that satisfying this mistaken desire leaves me
better off in and of itself.) Yet [ do in fact have such mistaken (or crazy, or
irrational) desires among my desires, and so the preference theory appar-
ently has to say that satisfying these desires does indeed improve my level
of well-being.

To avoid this result, we need to distinguish between actual preference
theories and ideal preference theories. As the name suggests, actual prefer-
ence theories claim that well-being is a matter of the satisfaction of your ac-
tual desires—the desires you do in fact have, whatever their basis. As we
have just seen, this has the counterintuitive implication that satisfying even
your irrational or misinformed desires leaves you better off. In contrast,
ideal preference theories claim that well-being is a matter of the satisfaction
of your “ideal” desires—that is, the desires you would have if you were
fully informed, thinking clearly, free from prejudice and bias, and so on.
Since you would not have misinformed, crazy, or irrational desires under
such ideal conditions, they are not among your ideal desires; so, on this
view, satisfaction of such desires does not contribute to your well-being. It
seems, then, that preference theorists who want to avoid the second objec-
tion should embrace an ideal preference theory. (Of course, assuming that
they want to avoid the first objection as well, they will actually need to em-
brace a restricted ideal preference theory.)
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But once we have made the move to an ideal preference theory, we may
want to move even further. After all, what exactly 1s it that explains why it
is only ideal desires whose satisfaction will contribute to well-being? Why
does having what we want leave us better off in those cases—but only in
those cases—where the desires in question are ideal desires? We cannot say:
having what we want makes us better off by virtue of the very fact that
these are the things we want. For this view actually supports the actual
preference theory, rather than the ideal preference theory. (The things we
want include everything that we do want—not just those things we would
want if informed; and some of the things we would want if we had ideal
preferences we do not in fact already want.)

A tempring thought is this. Having the things we would want—if only we
were fully informed, rational, free from bias, and so forth—is valuable, be-
cause these are the things thar are truly worth having! Thart is, if we were
fully informed, and so on, we would be in an ideal position to recognize
which things have value and which things do not. And then our preferences
would follow accordingly: we would prefer to have what has more value
over what has less.

But this means that the appeal to preferences is not doing any actual work
in explaining the source of the value. It is not that the various goods that we
would want were we ideally informed are valuable because we would desire
them; rather, we would want these goods because we would be able to see
that they are indeed valuable, independently of our wanting them.

Thus we are led to objective theories of well-being, theories that hold
that being well off is a matter of having certain goods in one’s life, goods
that are simply worth having, objectively speaking. Similarly, there may be
certain objective bads or evils, the having of which simply leaves one worse
oft. Possession of the relevant goods and the absence of the relevant evils is
what constitutes well-being. And the goods and evils themselves have in-
trinsic value or disvalue independently of our desires (actual or ideal); in-
deed, they have the particular value they have regardless of whether anyone
is in a position to realize this.

Of course, any fully specified objective theory will need to provide us
with a list of the various objective goods and evils that together determine
one’s level of well-being. Different objective theories will provide different
lists. Indeed, it is possible to view hedonism as a kind of objective theory—
one with a very short list! (Pleasure is the only objective good; pain the only
objective evil.) But most objective theories will go beyond hedonism in of-
fering longer lists—Ilists that include other mental states, and indeed include
various external states of affairs as well (that is, they will include more than
mental states alone). Typical goods on such lists might include accomplish-
ment, creativity, health, knowledge, friendship, freedom, fame, and respect.

The preference theorist will hasten to point out that goods like these are
typically desired by us (and certainly would be desired under ideal condi-
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tions), so the preference theory too can recognize the contribution these
things make to well-being. And the hedonist will hasten to point out that
goods like these are typically of crucial instrumental value in achieving the
most pleasant mental states, so hedonism too will recognize the contribu-
tion these things make to well-being. The objective theorist, however,
thinks that both these approaches miss the mark: the hedonist goes wrong
in failing to recognize that these goods have intrinsic value, and not merely
instrumental value; the preference theorist goes wrong in failing to see that
the intrinsic value these goods possess is had objectively—it is not based on
or somehow derived from the fact that we do or would desire them.

Yet if desire is not the basis of the value of these goods, what is? And
what is it, if anything, that unifies the various items on the list? Why do
these things, and only these things, have objective value? Not surprisingly,
answers to these questions are difficult to come by, and different objective
theorists offer different answers, Many proposals take the form of perfec-
tionism: the objective goods are those that are elements in an ideal or per-
fect human life, one which fully realizes the distinctive and essential charac-
teristics of human nature. Of course, even within a broadly perfectionist
approach there is room for considerable disagreement, both with regard to
what constitutes human nature and—accordingly—what goods are ele-
ments in the perfect human life.

But however we settle these questions, a difficulty remains. As we have
seen, the objective theorist holds that possession of the objective goods
makes one better off—regardless of whether or not one realizes this. This
seems to have the implication that your life could be made better off by the
possession of some “good” even though you yourself dislike it and would
greatly prefer to be without it: since the good possesses objective value,
your own opinion on the subject is quite irrelevant. Your life could be going
well even though you are unhappy with almost all its central features!
Thus, like the other theories of well-being, the objective theory too seems to
lead to unacceptable results.

Some objective theorists may be willing to live with this implication of
their theory. Others, however, may try to resist it, by claiming that although
the value of the objective goods is not based on one’s preferences or plea-
sure, nonetheless it is true for each objective good that if one possessed i,
one would be glad to have it. But it is hard to see what could guarantee the
truth of this fortunate convergence of objective value and desire or enjoy-
ment. Indeed, critics of objective theories may well think that there simply
is no way to guarantee this result: if we want convergence of goodness and
desire or enjoyment, then we must build desire or enjoyment right into the
definition of goodness. That is to say, we must appeal to either hedonism or
a preference theory.

This then brings us full circle. Each theory of well-being has its atrractive
features, but none is without its drawbacks. Although there is considerable
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agreement that well-being is a central factor in determining the goodness of
an outcome, there is nothing approaching agreement as to what exactly
well-being consists in. As always, this does not mean that no single view is
correct; it does, however, mean that each of us will have to decide for him-
self or herself which view is the most plausible one on balance—once all of
the arguments of each side have been considered.

It is worth noting, finally, that despite this philosophical disagreement as to
the precise theoretical basis of well-being, there is in fact a considerable con-
sensus concerning most real-life cases. Advocates of the various theories may
differ as to whether various goods are merely instrumental to well-being or
are instead directly constitutive ot well-being. But when considering realistic
cases, we find that most plausible views are in a fair amount of agreement as
to who 1s well off and who is not. So from a practical standpoint, at least, our
inability to resolve the theoretical dispute may not be debilitating.

2.3 The Total View

Let’s suppose that you've come away from the previous section with an ad-
equate theory of well-being. It will be a theory of individual well-being,
that 1s, a theory that tells us what it is for a given individual to be better or
worse off. Such a theory is obviously useful for us, given our belief that
well-being is at least one factor that determines the overall goodness of out-
comes. But we can’t use it as it stands, till we decide what to do about the
fact that there is more than one person in the world. (There are, of course,
millions and billions of people in the world; but the logical problem arises
as soon as there are two!) For each person—Ilet us suppose—we can form a
judgment concerning how well off that person is and how that person’s
level of well-being would vary under different outcomes. But what do we
do with all of this information? Whose well-being are we to take into ac-
count, in deciding which outcome is better?

One possible view is this: each one of us should take into account only
his or her own level of well-being. If this view is correct, then when 1 say
that a given outcome is better, what I should mean is that it is better in
terms of my own well-being. And when you say that a given outcome is
better, what you should mean is thart it is better in terms of your well-being.

This view doesn’t deny that one person’s well-being can be affected in
various ways by the level of well-being of another. Nor need it deny that the
outcome that is best for one person might well be best for many others as
well. It is just that when any given person evaluates an outcome in terms of
well-being, all that counts—directly, in and of irself—is that particular per-
son’s level of well-being. Someone’s saying that the outcome is good is just
a way of saying that it is good for them.

A different possible view holds that each one of us should take into ac-
count everyone’s level of well-being. When I say thar a given outcome is
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better, then, I mean that it is better counting everyone—not just me. And
when you say that a given outcome is better, you mean the same thing: bet-
ter, Counting everyone.

Of course, this second view would be very similar to the first, if each of
us counted everyone, but only for a very small amount, while counting our-
selves for a great deal. So let’s add, straight off, that according to this sec-
ond view each of us should not only count everyone but should count
everyone equally.

Now we agreed ar the start of this chapter that one factor that deter-
mines the moral status of an act is the goodness of the outcome of that act.
And we also agreed that well-being is at least one subfactor that helps de-
termine the goodness of an outcome. But now we see that we have to de-
cide how this factor—goodness of outcome—is to be understood: is the
morally relevant factor only how good the outcome is for me, or is the
morally relevant factor how good the outcome is overall, taking everyone’s
well-being into account?

So long as we clearly bear in mind that what we are asking is what mat-
ters from the moral point of view, I think that most of us will agree that
everyone’s well-being needs to be taken into account. If an act will benefit
me, this is certainly a good result; but if it will benefit others as well, this is
an even better result, morally speaking. Indeed, an act might have good re-
sults, from the moral point of view, even if there is no benefit in it for me at
all. T pretty much took all this for granted previously: for example, in dis-
cussing the case of the drowning woman (in 1.4), I assumed we would all
agree that saving the woman’s life was a good result. And I assumed I could
say this even without knowing whether my own level of well-being would
somehow be improved by my act as well. So when we are considering
goodness of outcomes as a factor that can help determine the moral status
of an act, everyone’s well-being counts.

(What could tempt us to think otherwise? Well, we might get the question
of what counts, morally speaking, confused with the question of what counts
from the rational point of view—or we might think the two must coincide
(see 1.2). And then we might also hold the view that the only thing that I can
count from the rational point of view is my own well-being. But if you do in-
deed accept this last claim about rationality—and I for one see no reason to
believe it—then it seems much more plausible to deny that the rational point
of view and the moral point of view must coincide. For it is extremely im-
plausible to suggest that morally speaking, no one counts but myself.)

In talking about goodness of outcomes as a morally relevant factor, then,
we are not just talking about goodness from a “personal” point of view or
a “subjective™ point of view—what’s good for some particular individual.
We are, rather, talking about goodness from what is sometimes called an
“objective™ point of view, an “impartial” point of view, or an “impersonal”
point of view. (None of these labels is perfect, and the last is particularly
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unfortunate: talk of what is good from the “impersonal™ point of view
might suggest that we are considering a standpoint that has nothing to do
with persons! Better labels might be that of the “transpersonal” or “om-
nipersonal™ point of view. But use of “impersonal™ in this context is pretty
well established.)

Suppose we agree then that goodness of outcomes is a matter of the over-
all objective good, the goodness of the results taking everyone’s well-being
into account. This immediately raises a new problem, given that what is
good for one person may not be good for another.

Imagine a very simple case. Suppose I must choose between producing
outcome A and outcome B, and my choice will only affect two people. If 1
pick A, Anatole will be better off than if I pick B; but if I pick B, Belinda
will be better off than if I pick A. So outcome A is better for Anatole, and B
is better for Belinda. But which outcome is better taking both of these peo-
ple into account? (Strictly, we should have asked: which outcome is better
taking everyone into account? But since no one else is affected, these seem
to come to the same thing in this case.)

Obviously, what would be best of all would be an outcome in which both
Anatole and Belinda are benefited. Unfortunately, however, this i1s impossi-
ble, and only one person can be benefited. But who should it be? Is the out-
come better if Belinda is benefited, or is it better if Anatole is benefited?

A natural proposal is this: it depends on who will benefit more. For ex-
ample, if Anatole will be much better off in A than in B, while Belinda
would only be slightly better off in B than in A, then A is the better out-
come overall: admittedly, Belinda is the “loser™ in A, but she does nort lose
very much; while if we picked B, then Anatole would be the loser, and
would lose much more (that is much more than what Belinda loses in hav-
ing A rather than B).

Now consider a slightly more complicated case. Suppose that Beatrice
will be affected by the choice too. Like Belinda, Beatrice is better off in B
than in A. Finally, suppose that although it is still true that Anatole stands
to benefit more than does either Belinda or Beatrice individually, this isn’t
true by very much. When we tell the story this way, the natural suggestion
seems to be that B is the better outcome. Admittedly, the benefit to Belinda
isn't as big as the beneht to Anatole would have been, and the benehr to
Beatrice isn’t as big as the benefit to Anatole would have been; but when
you consider the benefits to both Belinda and Beatrice, this just seems to
outweigh the “loss™ to Anatole. Intuitively, that is, the individual benefits
to Belinda and to Beatrice add up to a greater “total” benefit than we
would get by benefiting Anatole by himself.

Generalizing, then, we might say that one outcome is better than an-
other—at least so far as well-being is concerned—if the total benefit of hav-
ing that outcome rather than the other is greater. But if we do state the
point this way, we have to be careful not to lose sight of the basic, under-
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lying idea that how good an outcome is depends on everyone’s level of well-
being in that outcome. That is, it’s not just a matter of those who happen to
get an extra benefit from that outcome.

Not surprisingly, we can often make comparisons between outcomes
more easily if we put everyone else aside and focus only on those whose
level of well-being varies from one outcome to the next; indeed, as we have
just seen, we can often make the comparisons more easily still if we focus
only on the differences in the levels of well-being (that is, the extra bene-
firs). But for all that, the underlying idea really seems to be this: how good
an outcome is depends on the total amount of well-being in that outcome.
Ultimately, that is, the goodness of an outcome is not just a matter of the
extra boosts to well-being that an outcome happens to contain {compared
to the others); it is really a matter of all the well-being that it contains. All
other things being equal, then, the greater the total amount of well-being,
the better the outcome. Call this the total view.

It is important to avoid a common misunderstanding about this view. It
does not say that goodness of an outcome is a matter of how many people
are better off in that outcome; it is not a martter of “majority rules.” Often,
of course, the outcome with the greatest rotal amount of well-being will in-
deed be the outcome that benefits the greatest number of people. This is
true, for example, in the case of Anatole, Belinda, and Beatrice. But it is
also possible to have cases where this is not true. Suppose that Belinda and
Beatrice would actually only be very slightly better off in B than in A, while
Anatole will be much better off in A than in B. In this case, we can imagine,
the total benefit to Belinda and Beatrice of having B rather than A is still
less than the benefit to Anatole of having A rather than B; that is, even
though only one person would benefit from A, while two would benefit
from B, it is A that has a greater total amount of well-being. According to
the total view, then, this is the better outcome.

It should be noted that all this talk about comparing who gets benefited
more presupposes that it makes sense to talk about how much someone ben-
efits, and whether this is more or less than someone else. Similarly, talk of
adding up the total amount of well-being in a given outcome presupposes
that it makes sense to talk about measuring a person’s level of well-being—
giving it a number that we can meaningfully compare to someone else’s num-
ber—and then adding these numbers up. That is, this entire approach presup-
poses that it makes sense to talk about interpersonal comparisons of
well-being. (Since another term for “well-being™ is “utility,” these are also of-
ten called “interpersonal comparisons of utility.”) Yet it is often thought that
there is something deeply problematic about such comparisons. It is some-
times suggested that such comparisons are simply meaningless, or perhaps
meaningful but in principle impossible to make. Other times it is suggested
that although in theory it may be possible to make the comparisons, in actual
practice they cannot be made, or cannot be made with any kind of precision.
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There are obviously a number of different objections being raised here
(although they are often run together), and we do not have the space to try
to answer them adequately. One point that does seem worth making, how-
ever, is that in evaluating the plausibility of a given objection we do well to
keep in mind the details of our particular theory of well-being. (I see no rea-
son to assume that interpersonal comparisons of well-being will be equally
problematic regardless of what theory of well-being we hold.) For example,
suppose we are hedonists. Then to claim that interpersonal comparisons
are simply meaningless is equivalent to saying things like this: it makes no
sense to say that one person is in more pain than another. This seems quite
implausible. On the other hand, it does seem plausible to suggest that we
often cannot compare the intensity of two people’s pains with any great
precision.

Perhaps this last point should be conceded more generally. In real life we
are often unable to make anything more than rough and imprecise compar-
isons. But we certainly do seem to be able to do at least that much in many
cases. And often our judgments, although rough, are sufficient to enable us
to say that one outcome is better than another. So | am inclined to think
that any general skepticism about the possibility of making interpersonal
comparisons of well-being is probably misguided. On the other hand, it
must be admitted that in most cases the assignment of precise numbers will
probably be beyond us.

Of course, even if for all practical purposes precise numbers are not
available to us, there still may be a fact of the matter as to exactly how
much better off one person is than another. (In practice, all sorts of mea-
surements may elude us, even though there is stll a fact of the matter as to
precisely what some quantity comes to.) Alternatively, it may be that the
fact of the matter is that, even in principle, interpersonal comparisons "of
well-being can only be rough and imprecise. Even if this is so, however, the
total view may still be correct: perhaps the total amount of well-being con-
tained in an outcome can only be specified roughly and imprecisely; but for
all that, it might still be true that when one outcome does contain a greater
total amount of well-being than another, it is the better outcome.

In whart follows, | will occasionally assign numbers when comparing lev-
els of well-being. This will help to make the examples clear, but nothing
should turn on the precise numbers used, nor on the numbers being precise.
Consequently, even those who think that interpersonal comparisons of
well-being cannot be precise—not even in principle—need not reject, for
that reason alone, the arguments to come. (However, those who dismiss the
possibility of interpersonal comparisons altogether will dehinitely need to
reject a certain amount of what follows.)

Difficulties of measurement aside, there are two other issues concerning
the total view that should be mentioned, even if only briefly. (They are too
complex to pursue in any detail here.) The first is this. According to the to-
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tal view, the greater the total amount of well-being, the better the outcome
(all other things being equal). But there are two ways that we can increase
the total: (1) we can make the people who actually exist better off; or (2)
we can increase the number of people who exist, adding extra happy peo-
ple. Now virtually everyone agrees that the first method does indeed make
the outcome better: if vou have a group of people, then the better off they
are, the better the outcome. But it is far less clear whether the second
method of increasing the total actually makes for a better outcome. Does
the mere fact that an outcome contains extra happy people make the out-
come better, in and of itself? Suppose the first outcome contains one billion
people, all at a high level of well-being, while the second outcome contains
one billion and one people, all at that same high level. The “original™ peo-
ple are no better off in the second outcome—does the mere addition of the
extra person make the outcome better?

Many people comfortably answer yes. Such people can continue to ac-
cept the total view, since this is the answer it supports. Others, however, are
inclined to think that the mere addition of extra happy people does not
make an outcome better. Accordingly, such people must reject the total
view, and find an alternative account of the contribution that well-being
makes to the goodness of an ourcome.

One common proposal is the average vieww—which holds that the greater
the average level of well-being in an outcome, the better. (To get the aver-
age, take the total amount of well-being, and divide by the number of peo-
ple in the outcome.) Now in those cases where the number of people is the
same in both outcomes, the average view will still agree with the answers
given by the total view. But in cases where one outcome has more people
than another, the two views may differ. Since adding the extra happy people
may increase the total without increasing the average, the total view will
have to say the second outcome is better, while the average view can deny
this. To return to our example, adding the one extra person to the original
billion people will increase the total amount of well-being, but it does noth-
ing to increase the average level of well-being. So the average view can hold
that the second outcome is no better than the first.

There are, however, various problems with the average view. First of all,
if the extra happy person is at a higher level of well-being than the original
people, then the addition of the extra person may actually increase the av-
erage. So the average view will have to hold that the outcome with this ex-
tra, above-average person is better. And while some may find this intu-
itively acceptable—certainly friends of the total view will find this
congenial—others may feel that the average view here fails to capture the
original intuition that the mere addition of extra people cannot make for a
better outcome. Furthermore, if the extra person is below average—even if
only by a very small amount—then the second outcome will have a lower
average, and so the average view will have to hold that it makes things

61



2.3 The Total View 47

worse to have this extra person. But many will find it hard to believe that
the mere addition of an extra happy person can make an outcome worse.
(It may not make things better; but that is a far ¢ry from saying it makes
things worse.)

Thus those who are dissatisfied with the total view in its application to
“different number cases™ may find the average view unacceptable as well. In
point of fact, finding an acceptable principle to govern different number cases
may turn out to be a surprisingly difficult undertaking. In what follows, how-
ever, | will—if only for the sake of simplicity—assume the truth of the total
view. Luckily, this choice should affect little of the ensuing discussion.

The final question about the total view concerns the well-being of ani-
mals (or, more precisely, nonhuman animals). When comparing the good-
ness of outcomes, does the well-being of animals count too?

Most people will readily agree that animals count too. If one can elimi-
nate, say, the pain and suffering of a dog or even a bird, this makes the out-
come better. But do animals count as much as people? If a cat’s well-being
is increased by a certain amount, does this make the same contribution to
the goodness of the outcome as would a comparable increase in the well-
being of a person?

Many think not. They hold that although animals count, they count for
less than people. The well-being of animals matters, but it gets less weight
than does human well-being. Such a view could get quite complex, assign-
ing different weights to different kinds of animals: for example, perhaps
highly intelligent animals like apes and dolphins count for a great deal;
dogs and cats somewhat less; birds and fish even less; and insects notat all,
Clearly, adopting a position of this sort would require a certain amount of
revision in the total view (which, as it stands, treats all increases in well-
being equally).

It seems possible, however, that our inclination to count the well-being of
animals for less than that of humans is instead simply a marter of prejudice
and confusion. Of course, in many cases the welfare of an animal might not
be affected as much as the welfare of a human would be: slapping a cow, for
example, might not cause as much pain as would slapping a human child.
But if we are genuinely comparing the same amount of pain, it is hard 1o see
why the pain of a cow should count for less than the pain of a human: after
all, the cow is, by hypothesis, in just as much pain. Perhaps, then, unit for
unit, the well-being of animals should count just as much as the well-being
of people. And if this is the position we take, we can continue to accept the
{unrevised) total view. (Holding this view, it should be noted, is fully com-
patible with claiming that some of the most valuable components of well-
being—those elements that make the greatest contribution to individual
well-being—may not be available to animals. For example, animals cannot
enjoy poetry. Once again, however, this does not give us any reason to count
animals less when we are talking about comparable elements of well-being.)
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The moral starus of animals is a difficult and controversial topic. What's
more, it is obviously of considerable practical significance. But we will not
consider it further here. Indeed, except for one or two brief remarks, the
special moral issues that arise for animals will not be considered again. |
want to emphasize, however, that this omission is a response to the com-
plexity of the topic, not a claim about its unimportance.

2.4 Equality

Is the total amount of well-being the only factor that affects the goodness
of an outcome? Many people think not. For if the total is all that matters,
then it doesn’t matter how the well-being is distributed. So long as the toral
amount of well-being is the same, it doesn’t matter who receives how much.

Suppose we have two possible outcomes—each with ten people, and each
with a total of 1,000 units of well-being. (Units of well-being are sometimes
called “utiles”; hedonists often favor the term “hedons.”) In the first out-
come, each of the ten people has 100 units, In contrast, in the second out-
come, nine of the people have only 50 units each, while the tenth person
has all of the remaining 550 units!

As far as the total view is concerned, these two outcomes are equally
good—since the total amount of well-being is the same in both. Yet almost
everyone is drawn (at least initially) to the thought that the first outcome is
far better than the second. For in the first outcome the well-being is distrib-
uted equally; everyone is at the same level of well-being. But in the second
outcome, there is a huge difference between the level of the one well off in-
dividual and everyone else. And this inequality seems to make the second
outcome worse,

Cases like this seem to support the conclusion that the total amount of
well-being is not all that matters intrinsically in determining the goodness
of an outcome. Distribution of the well-being matters too, and in particu-
lar, equality matters.

Now this conclusion is not necessarily inconsistent with the total view.
One could understand the total view as merely holding that the total
amount of well-being is one factor that can contribute to the goodness of
an outcome, so that—all other things being equal—the greater the total, the
better the outcome. One could believe this and yet still hold that the total
amount of well-being is not the only factor that matters intrinsically: equal-
ity (or, more generally, distribution) matters too.

Obviously, however, the view that equality matters is opposed to any view
that says that all that matters is well-being. Let us call a view of this bolder
type—one that claims that well-being is all that martters—uwelfarism. And let
us call the view that says that equality matters too, egalitarianism. What most
of us believe, then, is that welfarism is mistaken: distribution matters too, and
in particular, equality matters. We are not welfarists, but egalitarians.
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(A word about this terminology might be in order. | have defined the wel-
farist as holding the “extreme™ or “pure” view that welfare is the only factor
that marters, whereas—in contrast—I have defined the egalitarian as merely
holding the “moderate” view that equality is one of the factors that matters.
The reason for the nonsymmetrical treatment of these terms is that virtually
everyone accepts at least “moderate” welfarism, and virtually no one accepts
“pure” egalitarianism; so the interesting question concerns the choice be-
tween pure welfarism and moderate egalitarianism. For simplicity, therefore,
I'm using the unadorned, unqualified labels “welfarism™ and “egalitarian-
ism” to refer to the two positions at the heart of the controversy.)

It might be thought that the welfarist is inconsistent in not admitting that
equality of distribution is one factor that helps to determine the goodness
of ourcomes. After all, when explaining and defending the total view we
observed that from the moral standpoint it seems that everyone counts
equally. (That's why we have to add together the total of everyone’s well-
being, counting everyone equally.) [t seems, then, that the total view recog-
nizes, and indeed presupposes, the importance of equality. So how can it be
denied now?

There are, however, two importantly different notions of equality at is-
sue, and an advocate of the total view can consistently endorse the impor-
tance of one while rejecting the other. The rotal view holds that people are
equal in this sense: in and of itself, each unit of well-being makes an equal
contribution to the overall goodness of an outcome, regardless of whose
well-being it is. (The welfare of blacks counts as much as the welfare of
whites, an increase in the well-being of a woman counts as much as a com-
parable increase in the well-being of a man, my welfare counts neither more
nor less than yours, and so on.) But accepting this does not entail that it
matters in and of itself whether everyone is at an equal level of well-being,.
The equal importance of well-being simply does not entail the importance
of equal levels of well-being.

Thus it 1s not true that the welfarist is somehow being inconsistent in not
recognizing the intrinsic value of equal distribution. Welfarism can consis-
tently embrace one claim about equality (people matter equally) without
embracing the other claim (equal distribution martters).

By the same token, however, this also means that the welfarist cannot at-
tempt to dismiss egalitarianism on the grounds that welfarism has already
taken the significance of equality into account. For the egalitarian can cor-
rectly observe that it is only one kind of equality that matters for welfarism,
whereas the egalitarian thinks that both kinds of equality are important.

So the question remains: does equality of distribution matter? Is equal-
ity—that is, equality in the distribution of well-being—one of the factors
that determines the goodness of an outcome? (For simplicity, we can now
revert to the practice of letting “equality™ be shorthand for “equality of dis-
tribution,” since that will be our focus for the rest of this section.)
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As we have seen, most people do find themselves intuitively drawn to the
thought that equality does matrer. But the welfarist argues that belief in
egalitarianism is due to a natural mistake. To understand it, the first thing
to bear in mind is that in real life we cannor directly distribute well-being it-
self; all that we can do is to distribute resources—the means to well-being—
hoping thereby to produce well-being indirectly. The second thing to note is
that so far as the distribution of resources is concerned, equality does in-
deed matter, as a way of maximizing the total amount of well-being pro-
duced: that is, it matters istrumentally. From a practical standpoint, then,
it will often make sense to aim at equal distribution. This tempts us (says
the welfarist) into thinking that equal distribution matters in and of itself—
and so equal distribution of well-being must matter as well. But the egali-
tarian is wrong to ascribe intrinsic value to the equal distribution of well-
being. First of all, it is only equality of resources that matters—not equality
of well-being. Secondly, equality matters at best only instrumentally; it has
no intrinsic value.

The welfarist’s argument is a difficult one, so let’s consider it at greater
length. The heart of the argument turns on the observation that equality of-
ten has instrumental value; more precisely, equality often has instrumental
value when we are concerned with the distribution of resources. This is be-
cause most resources, for example money, display “diminishing marginal
utility”: the more money you have, the smaller the increase to your well-
being that will be produced by an extra dollar. This means that we can typ-
ically produce the greatest total amount of well-being by distributing re-
sources equally.

Suppose, for example, that we have two people—a man and a woman—
and a million dollars to be distributed between them. One possible distribu-
tion would be to give the woman the entire million dollars, leaving the man
with nothing. Here, presumably, the woman will be at a high level of well-
being, while the man will be at a low level. Alternatively, we could give the
man one thousand dollars, leaving the woman the million less the thou-
sand. When compared to the first outcome, the level of well-being of the
poor man will increase dramatically; in contrast, the wealthy woman’s level
of well-being will go down only slightly. (When you are poor, an extra
thousand dollars produces a lot of well-being; when you are wealthy, it
may barely matter.) So the total amount of well-being produced by the
money will be greater in the second scenario. And if we took another thou-
sand dollars and “shifted™ it as well, we would have an even greater total
amount of well-being. (Perhaps the poor man would not gain quite as much
extra well-being this time as from the first thousand, but it would still be
much greater than what the wealthy woman would lose.) All other things
being equal, then, we would keep getting a greater and greater total “bang
for our bucks™ the closer we came to having the money distributed equally.
We could expect to produce the greatest total amount of well-being in the
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scenario in which the man and the woman each have half the money. That
is to say, equal distribution of money may be instrumentally valuable as a
way of achieving the greatest total amount of well-being.

This may not be true in every single case, but it seems true often enough:
equal distribution of resources helps to achieve the highest possible total
amount of well-being. Reasonably enough, then (the welfarist continues),
we find ourselves drawn to the thought that equality martters. But it is a
mistake—albeit a natural one—to take this to mean that there is any intrin-
sic value in the equal distribution of well-being.

In this light, consider once again the example from the start of this sec-
tion: in the first outcome, ten people have 100 units of well-being each; in
the second, one person has 550 units, while the other nine have only 50
units each. In thinking about this case, it is natural to bring to bear our in-
tuitions from real-life cases of distribution—treating the example as though
it concerned the distribution of, say, units of money. Then the first outcome
would indeed be better, since the rotal amount of well-being would be
higher. But if we keep in mind that what the example actually involves is
the distribution of well-being, and not the distribution of resources, we will
see that these initial intuitions are misleading: by hypothesis the total
amount of well-being is the sante in both outcomes; there is, therefore, no
reason to prefer the first outcome, no reason to prefer the outcome where
well-being is distributed equally. Or so argues the welfarist.

But not everyone will be convinced by this argument. No doubt many
will indeed find that when they reexamine their convictions, keeping in
mind the potential confusions just noted by the welfarist, the commitment
to egalitarianism has disappeared. But others may find that even when all
of the welfarist’s points are kept firmly in mind, they are still drawn to the
thought that one outcome can be better than another by virtue of the fact
that it contains a more equal distribution of well-being. They will insist that
it is the welfarist who is mistaken in claiming that, so long as the total
amount of well-being is the same, it is a matter of indifference from the
moral point of view whether one person has a higher level of well-being
than another. In short, they may remain convinced that equality matters—
not only instrumentally, but intrinsically.

Of course, any committed egalitarian will need to say just how much
equality matters. In our original example, both outcomes have the same to-
tal amount of well-being; they are “tied” from the perspective of the total
view, and the egalitarian makes the (relatively modest) claim that the fact
that one outcome has more equality than the other helps to break the tie.
But sometimes an outcome with greater equality will have a smaller total
amount of well-being. What should we say then? Is the importance of
equality limited to breaking ties? Or can an increase in equality be valuable
enough to outweigh a possible loss in terms of the total amount of well-
being—so that on balance an outcome with greater equality bur a smaller
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