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I. Introductory 

Such writen as J. S. Mill, H. Sidgwick and G. E. Moore. :IS 

a rc:$ult of phi!osophia! reA.e<:lion, producro systems of 
nonm.tive ethies. Of re<:enl yeus norm3tive ethics has 
herome distinguished from meu-ethics, which discu~ the 
n3tun: of ethical concepts. Indeed, as a result of the pre· 
v:alence of 'no~nitivist' theories of met3-ethics, for 
example those ofC. L. Stevenson l and R. M. Hue,! norma· 
tive ethies has faUen into some di5repute, at any I'llte as a 
philosophiCll discipline. For non-<ognitivin theories of ethics 
imply thu our ultimate ethical principh depend on our 
ultinute attitudes and preferences. Ultimate ethic.al princi­
ph therefore seem to lie within the fidds of penonai deci. 
sion, penU<lsion, <ldvice <lnd PTQpag<lllda, but not within the 
fi eld of aademic philosophy. 

While it is .true that some ul timate ethical dis.:lgreements 
may depend simply on di fferences of ultimate preference, 
and while also the non-ultimate dis.:lgreemenu depend on 
differences about empirical facts, about which the philo-­
sopher i5 not specially qU<llified to judge, it nevertheless 
seems to me to be important 10 preven t this trend towards 
ethiGii neutnlity of philosophy from going tOO far. The 
mcta-ethical philosopher may far too readily forget that 
ordinary ethical th inking is frequently muddled, or else 
mixed. up with qllC$tionable metaphy~c<tl :usumptions. 
In the clear light of phi losophical <llIalysis some ethical 
systems may well rome to seem 1= attnetive. Moreover, 
even if then: can be , k ar-headed. disagreement about 
ultimate IDOI'llI preferences, it is no sm<lll lask to pracnt one 
or other of the resulting ethical systems in a consistent 
and lucid manner, and in JliCh a way as to show how 
I &},ia tmJ Lmp".fl (Yale Uni v<niry Prw. New H.ven, 19«) . 
• 1M Lrng<Ugt <{ M ",.u (Onord Univ<nity Pr=.lor>don, 19P). 
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common, :md often specious, objections to them can be 
3VoidM. 

It will be my object in the pfescm study to lute a f}'lIem 
of ethics which iJ free frolll uaditi<m.u :md thrologiol 
associations. This is that type of utiliurian iun which R. B. 
Br:mdt has caUed 'act-utilitarianism'.' Roughly 'pcahng, 
ael-utilita riani,m is the view thaI the righm~s or wrongn~' 
of an action depends only on the total goodness or badm:ss 
of iu consequences, i.e. on the effect of the action on the 
welhre of all human beings (or perhaps all SCIl lient beingJ) . 
The bc, t sust-ained exposition of acl_utilitarianism is, I think., 
that in Sidgwick's Mrlhods of Ethit.s,t bUI Sidgwick. Jta IM il 
within the framework of a eogni tivisl meta-ethics which 
~upposcd that the ultimate act-uti lita rian principles could be 
known 10 be true by Wille $Ort of intellectual intuition. I 
reject Sidgwick's meu-ethict for fr.miliar reason!, and for 
the purpose of this study will :u.sume the truth of $OIlle such 
'non-cogni tivist' meu-ethical analysis as thaI of Hare's 
Language of Morals, or possibly that of D. H. Monro in his 
Empiricism II/Jd Ethit.s.' (Monro's theory should perhaps be 
da!.S(:d as lubjectivin rather than as non-cognitiviSl. How­
ever I am indinM to think that in the present state of 
linguistic theory it is nOt pouible 10 make a very . harp 
distinction between these twO $OrIS of theory .. For our 
present purposa the dininclion is unimportant, becaUSie 

both sorts of theory imply that a man's ultimate ethic;J 
principia depend on his attitudes or feelings.) In adopting 
such a mel:H:thics, I do, of COUI'$C, renounce the attempt to 

'Sa: R. B. Bnnd<, El~i<.1 n.-y (Pre,uice_H.U. Engkwood Cliff" 
Nt'" Jcncy, 19'9). p. )$0. Brand, difl:inguiohcs ·.d milir.n>niun from 
'TUIc' uti)jt>tUni<m . 

• H. Sidgwid:. MtlW of ElItitJ. 71b 0:1. (M:arntilbn, Londo". I~) . 
• D. H. Moruo, &,iri<iJM "'" Elloi<, (Cambridge U,, ;venily Pras, 

l«>don, 1967). 
' Sec my review of Moo",', book, PIt;/t,,,,,Jri<.J ~ " ( '969) 
',9-6', 



J ll11rodu{rory s 
prOVf the act-U1i! itui~n ~ystcm. I shaH be concerned with 
suting it in a fOl m in which it may appear pmuasivc to 
some pe<.lpk. and to show how it may be defended against 
many of the obj<."C tions which arc freqocndy brought up 
avinSI utiliurianism. NevcnhclCSj ! should like to indiote 
my opinion that the .::hoi.::e of .::onccptually den and 
emoliolla!1y l ltf:lClive systems of normative ethics which 
might be alternat ives to it is no t a l wide as is somc tim~ 

though!. 
In the first phce. B. H. Medlin' has argued IhH it is 

imrossible 10 1t:lIC ethical egoism without either confusion 
or e!.sc a son of pf:lgmati.:: in.::onsisten.::y. Secondly, 10me 
widespr~d ethical systems depend partly on met:lphysical 
premiSSC'$, and n n therefore be undermined by philosophical 
criticism of these metaphysical bues. I myself would be pre­
pared to argue that this is the os<: with respect to so-calll-d 
'natu",l law' ethics. which depends on a qua,i-Ariltotclian 
metaphysics. Thirdly. any syncm of deontological ethics, 
that is any system which dO<."S no t appeal to the consequences 
of our actiolU, but which apJX'~ !s 10 conformity with cerll in 
rulcs of duty, is open 10 a pcrsulsi"c type of obj~"Ction which 
may well be found oonvincing by some of those pooplc who 
have the wdfare of hun uni ty a l heart. For though, ooncci,,­
ably, in most ca$C$ the dictates of a dcontologin l cthics 
might coincide with those of human wdf~rc ~nd of an 3ct­
uti l i l:lri~n ethies, there must be SQllle ponible Cl5eS in which 
the dictarcs of the 5ystcm d~sh with th05C ofhum.ln wc!f:u c, 
indeed in which thcdcontological principle'S prescribe actions 
which lc~d to :lvoidable hum~n mi$Cry. In the most al1I':1C­
tive forms of deonto!ogiol ethics the conAict with urili­
!:arianism is in consequence of some principle of 'justice' or 
'faimC$l ', and I 5h:l1l rcvert to this issue bter.' In otha 0:10, 

"U!tima,e pt1n.cipleo."d cthinl cgoi$m·. A~"T41.""" }I_,,"'H41 cf 1'/,;1. 
_rio, H ( 1 9~7) "'_18 . 

• Stt pp. 67-7) below. 
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however, the conflict can be traced to some SOft of confusion. 
pcrluP'l even to some sort of supcntitiow 'rule worship'. 
There is prima f«it a nco:ssity for the deontologis t to deknd 
himself against the charge of hcartlesmen, in his apparently 
preferring abstract conformity to a rule: to the prevention of 
.woidable human suffering. Of course: $Orne deontologins 
might cbim that though it is logially p<>$sible that their 
principk-s might conRiet with the ut ilitarian one, ;n fact such 
~ c~nftiq y{o,,!ld neyer ~W', H ~e~ !~t if ~uch ~ ~!W~!: 
ogy did exist, the utilitarian need not be concerned to defcnd 
himself against it, since its practical conSC<Jucnces would 
not differ (rOIll tOOse: o( utilitlrianilln. ' ·IOwt:VCf all 
dcontological systems which are known to me do seem 
to dilfer from utilitariani'lll not only in theory bUI :0.150 
in prKfice. 

Such a 'pe:nlUsive' objection to dcootology is pouible 
simply kc41NS(' we have assumed the truth of non-cognitivist 
(or po$Sibly, subjectivist) me1a~thics. A cognitivin in metl­
elhia of the type: of Sir David Roo' could resist any such 
appeal to the heart by Nying thai whelher we like it or not 
his dconlological principles can be S('tl l to be true. That they 
might sornctim("1 conRiCI with human happin("1s or wt:lfan: 
migllt SC"C m to him to be more o( scnlimenul tllan of philo­
sophic concern. But if we strip off the cognitivist meta­
ethics from Roo's theory, then his deonto1ogy may collie 
to look artiricial and perhaJl$ infecled by a sort of'ruk 
worship'. For example the obligation to keep promises seenu 
to be tOQ arliriciaJ, 10 smack 100 mu<:h o( human social 
convmtx,ns, 10 do duty as an ultimate principle. On the 
other hand it il . as we shall see, harder to produce pe:n~sive 
argulllenlS against a m trained deontology which supple­
men tithe utilitarian principle by principles rclatw to abstract 
ju!tke Jnd fair distribution. However, I alii not attempting 
, S,r O • .,id Ii ..... NWM.JtI .... ' of F.doia (OdOr.! Uni.,.mly .....,.., London, 
Ij,1J9~ 
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to show that the utilitarian can have no philO5Ophically cbr­
headal. rivals, but am merdy trying to suggen that it is 
harder than is conunonly believed to produce ekar-beaded 
and acreptable deontologiul syJttlllS of ethio, and that the 
range of these is probably not 50 wide as to embrace some 
of the well-known ones, such as that of Sir David R05$. 

In setting up a system of nonnative ethics the utilitarian 
must appeal to some ultimate attitudes whi<:h he holds in 
common with those people to whom he is addressing him_ 
self. The KfItiment to whi<:h he appeals i! generalized 
benevolence, that is, the disposition to seek happines:s, 
or at any rate, in some KfI5e or other. good conS<'CIUcnces, 
for all mankind, or perhaps for :ill sentient beings. His 
audience may not initially be in agreement with the utili­
tarian position. For example, they may have a propen5iry 
to obey the rules of some tradi tional moral system into 
which they have been indoctrinated in youth. Neverthdes:s 
the utilitarian will have some hope of persuading the audi­
ence to agfC'e with his system of normative ethics. As a 
utilitarian he can appeal to the sentiment of generalized 
benevolence. which is surdy present in any group with 
whom it is profitable to dis<:uu ethical questions. He may 
be able to convince some people that their previous disposi­
tion to accc:pt non-utilitarian principles was due to concep­
mal confusiOI1!l. He will not be able to convince everybody, 
no doubt, but that utilitarianism will not be accepted by 
everybody, or even by all philO5OphicaUy de;lr-he;lded 
people, is not in itself an objection to it. It may welllx: that 
there is no ethical system which appeals to all f'C'Opk, or 
even to the same person in different moods. I shall revert to 
this matter later on.' 

To some extent then, I shall be trying to present Sidgwi<:k 
in a modem dress. The axioms of utilitarianism a~ no longer 
the deliverances of intellectual intuition but the expr=ions 
1 Stt pp. 7:>-J below. 
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of our ultimate attitudes or fed inS'. Deduetions from these 
axioms nevertheless go through in very much the ume WoIy, 
In a di scu'liiion note commenting on the c:a r!i~r edition of 
this monognph, Chub Landesman sugge$loo' that ;u a 
non-(;1'jlnitivist J am not entitled to talk about the Iogio.l 
conscquenCC$ of ethial principles, However it is not ckar 
to me that this is an insupcr:!-ble difficulty, For eumple, 
R. M. Barr and others have worked out theories ofiogiCiI 
rclatioru between impentive sentences, and even mere cx­
prcuioos of attitude can be said to be consistent or inconm.. 
tent with one another. 

ThUI '.600 to snakes' is OOI1$istent with 'Boo to reptiles ' 
and incomimlll with 'Hurrah for reptiles' . Indr:al there is 
no reason why a non-<Ognitivi lt should refuse to 0.11 ethical 
sentences 'truc' or 'f.;.lsc'. He can say " 'Smith il good" is 
true if and only if Smith is good,' He can even uy things 
like 'Some of Buddha', ethical sayinp are true', thus giving 
to undemand that he would be in agre-emcnt with some of 
the altitudes expressed in Buddha's sayings, even though he 
is not telling, and even may not know, which one$ these arc, 
I must concede, however, that there are difficulties (attestoo 
to by the word 'would' in the previous sclllenoc) in giving 
a proper semanlio on these lines, The sem:mtio for 'would' 
gets us into talk about possible worlds, which ate dubious 
entities, Again consider a sentence like ' If it rains Smith', 
action i, right: A non-cognitivis\ would perhaps interpret 
this as expressing approval of Smith's action in a possible 
world in which it is nining, However eth ics, whether non­
rognitivist or not, probably nr:als the notion of a possible 
world,' dubious or not, since it is concerned with alternative 
possibk actions, and so in this respect the non-cognitivist 

" A note on act utilitni.ni.m', l>ltil~$(Jrr.;,../ R,..,in<> 13 (1964) ~'1 -7 . 
• T1w r-g""t' oj Mor.i., 
• s...: It Momaguc, 'Logiol D<=IOi. y, ph)"ic:ol ncc<:f;li' y, c.hia:, u..I 
qu~ntif",...', ["'lui,!) (.<;>60) :.I?-O?, 
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may not really be wone off than the rognitivi$t. At any ral~. 
I am as~wning in this monogr.lph that adcql\;lU: non-rogni­
tivist theories of meta-ethies exist. 

~. Act_utilitarianism and rule-utili tarianism 

The sysu:m of normative ethics which I am here concerned 
to defrnd is, 3S I have said ~arlier, act-utilitariwism. Act­
utilitarianism is to be contrasted with rule-utilitarianism. 
Aet-utilitarianiml is the view tlut the righmeu or wrong­
ness of w action is to be j udged by the conseq\lences. good 
or ~d. of the action iucl f. Rulc-utilitanani$m is th~ \'i~w 

that the nghmess or wrongness of an action is to be judged 
by the goodn~ and hadnC$$ of the cOllsequences of a rule 
that everyone should perform th~ aelion in like circum­
stances. There ne tWO sub-vnicties of rule_utilitarianism 
aa:ording to whether one construes ' rule' h.c:re as 'actu;r.l 
rule' or 'ponible rlll~'. With th", former, one gets a view 
like tha t of S. E. Toulmin l and with the latter, one like 
Kant's! That is , ifit is permiss ible to interpret Kwt's prin_ 
ciple 'Act only on that maxim th rough which you can:1.I the 
same time will that it should be<;ome a universal law' as 
'Act only on tha t maxim which you as a human~ alld 
benevolent person would like to sec: established as a uni­
versal law.' Of COIl"" Kant would re;in this appeal to 
human ftc ling, but it seems necessary in order to inte rpret 
his doctrine in a plausibk way. It. subtle ven ion of the 
Kmrim type ofrulc-utilitarianism is given by R. F. Harrod 
in his 'Utilitarianism R~viscd· .. 

, A~ &_i"..m.. of Ihr PI_ ~ R .... "" i" E1~ia (Cambridge UniV<:l'Sity 
Pres., LonJon, 19S0). 

'imman",,! Kant, er.....Jwor~ ~J riot Mtf~pJ.ysU cf M",.I •. Tramblod 
from rhc Gemun in 1M M",..! r...w, by H. J. PaIOll (Hutchinoon, 
LoOOoo, I~S) . 

• Mi..J 45 (19loS) I)'HIS. 
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i have argued eb.ewhere' the objections to ruk-miliurim_ 
ism as compared with act.-miiitarimism! Bridly they boil 
down to the accusation of rule wonhip:' the rule-utilitarian 
pr,",umably advoc.tes his prineiple bc:nuse he is uhimatdy 
cona:rned with humm happiness: why then should he advo­
ate abiding by a rule when he lrnOW'5 that it will no t in the 
present casc: be: mOSt ~ndiaal to abide by it? The reply that 
in most cases it is most beneficial to abide by the rule sc:c:ms 
irrelevan t. And so is the reply that it would be: better that 
everybody should abide by the rule than that nobody should. 
This is to suppose that the only al ternative to 'everybody 
does A' is 'no one does A'. But ekarl}' we have the possi­
bility 'some prople do A and some don't', Hen~ to refuse 
to break a generally be:nefi.::iai rul.:: ill those ca~ in whk h it 
is not most beneficial to obey it $(Cnu irrational and to be a 
case of rule worship. 

The type of utiliurianism which I shall advoc.te will, 
then, be: act-miliurianism, not rule-u tiliurianism. 

David Lyons has recently arguro that ruk_utili tarianism 
(by whieh. I think, he means the sort of rule-utilitarianism 
which I ha\'e called the: Kantian one) col1~P'" int() act­
utiliurianism.' His re350nJ arc briefl y 3.'1 foltom. Suppose 

, In my ~rtide 'Exlreme .nd rutriacd uriliuri.nilJ11·. l'Itiw.,p.U:41 
Qu.,t«'r I) (19j6) 144-H. Thi. '''''tain. bad errors .nd • bettn V<'I"lion 
of lhe >:rtide will be found in Phili~ Fooc (cd.), T1tt-o.it. ~ Elhia 
(Oxford Univenity Pn:u, .t.oMon, 1967), or Micbael D. & yla (cd.). 
Cottlr .. p«"'] U,i/;,."...,i"" (Doubled.y, N.w York, 1968). In Ini. 
articlo 1 ...cd lhe tam. ·u.remc:' . nd ·,..,,,,;.;.cd' in.lead of nrand,', 
more (dicitQLII '>Ct' and 'rulo' which I now pref.r . 

• For anod!et dilcussion of ",t. .. in circa;' the Ame prnb lc:m "'" A. K. 
Stout', ucdlc::nt paper, 'But "'PI"'"" .v.ryone did the An .. •• AUst'4/'" 
Ii.., J""""" ~ P/,;w.,piJr )! (19$4) I- ao,. 

• On rulo wonhip .... 1. M. Crombie. 'S<:Ici>I d ockwork "'" urilitl.ri:m 
monlity', in D. M. Mockir""", (cd.~ Cbristi"" F",',h -' C-_~jst 
Faith (Mxmill.n. London, 19H). Stt p. 109. 

, o.vid Lyons, TItt Form • ...J lj ... irs ~ Ulili,"";""i"" (O,.fu,d Uni"""";ty 
Pra., London, I¢j), Rather simi!.., OOI!.iJonrions bJ\~ bc.:n put 

'I' ate 
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tha t an exception to a rule R produces the best po"ible 
consequences. Then this is evidence that the rule R should 
be modified so as to allow this exception. Thus we get a 
new ruk or the form 'do R cxcept in ei rcumslanca or the 
!On C. That is, whatever would lead the act-utiliurian 10 

break a rule would lead the Kantian rule-utilitarian to 
modify the rule. Thus an adequate rule:Ul iliuri3ni~m would 
be exto:ruionally equivalem 10 act-utilitarianism. 

Lyons is particularly interested in what he calls 'threshold 
etreeu'. h difficulty for rule-utilitarianism has often appeared 
to be that of rula like 'do not walk on the gtll5$' or 'do not 

fail to vote at an election'. In these cases it would s«m that 
it is beneficial if some prople, though not tOO many, break 
the rule. Lyons points out that we can distinguish the action 
of doing something (say, walking on the grass) after some 
largish number n other people have done it from the 1Clion 
of doing it when few or no people have done it. When these 
extr.l circumstances are wrinen into the rule, Lyons holds 
that the rule will come to enjoin the same actions as would 
the act-llti litarian principle. However there M:cms to be one 
illletcsting son of case which requires slightly different 
treatment. This is Ihe sort of case in which not tOO many 
people must do action X, but each penon must phn his 
action in ignorance of what the othu person does. That is, 
what A dQCS depends on what B d~s, and what B dQCS 
depends on whal A does. Situadons possessing this SO rt of 
ci rculuity will be discu~ed lxlow, pp. H...Q2. 

I am indinN. to think that an adequate rule_utilitarianism 
would not only be extCtlsionally equivalent to the act_ 
utilitarian principle (i,e, would enjoin Ihe ume set of actions 

fOrw.l,d by R. M. H.tt. F,f'tJa~, tmJ 1V ... ,~(Oxford Uni"'n;'y P ..... 
london, 1\16)), pp. 1 J 1...(;, and R. B. B,:wd., , owa,d un<!.bldorm 
of u.ilimiani.m'. in H. N. C>st. ikd. and G. N>khnikian. M ... li'yIlftJ 
1/11: u,'lM4gufCOKdwtt(W.ync S .... Uni"~n;.y P .... , IX""i., 1\16)) . 
.. p. pp. "!rlj. 
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~ it) but WQuld in fael consist of one rule only, the ael­
utilibrian one: 'maximi:!:e probable benefi t', Thil is beause: 
any rule which can be formubtal must be able to deal with 
an indefinite number of unforoeen types of rontingency, 
No rule, shon of the act-miliurian OIlC, can therefore be 
safely reg;uded as c.xtcruionally equivalent to the act_ 
utilitarian principle unlc:ss it iI that very priociple itself. I 
therefore suggdt that Lyons' type of consideration can be 
taken even funha-, and tlut rule-utili tarianism of the Kan­
tian sort must collapse inm ael-utili tarian ism in an even 
stronger way: it must become a 'one-rule' rule_miliurianism 
which is identical to 3et-utilita rianism, In any case:, whether 
this is correct or not, it is with the defence of act-utilitarian­
ism, :l.Ild not with rule-utiliuriani$nJ (supposing that there 
arc viable fornu of rule-utilibrianism which may be dis­
tinguidlffi from act-utilitarianism) tha t this monograph IS 

conccrnM, (Lyons himself rejects uliliwianism,) 

), Hedonistic and non-hedonistic utilitarianism 

An act-utilitarian judges the righmc:s.s or wrongnCS5 of 
actions by the gooan= and badnC$S of their consequences. 
But ;1 he 10 judge the goodness and badnC$S of d~ (Qn$C­
qutnces of an action solely by their pleasanmcss and unO' 
p!easantneu? Bentham,' who thought that quantity of 
pleasure being equ;>.!, the experience: of playing pwhpin was 
<IS good as that of reading poetry, (Quid be dauified as a 
h..-donistic act-utilitarian, Moore,' who believed that .orne 

'Jacmy Ikmmm', mOl<! impo,umcthial work is 'An IntrO<lucrion 10 
Ih. Principle. of Manis Ind Legislation', in A Fr'IJ ..... t ... Gcwno_ 
....J "" Irttrodulri ... t. IN Pri..apla of M.uls..nJ U:fidMioIt, ed. Wi[fi;d 
fU, ri.on (Ilbckwell, Oxford, 1~8~ foI' the ",nu,1: Qrt JIO"lIY and 
pu.hpin Ie<: Bo!,m-', w .... L (T~il, Edinburgh, 1$.4 )), .,ol ;t, pp-. 
.Jj)- (. 

• G. E. Moor>:, Pri..aP;4 EtJoIu (Qmhridge Univeniry Prnt, London. 
l~), 
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mtes of mind, such as those of acquiring knowledge. had 
intrinsic value quite independent of their plcasanmess. an 
be called an ideal utilitarian. Mill seemed to occupy an inter­
mediate position.' He hdd that there are higher ;tnd lower 
pleasures. This seems to imply that pleasure is a necessary 
condition for goodness but that goodness depends on other 
qualities of experience than pleaWlmess and unpleaWlmess. 
I propose to call Mill a quasi-idea.! utilimian. For Mill, 
plcasanmcs. functions like" in the algebraic product,,, x r 
x z. If x _ 0 the product is zero. For Moore pleasanmess 
functions more like x in (x + I) X r x z. If" _ 0 the 
product need not be zero. Of coune this is only a very 
rough analogy. 

What Bentham, Mill and Moore ;tre ;til agreed on i. that 
the righmess of an action is to be judged solely by come­
quem:cs, states of affairs brought about by the action. of 
coune we mall have to be careful here not to construe 'sute 
of affairs' so widely that any ethical doctrine becomes utili­
urian. For if we did so we would not be ~ying anything at 
all in advOC;tting utiliuriaoi!lm. If, for example, we allowed 
'the state of having just kept a promise', then a deontologist 
who ~id we should keep promises simply because they ;tre 
promises would be a utilitarian. And we do not wish to 
allow this. 

hocording to the type of non-cognitivist (or subjectivist) 
ethics that I am assuming. the function of the words 'ought' 
and 'good' is primarily to express approval, or in other 
words. to commend. With 'ought' we commend actions. 
With 'good' we may commend all som of things. but here 
I am concerned with 'good' as used to commend SUtes of 
affairs or co~quences of actions. Suppose we could know 
with certainty the total consequences of twO alternative 
action, A and B, and suppose that A and B are the only 
possible actions open to us. Then in deciding whether we 
'}. S. Mill, Ufili,..,u",;".,. cd. Muy w.unoct (O>Iliol, London, Ism). 
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ought to do A or B, the act-utilitarian would ask whether 
the tOtal consequences of A are better than those of B, or 
vice vern, or whether the toul cons.-quences are equal. 
That is, he commends A rather than B if he thiru:.s that the 
toul consequences of A arc better than those: of B. But to 

say 'better' is itself to commend. So the act-utiliurian has to 
do a double evaluation or piece of commrndillg. First of all 
he has to evaluate oonsequencOli. Then on the basis of his 
evaluation of comequcnces he has to evaluate the actions 
A and B which woukllead to tbese tw" sets of consequences. 
[t is easy to fail to notice that this second evaluation is 
nffiied, but we can see tbat it is necessary if we remind 
ourselves of the following &ct. This is that a non-utiliurian, 
say a philO$Opher of the type of Sir David R<m, might agn:e 
with us in the evaluation of the rdative merits of the: toul 
sets of consequrnccs of the actions A and B and yet disagree 
with us about whether we ought to do A or B. He might 
agree with us in the evaluation of tOtal consequences but 
disagree with us in the evaluation of pouibk OlCtion1. He 
might say: "The total consequrncc:s of A are better than the 
total consequences of B. but it would be unjust to do A, for 
you promised to do B." 

My chief concern in tbis study is with the I«OlId type of 
evaluation: the evaluation of actions. The utilitarian addres­
ses himself to people who very likdy agree with him as to 
wlat consequences are good ones, but who dUagrcc with 
him about the principle that what we ought to do is to 
produce the best eonSINJuences. For a reason, which will 
appear presently, the difference between ideal and hedon­
istic utilitarianism in most eases will not usually lead to a 
serious ~grecmcnt about wlat ought to be done in prac­
tice. 1n tlili section. however, I wish to d ear ~e ground by 
saying something about the fir» type of evaluation, the 
evaluation of consequences. It is with respect to this evalua­
tion tlat Bentham, Mill and Moore differ from one another. 

'I' ate 
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let US consider Mm's comention that it is 'better to be 
Socrates di= tisfied than a fool S.1 tisfied'.' Mill holds that 
plcuure is not to be our sole criterion for evaluating con­
sequences: the state of mind of Socrates might be less 
pleamr;lble than that of the fool, but, accord ing to Mill, 
Socrates would be happier than the fool. 

[t is n('C('Wry to observe, fin! of all, that a purely hedon­
istic utilitarian, like Bentham, might agr« with MiU in 
preferring the experiences of discontented philosophen to 

tho:sc of contemed fook His preference for the philosopher's 
sute of mind, however, would nOt be an intrinsic one. He 
would say that the discontented philosopher is a useful 
agent in wciety and that the exincnce of Socrates ill [($­

ponsible for an improvement in the lot ofhum.anity gener­
ally. Coruider twO brothen. One may be of a docile and 
easy temperament : he may lead a supremely contented and 
unambitious life. enjoying himsdfhugcly. The other brother 
may be ambitious, may stretch his talents to the full, may 
strive for scientific success and academic honours, and may 
discover some invention or some remedy for disease or 
improvement in agriculture which will enable innumerable 
men of easy tempcnment to lead a contented life. whereas 
otherwise they would have bern thwarted by poverty, dis­
ease or hunger. Or he may make some advance in pure 
seience which will bter have beneficial pr;lctical applica­
tions. Or, again, he may write poetry which will solace the 
leisure hours and stimulate the brains of practical men or 
$Cienrists, thus indirectly leading to an improvement in 
society. That is, the pleasures of poetry or mathematics 
may be extTinrica/ly valuable in a way in which tho:sc of 
pushpin or sun-hathing may not be. Though the poet or 

, Utilil"",,,"""', p. 9. The problem of the unhappy .. ge :and lhoe Iuppy 
fool is cleverly stated in Voluitt'l 'HiItoin: d'un bon Br2IIlin', eltoix 
ok c-., edited with :an inno<iucnoo and MUs by F. C. Green 
(Cambridge Univenity PreIS. London, 19S I), pp. ~S-7. 
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mathenutician may be discontented, society as a whole 
may be me more contented for his presence. 

Again. a man who enjoys pushpin is likely evenrnally to 

become bored with iI, whereas the man who enjoys poetry 
is likely to retain this interest throughout his life. Moreover 
the reading of poetry may develop imagination and sensi­
tivity, and w as a result of his interest in poetry a man may 
be able to do more for me happiness of omen than ifhe had 
played pushpin and lei his brain deteriorate. In short, both 
for me man immediately concemo:! and for othcn, the 
pleasures of poetry are, to use Bentham's word, more ftamd 
than those of pushpin. 

Perhaps, then. our preference for poetry over pushpin is 
Dot one of intrinsic value, but is merely one of extrinsic 
value. Perhaps strictly in itself and at a particular mOment, a 
contento:! shet:p is as good as a contented philosopher. How­
ever it is hard to agree to this. If we did we should have to 
agree mat me human population ought ideally to be reduced 
by contraceptive methooh and the sheep population more 
than correspondingly increased. Perhaps just so many 
humans lhould be left :1.$ could keep innwnmble millions 
of placid sheep in contented idleness and immunity from 
depredations by ferocious animals. Indeed if a contented 
idiot is as good as a contented philosopher. and if a con­
tented sheep is as good as a contented idiot. then a contented 
fish is as good as a contented sheep, and a contented beetle 
is as good as a contented fish. Where shall we stop? 

Maybe we have gone wrong in talking of pleasure as 
though it were no mort than contentment. Contentment 
consists roughly in relative absence of W\satisfied desires; 
pleasure is perhaps something more positive and consists in 
a balance berween ahstnce of unsatisfied desires and presence 
of satisfied desires. We might put the difference in this way: 
pure unconsciousness would be a limiting case of content­
ment, but nOI of pleasure. A stone has no unsatisfied desires, 
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hut thdl iljust has DO desires. Nevertheless, this OOmidenOOD 
will nOI resolve the disagreement between Bentham and 
Mill No doubt a dog has as inteme a desire 10 discover rats 
as the philosopher has to discover the mysteries of the uni­
verse, Mill would wisb to say that the pleasures of the 
philosopher were more valuable intrimicilly than those of 
the dog, however interue these last migbt be. 

lt appears. then, that many of us may well have a pre­
ference not only for enjoyment as such but for certain som 
of enjoyment. And this goes for many of the humane and 
bendia:nt readen whom I am addressing. I suspect that 
they too have an intrinsic preference for the more complex 
and intdlectwl pleasures. This u not surprising. We must 
not undernte the mere brute strength of a hard and fit 
buman being: by any standards man is a large and strong 
animal. Nevertheless above all else man owes his survival ro 
his superior intelligence. If man were nOt a species whil;h 
was inclined above ill else to think and strive. we should 
not be where we are now. No wonder that men have a 
liking ror intelligence and oomplexiey, and this may become 
inaeasingly so inlUture. Perhaps some people ID:ly fed 
that my renure here are somewhat tOO compb«:Dt, in 
view of the liking of so many people ror low-grade entertain­
ments, such as certain popular tdevWon programmes. But 
even the most avid tdevision addict probably enjoys solving 
practica1 problems connected with his car, his furniture. or 
his garden. However unintdlectual be migbt be. he would 
certainly resent the suggestion that he should. if it wen: 
possible, change places with a contented sheep, or even a 
livdy and hlppy dog. NevenhdCS$, when all is said and 
done, we must not disguise the fact that disagreements in 
ultimate attirude are possible between those who like Mill 
hlve, and those. who like Bentham have not, an intrinsic 
preference for the 'higher' pbsures. However it is possible 
ror two people to disagree about ultimate ends and yet agree 
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in pr.lctice about what ought to be done. It is worth while 
enquiring how much practical ethia h likely 10 be dfecled 
by the possibil ity of disagreement ov(r the quesrion of 
SocralC:! diuatidied versus the fool satisfied. 

'Not very much', one feel., like saying ~t first. W e noted 
th~1 the most complex and intellecltJal pleasum arc also the 
most fecund. Poetry elevates the mind, makes one more 
sensirive, and so harmonizes with v~rious intellectual pur­
suits, some of which are of prutical value. Delight in mathe­
muics is even. more obviously, on Benth~mite views, a 
pl~ure worth encouraging, for on the progress of mathe­
matics depends the progress of manlcind. Even the most 
hedonisric schoolmaster would prefer to 5CC his bo~ enjoy­
ing poetry and m~thematics nther than neglecting these 
~m for the pleasures of m:ubles or the tucbhop. Indeed 
llUlly of the brutish pleasures not only lack fecundity 
but are acnWly the reverse of fecund. To enjoy food 
too much is to end up fat, unhealthy and without zeit 

or vigour. To enjoy drink too much is even wone. In 
most circunutances of ordinary life the purc hedonist will 
agree in his practical recommendations with the quasi-ideal 
uulitarian. 

This need not a1wa~ be so. Some yean ~go twO psycho­
logists, Olds and Milner, carried out some experiments with 
ralS.' Through the skull of each rat they insen ed an dec.­
trode. These electrodes penetrated 10 various regions of the 
brain. In the case of $Orne of these regiom the nl showed 

'James Olli and Peter Milner, 'Pooirive reinforcement proouud by 
docliiulllimubrion of the ItpU] .rea and other regions of the rat 
brain', J..."..J <>/ C-p"",fiw .onJ 1'Io'''''logit,J Pry<1tcJcrt 47 (I\lU) 
419-17. Jamcs Old., 'A preliminary nupplng of doctMcaJ r~inforcing 
effCCt in the m braiD', iItiJ. 49 (1\>$6) 1&1_$. L J. Good has abo wed 
these rcsults of Olds an.d Milncr in ord .. to di..::uu ethical hedonism. 
See M ' A problem (or the hcdoni>l', in I. J. Good (.d.), T10t $rimfiJt 

S,....I.oln (Htinetrwm London, l"w). Good uk,," the poosibiliry of 
dUs son orthing 10 provide a mb.ai~ J ~'" ofbedon.i.m. 
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behaviour chancteristies of pkasure when a curr~nt was 
pawd from the electrode, in others they secm~d to show 
pain, and in others the stimulus seemed neutral. That a 
stimulus was pleasure-giving was shown by the f.tct that 
the nt would learn to pass the: current himself by pre!1ing 
a lever, He would negket food and make stnight for this 
lever and Start stimulating himself. In wme oscs he: would 
sit there prasing the lev~r every few seconru for hours on 
end. This oils up a pleasant picture of th~ voluptuary of the 
furore, a bald-headed man with a number of electrodes pr~ 
truding from his skull. one to give the physiol pleasure of 
sex, one for that of eating, one for that of drinking, and so 
on. Now is this the wn of lif~ that all our ethiol planning 
should culminate in? A few hours' work a week, automatic 
&aorit:s, comfort and security from disease, and houn spent 
at a switch, continually electrifying various regions of one's 
brain? Surely not. Men w~re made for higher things, one 
can't help wanting to uy, even though one knOWl that men 
weren't made for anything, but are th~ product of evolution 
by natural selection. 

It might be said that the objection to continual semual 
stimulation of the above wrt is that though it would be 
pleasant in itself it would be infecund of future pleasures. 
This is often so with the ordinary sensual pbsurH. Excessive 
indulg~nce in the physiol pleasures of sex may possibly 
have a debilitating dfect and may perhaps interfere with th~ 
deeper fedings of romantic love. But wbether stimulation 
by the electrode method. would have this weakening effect 
and whether it would impair the possibi lity of future plea­
sures of the same SOrt is another matter. f or example, there 
would be no excasive $CCtetion of hormones. The whole 
biochemical mechanism would, alm<»t literally, be short­
circuited. Maybe, however, a penon who stimulated himself 
by the electrode m~thod would fmd it so mjoyable that he 
would neglect all other pursuits. Maybe if everyone became 
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an electrode: operator people would lose interest in every­
thing else and the hunun race would die out. 

Suppose. however, that the facts turned out otherwise: 
that a man could (and would) do his full share of work in 
the office or the factory and come back in the evening to a 
few houn comemed electrode work. without Ind aftet­
effects. This would be his greatest pleasure, and the pleasure 
would be so great intriruicaUy and $0 easily repeatllhle that 
it' lack of fecundity would not matter. Indeed perhaps by 
this time human arts, such as medicine, engineering, agrt­
culture and architecture will have been brought to a pitch 
of perfection sufficient to enable most of the human race to 
spend most of its time electrode operating, without com­
pc:rwting pains of stllrvation, disease and squalor. Would 
this be a satW'actory stllte of society? Would this be the 
millennium towards which we have heen striving? Surely 
the pure hedonist would have to say that it was. 

It is time, therefore, that we had. another look at the 
concept of happiness. Should we say that the electrode: 
operator was really happy? This is a difficult quorion to be 
clear about, because the concept ofhappineu is a tricky one. 
But whether we should call the elect.ode operatOr 'happy' 
or not, there is no douht (a) that he would be (01IU'lIltd and 
(b) that he would be mjoyillg himstlf. 

Perhaps a possible reluctance to call the eleCtrode operator 
'happy' might come from the foUowing circumstance. The 
eleetrode operator might be perfectly comemed, might per­
fectly enjoy his electrode operating, and might not be willing 
to exchange his lot for any other. And we ourselves, perhaps, 
once we became electrode operators tOO, could become 
perfectly contented and satisfied. BU.t nevertheless, as we arc 
now, we just do not want to become electrode operators. 

We want other things, perhaps to write a book or get into a 
cricket team. If someone said 'from tomorrow onwards you 
are going to be forced to be an electrode operator' we 
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should not be pleued. Maybe from tomorrow onwards, 
once the electrode work hut started. we should be perfectly 
contented. hut we are not contented now al the prospect. 
We are not satisfied at being told that we would be in a 
certain state from tomorrow onwards, even though we may 
know that from tomorrow onwards we should be perfectly 
satisfied. All this is psychologica.lly possible. h is just the 
obvc:nc: of a situation which we often find. I remember an 
occasion on which I was suspended by cable car half.way up 
a precipitous mountain. As the cable car creaked upwards. 
apparently so flimsily held above the yawning chasm below, 
I fervently wished that I had never come in it. When I 
bought the: ticket for the cable car I knew that I should 
shortly be wishing tbat I had never bought it. And yet I 
should have been annoyed if I Iud been refused it. Again, a 
man may be very anxious to catch a bus, 50 as to be in time 
for a dental appointment, and yel a few minutes later, whik 
the drill is boring into his tooth, may wish that he had 
missed that bus. It is. contrariwise:, perfectly possible emt I 
should be annoyed today if told thai from tomorrow on· 
wards I should be an electrode addict. even tbough I knew 
emt from tomorrow onwards I should be perfectly oon­
"",,"-

This, I think, explains part of our hesitancy about whether 
10 call the electrode operator 'happy'. The notion ofbappi­
ness ties up with that of contentment: to be fairly happy at 
kast involves being fairly OOI1tenled, though it involves 
$Omething more as well Though we should be OOI1temed 
when we became eleCtrode operators, we are not contented 
now with the prospect that we iliould hcwme electrode 
operators. Similarly ifSocratl':$ had hcwme a fool he might 
thereafter have been perfectly contented. Nevenheless jf 
beforehand he had been told that he would in the future: 
become a fool he would have been even more di~tidied 
than in fact he was. This is part of the: trouble about the 
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dispute betwecn Bentham md Mill, The case involves the 
pouibility of (a) our being contented if we are in a certain 
iUtc:, md (b) our being contento:!. at the prospect of being so 
oonlemed. Normally silU;ltions in which we should be con­
tented go along wilh our being contented;lt the prospea of 
our getting into such situatioru.. In the C;l$C of the electrode 
opera to r and in that of Socrates and the fool we are pullo:!. 
two ways at once, 

Now to call a person 'happy' is to say more than that he 
is contento:!. for most of the time, or even that he frequently 
enjoys himself md is r.trdy discontento:!. or in pain. [t is, I 
think, in pm to exptc:;u a favourable attitude to the id~ of 
,uch .t form of contentl11C1lt and enjoyment. 1bat is, for A­
to call B 'happy', A- must be contento:!. at Ihe prospect of B 
being in his present mte of mind m d at the prospect of A­
himself, should the opportunity arise, enjoying that sort of 
state of mind. That is, 'happy' is a word which is mainly 
descriptive (tio:!. to the concepts of COntentment md enjoy­
ment) but which is also partly evahutive. II is bwIu5e Mill 
approves of the 'higher' pleasures. e.g. intellectual pleasures, 
so much more than he approves of the more simple md 
bru tish pleasur<:1 , that, quite ap.trt u om consequenca 
and side effeen, he an pronounce the nun who enjoys 
the plc:asures of philosophical discourse as 'more happy' 
thm the mm who geu enjoyment from pushpin or beer 
drinking. 

The word ' happy' is not wholly evaluative, for there 
would be something absurd, as opposed to merely unusual, 
in caUing a mm who was in tnin, or who '\Val nOi enjoying 
himself, or who hardly ever enjoyo:!. himself, or who was 
in a more or less permanent state of intense di~tisfaction, a 
'happy' nun. For a mm to be h.tppy he mUSI, as a minimal 
condition, be fairly contento:!. and moderately enjoying him­
self for much of the time. Once this minimal condition is 
S.ttisfled we can go on 10 evalwle various type5 of content-
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ment and enjoyment and to grade them in terms of happi­
n($S. Happiness is, of course, a long-term concept in a way 
thar enjoyment is not. We can talk of a man enjoying him_ 
,df at a quarter past twO precisely. but hardly of a man 
being happy at a quarter palt twO precisely. Similarly we 
can talk of it raining at a quuter past twO precisely. but 
hardly about it being a wet climate at a quarter past two 
precisdy. But happiness involves enjoyment at various times, 
just as a wet climate involves rain at various times. 

To be enjoying oneself, Ryle once lUggc:sted, is to be 
doing what you want to be doing and not to be wanting to 
do anything elsc:,' or, more accurately, we might say that 
one enjoys oneself the more one wants to be doing what 
one is in fact doing and the Ic:ss one W'ants to be doing any­
thing else. A man will not enjoy a round of golf if (a) he 
does not particularly want to play golf. or (b) though he 
wants to play golf there is something else he wishes he were 
doing at the same time, such as buying the vegetablc:s for 
his wife. filling in his income tax forms. or listening to a 
lecture on philosophy. Even sensual pkasura come under 
the $arne description. For example the pleasure of eating an 
ice-cream involves having a certain physical Sl:ll$ation, in a 
way in which the pleasure of golf or of symbolic logic does 
not, but the nun who is enjoying an ice-cream can still be 
saki to be doing what he wants to do (have a certain physical 
Sl:ll$ation) and not to be wanting to do anything dse. If his 
mind is preoccupied with work or if he is conscious of a 
pressing engagement somewhere else, he will not enjoy the 
physical sensation, however intense it be, or will DOt enjoy 
it very much. 

The hedonistic ideal would then appear to reduce to a 
state: of affairs in which each person is enjoying himself. 
Sino:, as we noted, a dog may. as far as we can tell , enjoy 
chasing a rat as much as a philosopher or a mathernaticim 
1 Gili>m Ryk. T1tt C-rpi <{ M,'"J (H ~tchi.on. London, 1949). p. 108. 
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rmy enjoy solving a problem, we must, if we adopt the 
purely hedonistic position, dc:fend the higher pleasures on 
account of their fecundity. And that might not tum out to 

he a workable defence in a world made safe for electrode 
operators. 

To sum up so Car, happiness is pwy an evaluative roncept, 
and so the utilitarian maxim 'You ougbt to maximiu 
bappiness' is doubly evaluative. There is the possibility of 
an ultimate disagteement between two utilitarians who 
differ over the question of pushpin venus poetry. or Socrates 
dissatislied venus the fool satislied. The case of the electrode 
opeator sbows that twO utilitarians might come to advocate 
very diffaetlt courses of actions if they differed about what 
constituted happiness, and this difference between them 
would he simply an ultimate difference in attitude:. Some 
other possibilities of the 'science fiction' type will be men­
tioned briefly on pp. 66---'7 bdow. So I do nOt wish to say 
that the differ= in ultimate valuation between a hed0n­
istic and a non-hedonistic utilitarian will FIl',," l~d to 

difference in practice. 
Leaving these more remote possibilities OUt of account, 

however, and ccruidering the deci·ions we have to make at 
present, the question of whether the 'higher' pleasures 
mould he preferted to the 'lower' ones does seem to be of 
slight practiW importance. There are already perfectly good 
Wonistic arguments for poetry as against pushpin. As has 
been pointed out, the more complex pleuurcs arc: incom~­
ably more fecund than the less complex ones: not only are 
they enjoyable in themsdves hut lhey are a means to fUnher 
enjoyment. Still less, on the whole, do they lead to dis­
illusionment, physical deterioration or social dishumony. 
The connoisseur of poetry rmy enjoy him ... 1f no more than 
the oonnoissc:ur of whisky, hut he runs no danger of a head­
ache on the following morning. Moreover the question of 
whether the general happiness would be: inac:ased by replac-

• 
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ing most of the human population by a bigger population 
of oontented ~heep and pig~ i~ not one whidt by any stretch 
of the imagination could become a live issue:, Even if we 
thought, on abstract grounds, that such a replaa:ment 
would be desirable, we should not have the slightest chance 
of having our ideas generally adopted. 

So much for the iHue between .Bentham and Mill, What 
about that between Mill and Moore? Could a pleuunbk 
state of mind have no intrinsic value at all , or perhaps even a 
ItI'gativ' intrinsic value?1 Are there pleasurable sutes of mind 
towards which we have an unfavourable attitude, even 
though we disregan:l their consequences? In order to decide 
this question let us imagine a Wlivene consisting of one 
sentient being only, who falsc:ly believes that there are other 
sentic:nt beings and that they are undergoing exqui~te 

torment, So far from being distressed by the thought. he: 
takes a grell! delight in these imagined sufferings. Is this 
bener or worse than a universe containing no sentient being 
at all? Is it worse, again, than a universe containing only one 
sentient being wi th the same beliefs as before but who 
sorrows at the imagined tOrtures of his fellow creatures? 
I suggest, as against Moore, that the Wlivene containing the 
deluded sadist is the preferable one, After all he: is happy. 
and since there is no Other sentient being, what hann can he 
do? Moore would nevertheless agree th3t the sadist wu 
happy, and this mows how happiness. though partly an 
evaluative concept, is also partly not an evaluative concept. 

It is difficult. I admit, nOI to fed an immediate repugnance 
at the thought of the deluded sadist. If throughout our 
childhood we have been given an electric shod:: whenever 
we had wted cbeese, then cheese: would have become 
immediately distasteful to us. Our repugnance to the sadist 
arises, natunlly enough. because: in our Wliverse sadists 
invariably do hann. If we lived in a univenc: in which by 
'Cf. G, E. Moore. P,,'..npi4 aha, pp. 10)-10. 

'I' ate 
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universe containing two million bappy beings, each neither 
more nor 1e5$ happy tlu.n any in the fint universe? Or would 
you, as a humane and sympathetic penon. give a preference 
to the second universe? T myself cannOt help feeling a pre­
ference for the ~nd universe.' But if someone feels the 
other way I do not know how to argue with rum. II Ioob 
as though we have yet another possibility of disagreement 
within a general utilitarian fnmework. 

This type of disagreement might have practic:al relevance. 
It might be important in diseuuions of the ethics of birth 
control This is not to say that the utilitarian who values 
total, rather tlu.n average. happine5$ may not have potent 
arguments in favour of birth control But he will need 
more argumena to convince himself than will the other 
type of utilitarian. 

In most casa the difference between the twO types of 
utilitarianism will not kad to disagreement in pratticc. For 
in most cases the most effeaive way to increase the total 
happiness is to increase the average happiness, and vice vena. 

5. Negative utilitarian jsm 

Sir Karl Popper has suggested· thaI we should concern our­
selves not so much with the maximization of happiness as 
with the minimization of suffering. Dy 'suffering' we mUSI 

undentand misery involving ,emal pain. not JUSt unhappi­
ness. For otherwise the doctrine becomes unclear. Suppose 
that we found , new univenity. We may hope that indirea1y 
research will help to minimize pains. but that is not the only 

'This docs not man dw [ appron ofm. present cxpIaoive in.c:reuc ia 
world popuu.Uon. A typical member of an over-popo.d.ttcd plwet it..ot 
equaJly happy with a J)'pial member of a modet~tdy populated 
pW= 

, TIot Opno &dtty .,.,J II< """"itt, ,th ed. (Routledge and Ktg ... Palli. 
Loodon, ,\)66) • ...1.. I. c:b.. S. !>OIe 6. 

,. 
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reason why we found universities. We do 50 partly be­
QU5e we want the luppinns of undentanding the world. 
But producing the happiness of undentanding could 
equally well be thought of as removing the unhappiness of 
Ignorance. 

let u:I see what sort of utilitarian position we should 
develop if we made the minimization of misery our sole 
ultimate ethiQI principle. 11le doctrine of negative utili­
tarianism, that we should concern ountlves with the minim­
ization of suffering rather tban with the maximmtion of 
luppiness. does seem to be a theoretically possible one. It 
does, however, luve some very curious consequences, which 
have been pointed out by my brother, R. N. Smart.' In 
virtue of these very curious consequences I doubt whether 
nevrive utilitarianism will commend itself to many people, 
though it is aJways possible that someone might feel so 
attracted by the principle tlut he would accept it in spite of 
its consequences. F0r example it is possible to argue that a 
negative utilitarian would have to be in favour of extcmri­
rating the buman race. It Kenu likely that Popper is himself 
not a utilitatUn, and so II jorticm' not a negative utilitarian, 
For alongside the negative utilitarian principle he Kts twO 

principles, that we should IOlente the tolerant, and that we 
should resist tyranny.' It is Imd to see how these principles 
could be deduced from the negative utilitarian principle, 
for surely, as my brother has pointed out, on this principle 
we should approve of a tyrannical but benevolent world 
exploder. Such a tyrant would prevent infinite future 

~"". 
Even though we may not be attracted to negative utili-

tarianism as an ultimate principle, we may conce<k that 
the injunCtion 'worry about removing miKry rather than 
about promoting happiness' has a good deal 10 recommend 

1 'Neg>d~ urilitarUni<III', Mini 67 (19") S~J, 
• Popper, n. Opm &n«r..J;/J &tM"", 

'I' ate 
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it as a subordinate rule of thumb. For in most cases we can 
do most for our fellow men by trying to remove thei r 
miseries. Moreover people will be less re2dy to agree on 
what goods they would like to see promoted than they will 
he to agree on what miseries should he avoided. Mill and 
Bentham might disagree on whether poetry should he 
preferred to pushpin. but they would agree thai an 0ccas­

ional visi t to the dentist is preferable to chronie toothache. 
While there are so many positive evils in the world there is 
plenty of scope for co-operative effort among men who may 
neverthdess disagree to some extent as to what constitute 
positive goods. 

6. Rightness and wrongness of actions 

I shall now sta te the act-utilitarian doctrine. Purdy for 
simplicity of uposition I shall put it forward in a broadly 
hedoninic fonn. If anyone values state of mind such as 
knowledge independently of their plea.rurablmas he can 
make appropriate verbal alterations to convert it from 
hedonistic 10 ideal uti litariani!.!n. And I shall not IH:re take 
~des on the i.une between htdonistie and quasi-ideal utili­
tarianism. I shall ooncern m}'1Clf with the evaluation signi­
fied by 'ought' ill 'one ought to do that which will produce 
the best conseqnences', alld leave to one side the evaluation 
signmed by the word '~t ·. 

let U5 S3y, then, that the only reason for perfonnillg an 
action A rather than an altenmive action B is that doing A 
will make mankind (or, perhaps, all sentient beings) happier 
than will doing B. (Here I PUt aside the consideration that 
in fact we can have only probable belief about the effects of 
our actions, and so our reason should he more precisely 
stated as that doing A will produce more probabk benefi t 
than will doing B. For convenience of exposi tion I shdve 
this question of probabili ty for a page or two.) This is so 
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simple md n:ltural a doctrine that we can surely expect that 
many of my readers will have at least some propensity to 

agree. For I am tall:ing,;as I said earlier. to sympathetic and 
benevolent men, that is, to men who desire the happiness of 
mankind. Since they have a favourable attitude to the general 
luppiness, surdy they will have a tendency to submit to an 
ultimate moral principle which does no more than exprm 
this attitude. It is true that these men, being human, will 
otlso luve purdy selfl5h attitudes. Either these attitu<ks will 
be in hannony with the general happiness (in cues where 
everyone's looking :lfter his own interests promotes the 
maximum general happiness) or they win not be in harmony 
with the general happiness, in which case they willlargdy 
caned one another OUt, and so could not be made the basis 
of an interpersonal discussion anyway. It is possible, then, 
that mmy sympathetic and benevolent people deput from 
or fail to anain a utilitarian ethical principle only under the 
strm of tradition, of superstition, or of unsound philo­
sophKal reasoning. If this hypothesis should tum out to be 
correct, at least ;as far as these readers are concerned, then 
the utilitarian may contend that there is no need for him to 
defend his position dirccdy. save by stating it in a consistent 
manner, and by showing that common objcctions to it are 
unsound. After all, it exprC$$CS an ultimate attitude. not a 
liking for something merely as a means to something else. 
Save for attempting to remove confwions and discredit 
supentitions which may get in the way of clear moral 
thinking, be cannot, of course, appeal to argument and 
must rest his hopes on the good feeling of his readen. If 
any reader is not a sympathetic and benevolent man, then 
of course it cannot be expected that he will have an ultimate 
pro-altirude to hllJl12ll happiness in general. Also some good­
hearted readers may reject the utilitatian position be<:ause of 
certain considerations relating to justice. I postpone dis­
cussion of these until pp. 6']-73, 
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The utilitarian's ultimate mon.! principle. let it be remem­
bered, expresses the seotiment not of aJtruism hut ofbenevo­
Iencc:, the agent counting hinuelf neither more nor less than 
any other penon. Pure aJtrUism cannot be made the basis 
of a univenal mon.! discussion because it might lead different 
people to difi'erem and perhaps incompatible courses of 
action, even though the cin;urruunces were identical. When 
twO men each tty to Jet the other through a door fint a 
deadlock results. AltrUism could hardly commend itself to 
those of a scientific, and hence univenaiistic, frame of mind. 
If you count in my cakulations why should I not COWlt in 
your calculations? And why iliould I pay more attention to 
my calculations than to youn? Of course we often tend to 
praise and honour aJtruism even more than generalized 
benevolence This is because people too often err on the 
side of selfishness, and $0 aJtruism is a fault on the right side. 
If we can make a man tty to be an altruist he may ".rcad 
as fir as acquiring a generalized benevolence. 

Suppose we could prediCt the future consequences of 
actions with ccuaint}'. Then it would be possible to say that 
the total future consequences of action A are sl1ch 'Dd--such 
and that the total future consequences of action B are so-and­
$0. In order to help someone to decide whether to do A or 
to do B we: could say to him: 'Envisage the total consequences 
of A, and think them over carefully and imaginatively. Now 
envisage the total consequences of B, and think them over 
carefully. As a benevolent and humane man, and thinking 
of younelfjust as one man among others, would you prefer 
the consequences of A or those of B?' That is, we are asking 
for a comparison of one (present and future) tl31111 situation 
with another (present and future) tolill situation. So far we 
are not uking for a JIIlMI4tion or C4/cullllioll of pleasures or 
happiness. We are asking only for a eompuUon of total 
~ruations. And it venlS clear that we can frequently make 
such a comparison and say that one total situation is better 
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than another. For example few people would not prefer a 
total situation in which a million people are weU-fed. well­
clothed. free of pain. doing interesting and enjoyable work, 
and enjoyin!,: the pleasures of conversation. study, bllsiness, 
art. humollr, and 50 on, to a total situation where there are 
ten thousand soch people only, or perhaps 999.999 soch 
people plus one man with toothache. or nellrotic, or shiver­
ing with cold. m general, we can sum things lip by saying 
that if we are humane, kindly, benevolent people, we want 
as many people as possible now and in the futllre to be as 
happy as possible. Someone might object that we cannot 
envisage the total flllure situation, because this stretches into 
infinity. In reply to this we may say that it does not stretch 
into infinity, as .ill sentient life on earth win ultitrultely be 
extinguished. and funhermore we do not nonnally in prac­
tice need to consider very [emote consequences, as these in 
the end approxitrulte rapidly to zero like the furthermost 
ripples on a pond after a stone has been dropped into it. 

But do the remote consequences of an action diminish to 
zero? Suppose that twO people decide whether to have a 
child or remain childless. Let us sUP?OSC that they decide to 
have the child, and that they have a limitless succession of 
happy desandants. The remote comequences do not seem 
to get less. NO( at any rate if these people are Adam and Eve. 
The difference would be between the end of the human nee 
and a limitless accretion of human happiness, generation by 
generation. The Adam and Eye example shows that the 
'ripples on the pond' postulate is not needed in every case 
for a rational utilitarian decision. If we had some reason for 
thinking that every generation would be more happy than 
not we would not (in the Adam and Eve SOft of case) need 
to be worried that the remote consequences of our action 
would be in detail unknown. The necnsity for the 'ripples 
in the pond' postulate comes from the fact that usually we 
do not bow whether remote consequences will be good or 
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bad. Therefore we cannOt know what to do unless we can 
assume that remote consequences can be left out of account. 
This can often be done. Thus if we consider two actml 
parenu, instead of A~m and Eve, then they nco:!. not worry 
about thousands of yean hence. Not, at least, if we assun\C: 
that there will be ecological forces determining the furore 
population of the world. If these parents do not have remOte 
descendants, then other people will presumably have more 
than they would otherwise. And there is no TCason to suppose 
that my descendants would be more or lest happy than youn. 
We must note, then, that unless we ate dealing with 'all or 
nothing' sitwtions (such as the Adam and Eve one, or that 
of someone in a position to end human li fe ~rogether) we 
nco:!. tome tort of 'ripples in the pond' postulate to make 
utilitarianism worhble in practice. I do not know how to 
prove such a postulate, though it seems plausible enough. 
If it is not ac:ceptc:d, not on1y utilitarianism, but also deonto­
logical systenu like that of Sir David RO$$, who at least 
admits beneficence as one prima fadt dury among the others, 
will be &ully affected. 

Sometimes, of course, more needs to be said. For example 
one course of action may make some people very happy 
and leave the- rat;u they are or perhaps slightly less happy. 
Another course of :action may nuke aU men rather more 
happy than before but no one very happy. Which coune of 
:acrion makes mankind happier on the whole? Again, one 
course of action may make it highly probable that everyone 
will be made a little happier whereas another coune of 
action may give us a much smaller probability that everyone 
will be made very much happier. In the third place, one 
coune of action may make everyone happy in a pig-like 
way, whereas another coune of action may make a few 
people happy in a highly complex and intdlectml way. 

It seems therefore that we have to weigh the maximizing 
of happiness agmut equitable distribution, to weigh prob-
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abilities with bappiness, and to weigh tbe intellectual and 
other qualities of nates of mind witb their pl~urableness. 

!ore we not then:fore driven back to the necessity of $O rne 
cakulus of happiness? Can weju$t say: "envisage two total 
situariOl1$ and. tell me which you prefer"? If this were 
possible, of course there would be no need to talk of sum­
ming happines! or of a c;alculus. All we should have to do 
would be to put total si tuations in an order of preference. 
Since this is not always possible there i$ a difficulty, to whieh 
I shall return shortly. 

We have already considered the question of intdlcctual 
venus non-intellectual pleasures and activities. This is irrele­
vant to the prt:$oCnt issue because there seems to be no reason 
wby the ideal or quasi-ideal utilitarian cannot use the 
method of envisaging total situations just as much as the 
hedonistic utilitari:rn. It is just a matter of envisaging vnious 
alternative 10tai situations, stretching out into the future. 
and saying which si tuation onc prefeT1. The non-hedonistic 
utilitarian may evaluate the tot~ l situations dilfemuly from 
the hedonistic utilitarian, in which o.sc there will be an 
ultimate ethical dilagrecment. This possibility of ultimate 
disagreement is always there, though we have given rea.$Ons 
for suspecting that it will not frequently lead to important 
disagreement in practice. 

Let us now consider the question of equity. Supp<»e that 
we have the choice of sending four equally worthy and 
intelligent boys to a mcdium-grade public 5Chool 'J[ of 
leaving three in an adequate but unimpiring gnmmar 
5Chool and sending one to Eton. (For sake of the example I 
am making the almost certainly incorrect assumption that 
Eloniaru an: happier than other public-school boys and that 
these other publie-school boys are happier than grammar­
school boys.) Which COUl'$(: of action makes the most for 
the happiness of the four boys? ~t us suppose that we can 
neglect complicating factors, such as that the superior 
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Etonian education might lead one boy to develop his talents 
50 much that he will have = extr:lordinary influence on the 
wdl-bdng of mankind, or that the unequal treatment of the 
boys might cause jealousy and rift in the family. Let us 
suppose that the Etonian will be as happy as (we may hope) 
Etonians usually are, and simiwly for the other boys, and 
let us suppG$e that remote dfec;ts ClUl be neglected. Should 
we prefer the greater happiness of one boy to the modente 
happiness of all four? Clearly one parent may prefer one 
tOW situation (one boy at Eton and three at the gramIllM 
school) while another may prefer the other toul situation 
(all four at the medium-grade public school). Surely both 
parenu have an equal claim to being sympathetic and 
benevolent, and yet their dilferenee of opinion here il not 
founded on an empirical disagreement about facts. I suggest, 
however, that there are not in fact many cases in which 
such a disagreement could arise. Probably the parent who 
wi~hed to send one son to EtoD would draw the line at 
w:nding one son to Eton plus giving him experuive printe 
tuition during the holidays plus giving his other sons no 
secondary education at all. It is only within rather small 
limiu that this sort of disagreement about equity ClUl arise. 
Furthermore the cases in which we ClUl make one penon 
""1 much happier without increasing ~1I1 happiness are 
rare ones. The law of diminishing rerunu comes in here. So, 
in most practical casn, a dingreement about what should 
be done will be an empirical disagreement about what total 
situation is likely to be brought about by an action, and 
will not be a dUagreement about which total situation is 
preferable. For example the inequalitarian parent might get 
the other to agree with him if he could convince him that 
there was a much higher pro~bility of an Etonian benefiting 
the human race, such as by inventing a valuable drug or 
opening up the: mineral riches of Antaraica, than there is of 
a non-Etonian doing so. (Once more I should like to say 
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that I do not myself take such a possibility very serious1y Q 
I must again stress that since dU3grec:ment about what causes 
produce what effectS is in practice so much the most import­
ant son of diugrec:ment, to have intelligent moral dis­
cussion with a penon we do not in fact need complete 
agreement with him about ultimate ends: an approximate 
agreement is sufficient. 

Rawls' has suggested that we must nuximize the general 
happiness only if we do !IO in a r"ir way. An ""1"ir W1.y of 
maximizing the general happiness would be to do $0 by a 
rneth<XI which invlllved making $Orne people less happy 
than they might be otherwise.' ~ againn this suggestion a 
utilitarian might nuke me following rhetorical objection: 
if it is rational for me to choose the pain of a visit to the 
dentist in order to prevent the pain of toothache, why is it 
not ratiom.l of me to choose a pain fOr Jones. similar to mat 
of my visit to the dentist, if that is the only way in which I 
can prevent a polin, equaJ to du.t of my toothache, for 
Robinson ? Such situations continually occur in war, in 
mining, and in the 6ght against disease. when we may often 
find ourselves in the position ofhavinll; in the general interest 
to inflict suffering on good and happy mOl. However it 
must be conceded that these objections against f;imess as an 
ultim,," principle must be rhetorical only. and th.tt Rawls's 
principle could perhaps be incorporated in a restrained 
system of deontologica1 ethics. which would avoid the 
artificiality of the usuaJ foons of deontology. There are in 
any case plenty of good utilitarian reasons fOr adopting the 
principle of faimC$S as an important, but not inviolable, rule 
of thumb. 

We must now deal with the difficulty about probability. 
We have !IO far avoided the common objection to utilitar­
ianism that it involves the allegedly absurd notion of a 
, Justice as faimesa'. 1'fIikuophiali 1I.rvW 67 (1951) 115.4-94-
• See Cip" jllly p, .61 of R. ... Io'. on:ide. 
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swnnurion or alculus ofbappinc:ss or goodnas. We have 
done this by using the method of comparing total situations. 
All we have to do is 10 envisage two or more total situations 
and say which we prefer. It. purely ordinal, not a quantita­
tive, judgement is all we require. However in tabng this 
position we have oversimplified the matter. Unfortunately 
we annol say with certainty what would be tbe various 
total situations which could result from our actions. Worse 
still, we cannot even mign rough probabilities to the total 
sitlUUons as a whole. All we can do is to assign various 
probabilities to the various possible effccts of an action. For 
example, one course of action may almost certainly Ivod to 
a fairly good result next year logethcr with a high prob-. 
ability of a wghtly good result the year after, whik another 
action may give a very small problbility of 1 modcntdy 
good result the year after and a very mull but not neg~gible 
problbility of a nthcr bad result the year lfter that. (I am 
mwning that in both CUes the still more remote results 
become negligible or such as 10 cancd one lnother out.) If 
we had to weight total sitlUMnS with probabilities, this 
would give us enough oona:ptual difficulty, but it now 
appelfS dut we have to go within total situations and weight 
different elements widun them according to different prob­
abilities. We ~m to be driven back 10wuds a calculus. 

If it were possible to mign numerical probabilities to the 
various eff.-ets of our actions we could devise a way of apply­
ing the method of toul situatioru. Suppose thl t we could 
say that an action X would either give Smith the pleasure of 
eating ic:e-<:ream with probability <4 /s or the pain of tOQth­
ache with probability lIs and that it would give Jones the 
pleasure of symplthy with probability 3/5 or the displeasure 
of envy with problbility al5 and that no other important 
results (direct or indirect) would accrue. Suppose that the 
only alternative action to X i! Yand that this ha$ no dfcct 
on Smith but causes Jones to go to deep with prolnbility 3/5 
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or to go for a walk with probability l Is and that no other 
important results (direct or indired) would accrue. Then we 
could uy that the tou.! si ttutiom we have to imagine and 
to compare are (a) (for Xl: four people Gun like Smith) 
eating i=<ream plus one Gust like Smith) with toothache 
plus thr~ sympathetic people Oust like Jones) plus two 
envious peopkOust like Jones). and (b) (for Y): thr~ people 
Oust like Jones) who are asleep plus two OUIt like Jones) 
going for a walle. In the eumpk I have, for convenience, 
taken all probabiliries to be multiples of ' /5. If they did not 
have common dt:nominnors we should have to make them 
such, by expressing them as multiples of a denominator 
which is the lowest common multiple of the original 
denominators. 

However it is not ustully possible to assign a numcncal 
probability to a particular event. No doubt we could usc 
acruarial tables to ascertain the: probability that a friend of 
ours, who is of a certa in age, a certain ClI refully specified 
mediCIl history, and a certain occupation. will die within 
tbe next year. But can we give a numeria.1 value to the 
probability that a new war will break out, that a proof of 
Ff,mut's last theorem will be fOlll1d, or mn our knowkdge 
of generiClillinkagc in human chromosomes will be much 
improved in the next five years? Surely it is meaningless to 
talk of a nwnerical value for these probabilities. and it is 
probabilities of mil SOrt with which we have to deal in our 
moral life. 

When, however, we look at the way in which in fact we 
take some of our ordinary practiCliI decisiOllll we sa: that 
there is a sense in which mO$t peopk mink mat we ean 
weigh up probabilities and advantages. II man deciding 
whether to migrate to a tropical country may well uy to 
himself, for exampk, that he ean expect a pleasanter life 
for hirmdf and his family in that cowmy, unku there is a 
change in the system of govcmment there, which is nOt 

'VI ate 
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very likely. or unku one ofhU children catches an epidemic: 
dise ..... which is perhaps rath .. r more: likely. and so on. and 
thinking over all these adV1lltages and dis3dvatltages and 
probabilities and improbabilities be may come OUt with the 
statement that on the whole it SC'ems preferable for him to 
go there or· with the statement that on the whole it seems 
pref .. rable for him to stay at home. 

If we arc able to take accowlt of probabilities in our 
ordinary prudential deci~oru it seems idle to say that in the 
field of ethics. the field of our univcnal and humane atli­
tudes. we cannot do the same thing. but must rely on some 
dogmatic morality. in short on some SC't of rules or rigid 
criteria. Maybe sometimes we just will be unable to say 
whether we prefer for humanity an improbable great 
advantage or a probable ~mall advantage. and in these cases 
perhaps we shall have to t05S a penny to decide what (0 do. 
Maybe we have nOl any preciSC' methods for deciding what 
to do. but then our imprecise methods must ju.lt SC'rve their 
turn. We nc:ed not on that account be driven into authori­
tarianism, dogmatism or romanticism. 

So, at any rate, it appears al fltSl sight. But if I cannOt 
say any more the utilitarian position as it is here presented 
has a serious weakness. The suggested method of developing 
nonnative ethics is to appeal to feeling~, namely ofbenevo­
lence, and to reason, in the sense of conceprual clarification 
and also of empirica.l enquiry. but not, as so many moralists 
do, to what the ordinary man says or thinks. The ordinary 
man is frequently irrational in his moral thinking. And ifhe 
can be irrational about morals why cannOt he be irrational 
about probabilities? The fact that the ordinary man thinks 
that he can weigh up probabilities in making prudential 
decisions does not mean that there is really any sense in 
what he is doing. What utilitarianism badly needs, in order 
to make its theoretical foundations SC'ClU"C, is some method 
according to which numerical probabilities, even approxi-
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nute ones, could in theory. though not nt('C'SSariiy always 
in practice, be assigned to any imagined future event. 

D. Davidson and P. Suppes Iuve proposed a method 
whereby, at any rate in simplified sinutioru. subj«tivt pro~ 
abilities om be given a numerical value.1 Their theory was 
to some extent anticipated in an essay by F. P. Ramsey,' in 
which he tries to show how numben an be assigned 10 

probabilities in the sense of deg.ees of belief. This allows us 
10 give a theory of rational, in the sense of stlf-cmsistmt, 
utilitarian choice, but to nuke utilitarianism thoroughly 
satisfactory we need something more. We need a method 
of assigning numben to Dbjraivt. not subjective. probabili­
ties. Perhaps one method might be to accept the Davidson­
Suppes method of assigning subjective probabilities. and 
define objective probabilities as the subjective probabilitie$ 
of:an unbuscd and fU-$ighted nun. This, however, would 
require independent criteria for lack of bias and for far­
sightedness. I do not know how to do this, but I suspect, 
from the work tbat is at present being done on decision­
nuking, that the siuulion may nOI be hopeless. But until 
we have an adequate theory of Dhjurivt probability utili­
tarianism is not on a secure theoretical basis.' Nor. for tlut 
nutter, is ordinary prudence; nor are deontological systenu 
of ethics, like thaI of Sir David Ross, which assign some 
wcight to beneficence. And any system of deontological 
ethics implies some method of weighing up the minu 
of conflicting prima [Mit duties, for it is impossible that 
drontologial rules of conduct should ftnIn conflict, and the 
I D. Davidson. P. Suppes, and S. Siegel, DrM ... M.J.i"l: AN &pm­
",",tel A,,. I,",* (S!1nford University Prc:sJ. Sean£onl. Califomu.. 19$1). 

' F. P. Rmuer, Tftt ~"'" cf M~I~ (Roulledge .n.:t Kegan 
Pau~ London. (911). ch. 7. 'Truth and probabiliry' . 

• R McNaughton', inceresting :article 'A metrical CUilOtpt ofhappiness', 
Plti/"wpr...J Phtot.t.'JffO(I~ic'" RI~.w. 14 (IPH-4) 111-11, docs noI" 

mabie III to propote, complete utililllrian calcullII, ba:oUIC it nq;1ectI 
probability coosidcntiom. 
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rationale of this is perhaps even more insecure than is the 
theory of objective probability. 

7. The place of rules in act.-utilitarianjtm 

According to the act-utilitarian, then., the rational way 
to decide wlut to do is to decide to perform that one of 
those altemlrive actioru open to us (including the null­
action, the doing of nothing) which is likely to maximize 
the probable happiness or well-being of humanity as a 
whole, or more accurately, of all sentient beings.! The utili­

urian position is here put forward as a criterion of rational 
choice. II is truc that we may choose to habituate oundves 
to behave in accordance with catain rules, such as to ke<:p 
promises, in the belief that behaving in accordance with these 
rules is generally optimific, and in the knowledge that we 
most often just do not have time to work Out individual 
pros and cons. When we act in such an habitual fubion we 
do not of coune deliberate or make a choice. The act­
utilitarian will, however, regard these rules as mere rules of 
thumb, and will use them only as rough guida , NormaUy 
he will act in accordance with them when he has no time 
fOf considering probable consequences or when the advant­
ages of sueh a consideration of consequences are likely to be 
outweighed by the diSldVlnuge of the waste of time 
involved. He acu in accordance with rules, in short, when 
there is no rime to think, and since he don nOt think, the 

'In the firs! edition of dli$ monograph I s.o.id 'wbirh illikdy to bring 
. bout the toullimation now and in !he fUlUre which is the b= fl)<!he 
bappiness 01" wcll-bring ofbumanity os a .... bole, oc more aot\Intdy, 
of aU ocnUent being.', Thi. i. inaccurate. To pcobobly muimize the 
benefi, is 00( the .arneas 10 muimizc the probabk bcndit. This h .. 
been pomeN 001 by David 8raybrooke. Stt p, H o(hi. article 'The 
cl.oio: bnw""n uciUnoriani$ms', AMrrit.I" P"il.osoph;".J Qt4I.uriy 4 
( 1967}~)I, 

• 
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actions which he does mbituilly are not the outcome 
of moral thinking. When he has to think what to do, 
then there is a ql)($rion of ddiber:uion or choice, and it is 
precisely for such situations th~t the utilitarian criterion is 
intended. 

It is, tnQreover, important to realize that there is no 
inconsistency whateVer in:an xt-utiliuri:an's schooling him­
self to act, in no=1 circumstances, hahitually and in 
accordance with stereotyped rules. He knows that a man 
about to save a drowning person has no time to consider 
various possibilities, such as that the drowning person is a 
dangerous criminal who will cause dealh and destruction, 
or that he is suffering from a painful and incapacitating dis­
ease from which death would be a merciful rdease, or that 
various timid pwpk, watching from the bank. will suffer a 
heart attack if they ~ anyone else in the water. No, he 
knows that it is almost always right to save: a drowning man, 
and in he goes. Again, he knows thai we would go mad if 
we went in detail into the probable consequences of keeping 
or nOI keeping every trivial promise: we will do most good 
:and ltitive our mmtal energies for more important matters 
if we simply habituate ourselves to keep promises in aU 
norm.aJ silwrions. Moreover he may suspea that on some 
occa·jons personal bias may prevrnt him from r~ng in a 
oorreci utilitarian fashion. SuprosC he is trying to decide 
between two jobs, on~ of which is more highly paid than 
the other, though he has givo:n an informal promise th'lI he 
will tae the lesser paid one. He may well deceive himself 
by underestimating the effects of breaking the promise (in 
causing loss of confidence) and by overestimating Ihe good 
he can do in the highly paid job. He may well feel that if he 
ttusU to the acceptro rules he is more likely to act in the 
way that an unbiased act-utilitarian would recommend than 
he would be if he ttiro to evaluate the consequences of 
his possible actions himself. Indeed Moore argued OD 
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act-utiliQrUn grounds that one should never in concrete cues 
think as an act-utilitarian.1 

This, however, is surely to exaggerate both the usefuln~ 
of rules and the hwnan mind's propensity to unconscious 
bias. Neverthde5S, right or wrong, this attitude of Moore's 
bas a rariona1lwis and (though his argument from prob­
ability considerations is faulty in detail) is not the bw wor­
ship of the rule-utiliurian. who would say that we ought to 
keep to a rule dut is the most generally optimifie. even 
though we knt'W dut obeying it in this particular llstanCC 
would have had consequences. 

Nor is this utilitarian doctrine ineompatible, as M. A. 
Kaplant has suggested it is, with a recognition of the import­
ance of warm and spontaneous expre5Sions of emotion. 
Consider a case in which a mm sees that his wife is tired, 
and simply from a spontaneous feeling of affection for her 
he olfen to wash the dimes. Does utilitarianism imply that 
he should have stopped to calculate the various consequences 
of his diJfercot possible rourses of action? Certainly not, 
nus would make married life a misery and the utilitarian 
knows very well as a rule of thumb that on ocasions of this 
son it is best to act spontaneously and without calculation. 
Moreover I have said that act-utilitarianism is meant to give 
a method of deciding what to do in lhose met in which 
we do indeed decide what to do. On these occasions when 
we do not act as a result of deliberation and choice, that is, 
when we act spontaneously, no method of decision. whether 
utilitarian or non-utilitarian, comes into the matter. what 
'Pri,.dpi. ainu, p. 161. 

I Morton A. Kaplan, 'Some probkms of the extreme utilitarim position' , 

ahiu 70 ( '!I~!HiO) 113-)1. Th4 ;, a aiti,!"" of. my earlier article 
'Ext=ne and tellricted urllitariannm', t'foi"""pAiatl Qo=wl1 II (' 9,6) 
144- j4. He aUo puIS furward > g:ome thoorCDc ugumelll agaUuo me, 
bul this tmll$ ""SCIlI only "SaW! on cgoisti<: urlliwian. Kaphn 
r;onrin,1Cd dw: di.:ussioa in IW in=dng DOle 'Ro:stricted ulilitarionism', 
El/riQ 11 (190)>-1) 301-~ 
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does arise for the utilitarian is the question of whether or not 
be should oonsciously mcourage in hirruelf the tendency to 
ce:rtain types of spontaneous feeling. There arc in fact very 
good utilitarian reasons why we should by all means culti­
vate in ourselves the u:ndency to certain types of warm and 
spontaneous feding. 

Though even the act_utilitarian mayan OCG1sion act 
habitually and in accordance: with particular rules., his eei­
u:rion is, as we have said., applied in cases in which he does 
not act habinuUy but io which be deliberates and chooses 
what to do. Now the right acrion for an agent in given 
circunutances is, we have said, that action which produces 
better results than any alternative action. If two or more 
actions produce equally good resula . and if these: resula are 
better emn the resula of any other action open to the agent. 
then there is no such thing as t/,e righ t action : there arc twO 

or more actions which arc" right action. However this is a 
very exceptional state of affairs, which may well never in 
fact occur, and so usually I will speak loosely of the action 
which is tht right one. We ate now abk to specify more 
clearly what is meant by 'altemative action' here. The fact 
tha t the utilitarian criterion is meant to apply in siNations 
of deliberation and choice: enables us to say that the class of 
alternative actions which we have in mind when we talk 
about an action having the best possible results is the dass of 
actions which the agent could have performed if he had 
tried. For example, it would be better to bring a man back 
to life than to offer financial :lSSistancc: to his dependants. 
but because it is teChnologically impouible to bring a man 
back to life, bringir.g the man back to life is not something 
we could do if we tried. On the other hand it may well be 
possibk for us to give £im.ncial assistance: to the dependana, 
and this then may be the right action. The right action is the 
action among those which we could do, i.e. those which we 
would do if we chose to, which has the best possible resula. 
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It is true tlut the general concept of action is wider than 
that of ddiberate choice. M:my actions are performd habitu­
ally and without de~bention. But the: actions for whose 
righmeu we as agents want a criterion are, in the nature of 
the case. those done thinkingly and ddihentdy. An action 
is at :my rate that sort of hum:m performance which it is 
appropriate to praisc. blame. punish or reward. :md since 
it is often appropriate to praise, blame, punish. or reward 
lubitual performances, the concept of action annot be 
identifid with tlut of the outcome of deliberation :md 
choice. With habitual actions the only question that arises 
for :m agent is that of whether or not he should strengthen 
the hahit or break himself of it. And individual acts ofhahit­
strengthening or habit-brea.king = themsdves be ddiberate. 

The utilitarian criterion, then, is designed to hdp a person, 
who could do various things if he chose to do them, to 
decide which of tksc things he should do. His utilitari:m 
deliheration is one of the causal antcCedenu of his action. 
:md it would be pointleu if it were not. The utilitarian view 
is therefore perfectly compatible v.-ith determinism. The 
only sense of'he could have done otherwisc' tlut we require 
is the 5eIlse 'he would luve done otherwise ifhe had chosen', 
Whether the utilitarian view nc:ccuitates complete meta­
physical determinism is another matter. All that it requires 
is that de~herarion should determine acriOnll in the way that 
everyone knoom it does anyway. If it is argued that any 
indeterminism in the universe entails that we can never 
know the outcome of our actions, we can reply tlut in 
normal cases these indeterminacies will he so numerous as 
approximately to caned one :mother out, :md anyway all 
that we require for rational action is tlut some consequences 
of our actions mould be more probable than others, and this 
is something which no indcterminiSl is likdy to deny. 

The utilitarian may now conveniently make a termino­
logical recommendation. Let UlI usc the word ' ratiomJ.' as a 
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term of conunend:ition for Ihat action which is, on the 
evidence avaibblc to the agent, liktly to produce the bnt 
results, and to I'C$Crvc the word 'right' as a term of com­
mend.uion for the aCl ion which docs in fact produce the best 
rcsulu. T hat I$, b us s;.J.y that what is rational is to try to 

perform the right :lCtion, to try to produce thc best rc:sulu. 
Or at least this formulation will do where there is an equal 
probability of achieving ~ch posiIible set of results. If there 
is a very low probability of producing very good resulu, 
then it is nalUcal to s;.J.y that the rational agent would pcrhap5 
go for other more probabk though not quite so good 
rcsulu. For a more accurate formulation we should have to 
weight the goodru:ss of the results with their probabilities. 
However, negk<:ting this complication, we nn say, roughly, 
that it is cational to perform the action which is on the 
available evidence the one which will produ~ the best 
results. This allows us to s;.J.y. for example. that the agent 
did the right thing but irrationally (he was trying to 
do something else. or was trying to do this very thing but 
went about it unscientifically) and that hc aCled cationally 
but by bad luck did the wrong thing, because the Ihin~ that 
s«med probable to him, for the best reasons, JUSt did not 
happen. 

Roughly. then: we shall use 'right' and 'wrong' to appraise 
choice5 on account of their actual success in promoting the 
gcnenlhappiness. and we shall use 'nlional' and 'irntional' 
to appraise them on account of their likely SUCCC:5S. As was 
noted above (p. 42) 'likely success' must be interpreted in 
terms of maximizing the probable benefit, not in terms of 
probably maximizing the benefit. In effect. it is rational to do 
what you reasonably think to be right. and what will be 
right is what will nuximiu the probabk benefit. W e need., 
however, to make one qualification 10 this. A person may 
unrcawnably believe what it would in fact be rea50nable to 
believe. W e shill nill call such a person's :lCrion irrational. 
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If the agent has been wucientific in his calcub.tion of means-­
ends relationships he may decide that a certain course of 
action is probably best for human happines$, and it may 
indeed be so. When he performs this action we may ~ti n 
call his action irrational, bc:c:ause it w:u pure luck, nOt sound 
re:uoning, that brought him to his conclusion. 

'lUtiona/' :and 'ilTllltional ' :and 'right' and 'wrong' so &.r 
have Nen introduced :u terms of appraisal for chosen or 
deliberate actions only. Tll.:re is no Teason why we should 
not use the pair of terms 'right' and 'wrong' more widely 
so as to appraise even habitual actions. Nevertheless we shan 
not have much occasion to appraisc actions that are not the 
outcome of choice. What we do need is a pair of terms of 
appraisal for agt'nlS and molivts. I suggest that we we the 
terms 'good' and 'bad' for these purposes. A good agent is 
one who acu IIlQre nearly in a generally optimific way than 
does the average one. A bad agent is one who acts in a less 
optimific way than til.: average. A good motive is one which 
generally results in beneficent actiOlU, :and a bad motive is 
one which generany ends in maleficent actions. Clearly there 
is no inconsiuency in saying that on a particular occ:uion a 
good man did a wrong action, that a ~ man did a right 
action, that a right action was done from a bad motive, o r 
that a wrong action was done from a good motive. Many 
specious arguments against utilit:uianum come from obscur­
ing these distinctions. Thus one may be got to admit that 
an action is 'right', meaning no more than that it is done 
from a good motive :and is praiscworthy, and then it is 
pointed out that the action is not 'right' in the scn$( of 
being optimific. I do not wish to legislate as to how other 
people (particuL.r1y non-utilitarians) should use words like 
'right' and 'wrong', but in the interesu of clarity it is 
important for me to state how I propose to usc them myself, 
and to try to keep the various distinctions dear. 

It should be noted that in making this tenninologkal 
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recommendation I am not trying to smuggle in valuations 
under the guise of definitions, as Ardon Lyon, in a review 
of the fint edition of this monograph, L h;u suggested that I 
have done. It is merely a rcrommendation to pre-empt the 
already evaluative words 'ration:u' and 'irrational' for one 
lot of commendatory or discommendatory jobs, the already 
evaluative words 'right' and 'wrong' for another lot of 
commendatory or discommendatory jobs, and the a.lready 
evaluative words 'good' and 'bad' for yet another lot of 
commendatory or discommendatory jobs. 

W e am also u~ 'good' and ' bad' ;u terms of commenda­
tion or discommendation of actions themselves. In this case 
to commend or discommend an action is to commend or 
discommend the motive from which it spr.l.ng. This allo~ 
us to !lay that a man performed a bad aetion but that it was 
the rigbt one, or tbat he performed a good action but tha t 
it was wrong, For example, a man near Berehtesgaden in 
19]8 migbt bave jumped into a river and rescued a drowning 
man, only to find tbat it was Hitler. He would bave done 
tbe wrong thing, for be would bave saved the world a lot 
of trouble if hI! had left Hitler below the surface. On the 
olber band his motive, the desire to !lave life. would have 
been one which we approve of people having: ill general, 
though not in this ea~, the desire to save life leads 10 acting 
rightly. [t is worth our while to mengthen $\leh a desire. 
Not only should we prai~ the actiol1 (thu. expressil1g our 
approval of it) but we should perhaps even give the man a 
medal, thu. encouraging others to emulate it. Indeed praise 
itself comes to have some of the wcial funetions of medal 
giving: we come to like praise for its own me, and are thus 
influenoo:! by the possibility of being given it. Pr.l.ising a 
person is thus an important Ktion in itself - it has significant 
e/fects. A utilitarian must tberefore learn to comroJ his aeu 
of pnise and dispraise. thus perhaps conc.ealing his approva.! 

'Ow"- U"iwn."ry J-l 55 ( '963)~. 
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of an action when he thiruu that the exprosion of such 
approval might have bad dfe«s, and perhaps even praising 
;Ktions of which he d~ not really approve. Consider, for 
example, the cue of an act-u tiliurian, fighting in a war, 
who succeeds in capturing the commander of an enemy 
submarine. Assuming that it is a juS! war and that the act~ 
utilitarian is figh ting on the right side:, the very routage and 
abil ity of the submarine rommander has a tendency which 
is the revel$!: of optimiflc, Everything that the ~ubmarine 
rommandcr has 1>«0 doing was (in my p!'O~d sense of 
the word) wrong. (I do not of coune me;ln that he did 
anything wrong in the technological sen$!:: presumably he 
knew how to manoeuvre his ship in the right WoIy.) He has 
kept his boat cunningly ooncuW, when it would have been 
better for humanity if it had bern a si tt ing duck, he has kept 
the morale ofh;s crew high when it would have been beller 
if they lud been rowardly and inefflcil!fl t. and has aimed his 
torpedoes with deadly effect so as to do the maximum harm. 
Nevertheless, once the enemy rommander is captured, or 
even perhaps before he is OIptured, our act-u tilitarian sailor 
docs the right thing in praising the enemy commander, 
behaving chivalrously towards him, giving him honour 
and so on, for he is powerfully influencing his own men to 
alpi re CO similar professional courage and efficiency. to the 
ultimate benefit of mankind. 

What I have said in the lall paragraph about the occasional 
utility of praising hannful actions applin, I think. even when 
the utilitarian is speaking to other utilitarians. It applies even 
more when. as is more usually the ClSC, the utilitarian is 
speaking to .t predominantly nOli-uti litarian audience. T o 
take an extreme case. suppose that the utilitarian il speaking 
to peopk who live in a society governed by a form of 
magial taboo ethies , He may consider that though on 
oaasion Ir:ceping to the uboos docs harm. on the whole the 
tendency of the taboo ethics is more beneficial than the sort 
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1. Tht pLra ~ ruin in aa-ulililarianism jl 

of moral anarchy into which the5e people might fall if their 
revercnec for their taboos was weakened. While, therefore, 
he would recognize thae the system of t2boos which gov­
erned the5e people's conduct W1! markedly inferior to a 
utilitarian ethic, nevcrthdas he might al50 recognize that 
these people', cultural background was such that they could 
not calily be pcnuaded to adopt a utilitarian ethic. He will, 
therefore. on act-utilitarian grounds, distribute his praise 
and blame in such a way as to strengthen, not to weaken. 
the sYJtem of taboo. 

In an ordinary society we do not find such an extreme 
situation. Many people can be got to adopt a utilitarian, or 
almost utilitarian, way of thought, but many cannot. We 
auy consider whether it may not be better co throw our 
weight on the side of the prevailing traditional morality, 
r,uhcr than on the side: of trying to improve it with the: risk 
of weakening respect for morality altogether. Sometimes 
the answer to this qu.cstion will be 'ya', and sometimes 'no'. 
hs Sidgwkk said:1 

The ~ tlw Univmal fhppineu is the ultimate ",-1 ,,1 muse DOC 
be undmwod to imply that Univmal BenevoImce is ••• &twa)'l the 
best IItOIiw of action. For ••• it is DOC tw.. my thai the end whid. gives 
theai\Qionof righ!ZleSlsbould alwa)'l betheend ",which we c:omciouIly 
aim: an.d if experience sboW1 thai the gruu:al happi--" wiD be more 
utis&aorily arnincd if IDCI1 frequently act from other IIlCltives than pure 
univen:al pbi131lthropy, il is obvious thai theae other motives:are to be 
poer.. ,ed on Utilitarian priDciples. 

In general. we may note, it is a1waysdangerow to influence 
a penon contrary to his conviction of what is right. More 
harm may be done in weakening his regard for duty than 
would be ~ved by preventing the: particular action in ques­
tion. Furthermore, to quote Sidgwick again, "any puticular 
c:ri!ting moral rule. though not the: idca1ly best even for such 
beings, all existing men twder the existing circumstances, 
'MLrW ~EtltiQ, p. (Il. 
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m2y yet be the best tha t they can be gOt to obey"! W e 
must also remember tha t some motives ue likely to be 
present in exa:ss rather than defect : in which case, however 
necessary they may be, it is not expedient to praise them. 
It is obviously useful to praise altruism, even. though this is 
not pure generalized benevolence, the treating of oneself as 
neither more nor less important than anyone dse, simply 
because most people err on the opposite side, from too 
much self~love and Il<l t enough altruism. It is, similarly, 
inexpedient fa praUt self~love, importan t though this is 
when it is kept in due proportion. In shon, to quote Sidg­
wick once more, "in distributing our praise of human quali­
ties, on ut ilitarian principles, we have to consider not 
primarily the usefulness of the quality, but the usefulness of 
the praUt".' 

Most men, we must never forget, are not act~utiliurians, 

and do not use the word! 'good' and 'had', when applied to 
agcn" or to motives, quite in the way which has here been 
ro:ommended. W hen a man says that another is wicked he 
may even be saying wmething of a partly metaphysical or 
supentirious connotation. He may be saying that there is 
something like a yellow It'lin on the other man's soul. O f 
course he would not think this quite literally. If you asked 
him whether w uls could be coloured, or whether yellow 
was a particularly abhorrent colour, he would of course 
laugh at you. Hi! vitws about sin and wid:edness may be 
left in comforuble obscurity. Nevertheless the things he: drJtJ 

say may indeed entail something liJu the yellow stain view. 
'W icked' has thus come to havt much more force than the 
utilitarian ' likely to be vtry hannful ' or 'proMbly a mtnace'. 
To nigmarize a man as wicked is not, as things are, just to 
make mtn wary of him, but to make him tht object of a 
peculiar and very pcw~rful abhorrtnce, over and above the 
L fI,;J. p. 469 . 
• !lnJ. p. 418. 
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natural abhorrence one has from a dangeroU$ natural object 
such as a typhoon or an OCtopus. And it may well be to the 
act-utilitarian's advanuge, qull act-utilitarian, to acquiesce in 
this way of t2Iking when he is in the company of non­
utilitarians. He himself will not believe in yellow st2ins in 
souls, or anything like it. TOUI romprrndrr ,'rJt raUl pardormn; 
a man is the resuh ofhew::\ity and environment. Nevenhe­
less the uti litarian may inRuence behaviour in the way he 
desires by using 'wicked' in a quasi-superstitious way. Simi­
hely a man about to be boiled alive hy cannibals may use­
fully say that an imminent eclipse is a sign of the gods' 
displeasure at the proposed culinary activities. We have seen 
that in a completely Ulilit2rian society the utility of pnise of 
an agent's motives does nOI always go along with the utility 
of the action. Slill more may this be so in a non-ut ilitarian 
J.ociery . 

I cannot stress too often the importance of Sidgwiek's 
distinction between the utility of an action and the utility of 
praise or blame of it, for many fallacious ' refutations' of 
uti litarianism depend for their plausibility on confusing the 
two things. 

Thus A. N. Prior' qUOtes the nursery rhyme: 

For W:lnt of. n.,1 
The ~ '"' I"",; 

For W1.nt of • ~ 
The I>orw "" •• Iou:; 

For "".n. of • hone 
Tbr rid.. "'as lost; 

fer "'.n. of. rider 
Tbc boule ""0$ 1uI!; 

for wam "f, bortlc 
n..l:ingdotn _lost; 

And .11 fer ,br loll,,"' 

Of" b.onHb<x no';], 

I "11Ic C1Y'V'q' .... ' 5 of aeticns', AriJuHlrn.. ~ SWPI'imtmfMT V41w­
)0 (19,6) 9 1~ Sa: p. 9$. 
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So it was all the bb,bmith', fault! But, says Prior. it is 
surely lurd 10 plxe on the smith's shoukien the r<:$porui­
bility for the loss of the kingdom. This is no objection, 
howeveT. to act-ut iHurimism. TIle utiliurim could quite 
comiSlelitly say that il would be \deim to blame the black­
smith, or at any rate to blame him more tlun for any other 
more or leu trivial oue of 'bad mainIC1l2oncc'. The bbd:­
smith had no re.uon 10 believe that the fate of the kingdom 
would depend on one nai l. If you blame him you may 
make him neuroti, and in fUlure even more hoI$CS may be 
badly shod. 

Moreover. says Prior, the 100 of the kingdom wall just as 
much lhe fault of somcone whose nt'Sligcncc led 10 there 
being one feweT annon in the fidd. If it had not beell for 
this Other piece of ~gencc the bbdunith's negligem:e 
would nOI luve mattered. whose wall IN r<:$pon~bility? 
TIle act-utiliurian will quit( consistently reply tlul the 
notion of 1M mponsibility is a piece of met:aphysial non-
5enSC' and should be repia,ed by 'Whom would it be: useful 
to blame?' And in the: asc: of such a close batlle. no doubt 
it would be: useful to blame quite: a lot of people thongh no 
one very much. Unlike, for e:Kample. the ase where a 
battle wal !oJt on acCOunl of the genc:nl getting dnmk. 
when: considen.bk blame of one: particular penon would 
cleuly be uxful. 

"But wouldn't a mm go mad if he really tried to t:ake 
the whole responsibility of everything upon himself in this 
way ?" asks Prior. Cleuly he would. The bbcksmith must 
IIOt mortify himself with morbid thoughts about his ardeS$­
ness. He mUlit remember that his arelessness wu of the 50ft 

thaI il Uliually lrivial. and that a lot of Other people were 
equally careless. The: battle: was jUli t a very close thing. But 
this refuS21 to blame: himsdf. or blame: himself very much. 
is surely consistent wi th the recognition that his action was 
ill fdd very wrong, that much harm would luve been pre-
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vemeti if he had acted otberwi$C. Though if other people, 
e.g. the man whose fault it was that the extra Clnnon did 
not turn up. had acteti differently. then the blackmlith'! 
action would have in fact not 1>«n very wrong, though it 
would have btxn no more and no less blameworthy. Ii very 
wrong action is u~ually very blameworthy, but on some 
()C(:a$ions, like the present one, a very wrong action Cln he 
hardly blamewonhy at all. Thi$ seems paradoxiClI at fint, 
but paradox di!lappean when we remember Sidgwick's di$­
tinction between the utility of an action and utility of praise 
ofit. 

The idea that a c:onsisU'nt utilitarian would go mad with 
worry about the various effects of his actions is perhaps 
closely c:onnectcd with a curious argument against utili­
tarianism to he found in Baier'l book Tk Moral Point of 
Vil"W.' Baier holds that (aa-) utilitarianism must he rejecteti 
because it entails that we should never relax, that we should 
use up every available minute in good works, and we do not 
ordinarily think that this is so. The utilitarian has two effec­
tive replies. The fint is that perhaps what we ordinarily 
think is false. Perhaps a rational investigation would lead us 
to theconclusion tlut we should relax much less than we do. 
The second reply is that act-utilitarian premisses do not 
entail that we should never relax. Maybe relaxing and doing 
few good works tocby increases threefold our capacity to do 
good works tomorrow. So relaxation and play can be 
defended even if we ignore, as we should not, their intrinsic 
pleallm:s. 

I beg the reader. therefore:. if ever he is impressed by any 
alleged refutation of aa-utilitarianism, to hear in mind the 
disrill(:tion between the righmess or wrongness of an action 
and the goodness or ~dness of the agent, and Sidgwick's 
correlative and most important distinction hetween the 
I K. E. M. &icr, ~ At",,.} PoiJII of Vkw (c:on.cu Un.i~r1ity Pre:u, 

Ithan, New York, 19:1'), pp. ~)-+ 
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utility of an action and the utility of praise or blame of it. 
The neglect of thU dininction is one of the commonest 
causes of fallacious refutations of act-utilitarianiml. 

It is also nec (mry to remember that we are here consider­
ing utilitarianism as a nQrmalillt ,ystem. The fact that it has 
consequences which conflict with some of our particular 
moral judgements need not be decisive against it. In scknce 
general principles must be tested by reference to particular 
facts of observation. In ethics we may well take the opposite 
attitude, and test our pmicular mora] attitudes by reference 
to more general ones. The utilitarian can contend that since 
his principle ran on something so limple and nalUrai as 
generalized benevolence it is more I«1lrely founded than 
our pmicular feelings, which may be ,ubtly di5torted by 
analogies with similar looking (but in reality totally different) 
types of case, and by all IOrts of hangoven &om traditional 
and uncritical ethical thin~ing. 

If. of course, act-utilitarianism were put forward as a 
descriptive synematization of how ordinary men, or even 
we ourxJves in our unreflective and uncritical mOments, 
actually think about ethics, then of course it is ea!ly to refute 
and I have no wish to defend it. Similarly again jf jt is PUI 

forward nO( as a dtscriptillt theory but as an txp14natory 
ono 

John Plamenaa, in his EngliJh Utilitarians, seems 10 hold 
that utilitarianism "is destroyed and no part of it len sund­
ing".1 This is apparently on the ground that the utilitarian 
txpLmation of social institutions win not work: that we 
cannot explain various institutions as having come about 
because they lead to the maximum happiness. In this mono­
graph r am not concerned with what our moral customs and 
institutions in fact are, and stin less am I concerned with the 
question of why they are as they in fact are. I am concerned 
with a CCI rain view about what they ollghl to be. The correcl­

, Tltt &,r1Uh Utilu.i .... ~ edn (Blach.eU. oxfOrd, 1966), p. 141. 
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ne$S of an ethical doarine, when it i$ interpreted :u ~m­
mendatory, is quite independent of its truth when it is 
interpreted as descriptive and of iu truth when it is inter­
preted:u explanatory. In fact it is precisely because a doctrine 
is false :u description and :u expLmation that it becomes 
important as a possible recommendation. 

8. Simple application of game-theory technique 

So far I hope that I have shown that act-utilitarianism, as a 
nonmtive theory of ethics, is not so simple-minded a 
dOCtrine as in critio seem to suppose. and that it cscapa 
some of the usual refutatioru. 1 wish now to analyse a type 
of ~tuation which has in the past proved diffiCult for the 
ac;t..utili tarian to handle, but for which some very simple 
techniques of the theory of games seem to provide the 
solution. 

R. B. Brandt! considers the case of a utilitarian in wartime 
EngLmd. and it is supposed that there is a governmental 
request that a maximum temperature of soo F. should be 
maintained in homes. so as to coruerve gas and electricity. 
A utilitarian Frenchman who is resident in England might 
conceivably reason as follows: "It is very unlikely that the 
vast majority of Englishmen will not comply with this 
request. But it will do no hann at all if a few people, such 
as myself. live in a tem perature of '}O. F. And it will do 
these few people a lot of good for their COmfocI. 1bc:refore 
the general happiness will be increased by my using enough 
dectricity and gas to make myself comfortable." The 
Frenchman thus decides to use the electricity and ~. of 
course in practice such a decision might not make the 
Frenchman happier. If he was a decent penon, normally 
brought up, he would feel very considerable twinges of 

I &Jcil:.J T1wry. p. J8g. 
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eorucielll1:. BUI suppose the Frcnchmm u m absolutely 
singlc--mindcd Out and out utiliurian. Whatlhen? 

The act-u til it;trian will have to agree that if llit Frtll,hmall 'J 

btha~iollr {(miJ br 1l"pl St'trel then he ought in this cue: to use 
the elcrtricity and gas. Hut the Frenchman should also agree 
l!.Jt he should be condemnd and punished ifhe were found 
OUI. There would indrffi, 3S lInnd! poin« out, be a horrible 
Outcry if it became known that members of the Cabinet. 
who were aware of the willingncu of most ~ple to ~cd­
lice and thus knew that dcctriciry and gas were: in reason­
ably good supply, ignored their own regubtion. In this 
ca~, too, the utili urian calcubtion would indeed be different 
if we a!.Sumcd thai I~ behaviour of the members of the: 
Cabinet would leak Out . Moreover the utili u rian would 
hold thaI in this (.';Ise there would be good miliurim reasons 
(npc:cially in a generally non-utiliurian society) for '011-

amwillg the Cabinet. We mUSI m::ollect the distinction 
bctwcc:n utility of an action and utility of praise or blame 
of it. However, indcpcndently of th is last point, we may 
agree that Br.tndt has produced a case in which the: utilitarian 
is likely to cOllfiin wi th common sense ethics. The utilitarian, 
to be: corninem , must be: willing to say, "So much the 
wor$C for common $C11$C ethics!" 

Brandt further objects tim if fVerrlll1( followed the 
Frenchman's reasoning disastrous rMults would follow. This 
obja:tion fails 10 rcrognize that the Frenchman would have 
used as an empirical premi" in his calculationlhe propo$ition 
Ihal very few poople would be likely to reason as he dOC1. 
They would very likely be adherent.! of a traditional, non­
utilitarian morality. 

How would the Frenchman reason if he were living in a 
society composed en tirely of convinced and rational act­
utilirariJns like himself? He is in the si tuation of not Knowing 
how to plan his aClions unku he has premis5a about what 
olher prople will do, and each of them will nOt know how 
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to plan his actions unless he KnOW1 what the rest of the 
people (including the Frenchman) will do. Thw: is a cir­
culariq- in the sitwtion which cries out (or the technique:: of 
game theory. 

There :ue three types of possibility : (a) he em decide to 
obey the government's request; (b) he can decide not to 
obey the government's request; (c) he can decide to give 
himself a cenain prcl»bility of not obeying the govern­
ment's request, e.g. by deciding to throw dice and disobey 
the government's request if and only if he got a ectain 
number of 5uca:ssive sixes. 

To decide to do 50mething of typt' (e) is to adopt what in 
game: theory is called 'a mixed strategy'. On plausible: 
assumptions it would tum out that the best result would be 
attained if eac:h member of tnc: act-utilit:uian society were 
to give himself a very sma!] probability p of disobeying the 
government's requc::st. [0 prattice p is very difficult to 
ealcubte, and since it is likely to be very small, in prac­
tice the act..-urilirarian will adopt alternative (a). Indeed 
if the trouble: of o.kulating p ourwcighed the probable 
benefu of adopting the mixed strategy. and we took this 
into account, we should have to plump (or alternative (a) 
anyway. 

Let us see how this probability p rould be calculated. 
Even if the matter is of little p=ical importance it is of 
intecat for the theoretical understanding of ethics. 

Let III be the number of people: in the rommunity. Let 
f(".) be the national damage done by exactly n people dis­
obeying the government's request; it will be an increa.!ing 
function o( n. Now if each member of the community 
gives himsdf a pro~bility p of disobeying the edict it is 
easy to detennine. as functiolU of p. the pro~bilitjes p,. 
p ••... p. o( exactly I , 2 ••• . 111 perSOIU capc:ctivc:ly disobeying 
the edict. Let a be the: personal benefit to each person of 
disobeying the edict. I ml, of rourse, supposing what is 



60 An OIltlint of CI SY$fern of utilitarillfl tthics 

perh~ps a fiaion, that numerical values can be given to 
{(n) and to CI. Then if V is the total probable benefit to the 
community we have 

V - p,(CI- f(I))+PI(2C1-j{2))+P,(3 C1-fb))+, .. 
p.(mII-flm)). 

If we know the function /(n) we can calculate the value 

of p fOf which ~ _ o. This will give the nlue of p whK:h 
dp 

maximizes V. 
As I ~id, the matter is of theoretical rather than practica.l 

importance, as in the sort of case which I have in mind P 
will be so nc:u to "etO th:1\ the act-utilitarian would not 
bother to calculate but would just obey the government's 
requesl. No doubt spedal examples of moral decision could 
be devised in which a not too sm.alJ value of p would be 
obtained. This type of reasoning seerru to be important 
mon: for the: theoretical insight it affords than for its poten­
tiality for practical guidance.' 

It might be thought that thi5 symmetrical solution by 
means of mixed mategies implies some sort of ruk-utilitar­
ianism.' For will a group of acl-utilitarims have any empiri­
cal basi5 for :l.5suming that they will all adopt a symmetrical 
solution to the problem? Of course if Oavid Lyons i5 right 
that rule-uti litarianism md act-utilitarimism collapse into 
one another, the problem di~ppears. However, as I remarked 
on p. I I above, I cannot see how to apply Lyons' argument 

, The ~ ol a miud w=sy would KCDl 10 provick the K>lution 
(in theory) 10 the garden watning eumple in 11.. K. Stout', article, 
'But suPJlO$" everyone did the wne', Awrr,o/<lfi.., J"""''"' afPil'iIwphy la 
(195-4) I -lSI. 

I Sec perapOve "' .... '*' by M.A. Kaplan. in hi. I>Ote 'Restricted 
urilitarimiun', Etltiu 71 (1960--1) 1°1-1 and David Bn.y~ 'The 
d.Qitt be.ween uriliwianisms', Amtri< ... l'II,k""phical Q ... -w1y " 
(' 067) :11-1'· 
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to the sort of situation in which what onl'! penon ought to 
do depends on what othen ought to do and vice vena. This 
son of situatinn requires special treatment. 

The clue lies in the: notion of a ((>fIumtiDll, which h.1.I been 
ducicbted in an important book by David K.. Lewis.' 
Lewis, in turn, makes use of Thomas C. Schelling's nudy of 
'co-orditution games',- which $uggesu Ibn two agmu can 
co-ordinate their activities without rules. For example, two 
parachutists. who have been dropped in enemy country and 
neM to rendezvous. will both make their W3y to a bridge 
when this is the only salimt feuwe on the map. The act­
utilituian will have to take this propensity to co-ordinate 
behaviow as an empirical fact about human beings which 
each will legitimately take into account when plmning his 
strategy. Lewis shows that the notion of a convention is 
prior to that of a rule, and so I think tha, a rdiance by the 
act-urilitarian on conventions need not tum him into a 
ruHtilitarian or even into a Kantian. Lewis has made a 
renurluble analysis of one type of alleged objection 10 act­
utilitarianism, making use of his theory of convention, in an 
urick 'Utilitarianism and truthfUlness'.1 

Even if the solution to the present difficulty wtTt ru1c­
utilitarianism it would be a rule-utilitarianism (or perhaps 
Kantianism) which would be markedly different from those 
which have genenlly been put forward. since it would be 
applicable only in those situations in which all the agenu arc 
utilitarians. My sort of utilitarian will normally think thaI 
be ought to act when be is in a predominantly non-uti litarian 
society in a way which is different from the way in which 
'DaYid K. kwis, c...._riDII (Harv....! Univcnity Pf'CIl, Cambridge. 

Mass., 1969). . 
''Thorn .. C. XMHng. ~ ~11 of Q..j/kt (furv""! UniveroiTy 
p, , Cambridge. M>Q., 196<». 

I AouIr.lWM }/KITIIIIl.y pj,IIDJ<>pio'l ,0 ('97~) 17-19. Thio iJ in .<ply to 011 
argument by D. H. HOOgl"'ll. c..-f'<'I"I ~ UtiUI"';"'IJIfI /Oxford 
Univcnity Press, London, 1967), pp. )1-411. 
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he ought to act when he is in a utiliwian society. Further­
more, even in the case of a society oflike-minded utilitarians, 
the mUced nrategy solution makes it importantly different 
from the usual 'all or none' varieties of ruk-utilitarianism. 

9. Utilitarianism and the future 

The chief persuasive argument in favour of utilitarianism 
has been that the dictates of any deontological ethics will 
always, on some occasions, lead to the exiltence of misery 
that could, on utilitarian principles, have been prevented. 
Thus if the deontologist ~ys that promises always mould 
be kept (or even if, like Ross, he ~ys that there is a prim"f Q(i( 
duty to keep them) we may oonfront him with a situation 
like the following, the well-known 'doert island promise': 
I have promised a dying man on a desert island, from which 
subsequently [ alone am rescued, to give his hoard of gold 
to the South Australian Jockey Club. On my return 1 give 
it to the Royal Adelaide H~pital. which, we may suppose. 
badly needs it for a new X-ray machine. Could anybody 
deny tlut 1 had done rightly without being open to the 
charge of heartles.mrn? (Remember that the promise was 
known only to me. and so my action will not in this cue 
weaken the gellenl oonfldence in the social institution of 
promising.) Think of the persons dying of painful tumoun 
who oould have been saved by the desert island gold! 

"But", the deontologist may still obje.:t. "it is my doctrine 
which is the humane one. You have aa:used me of in­
bwnanity because I sometimes cause avoidabk mi5CT}' for 
me sake of keeping a rule. But it is these very rules, which 
you regard as so cold and inhuman, which safeguard man­
kind from the most awful atrocities. In the interes ts offuture 
generations are we to allow millions to die of starv.ltion, or 
still more millioru to be sent to foreal. labour? Is it not this 
very cousequentialist menlality which is ae the rool of the 

,. 
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vast injustices which we see in tbe world t()(by?" Two 
replies are rekvant. In the first place the man who says this 
sort of thing mayor may not be interested in the welfare of 
future generations. It is perfectly possible IIOt to have the 
sentiment of generalized benevolence but to be moved by a 
localized benevolence. When this is locali1:cd. in space we 
get the ethies of the tribe or the: race: when it is localized in 
time we get an ethies of the present day and generation. It 
may well be that atroci ties carried out for the sake of a 
Utopian future repel some people simply because they mon· 
gage the present for the sake of the future. Here we have a 
dilference about ultimate ends, and in this cast I CIlUtot 
accuse my opponent of beUlg either confused or super. 
stitiow, though I may accuse him of being limited in his 
vision. Why should not future generations matter as much 
as present ones? To deny it is to be temporally parochial. 
If it is object«! that future generations will only prolHtbly 
exist, I reply: would not the objector take into account a 
pr~bly c:xisting prtmll population on a strange island 
before using it for bomb tests? 

In the sa:ond p~, however, the opponent of utiliur­
ianism may have a perfectly disintercsted benevoknce, save 
for his regard for the observance of ruks :IS such. Future 
generations may in fact mean as much to him :IS present 
ones. To him the utilitarian may reply as follows. lfit were 
known to be true,:IS a question offaCl, that measures which 
caused misery and death to tens of millions today would 
result in saving from greater misery and from death hun· 
dreds of millions in the future, and if this were the only way 
in which it could be done, then it would be right to ClUst 
these nr:ceuary atrocities. The case: is surely no different in 
principle from that of the battalion commander who sacri­
fices a patrol to save a company. where the tynnts who 
cause atrocities for the sake of Utopia are weong is, surely, 
on the: plain quation of fact, and on confusing probabilities 
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with certainties. After ill. one would have to be wry SlIT( 

that future generations would be s;lved sti!! grea ter misery 
before one embarked on such a ryranninl programme. One 
thing we should now lrnow about the future is that large­
scale predictions arc imponible. Could Jeremy Bentham or 
Karl Marx (to take two very different political theoriso) 
have fOn:JttII the atom bomb? Could they have foresun 
automation? Can we foresee the technology of the next 
century? Where the fmure is so dim a man must be mad 
who would sacrifice the pr('Soent in a big way for the sake 
of it. Moreover even if the future were d ear to us, it is very 
improbable Ihn large scalc atrocities could be bem:ficia.l. 
We mm! not forget the immense side effects: the brutaliza­
tion of the peopk who ordered the atrocities and carried 
them OUt. We nn, in fact, agree with the most violent 
denouncer of atrocities nfried OUt in the name of Utopia 
without sacrificing our act-utilitarian principles. Indeed. there 
an:: the best of act-utilitarian reasons for denouncing n roci­
tiC1. But it is empirical faeu. and empirical faeu only, which 
will lead the utilitarian to ~y this. 

The future, I have remarked. is dim, largely because the 
potentialities of technological advance are unknown to us. 
This coruideration both increases the attnctiveness of a 
utilitarian ethics (because of the built-in flexibility of sueh an 
ethics) and inw:asa the difficulty of applying such an ethics. 

Nornully the ut ilitarian is able to assume that the remote 
effects orhis actions tend rapidly to zero. like the ripples on 
a pond after a stone has ba:n thrown into it. This assumption 
normally seenu quite a plausible one. Suppose that a man is 
deciding wncther to .seduce his ntighbour's wife. On utili­
tarian grounds it seems pretty obvious that such an act 
would be wrong. for tht unhappintSS which it is likdy to 
GlUe in the short term win prob~bl y be only too obviom. 
The man need not com:idcr the possibility that one of his 
remore desccndant$, ifhe seduces the woman, will be a great 

'VI ate 
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benefactor of the human race. Such a possibility is not all 
that improbabl~, cOll$idering the very likely vast number 
of desccn&tnu after a good many generations, but it is no 
more probabl~ than the possibility that one of hil r~ rr. "H~ 
descendanu will do great harm to the human nce, or that 
one of the descendants from a mor~ legitimate union would 
benefit the human n ee. It seems pl~usible that the long-term 
probable ben~fiu and rom of hi, aherrurive ac tions ar~ 

likely to be negligible or 10 cancel on~ another OUi. 

An obvioudy important o.se in which, ifhe were a UTili­
tarian, a person would hav~ 10 consider eff"ccu into the fu 
future, perhaps millions of yean, would be that of a nates­
man who was contemplating engaging in nudl'u warfare, 
jf there were 50mc prob;..bilit)·, even a small one, that this 
war might elld in the d~truction of the entire human nce. 
(Even a war less drastic than this might have imporullt 
consequences into the fairly far future, ~y hWldreds of 
years.) Similar long tcrm catastrophic colISC<Juences must be 
envisaged in planning Right to other planeu, if there is any 
probability, evell qui te a small one, that these plallCts pmsess 
vi rUSC$ or bacteria, to which terres trial organisms would 
have no immunity. 

The progress of $eience and tc.::hnology could yield mally 
more case:! which might pose dnmatic problems to the 
moralist. Consider the moral problems which would be set 
by a spectacular innovation ill the flCk! of posi tive eugenics,' 

, Positive ""g<:I11Q " • m.n .. of encou ... ging br«ding by Ih.,.. with 
d .. i ... bk gm", wbe .... ncg.live eugenia io . matt'" of di"",,,,. ging 
b<tt<!ing of !hose wid, ""...,i ... ble S"' .... In .... ~tlUIC or l:now­
ledge of hum.n S ..... ic:I., ., It.o .. , Ibt I.n".. is much more oOentifi ... l1y 
resl'""""'blo Ih.n tbe ("nnc •. for • ,~>CtIb. wggntion in t:bt f~kI 
of pno.i,ivt; ""senlQ.,"" ,bt book 0., <>j 1M N(~II/ (GoI!>n"'. london, 
19)6) by me Am"..ic::..n S"' .... ;rn. H. J. Mulk •. for • pop'''!>' .eoo<>nl 
of.be biologicol difficul,ieI whkh ~t the id .. of positive a.gmiel, 
.... P. B. Med.w"" ~ F.I." <I AI"" (Meth""n, London, 19S9), 
Icaur ... ) ond .. 
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or perhaps of direct tampering with the human genetic 
material, or of a spectacular discovery which would enable 
the life span of man to be prolonged indefinitely. (For 
example, would the realiution of the last possibility imply 
the righmess of univenal euthanasia?) Again. suppose that it 
became possible to design an ultn-intelligent machine1 

(superior in intelligence to any human) which could then 
design a yet more intelligent machine which could • .• (and 
$0 on). 

Comicler positive eugenics first. Suppose that it did one 
day cum out that by methods of positive eugenics, it heoIme 
possible markedly to increase the intelligence of the whole 
human r:ace, without using tyrannical Of unpleasant means 
and without reducing the ~netic diversity of the species. 
(There are important biological advantages in diversity.) 
Ought a utilitarian to approve of such a measure? Clearly 
something will depend on whether he is a hedonistic or an 
ideal utilitarian. The ideal utilitarian may have an intrinsic 
preference for more intelligent States of mind. However the 
hedonistic utilitarian might agree with the ideal one if he 
thought that intelligence was extrinsically valuable, for 
example if he thought that wars and poverty were due 
mainly to stupidity, and perhaps if he thought that more 
avenues for obtaining pleasure were open to intelligent 
people. 

Even more interesting ethical issues arise if we imagine 
that biological engineering went so far as to enable the 
production of a higher species of man altogether. Similar 
issues arise also if we imagine that it becoma possible to 
produce an ultra-intelligent artefact which possesses con­
sdourness. (This is not the place to enter into the deep meta­
physical issues which arise out of the question of whether a 

'See. for cnmpk, I. J. Good, ·SpecW.oDom U)I .... rning the fitu 111m-­
intdligenl ,."vbjne·, Ai"",,", in C-,.._. vol. 6, Academic Puss. 
New York, 196,. 



conscious artefact j, possible or nm.) I..ct an entity which is 
either a member of the envi~ged superior ~pecies or is an 
ultta-intdligem conscious artefact be conveniently referred 
to a, 'a supennan'. W hat might a uti liurian's attitude be 
towards ~sible actions which would lead to the production 
of a superman? It is quite possible that tncre should be a kind 
of militu ian who v:Uued only the happiness of his own 
species and was perfectly indifferent to that of higher and 
lower species. He might even envi~ge the superman with 
fear and hatred. Such a nun's ethics would be analogous to 
tnc ethics of the tribe. Suppose al ternatively that he were an 
ideal or quasi-ideal utilitarian, who thought that it was 
better to be Socrates dis~tisfied than a fool ~tisfied. Should 
be similarly yield ethical prettdcnce to the superman? 

At present there is much less possibility of practical dis­
agreement betv,een those who concern themselves with the 
happiness of all sentient beings. As regards inferior beings, 
there is indeed. a possibility of serious disagreement over the 
morality of such things as 'factory farming'. But ifit became 
pos$ible to control our evolution in such a way as to develop 
a superior species, then the difference bc: twccn a species 
morality and a morality of all semiem beings would become 
very much more of a live issue. 

10. Utilitaria.n.itm and justice 

So far, I have done my best to state utilita rianism in a way 
which is conceptually clear and to rebut nuny common 
objections to it. At the time I wrote the eulier edition of 
this monograph I did so as a pretty single-minded utiliurian 
myscl£ It seemed to m e thm that since the utilitarian prin­
ciple expressed the attitude of generalized benevolence, any­
one who rejected utilitarianism would have to be hard 
hearted, i.e. to some extent non-bcnevolem, or else would 
have to be the prey of conceptual confusion or an unthinking 

'I' ate 
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adherent of tnditional ~ys of thought. 01 perhaps be: an 
adherent of lOme religious ryJtrnl of etbia, which could be: 
undermined by metllphysical criticism. Admittedly utilitar­
ianism does have consequences which are ineompatible wim 
the common moral roruOolUlless, but I tended to tak the 
view "10 much the: wone for the common mon1 eonsciotD­
nn'''. That il, I was inclined to rqect the common metho­
dology of teSting general ethical principIa by JCCing how 
the:y 5quare with our feelings in particular ilUtances. 

After all, one nuy fed somewhat as follow,. what u the 
purpose of mon.lity? (Answering this quesrion is to make a 
moral j udgement. To think that one could answer the 
question " What is the: pUI !'Ok of mon1ity?" without 
maleing ~ moral jud~ment would be: 10 rondane the natural­
istk falli.cy, the fa1bcy of deducing an 'ought' from an ·u'.) 
Suppose that we say. as it is ,urely at least tempting to do, 
that the purpoK of mon1ity is to lubserve the general 
happineu. Then it immediately seenu 10 follow that we 
ought to reject any put:llive moral ru le, or :lily pnticular 
Tl'IOraI feeling. which conflicts with the ut ilitarian principle. 
It iI undeniable that we do hnt anti-utilitarian moral feel­
ings in particular Q.KS, but perhaps they should be: discounted 
as far as possible, u due to our mon.l conditioning in child­
hood. (The w"lena.s of this line of thought is that approval 
of the general principle of utilitariani.s.m may be: due to 
monl conditioning too. And even if benevolence were in 
lOme way I 'natunl'. not an ' artifu:ial', IttiuxJc, mil con­
,id.era.tion could at bat hnt pmuuive force, without any 
clear n.tionalc. To argue from the naturalness to the: correct­
ne:u of I monl attitude: would be: 10 commit the narunlistic 
falbcy.) Neverthekss in lOme moods the gmenl principle 
of uti litarianism fluy rc£ommend itself to us 10 much the 
more than do particular moral precepts, pred.ely because it 
iJ 10 genew. We may therefore fed inclined to rqect an 
ethical methodology which implies that we should test our 
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general principles by our reactions in particular CUts. Rather, 
we may come to fed, we should test our reactions in par­
ticular CUes by reference to the most gencnl principles. 
The analogy with science is not a good one, since it is not 
far off the truth to say that observation Wltements are more 
firmly based than the theories they test,' But why should 
out more particular monl fedings be more worthy of 
notice than our more gencn1ivd ones? That there should 
be a disanalogy between ethics and scic:no:e is quite plausible 
if we accept a non.-eognitivist theory of mcta-ethies. 

The utilitarian. then. will test his pan:ieular feelings by 
reference to his general principle, and Dot the genera! prin­
ciple by reference to his particular feelings. Now while r 
have some tendency to take this point of view (and if I had 
not I would not have been impelled to state and defend 
utilitarimism as a system of normative ethics) I have also 
some tendency to feel the opposite. that we should some­
times test our general principles by how we fed about par­
rieular applications of them. (I am a bit like G. E. Moore in 
his reply to C. L Stevenson.~ where he feels both mat he is 
right and Steveruon wrong and Wt he is wrong and 
Stevenson right. My own indecisiveness may be harder to 
resolve. since in my ease it is a matter of feeling, rather than 
intellect, which is involved.) 

It is not difficult to show that utilitarianism could. in 
certain exceptional circumstances, have some very lumible 
consequences. In a very lucid and concise discussion note,J 
H. J. McCloskey has considered such a ease. Suppose that 
the sheriff of a small town can prevent serious riots (in 
' I uy. 'ft<X fat offdx truth' beaUK ob.ervation _mma ue U) JOmt 

utcDt theoo-y !.dcn.-md if m.y arc Iadeu with a bad theoo-y we may 
ho.vc to ~ them. 

• Sec P. A. SchiJpp (ed.), 71tt P/!Im..p!rr of c. B. M~ (North ..... ilteiU . 

Uni ... cnity Press, Ennstob, IlliIIois, IW), p. "" 
• H. }. McCloskey, 'A note 011 \1Iiliwim p'mi.hmmt', MiM 11 (Ig6J) ,,. 

• 
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which hundred~ of peopk wiD be kiUed) only by 'framing' 
and executing (as a 5Opegoat) an innocent man. In actual 
cues of this sort the utilitarian will usually be abk to agree 
with our normal moral feelings about such ITU.tten. He will 
be able to point out that there would be lOme possibility of 
the sheriff's dishonesty being found out. with consequent 
weakening of confidence and respect for law and order in 
the community. the consequences of which would be far 
worse even than the painful deaths of hundreds of citizens. 
But as McCloskey is ready to point out. the case can be 
presented in such a way that these objections do not apply. 
For eJtample. it em be ilTU.gined that tm: sheriff could have 
first-rate empirical evidence that he will not be found out. 
So the objection that the sheriff kn~WJ that the man he 
'frunes' will be killed. whereas he has only promble belief 
that the riOt will occur unless he frames the man. is not a 
sound one. Someone like McCloskey GIl always nn:ngthen 
his story to the point that we would just have to admit that 
if utilitarianism is correct, then the sheriff must fnme the 
innocent ITU.n. (McCloskey also has cogently argued that 
similar objectionable consequences are also implied by rule­
utilitarianiml. That is, an unjUSt SYS/tlll of punishment might 
be more u~Jul than a just one. Hence even if rule-utilitarian­
ism can dearly be diltinguished from act-otili tarianism, a 
utilitarian will not be able 10 avoid offensive consequences 
of his theory by ~tre:uing from the 'act' form 10 the 'rule' 
form.) Now though a utilitarian might argue that it is 
empirically unlikdy that some such situuion a~ McCloskey 
envis:lges would ever occur, McCloskey will point OUt that 
it is logifilUy possibk that such a situation will arise. If the 
utilitarian rejects the unjust act (or system) he is clearly 
giving up his utilitarianism. McCloskey then remarb: "nUt 
as filr as I know, only J.J. C. SlTU.rt among the contemporary 
utilitarians, is bappy to adopt this ·solution· ... Here I must 
lodge a mild protest. McCloskey's use of the word 'happy' 

'I' ate 
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surely mom me look a most reprehemible penon. Even in 
my most utilitarian moods I am not happy about this con­
Kquence of utiliurianism. Nevenheies5, however unhappy 
about it he nuy be, the utiliurian must admit that he draws 
the conKquence that he might fmd himself in circumstances 
where he ought to be WljUSt. Let us hope that this is a Iogiol 
possibility and not a factual one. In hoping thus I am not 
being inCOmiinetlt with utilitarianism, since any injustice 
causes misery and so can be justified only as the lesser of two 
evils. The fewer the situatiomi in which the utilitarian is 
forced to choose the Jesser of two evils, the better he wiU be 
pkased. One must not think of the utilitarian as the SOrt of 
person who you would not truSI further than you could 
kick him. As a nutter of untutored sociological observation. 
I should say lhal in general utilitariaru are more than usually 
trwrworthy people. and that the $Ort of people who might 
do you down are rardy utilitarians. 

It is also tfUC that we should probahly dislike and feu a 
= who could bring himself to do the right utilitarian act 
in a case of the sort envisaged by McCloskey. Though the 
man in this case might have done the right utilitarian act, 
his act would betoken a toughness and w:k of squeamishness 
which would nuke him a dangerous per$On. We must 
remember that peopk have egoistic tendencies as well as 
beneficent ones, and should such a person be tempted to 

act wrongly he could act very wrongly indeed. A utilitarian 
who rememben the possihle moral weakness of men might 
qui te consistently prefer to be the $Ort of person who would 
DOt always be able to bring himself to do the right utilitarian 
act and to surround himself by people who would be too 
squeamish to act in a utilitarian manner in such extreme 

No, I am not happy to draw the conclusion that McClos­
key quite rightly ~ys that the utilitarian must draw. But 
neither am I happy with the anti-utilituian conclusion. For 
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if 1 case fetlly Jid arise in which injustice W1S the lesser of 
twO evils (in terms of human happiness ana misery), tnen 
the anti-utilitari1ll conclusion is a very unpalatable one too, 
nlmely that in JOme circurrutances one must choose the 
gretter misery, perhap5 the "rrt lIIuch gre1ter misery, such 
all that of bundreas of people suffering painful deaths. 

Still, to be COlUl$trnt, the utilitarian must accept McClos­
key's challenge. Let us hope that the JOn of possibility which 
be envwges will always be no more than a logical possibility 
wd will never become ;rn ilCuulity. At my ra te, even 
though I have suggested thlt in ethia we should test p1r­
ticular feelings by genera.! attitudes, McCloskey's example 
makes me someWhlt SymplthetiC to the opposite point of 
view. Perhaps indeed it is too much to hope that there is 
<lily possible ethical system which will appeal 10 all sides of 
our namre and to all our moods.' II is perfecdy possible to 
have conflicting lttitudes within onesel( II is quite conceiv­
lble that there 1$ no pcmible ethic..J. theory which will be 
conformable with all our altitudes. If the theory is urilitarian, 
then the possibility that sometimes it would be right to 
commit injustice will be fdt to be acutdy uruatisfactory by 
someone with a normal civilized upbringing. If on the other 
hand it is not utilitariw but has deontological dcmrnu, then 
it will have the unsatisflC10ry implication that sometimes 
avoidable misery (perhaps very great lvoid1ble misery) ought 
not to be lvoided. It might be thought that some compr~ 
mise theory, on the lines of Sir David Ross's, in which there 
1$ some 'bal;rncing up' between consiaentions of utility;rnd 
those of deontology, might provide w acceptable compr~ 

L J. W . N. w .thmcorWden dris maru:r in his 'Negative ucilitarianWn', 
AriMltlillft Sl>Citty Slip!. Vol. 67 (1961) 9j- 114. II is now apparent to 

me thaI my paper 'The methodt DC eWes and the -mods of 5Cienc.c', 
JOOl.".j .j P/,;w..phl 61 (l96j) lu-9. oa whic:h the present I«tion oC 
this monograpb .. bued. glvco a mi·kading imP' riM of Watkins·, 
posilioo. in this tupa:t. 
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mise. The ttouble with this. however, is that such a 'bahnc­
ing' may not be possible: one can easily fed pulled somefimes 
one way and sometilllC$ the other. How can one 'billanu' a 
serious injustice. on the one hand, and hundt-cds of painful 
deaths. on the other hand? Even if we disregard our purdy 
self-interested attitudes, for the sake of interpersonal dis­
cussions, so as to tteat ourselves neither more nor less favour­
ably than other people. it is still possible that there: is no 
ethical system which would be satisfactory to all men. or 
even to one OWl at differem times. It is possible that some­
thing similar is the case with science, that no scientific theory 
(known or unknown) is correct. If so, the world is more 
chaotic dun we believe and hope: that it is. But even though 
the world is not chaotic, men', moral feelings may be. On 
anthropological groWlds it is only too l.ikdy th.u these feel­
ings are to some extent chaotic. Both as children and as 
adults. we have probably had many different moral condi­
tionings. which can easily be incompatible with one another. 

Meanwhile, among possible options, utilitariallism does 
have its appeal. With its empirical attirude to questions of 
means and ends it is congenial to the scientific temper and it 
has flexibility to deal with a changing world. This wt con­
sideration is, however. more self-recommendation than 
jusri6cation. ror if AexibiUty is a reconunendation. this is 
because of the utility of BexibiUty. 
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Mao doQn« ~ye aftel' Nppiness; only m. EnSlishm:m does thai. 

Ni«z.Khc, T1tt T wiUgN oj tlot 1401, 

I. Inttoductory 

This essay is not designed as a reply to Smart's. It h.1!l been 
written after it, in knowledge of it, and from an opposed 
point of view, but it dO($ not try to answer his argumenu 
point for point, nor TO cover just the $.arne ground. Dire<:t 
cri tici5rn of Smart's text is largely confined to parts of 
section 6, where I have tried to show that a certain ambiguity 
in Smart's defence of act-utilitarianism, as against other 
som, arises from a decp ditlicu.lty in the whole subject, I 
have not attempted, either, to give an account of all the 
important i1'lue!l in the area, still b a critio.l survey of the 
major items in the liteTlllture; I have punued them questions 
which seemed to me the most interesting and have delibeTlll­
tely left out a number of things which ue often discussed.. 
Uke Smart, I have very largely treated utilitarianism .1!1 a 
system of penon.al morali ty TlIIther than as a $}'Stem of,ocial 
or political decision, bUI I have tried to say something, very 
much in outline, about political aspects in section 7. The 
appearance of that subject at the end is not supposed to 
represent a judgement on iu r.:btive importance, but is due 
to twO things: that I felt I had more to say about matten, 
such as those discussed in section 1, which bear mOSI on the 
personal case; and emt I think il important to come to the 
political area by a certain route, which involves the question 
"In whose hands does utili tarian decision lie?", and that 
route goes, I find, through the problems I consider in section 
6 as arising for personal mOTlll[ity. 

It is a merit of Smart's essay that it gives an account of 
utilitarianism which for the most part does not labour under 



78 A Cf'iriqur oj utililarialJ iJm 

too many qualifin.tions, and is only mildly apologetic. He 
thus stands in CQntr.ut 10 many modern writers whose utili­
tarianism is accommodated to a range of lIloral beliefs which 
many earl ier utilitarians would probably have: wanted to 
disord on the strength of m iiitirianism. 1 agree with what 
in general is his stand (subject to the ambiguity r have 
mentioned, :lnd which I discu~ in section 6), thaI uti li­
tarianism, properly understood and consistently carried 
through, is a di$r illctill~ way ,,[looking at hurmn u lion and 
mor:l.lity. Thae distinctive characteristics he mostly Sttms 
to find agrc:cablc, while 10 me some of them seem horrible. 
What is importmt. howe\'cr (at least 50 far as Ihnc ~ys 
aTC concerned) is not whether he, or I, or the rellder regard 
this or th.11 as horribk, hut whal the: irnplia.tions, a rcfuily 
considered, arc of these principles for one's vi<'ws of hunun 
nature and ac tion, other people and society. W here I have 
offered examples, as particularly in section 3, the aim is not 
jmt to offer or elici t mor.al intui tions against which ut ili­
tarianism an be tested. Although in the end everyone h.u to 
reAect, in relation to qucstions like thC$C, what he would he 
prepared to live with. the aim of the examples and their 
discus:o;ion is not JUSt to ask a question about that and wait 
fOl' the answer : rather, the aim is to lead into reflections 
which might show up in greater depth what would he 
involved in living with Ihes-e ideas. The fi lll question for 
philO$Ophy is not "do you agree wi th utilitarianism's 
answer?" but "do you really accept utilitarianism's way of 
looking at the qlJC:Stion?" 

If utilitarianism i, a distinctive moral outlook, that docs 
not mean that Inere is jillit one way in which it is distinctive. 
If Smart's system is found by variOilli critics, crass, or unjUSt, 
or muddled, or unrcali$lic. it may well be to different aspecn 
of it that they arc re:!.Cting, and [ hope thai my discus:o;ion 
will to some extent help to separate different sll'ains of 
a iticiun of uti liurimislll, and different features of utilitarian 
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systems to which they ~pply. There are thr~ fcarum in 
particular of Snun's system which may 3nr3Ct different 
kinds of criticism and which raise different kinds of issue. 
For these, rc:luctantly, I shall use $Orne labels - reluctantly, 
because the use of technicallabcb in such matten can be a 
way of freezing the discussion, before one starrs. inco pas­
rum of antique: controversy. But in this subject it is prob­
ably more misleading not co announ~ one's tenninology, 
since many different technical terms, and different uses of 
tbe same terms to mark different distinctions, have bccn 
applied to it, and any term one u~ will proba.bly !Urn out 
to have been used by some other writer in a different sense. 
I shall be following $Orne, at least, well-otablished pnctice 
inuying ofSnurt's system that it is COII$l'ljutll/illiist, and that 
its consequentialism is both rudllirnot,istic and dim/. 

Any kind of utilitarianism is by definition consequentialist, 
but 'consequentialism' is the broader term, and in my use 
(though noc in everybody's use, and in particular, not in 
Smart's) utilitarianism is IIllt sort of consequemialism - the 
sort (distinguished in the next pangnph) which is specially 
concerned with happiness. What is me;mt by 'consequential­
ism' rums out to be a harder question than at fint appean, 
;md I shall be concerned with it in section l. It is al$O in my 
view an important question, since I think that $Orne of the 
unacceptable featum of utilitarianism, and $Orne which I 
~han be particularly concerned with, are to be tneed to its 
general character as a form of consequentialism. Very 
roughly speaking, consequentialism is the doctrine that the 
moral value of ;my action always lies in iu comequences, 
and th~t it is by reference to theiT consequences that actiom, 
and indeed such things as institutions, laws ;md practices, 
are to be justified if they can he justified at all. 

To uy, next, that the system is (UdllimOlliSlic is to say that 
what it regards as the desirable feature of actions is that 
they should incre:uc or maximize people's Iulppinas, as 
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distinguished from certain other goods at which, according 
to some coruequentialiscs, it is independently worth aiming 
our actions. I dtal.l not introduce: any $Cpaute term to mark 
the view that the preferred value it pltasurt . or again. J<Jtir 

(tJCli(lfl. Instead of ding about amounts of lu.ppiness, I 
shall sometimes use the cronOmiSD' phrase. and speak of an 
increase or decrease in (people's) utilit),; and I shall in general 
assume, along with most modern WTiten in philosophy and 
economics, that in Wking of happiness or utility one is 
ding about p«Iplc's desira or prcferences and their getting 
what they want or prefer, rather than about some sensation 
of pleasure or happiness. I say a little more about these 
matten in sections a and 3. 1be fe~ remarks l luve to make 
on the nororious problem. of comparing and adding uti lities. 
I have left [0 section 7; and for a good deal of the earlier 
discussion I have gone on as though this were not a problem. 
This is false, but the fuji foree of its falsehood is (dr, neas­
sarily, at the levd of social decision. It would be idle to 
pretend that in many more renricted connexions we had 
n" iat# what COline would lead to greater happiness, and 
in earlier pans of the essay I have confined mysdf to diffI­
culties which arise even what we = take that question as 
~nkd. 

I shall r.l.re1y have to use the cumbrous tenn 'eudaimon­
isoc' again, since I shall use the word 'utilitarianism' indccd 
to mean 'eudaimonistie oomequenrialism'. This is not 
Smart', practice, who uses the word 'utilit:uianism' in the 
broader sense (and the phrase 'ideal utilitarianism' to refer 
to forms of oorueqllCntialism not exclusively concerned with 
happiness). His defence, indeed, ranges over these other soru 
of comeqllCntialism, but for much of the time he is concerned 
with what, in my narrower definition, is utilitarianism. that 
is to say, with conscqucntialism aimed at happiness, His 
various appeals to the principle of ilenell,,/ente seem in par_ 
ticular to relate to that. 

,. 
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The term dirt'CIi ~ - putting it, again, very roughly - to 
mean that the: oon'le<juemial value which is the concern of 
morality is attached directly to particular actions, rather 
than to rules or pr;lctices under which decisions are taken 
without further refen:nce to consequences ; the' latter SOrt of 
view is indirn, oonsequentialism. The dininction, or one 
very like it, is often labelled, as it is by Smart, as a distinction 
betwecn act-utilitarianism and rull'-utilitarianism. I am sorry 
to have used a different terminology from Smart within the 
same oovell, but in each Gue it proves simpler for my own 
purposes to do so; in the: present matl!:r, the term 'rule­
utilitarianism' is less than useful, puticularly becall5C [ am 
oon=ed with the indirect value of various som of things 
besides rules, such as dispositioru. l ike most other dininc­
tions in this field, tha t between direct and indirect utili­
tarianism is easier to see at first glance than later, and it 
raises many comp~cnions. I coruider some in section 6. I 
think, as Smart to some extel1t does, that fonns of utili­
tarianism which help thenuelves tOO liberally to the re­
sources ofindirectncss lose their utilitarian rationak and end 
up as vanishingly forms o f utilitarianism at all. Whether 
that is so is not j ust a question of nomenclature or classilla­
tion - such a question. in itself. would be of no interest at...u. 
lt is a question of the ppin! of utilitarianism.' 

This essay is concerned with utilitarianism, and in so far 
as it goes into oonsequentialism in general, th is is only in 
order to suggest tha t some undesi rable features of utili­
tarianism follow from in general oonsequentialisl structure. 
Otheo follow man: specifiolly &om the natun: of its 
concern with happiness. I shall say something about that, 

' I ru...., offered OOIDI: brie(:argumt:ntl .pccifJCilly rd.uo:l to Wt in 
M • • litr: .1n Inlr~ III.&!ria (Huper and Row. New Yori::, 1911; 
Pmguin Book' . Humonds. ", d .. 191)). Although tbere jow"", overlap 
betwun Wt treatment and tbe pi ·n. cuay. [ ru.vc in gcnt:1 al trio:! to 

devdop ruber diff'ercnl point$. 
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Ind about the relations between dirtcl and indirect fOlms of 
util iurianism. I shall consider the: un~y rdatioru of utili­
tarianism to cauin othn- values whkh people either more 
or leu optimistic than Smart might OOfUioer 10 have some­
thing seriously to do with human life. One value which Ius 
a uit'd ~rlKuln discomfon to urilicarianism is jNStia. I 
shall.say a little ai><mt that in section 7. but I shall be more 
oonccmed with something wher different, inttgrity. I sh1l1 
try to show something to which Smut's system indeed 
bean silent wimess, that utilitar~nism cannot hope 10 make 
scn5e. at any serious kvc:l, of in~ity. II 0111101 do dUI for 
the very b3~c reliCn that it OIn nuke only the m Ol[ JUptt­
ficitl sense of human desire and action at all : and hcnc;e only 
very poor seruc: of whal ""-a!I supposed to be in own special.. 
ity, happindl. 

I . The I truc tul'e of consequcoti.1jom 

No one can hold that everything, of whatever category. 
that has value. has il in virtue of its conso:qucntC'S. If thai 
wert' Kl, one would jun go on for eva, and there would be 
an obviously hopclC'S' regros. That regrd' would be hope­
less even if one takC'S the view, which is nOtln absurd view, 
thai although men K't thenudves ends lnd work towards 
than, it u very often nOt really the 5Up~ end, but the 
dfon towards il on which they K't value - thlt they Invd. 
not really in order to arrive (for as soon as they hlVe arrived 
(hey so:t OUt for Klmewhere else), but nthtt they choose 
KlmeWMTe to l rrive, in order to tr.lVei. Even on (hlt view, 
not everything would have consequential value; what would 
have non-consequential value would in fact be: travelling, 
even though people had 10 think oftnvdling a, having the 
consequential value. and something else: - the destination -
the nOll-<:'OllSC<luenrial value. 



'J 
If not everything that has value has ;t in vi rtue of con­

sequences, then prf:$umably t~r~ are $Orne types of thing 
which have non~nsequentia[ v:U.ue, lmd also some pu­
ticuln things that have such value lxau5(: they arc: insunces 
of those types. Let us say. uiing a traditional term, that any­
thing that has that sort of value, has inrrinsi, value:. ' I take: it 
to be the cenm.l idea of oonscqu~"T1tjalism that the: only kind 
of thing that has intrinsic value is States of affairs, and that 
anything else that has value has it beoU5(" it conduces to 
some intrinsia.lIy valwbk state: of affai rs. 

How much, however, does this say? DOC$ it succeed in 
distinguishing oon!lequcntialism from anything dsd The 
trouble is that Inc. term 'state of affain' $eems altogcther 100 

permis.sivc: to exclude anything: may not the: obtaining of 
absolutely anything be representcO formally as a sta le: of 
affairs? A Kanlian view of morality, for inS[ancc, is usually 
thought to be opposed to consequcntialism, if any is; at the 
very leut, if someone were going to show that Kanrianism 
collap5Cd into consequcmialism, it should be the product of 
a long and unobvious argument, and no! just happen at the 
drop of a definition, But on the prc:sc'1lI account it looh as 
though Kanti.mism can be made instantly into a kind of 
oonsequcntialism - a kind which identifies the states of 
affairs that have intrinsic value (or at least intrinsic moral 
value) ;u th05e that consist of actions being performed for 
duty's we! W e need something morc to OU f specification 
if it is to be the specification of anything dininctly con· 
sequcntialin, 

The point of saying that consequentialism asuibcs in· 
trinsic value to states of affairs is rather to (lfllr4$/ stU" of 

'Th< 'e,minoiogy of things 'being valwblc', 'h • ..mg intriruic v..Jue', 
ete., io ".,. "",an. ' 0 htg any 'lueWoo" in gcncr..J v.lue-<beory. Non­
cogni,ive tho:oric., such as Smm'" .t.ould be abk In '(rogum: the 
dimncti"", made here. 

• A poinl noo:d by Sm:m. p. I). 
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affairs with other andidates (or luving such value: in par­
ticular, perhaps, actions, A distinctive mark of consequential­
ism might rather bf' this, that it regard, the value of actions 
a, always oonsequential (or, as we may more generally ,ay, 
derivative), and not intrinsic. The value of actions would 
then lie in their ouw properties, of producing valuable 
stata of affairs; or if they did not derive their value in this 
simple way, they would derive it in some more round­
about way, as for instance by being expressive of some 
motive, or in aa:ordance with some rule, whose operation 
in socicty conduced 10 dC$irable stato:$ of affairs. (The lengths 
to which such indir.:ct derivations on be taken without 
wrecking the point of oonsequcntialism is something we 
shall be con$idering later.) 

To insist that what has intrinsic vOilue are states of affairs 
and not OlClions sc:ems to come ncar an imporunt feature of 
consequentialism. YCI it may bf' that we have nill not hit 
exactly what we Want, and that the restriction is now roo 
sc:vcre. Surcly sollie actions., oompOltibly wi th consequential­
ism, might have intrinsic value? 'Thi, is a question which 
hOi, a special interes t for utilitarianism, that is 10 say, the: 
fornl of consequentialism concerned particularly with happi­
n=. Traditionally utilitarians have tended to regard happi­
ness or, again. pleasure:, as expc:rienc.cs or sc:ruations which 
were related to actions and activity as effect to cause; and, 
grmted that view, utilitarianism will indeed sec the value of 
an action as derivative, intrinsic v.Uue being racrved for the 
experiences of happiness. But that view of the relations 
between action and either pleasure or happiness is widdy 
recognized to be inadequate. To say that a man finds certain 
actions or activity pbsant, or that they make him happy, 
or that he finds his happiness in tbem, is certainly not always 
to say that they induce certain sensations in him, and in the 
case: of happiness. it is doubtful whether tha i is ever whal is 
mea.nt. Rather it means such things (among othen) as that 

" . 
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he enjoys doing these thinS$ for their own sake. II would 
Irivialize the discussion of utilitarianism to tie it by definition 
to inadequate conceptions of happiness or pleasure. and we 
must be able to recognize as versions of uti liCi rianism those 
which. as most modem versions do. take as central some 
notion such as 14ri~fa(rion. and connect that criterially with 
such matters as the activities which a man will freely chOO$t 
10 engage in. But the activities which a man engages in for 
their own sake are activities in which he finru intrinsic value. 
So any specwation of conscquentialism which logicaUy 
debars action or activity from having intrinsic value will be 
too restrictive even to admil the central a5C. utilitarianism, 
so soon as that takes on a more sophistiated and adequate 
COna:ptiOD of its basic value of happiness. 

So far then, we seem to have one specification of con­
sequentialism which is tOO generous 10 exclude anything, 
and another one which is tOO restrictive to admit even the 
centra.! case. These diffICulties arise from either admitting 
without quest ion actions among desirable states of affai rs. or 
blankly excluding all actions from the state of afhirs cate­
gory. This suggests thar we shall do better by looking at the 
in terrelations between states of affairs and aCliom. 

It will be helpful, in doing this, to introduce the notion of 
the right action for an agent in p;iven circumsunces, I take it 
that in any fonn of di rect consequential ism, and eel tainly 
in act.-utilitarianism. the notion of the righl action in given 
circumstances is a maximizing nOlion:1 the right action is 
tha t which OUI of the actions available to the agent brings 
about or represents the highest degree of whalever il is the: 
systttn in qUC$tion regards as intrinsically valuable - in the 
central case, utilitarianism, this is of .;curse happincn.. In this 
argwnc:nt, I shall confine myself to direct OOhsequentialism. 
for which 'right action' is unqualifiedly a maximizing notion. 

Thenorion of the right action as that which, of the possible: 
• ce. Smut', de6nition, p. 4$. 
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alternatives, maximizes the good (where thi, embraces, 
in unfavourlIble circumstances, minimizing the bad), is an 
objective notion in this sense, that it is perfectly possible for 
an agent to be ignorant or mistaken, and non-culpahly 
ignorant or mistaken, about what is the right action in the 
circumstances. Thus the asseument by othen of whether 
the agent did. in this sense. do the right thing, is not bounded 
by the agent's state of knowledge at the time, and the claim 
that he did the wrong thing is compatible with recognizing 
that he did as well as anyone in his slate oflcnowledge could 
have done.' It might be suggested that, contrary to this, we 
have already imported the subjective conditions of action in 
speaking of the best of the actions /Ivai/able to him: if he is 
ignorant or misinformed, then the actions which might 
5ei:nl to us avaibble to him were not in any real sense a~il­
ahle. But this would be an exaggeration; the norion of 
availability imports some, but nOt all, kinds of subjective 
condition. Over and above the question of actions which, 
granted his situation and powers, were physically not avail­
able to him, we might perhaps add that a course of action 
was not really available to an agent ifhis historical. cul tural 
or psychological simation was such that it could not possibly 
occur to him. But it is sorcely reasonable to extend the 
notion of unavailability to actions which merely did not 
occur to him; and surely absurd to extend it to actions which 
did occur to him. but where he was misinformed about 
their consequences. 

If then an agent does the right thing, he does the best of 
the allernatives available to him (where that, again, etnbrllces 
the least bad : we shall omit this rider from now on). Stand­
ardly, the action will be right in virtueofiu causa! properties, 
of maximally conducing to good states of affairs. Some­
times. however, the relation of the action to the good Slate 
of affairs may not be that of cause to effect - the good slate 
' In Sma"'1 terminology. the • .... tional thing' : pp. 46-1. 
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of affairs may be constituted, or partly OOIIStituted, by the 
aglOnt'i doing that act (as when under utilitarianism he jU!! 
enjoys doing it, and there is no project available to him 
more productive ofhappinCS/l for him or anyone else). 

Although this may be so under consequentialism. there 
seems to be an imporuot difference between this situation 
and a si tuation of an actton's being right for some non­
consequ.entialist reason. as for instance under a Kantian 
morality. This difference might be brought out intuitively 
by saying that for the comequentialist, even a situation of 
this kind in which the action itself po=ses intrinsic value 
is one in which the righmess of the act is derived from the 
goodness of a certain state of affairs - the act is right lwc<IUst 

the state of affairs which consim in its being done is beller 
than any other state of affairs accessible to the agent ; whereas 
for the non-coruequentialist it is sometimes, alleas!, the other 
way round, and a state of affairs which is better than the 
alternatives is so because it consists of the right act being 
done. T his intuitive description of the difference has some­
thing in it, but it needs to be made more precise. 

We can take a step towards making it more precise, per­
haps, in the foUowing way. Suppose S is some particular 
oonaete situation. Consider the statement, made about 
some particular agent 

(I) In S, he did the right thing in doing A. 
for consequentialim, (I) implies a statement of the form 

(a) The state of aff.un P is beller than any other stale of 
affairs accessible to him; 
where a state of affairs being ' accessible' to an agent means 
that it is a state of affairs which is the consequence of, or is 
constituted by, his doing an act available to him (for thai, 
see above); and P is a sta te of affain accessible to him only 
in virtue of his doing A.I 

"Only' hc1l= =y I«ftll hil w-ong: bu,l r:>h;, W,;I iI no< on ........... 
"""hI.: demmd on on:oa;QUDl o(his doing lilt rishl dUng in S wi his 
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Now in the exceptional case where it is just his doing A 
which carries the intrinsic value, we BCI for (1) 

(3) The state of dain which roruists in his doing It is 
better than any other State of affain accessible to rum. 

h was just the possibility of this sort of cue which raised 
the difficulty of not being able to distinguish between a 
sophisticated oonsequentialism and n~nsequentia[ism. 

Tbe question thus is: ifbJ is what we get for consequential­
ism in tbis $Ort of case, is it wbat a non-cort5aJuentialist 
would regard as imp~ed by (I)? If so, we still caMm tell the 
dilfercnce between them. But me answer in fact ~ms 10 be 
• • 00. 

There are two reuoru for this. One reuon is that a non­
oonsequentiali~t. though he must inevitably be able to attach 
a sc:rue to (I), does not have to be able to attach a sense to (3) 
at all. while the cortsequentialist, of ooune, attaches a sense 
to (I) only because he maches a sense to (3). Although the 
non-consequentialist is concerned with right acrioru - such 
as the carrying OUI of promises - he may bave no general 
way of comp,ariog states of affain &om a moral point of 
view at all. Indeed, we shall sec later and in greater depth 
duD these scbem:uic arguments allow, that the emphasis on 
the nc:cessary compuability of siruations is a peculiar feature: 
of consequentialism in general, and of utilitarianism in 
pm""". 

A different kind of reason emerge; if we suppose thai the 
nOD<Onsequentialist does admit, in general, comparison 
between stateS of affain. Thus, we mighl suppose thon some 
non-coruequc:ntiwn would consider il a better state of 
things in which more, rather than fewer, people kepi their 
pt'Omiles, and kept them for nOn<Onsequentialist reasons . 

.m,...,. is uniquely ~ out &om the a1tcrNoYeS. A funOO deWl: 
0IIe ,bo" ld aricdy "y, noc dial (t) implieo .ltItern..,t of the fonn (I). 
but that (t) .... plie. tI..t ,,,- is l mx sure ..... "t cftlw form. 
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Yel consistently with thaI h(' could accept, in a p.1rticuhr 
case, all of the following: that X would do the right thing 
only if he kept his promise; that keeping his promise would 
involve (or cornis! in) doing A; that several other people 
would. as a matter of (:let, keep their promises (and for the 
right reasons) if and only if X did not do A.. There m ill 
sorts of situations in which this SOr! of thing would be true: 
thus it might be- the ase that 111 effect of X's doing Ii would 
be: to provide $Orne inducemem to (hI:$(: othen which would 
lead them to break promises which otherwise they would 
have kept. Thus a non-consequentialist can hold both tnat 
it is a better state of affairs in which more people keep their 
prorrilia, and mac the right thing for X 10 do is something 
which brings it about that fewer promises are kept. Mo~ 
over, it is very obvious what view of things goes with 
holding that. It is om: in which, even though from some 
:1Ibstract point of view one stale of affairs is better than 
another, it does not follow th.u a given agent should regard 
it as his business to bring it about, even though it is open to 
him to do so. More than tlut, it might be that he could not 
properly regard it as his business. If the goodness of the 
world were to consist in peopk:'s fulfilling their obliga­
tions. it would by no means follow that oneof my obligations 
was to bring it ahout that other people kept their obligations. 

Of course. no sane person could really believe that the 
goodness of the world just consisted in people k~ping their 
obligations. But that is just an example, to illustrate the 
point that under non-ronscqucnrialism (3) does DOt, as one: 
might expect. follow from (I). Thus even aUowing some 
actions 10 have intrinsic value, we can still distingilUh con_ 
sequentiaIism. A oonsequcntialist view. then. is one in which 
a statement of the form (.1) follows from a Sl3tement of the 
fonn {Il. A non-roruequcntiaiisl view is one in which this 
is not so - not even when the (.1}-statement takes the special 
form of(]). 
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This is noe at all to u.y chat the alternacive to ~uen­

tialism is thac one has co aco::pc that there are some :actions 
which one should always do, or again 5Qme which one 
should never do, wharrvn rht (onJtqurncts: this is a much 
nronger position than any involved, as I have defined the 
issues, in the denial of consequcntia1ism. All that;' involved, 
on the prC$Cl1t account, in the dmial of con~quentia1Wn, is 
thac with rupect co 5Qme type of :action, thcre are 5Qme 
situations in which clut would be the right thing to do, 
even though the state of alUirs produced by one's doing 
that would be worse than 5Qme other sta te of aff'ain acces­
sible to one. The claim that there is a type of action which 
is right whllrNfl' 1M cangqurocts ~n be put by u.ying Ihac 
with respect to 5Qme type of action, :lUumed as being 
adequately specified, then whattvn the situation may (other­
wise) be, that will be the right thing to do, whartlln' other 
state of affairs might be accessible to one, however m uch 
better it might be than the state of :Hfain proouced by one', 
doing rhis action. 

If clut somewhat Moon:an furmulation has not hopelmly 
concealed the point, it will be seen that rhis second position­
the Whllr(lIn' rh( ((InJ(qIMIlUS position - is very mll£h nronger 
lhan the fint, the mere rejection of c:onseql.lemialism. It 
is perfectly consistent, and it might be thought a mark of 
sense, to believe, whik not being a consetjuentialisl, that 
chere was no type of :action which u.tisfied this second 
condition: that if an adequate (and non-quescion-begging) 
spccifi~tion of a type of action has been given in advance, 
it;' alwayt possible to think of 5Qlne ,ill.lation in which the 
consequences of doing the action so specified would be 5Q 
awful that it would be righe to do something else. 

Of course, one might think that there JUSt wtft some types 
of action which J:ltisfied this condition; though it seelll$ to 
me omc:ure how one could have much faith in a lin of such 
:actions unless one SUpposc:l lhat it had supematura1 warrant. 

'I' ate 
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Alternativdy, on~ might think that while logically there 
wu a difference between the twO positions, in social and 
psychological fact tht>y came to much the urne thing, since 
so soon (it might be claimed) as people give up thinking in 
terms of eemin thin~ being right or wrong whatever the 
o;msequOlGes, they tum to thinking in purdy consequential 
terms. This might be offered as a very general proposition 
about human thought, or (more plausibly) as a sociological 
proposition about aTtain si tuations of social change. in 
which utilitariani1m (in particular) looks the only coherent 
alternative to a dilapidated !let of values. At the levd of 
language, it is worth nOling that the U!Ie of the word 
• aru.,!ult' mirron, and perhap' also auim, this associalion: 
the claim that no type of aelion is 'absolutely right' • leaving 
aside the set1'1oe in which it means that t~ righmeu of any­
thing depends on the value-system of a society (the confused 
doctrine of relativism) - can mean either that no type of 
action is right-whatever-it$-(:OflSe<juences, or. ahemativdy, 
that 'it all depend.! on the consequences'. that is. in each case 
the decision whether an action is right is dctemJined by iu 
consequences. 

A particular SOrt of psychological connexion - or in an 
old·f.uhioned use of the term, a 'monl' connexion - between 
the two posilioru might be found in this. If people do nOi 
regard certl;in things as ' ah$olutdy out'. then they are pre­
pared to start thinking about extreme situations in which 
what would otherwi!le bc OUI might. uceptionally. bc justi­
fied. They will, if they are to get dar about what they 
bdil.'Ve, be prepare-d to compare different extreme situations 
and ask what action would be justified in them. But once 
they have gOt wed to that, thei r inhibitions about thinking 
of everything in consequential terms disappnr: the differ· 
enee between the extreme situations and the leu extreme, 
presenu it!lelf no longer as a difference betw~n the excep-­
tional and the USU:lJ, but between the greater and the less -

,. •• , , 
, 
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and the coruequerili.al thoughu one was prep,arcd 10 deploy 
in the gre.1tCT it may SttJ11 quite irr.lltional not 10 deploy in 
the kss. A /()llion, someone might u.y: but he would hne 
alre.1dy h.1d 10 complete: this prou:ss to $IX it as a ase of 
<I f~iari. 

One could rcgud this process of adaptuion to consequrn­
tiaHsm, moreover, not merely as a blank piece of psych()­
logical association, but as concealing a more elaborate 
structure of thought. One might have the idea that the 1.111-

thillkabJt was iudf a moral caregory; and in more than one 
way. It could be a feature of a man', moral outlook that he 
regarded certain courses of action as Unlhinkable, in the sense 
that he would nor entertain the idea of doing them: and the 
wimes:s to that might. in m.1ny cases, be ,hat they limply 
would nOt come into his he:r.d. Enttrtaining certain alterna­
tives, regarding rhem ind=::! as aitffllaljlltS, is ilself something 
thai he r~ards as dishonourable or morally absurd. But, 
funher, he might CCJually find it unaccc:ptable to consider what 
to do in certain conceivable situation!. Logic.1l1 y, or indeed 
empirically conceiv.1bk they may be, bill they are not to him 
rtlQrally conceivable, m ... .1ning by that that th ... ir occurrence 
as silUa.tion, practlling him with a choice would represent 
Ilot a special problem in his moral world. but something 
thaI lay beyond its limits. fof him, there are certa in situa­
tioru so mOlUtrous th.a l the idea. that the processa of moral 
r.uiona.lity could yidd an answer in them u insme: they are 
si tuations which so transcend in enormity the human busi­
nos of moral del iberation Ih.al from a moral point of view 
it Clnno! mailer a.ny more wh.1t happens. Equally. for him, 
to spend time thinking what one would deride if one were 
in such a si tuat ion is also insane, if not merely frivolous. 

For such a nun, and inde<:d for anyone who is prepared 
to take him seriously, the dema.nd. in Hcrm~n Kahn's words, 
to IhillN tilt ullthinkabk is not .1n Wlquestionabk demand of 
nrionality, set against a cowardly or inert refusal to follow 
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out one's moral thoughts. R~tionality he sees :as ~ demand 
not merely on him, hUI on the siluations in, and about. 
which he ha to think; lIDless the Ctlvironment rc:ve.w mini­
mum sanity, il is iruanity to carry the deoorum of 5anity 
into it. CoruequentWin tltionality, however, and in par­
ticular utilitarian rationality, ha no such limitations: making 
the best of a bad job is one of its maxims, and it will have 
something to say even on the difference between rnamcring 
seven million, and massacring seven million and one. 

There are other important questions about the idea of the 
morally unthink~ble, which we cannot pursue here. Here 
we have been concerned with the role it might play in 
someone's connecting. by more than a mistake, the idea thaI 
there was nothing which was right whatever ~ con­
sequences, and the different idea that everything depends on 
consequences. While someone might, in this way or another, 
move from one of thl»C' ide» to the other, it is very import­
ant that the twO ideas are different : especially important in a 
world where we have lost traditional reasons for resilling 
the first idea, but have more than enough reasons for fearing 
the second. 

3. Negative respotuibility : and two examples 

.." lthough I have defined a state of affa in being «au/bit to 
an agent in terms of the actions which are Ilvllilllb/( to him,l 
neverthdess it is the fonner notion which is really more 
important for oollSe<:juentiali$ll1. Comequentialism is basically 
indifferent to whether a stolle of affain consists in what I do. 
or is produced by wh.u I do, where that notion is itself wide 
enough to include. for instance. situations in which other 
people do things which I have made them do, or allowed 
them 10 do. or encouraged them to do. or given them a 
chance ro do. All that consequentialism is interested in is 
'See last S«tion. p. '7. 

,. 
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the idea of th~ doings being consttpmUtJ of what I do, and 
that is a relation broad enough to include the rdatiolU JUSt 
m~llri oned, and mwy otheo. 

Jwt what the relatioD is, is a dilferem question. and at 
l~t as obscure as tbe fUture of iu rmtive, cause and effect. 
It is not a question I shan try to pursue:; I wiD rely on ca .... 
where I suppose that any oonsequentialist would be bound to 

regard the situations in question as ooruequenee5 of what the 
agent docs. 1bcre are cases where the supposed consequences 
nand in a rather remote: relation to the action, which an: 
sometimes diffICUlt to assc<t from a practical point of view, 
but which rnse no very in teresting quanon for the present 
enquiry. The more interesting poinn about consequcncialism 
lie r.llher elsewhere. There lire certain situations in which the 
causation of the situation, the relation it Ius 10 what I do, is 
in no way remore or problematic in itself, and entirely 
justifies the claim that the situation is a consequence of whal 
I do : for irulaocr, il is quile clear. or reasonably dear, that 
if! do a certain thing. this situation will come about, and if 
1 do not, it will not. So from a consequentiali51 point of view 
it goes into the cakulation of conse<jucncC$ along with any 
other state of affain acceuible to me. Yet from some, at 
lean. non-consequentialisl points of view, there il a vital 
difference between some JUch situations and othen: namely, 
that in some a vital link in the production of the eventual 
outcome is provided by somtcmr drs doing wmething. 
But for consequemialism, all causal connexions are on the 
same level, and it maka no difference, so far as that goes. 
whether the causation of a given state of affain lies through 
another agent, or not. 

Correspondingly. there is no relevant difference which 
consiSts just in one state of affain being brought about by 
me, without interVention of other agents, and another being 
brought about through the intervention of other agents; 
although some genuinely OIusal differcncn involving a 
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difference of value may correspond to that (as when, for 
imtance, the other agents derive pleasure or p.ain from the 
transaction), that kind of difference will alrtady be included 
in the specification of the stOltI' of affairs to be produced. 
Granted that the nateS of affaio have been adequately 
descibed in nU$.Jlly and evaluatively relevant tenns, it 
makes no further comprehensible difference who produce'! 
them. It ~ bccau$C conscquentialisffi allaches nlue ul ri­
matdy to statn of affairs, and iu concern is with what StateS 
of afttin the world contains, that it essentially involves the 
notion of nrgativr rrspMsibility: that if I am ever responsible 
for anything, then J must be just as much responsible for 
things that I allow or fail to prevent, as I am for things that 
[mY5Clf, in the more everyday restricted 5Cf}5C, bring about. l 

Th05C thinw; also must enter my deliberation!., as a responsi­
ble moral agent, on the $.Jme footing. What matters is what 
states of affairs the world contains, and so what matteo with 
respect !O a given action is what comes about if it is done, 
and what comes about if it is not done, and th05C are ques­
tiom nOt intrinsically affected by the nature of the causal 
linkage, in particular by whether the outcome is partly 
produced by other agents. 

The strong doctrine of negative responsibility floW! 
directly from eonsequentialism's assignment of ultimate 
value to states of affairs. Looked at from anotlu:r point of 
view, it em be $Cen also as a special applieation of something 
that is favoured in many moral outloolo not themsdves 
eonsequentialiu - something which, indeed, some thinkers 
have been disposed to regard as the essence of morality 

'Thi. is a fairly ~ 1e/lX ef ',apomibility', introdurnl merely by 
one', ability t() rdlm on. and decide, what one eughl t() dc. nu. 
presumably esapa Smon', Inn (p. 54) on the notion of 'the ''''pcn_ 
libility' as '. piece ef mctap/>yUcal nonseruc' _ his rcm:arks I«m 10 be 
ccficwd I()ldy with .irwtioru ef inIC'-pc:rt(lfUI blame. foe" die 
limitations ef that, see belew, lCCtion 6 (pp. III If.). 
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itself: :I. principle of impmiality. Such :I. principle will 
claim tlut there C:I.fl be no releV:l.nt difference from a mor.a1 
point or view which consists jWt in the &ct, not funher 
explia ble in general terms, that benefits or barms :accrue to 

one person rather th:m to another - 'it's me' C:I.fl never in 
iuelfbe a monlly compreheruible re:I.SOn.' nus principle, 
familiar with regud to the reception ofbmns and benefits, 
we a n see oonsequentiallim as extending to their production: 
trom the mOl'll point of view, there is no compfC'"benrible 
difference which consists jwt in my bringing about a ceruin 
outcome rather than someone ehe's producing it. That the 
doctrine of neg:l.tive responsibility represents in this W1Iy the 
extreme of impuwlity, and abstracts &om the identity of 
the agent, leaving just a locus of causal intervention in the 
world - tlut fact is nOt merely a surface paradox. It helps to 
explain why consequentialism C:I.fl seem to some to express 
a more seriOlU attitude than non-ronsequentiallit views, 
why part of its appeal is to a ceruin kind of high-minded­
ness. Indeed, that is p:!.rt of w!u.t is wrong with it. 

For a lot of the time so far we have been operating at an 
exceedingly abstract leveL nus has been necessary in order 
to get clea.rer in general tenru about the differences between 
coruequentWist and other outlooks, an aim which is impor­
tant if we want to know what features of them lead to what 
resul ts for our thought. Now, however, let w look more 
concretely at two examples, to sec what utilitarianism 
might say about them, what we might say about utilitarian_ 
ism and. most importantly of all, what would be implied by 
certain ways of thinking about the siruations. The examples 
m inevitably schenutized, :I.lld they are open to the 
objection that they beg as many questions as they illuminate. 
There are two ways in particulat in which examples in 

'Th.ere is 3 tc!><Iency in ...,m~ writm to mggaI tbac it is not. rom~ 
bensi.blc, , .... 01 :ill. Bu. Ibis, I _ pea. is due to the O.U ..... lmjni 
imporuna: those writen a.:ribe 10 the monI point of view. 

,. 
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mora] philosophy tend to beg important questioru. One is 
that, as presented, they arbitrarily CUt off and restrict the 
nnge of alternative courses of action - this objection might 
particularly be nude against the first of my two examples. 
The: sc:cond is that they inevitably prcsc:nt one with the 
situation as a g('Jing concc:rn, and cut off questions about how 
the agent gOt intO it, and correspondingly about moral 
considerations which might Bow &om that: this objection 
might perhaps specially arise: with regard to the second of 
my twO situations. Tbesc: difficulties, however, just have to 
be: accc:ptcd, and if anyone finds thesc: examplc:s cripplingly 
defective in this SOrt of respect, then he must in his own 
thought rework them in richer and less question-begging 
form. If he feels that no prcsc:nution of any imagined 
situation can ever be: other than misleading in monlity, and 
that there can never be: any substitute for the concrete 
experienced complexity of actual moral situations, then this 
discussion, with him, must certainly grind to a halt: but then 
one may Ic:gitimatdy wonder whether every discussion 
with him about conduct will not grind to a halt, including 
any discussion about the actual situations, since discussion 
about how one would think and fed about situations some:­
what different &om the: actual (that is to say, situations to 
that extent imaginary) plays an important role in discussion 
of the actual. 

(I) George, who bas just taken his Ph.D. in chemistry, 
6ncls it c:xttemdy diflicuh to get a job, He is not very robust 
in health, which cuu down the number of jobs he might be: 
able to do satisfactorily. His wife bas to go out to work to 
keep them, which itsdf causes a great deal of strain, since: 
they have small children and there are severe problc:nu 
about looking after them, The: rc:sulu of all this, especially 
on the childrc:n, arc: damaging. An older chemist, who knows 
about this situation, nys that be can get George a dc:ccntly 
paid job in a muin laboratory, which punues resc:arcb into 

,. 
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chnnical and biological warfare. George says that he cannot 
accept this. since he U opposai to chemial and biological 
warnre. The older man replies tha t he is nol too kom on it 
hinuc:lf. come to t}ul, but after ail Georgc', rJIWl is not 
going to make the job or the !lbontory go away: what is 
more, he happens to know tha t if Gc:ocge n::ftHCS the job. it 
will certainly go to a oontemponry of George's who is 
not inhibited by any such scruples and is likely if appointed 
to push along the research with greater ~eal than George 
would. Indeed, it is not merely concern for George and his 
family. but (to ,pea funkly and in confidence) some alum 
about this other nun's excess of zeal. whi<:h has led the older 
man to olfer 10 Il5e 1m inJl\Jdlcc 10 get George the job . . . 
George', wife, to whom he is deeply :uuc:I ....... h:lll views 
(the deuils of which need not concan UJ) from which it 
follows rlut at Ins! there is nothing particularly wrong with 
research inlo CBW. Whn sbouJd he do? 

(: ) Jim finds himself in the centr.li square of a , mall 
South AnlCfican town. Tied up ag:l.inn tnc wan are a row 
of twe:nty Indians, most (crrified, a fc:w defiant, in from of 
lhem tel/e:nl armed men in wtifonn. II. he:avy nu n in a 
swcal-stained khaki UUn tums out ro be the captain in 
charge: and, afle:r a good dol of qucstiolling of Jim which 
c:sablisbc:s mal he got thc:n: by accKknl while on a boanial 
expedition, explains mat the: Indians are: a nndom group of 
the in~biW1u who, aftc:f "","e:1I1 xu of prolest: against the: 
government, arc: j ust about 10 be killed to remind othc:r 
possible: piorawn: of the: ad\l2tlugcs of not prorating. 
Howc:vcr, since Jim is an honoured I/isitor from anotbc:r 
land. the aptain is ~ppy to offer him a guest'S privilege of 
killing one of the Indians himsd£ If Jim aa:c:pu. then as a 
special iIIark of the occuion, rm other Indi:U1I will be let 
off. Of OOUIlC, if Jim refusn, then there: is no 1peW.1 occasion, 
and Pedro here: win do what he W:IJ about to do when Jim 
amI/ed, and kin them aU. Jim, withJOme despcntc ruollcc-
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tion of schoolboy fiction, wonders whether if he got hold of 
a gun, he could hold the OIpuin, Pedro and the rest of the 
soldiers to threat, but it is quite clear from the set-UP that 
nothing of that kind is going to work: any attempt at tbat 
sort of thing will mean that all the Indians will be kilkd. 
and himsel£ The men agairut the wall, and the other villagers, 
understand the situation, and are obviously begging him to 
accept. What should he do? 

To these dilenunas, it seems to me that utili tarianism 
replies, in the first case, that Gwrge should accept the job. 
and in the second, that J im should kill the lndi:m. Not only 
does utiliurianism give these aruwen but , if the situations 
are essentially as described and there are no further special 
&cton. it regards them, it seems to me, as obviOllJly the right 
aruwcn. But many of us would certainly wonder whether, 
in (I), that could possibly be the right answer at ill; and in 
the case of(2), even one who Olme to think that perhaps tlut 
was tbearuwer, might well wonder whether it wasobviousJy 
the answer. Nor is it j ust a question of the rightness or 
obviousness of these answers. It is also a question of what 
sort of considerations come into finding the aruwer. A 
feature of utilitarianism is that it cuts out a kind of coruidera­
tion which for some others makes:l difference to what they 
fed about such cases: a consideration involving the idea, as 
we might first and very simply PUt it, that each of us is 
specially responsible ror wh.u Itt does. I'2thcr than ror wh:..t 

other people do. This is an idea clO$Cly connected. with the 
value of integrity. It is often suspected tlut utilitarianism, 
at least in its direct forms, makes integrity as a value 
more or less uninrdligible. I shall try to show tlut this 
suspicion is correct. Of course, even if that is correct, it 
would not necessarily follow that we should reject utili­
tarianism; perhaps. as utilitarians sometimes suggest, we 
should JUSt forget about integrity, in favour of such things 
as a roncem for the general good. However, if I am right, 

• 
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we c=nOI merdy do that, since the reason why utilit:lrianism 
cannOt undentand integrity is that it WUlOI coherently 
dacribc: [he relations between a man's projects and his 
actions. 

,.. Two IUnds of remoter dfect 

It. lot of w}u.t we have to say about this quc:stioo will be 
about the rcbrions between my projects and other people's 
projecu. But before we get on w that, we !ba uld fint ask 
whether we arc assuming 100 lwlily what the utilitarian 
aruwcn to the dilemmas will be. In terms of mOR: direct 
dfecu of the possible decisions. there does not indeed seem 
much doubt about the answer in either cue; hut it migh~ be 
said that in terms of morc remote or less evident dfecu 
COWlterweights might be: found to enter the utilitarian 
scalc:s. Thus the effect on George: of a decision to take the 
job might be invoked. or its effect on omen who might 
know of his decision. The possibility of there being more 
beneficent labours in the future from which he might be 
barred or disqu:lufied, might be mentioned; and so forth. 
Such effects - in particuJar, possible effects on the agent's 
character, and effects on the public al large - are often 
invoked by utilitarian writen dealing with proble:ru about 
lying or promise-breaking, and some similar considerations 
might be invoked here. 

There is one very general remark that is worth making 
about argumentS of this sort. The certainty that attaches to 
these hypothcsc:s about possible elfc:cu is usually pretty low; 
in some oses, indeed, the hypothesis invoked is so implau­
sible that it would scarcely p:w if it were not being wed to 
deliver the ropcctable moral answer, u in the standard 
f.mwy that one of the effixts of one's telling a particular lie 
is to weaken the clliposition of the world at large to td1 the 
truth.. The demands on the O=:Wnty or probability of moe 
hdicfi as bdiefs about particubr actions ue much mildrc 
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than they would be on belieD favouring the unconventional 
course. It may be said that this is as it should be, since the 
presumption must be in favour of the conventional course: 
but that scarcely seemsa u/ili/arian answer, Wllcss utili tarianism 
has alrudy taken off in the direction of not applying the 
consequences to the particular act at alL 

Leaving aside that very general point, 1 want to consider 
now two types of effect thn are often invoked by utilitarians, 
and which might be invoked in connexion with these 
imaginary oses. The attitude or tone involved in invoking 
these effects may sometimes seem peculiar; but that sort of 
pe=Uarity soon becomes familiar in utilitarian discussionl, 
and indeed it can be something of an achievement to retain 
a sense of it. 

Finl, there is the psychological effect on the agent. OUT 

descriptions of these situations have not so far taken account 
ofhow George or Jim wiU be after they have taken the one 
course or the other; and it might be said that if they take the 
course which seemed at first the utilitarian one, the effects 
on them will be in fact had enough and extensive enough to 
cancel out the initial utilitarian advanuges of that course. 
Now there is one version of this effect in which, for a 
utilitarian, some confusion must be involved. namely that 
in which the agent feels bad, his subsequent conduct and 
relations are crippled and so on, becllU~ M thinks that hr has 
Jc~ thr wrong Ihing - for if the balance of outcomes was as 
it appeared to be I>tfore involdng this effect. then he has not 
(from the utilitarian point of view) done the wrong thing. 
So that venion of thl" effect, for a r:iltional and utilitarian 
agent, could not possibly make any dilference to the assess­
ment of right and wrong. However, perhaps he is not a 
thoroughly r:iltional agent, and is disposed to have bad 
feelings. whichever he decided to do. Now such feelings, 
which are from a strictly utilitarian point of view irrarional­
nothing, a utilitarian can point out, is advanced by having 

• 
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them - cannot. consistently, ~ve any great weight in a 
utilitarian calculation. I shall consider in a moment an 
argument to suggest that they should have no weight at all 
in it. But short of dut, the utilitarian could reasonably ~y 
that such feelings should not be encoUl'llged, even if we accept 
their existence, and that to give them a lot of weight is to 
encourage them. Or, at the very best, even if they are 
nraightforwardly and without any dUoount to be put into 
the calcubtion, their weight must be small: they are after 
all (and at best) one man's feelings. 

That coruidcration might seem to have particubr force 
in Jim's case. In George's case, his feelings represent a larger 
p(Oportion of w~t is to be weighed, and are more com­
InmSllTate in dlarllete:r with other iteOtl in the calculation. 
In Jim's case, however, his feelings might seem to be of very 
little weight oomtnred with other things dut are at stake. 
There is a powerful and recognizable appeal tint can be 
made on this point::IlI that a refusal by Jim to do what he bas 
been invitalto do would be a lind of sdf-indulgentsqueam­
ishness. That is an appeal which can be made by other than 
utilitarUns - indeed, there are some uses of it which cannot 
be consistently made by utilitariani, :Ill when it es.sctttially 
involves the idea that there is something disbonourable 
about such self-indulgence. But iD some versions it is a 
familiar, and it must be said a powerful weapon of utili­
tarianism. One must be clear, though, about w~t it can 
and cannot accomplish. 'IDe most it can do, so far :Ill I can 
see, is to invite: one to consider how seriously, and for what 
reasons, one fecls that what one is invited to do is (in these 
circunuuoCC$) WTong, and in pawOlhr, to consider that 
question from the utilitarian point of view. When the agent 
is not seeing the situation from a utilitarian point of view, 
the appeal cannot force him to do so; and if he does come 
round to seeing it from a utilitarian point of view, there is 
vinually nothing left for the appeal to do. If he does not see 
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it from a utilitarian point of view, he will not see his r~u.. 
tallce to the invitation, and the unpleasant feelings he 
associateS with accepting it, ;U$I as diS2gr«:able experienc~ 
ofros; they figure rather as emotional expressions of a thought 
that to accept would be wrong. He may be ashd, as by the 
appeal, to ronsider whether he is right . and inded whether 
he is fully serious, in thinking that. But the as.sc'rtion of the 
appeal, that he is being self-indulgently squeamish, will Ilot 
iudf answer that question. or even help to answer it, since 
it essentially tells him to regard his feelings j ust as unpleasant 
experiences ofh;" and he cannot, by doing that, answer the 
question they pose when they are precisc:ly not $0 regarded. 
but are regarded as indications' of what he thinb is right and 
wrong. (fhe does come round fully to the utilitarian point 
of view then of course he will regard thC$(' feelings just as 
unpl=nt eXf'Criences of his. And once Jim - at least - has 
come to see them in that light , there is nothing left for the 
appeal to do, since of loursr his feelings, $0 regarded, are of 
virt~lly no weight at all in rebrion to the other things at 
stake. The 'squeamishness' appea.l is not an argument which 
adds in a hitheno neglected consideration. Rather, it is an 
invitation to conskier the sitwtion, and one's 0 .... '11 feelings, 
from a utilitarian point of view. 

The reason why the 5tJueamishncss appeal can be very 
unsettling, and one can be unnerved by the sugg~tioo of 
sdf-induJgcnce in going against utilitarian considerations, is 
not that we are utilitari:ms who are uncertain what urili tuian 
value to attach to our moral feelings, hut that we ue par­
tially at least not utilitarians. and cannot regard our mOr.l.I 
feelings merdy as objects of utilitarian value. Because our 
moral rebtion to the world is partly given by soch feelings, 
and by a sense of what we can or cannOt 'live with', to come 

, On the nor><ognitivisc meta-flhK in termJ or which Smart ... ..,,,,. 
his utiliwianism, the \CmI. 'ir><liatious' here would Itpt .... 'fI, ;lI\ ...... _, 

'VI ate 
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10 regard tbose feelings from ~ purdy utilitarian point of 
view, thaI is to say, as happenings outside one's moralsdf, 
is to lose ~ sense of one's moral identity ; to lose, in the man 
literal Wly, one's integrity. At this point utilitarianism 
alienatcs one from one's moral feelings; we shill see a little 
laler how, more bOlSically, it alienates one from one', actions 
u well. 

If. then, one is reilly going to regard one's feelings from 
a strictly utilitarian point of view, Jim should give very liltle 
weight at all to hi$; it seeZl1!l almost indecent, in fact. once 
one has taken that point of view, 10 suppose that he should 
give any at all. In George's case one might feel thai things 
were slightly different. It is interesting, though, that one 
realoOn why one might Ihink thai _ namely thaI one penon 
principally affected is his wife - is very dubiously available 
to a uti litarian. George's wife hu IoOme reason to be interested 
in George's integrity and his sense of it ; the Indians, quite 
properly, have no inlerest in Jim's, But it is not at all clear 
how utilitarianism would describe that difference. 

1"bc:re is an argument, and a strong one, that a strict 
utilitarian shauL! give not merely small extra weight, in 
c:aJcu.lations of right and wrong, to feelings of this kind, but 
that he should give absolutely no weight to them at all. 
This is based on the point, which we have already seen, that 
if a course of action is, before taking these sorts of feelings 
into account, utilitarianly preferabk, then bad fcdings about 
that kind of action will be from a utilitarian point of view 
irrational. Now it might be thought that even if that is so, 
il would not mean that in a utilitarian calculation such 
feelings should not be taken into account; it is after all a 
well-known hoa:st of utilitarianillm that it is a realistic out­
look which seeks the best in the world as it ill, and takes any 
form of happiness or unhappiness into account. While a 
utilitarian will no doubt seek. to diminish the incidence of 
feelings wlllch are utilitarianly irrational - or al least of 
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disagreeable feelings which are $0 - he might be expected to 
take them into account while they exist. This is without 
doubt classical utili tarim doctrine, but there is good reason 
to think thaI utilitariani$1l1 cannot stick to it without 
embracing resulu which are Jtartlingly unacceptable and 
perhaps self-defming. 

Suppose that there is in a certain society a racial minority. 
Comiidering merely the ordinary interests of the other 
citizens, as opposed to their sentiments, this minority does 
no particular harm; we may suppose that it does not confer 
my very great benefits either. In presence is in those terms 
neutral or mildly beneficial. However, the olher citizens 
have such prejudices that they find the sight of this group, 
even the knowledge of its presence, very disagreeable. 
Proposals are made for removing in some way this minority. 
If we assume various quite plausible things (as that program­
mes to change the: majority sentiment are likely to be pro­
tracted and ineffective) then even if the removal would be 
unpleasant for Ihe minority, a utilitarian calculation might 
wen end up favouring this step, especially if the minority 
were a rather small minority and the majority were very 
severely prejudiced, that is 10 say, were made very severely 
uncomfortable by the presence of the minority. 

A utilitarian might find that conclusion embarrassing; and 
not merely bccaUiioe of its nature, but beause of the grounds 
on which il is reached. While a utilit::orian might be expected 
to take into acoounl ccruin other sorts of consequences of 
the prejudice, as that a majority prejudice is likely to be 
displayed in conduct disagreeable to the minority, and so 
forth, he might be made to wonder whether the unpleasant 
experiences of the prejudiced people mould be allowed, 
mertly as such, to COUll!. If he does count them, merely as 
such, then he has once more scp3.r:ltcd himself from a body 
of ordinary moral thought which he might have hoped to 
accommodate; he may also have started on the path of 

'VI ate 



106 A aitiqut oj uti/ltll1ianism 

defating his own view of things. For one feature of these 
sentiments is thai they are from the utilituian point of view 
itself irratiOIL'.lI, and a thoroughly utilitarian pellOIl would 
either not have them, or ifhe found that he did tend to have 
them, would hirrudf seek to discount them. Sinee the 
sentiments in question are such that a rational utilitarian 
would discount them in hinudf, it is reasonable to suppose 
that he should diseOWlt them in his calculations about 
society; it does seem quite unreasonable for him to give just 
as much weight to feelings - considered just in themselves, 
one must recall , as experiences of those that have them -
which are essentially based on views which are !rom a 
utilitarian point of view irrational, as to those which accord 
with uti litarian principles. Granted this idea, it 5ee1ill rea· 
sonable for him to rejoin a body of moral thought in other 
respects congenia.l to him, and diSCOWlt those senrimenu, 
JUSt considered in themsdvn, toully, on the principle that 
no pairu or discomforts are to count in the utilitarian sum 
which their subjects have just because they hold views which 
are by utilitarian standards irrational. But if he accepts that, 
then in the MSM we arc: at present considering no extra 
weight at :ill can be put in for bad feelings of George or Jim 
aboUi their choices, if those ehoien are, leaving out those 
feelings, on the fint rOWld utilitarianly rationaL 

T he psychologieal effeet on the agent was the fint of two 
general effects considered by Ulilitarians, which h1d to be 
diseussed. The seeond is in general a more suh$wllia.l item, 
but it need not tlke so long, since it is both clearer and has 
lit tle applieation to the present eases. This is the pruoor 
tjfnJ. As Burke rightly emphasized, th is effeet can be 
importlnt: that one morally (<In do what somcone has 
actually done, is a F5ychologieally effeetive prineiple, if not 
a deomically valid one. For the effect to operate, obviously 
some conditions must hold on the publicity of the act and 
on such things as the sta tus of the agent (such considerations 
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weighed importantly with Sir Thomas Morc); what these 
may be will v""ry evidently with circumstances. 

In order for the precedent effect to make a difference: to a 
utilit:ari:m calculation, it must be based upon a confusion. 
f or $Uppose that there is an act which would be the bc:!:t in 
the circumstances, except that doing it wi!! encoungc by 
pr«edent other people to do thinS' which will not be the 
best things to do. Then the si tuation of those: other people 
must be relevantly different from that of the original agent; 
if it were: not, then in doing the same as what would be the 
best course for the original agent, they would necessarily 
do the best thing themselves. BUI if the situations are in this 
W2Y relevantly different. it must be a confused perception 
which takes the first sicu:uion, and the agent's course in it, 
as an adequate precedent for the second. 

However, the fact that the precedent effw, if it really 
make$ a diffcrence, is in this scnsc bascd on a confusion, 
does not mean that it is not perfcc tly rcal, nor that it is to be 
discounted: social cffec-ts are by their nature confused in this 
sort of way. What it docs emphasize is that calcuI:uions of 
the precedent effect have got to be realistic, involving 
considerations of how people are actually likely to be 
influenced. In the pre:Knt example" however, it is very 
implausible to think that the prC(;edcm cffcn could be 
invoked to make any differcnce to the calculation. Jim's case 
is extraordinary enough, and it is hard to imagine who the 
redpients of the effect might be supposed to be; while 
George is not in a suffickntly publie situation or rok for the 
ques tion to arise in that form, and in any case one might 
suppose that the motivations of others on such an issue were 
quite: likely to be fixed one: way or another already. 

N o appeal. then, to the$e other cffects is going to make a 
difference to what the utilit:lrian wiD decidc about our 
examples. Let us now look more closcly at the $ITucture of 
those decisions. 
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5. Integri ty 

The sirmtions mve in common emt if the agent does not do 
a certain disag.eeable thing. someone else will, and in Jim's 
situation at least the rt:Suh . the state of aff"ain after the other 
man has acted, if he does, will be worse than after Jim has 
acted. if J im does. The ume, on a smaller scale. is true of 
George's cue. I have meady suggested that it is inherent in 
coruequentialisffi that it offers a strong doctrine of negative 
responsibility: if! know that ifJ do x, q will eventuate, and 
if! refrain from doing X. 0 % will, and that 0 1 is worse: than 
0 " then I am responsible for 0 , if! refnin voluntarily from 
doing X. 'You could have prevented it', as will be uid, and 
ttuly, to Jim. if he refwes, by the relatives of the other 
Indians. (1 shall leave the important question. which is to tbe 
side of the present issue, of the obligations. if any. that nest 
round the word 'know': how far does one, under utili­
tarianism, luve to research into the possibilities of muimally 
beneficent action, including prevention?) 

In the present cases, the litultion of 0. includes another 
agent bringing about results worse than 0,. So far as 0, has 
beell identified up to this point - merely as the wone: OUt­
come which will evennute if I refrain from doing X - we 
might equally have uid that what that other brings about 
is 0.; but mat would be to underd~be the situation. For 
what occurs ifJim reUains 110m action is not solely twenty 
Indians dead. but P(Jrcls killi"g twrnly /ruiiQIIS. and that is not 
a resul t which Pedro brings about, though the death of the 
Indians is. We can say: what one docs is not included in the 
outcome of what one docs, while what another docs can be 
included. in the outcome of what one docs. For that to be so, 
as the terms are now being used, only a very weak condition 
has to be u tisfied: for Pedro's killing the Indians to be the 
outcome of Jim's refusal, it only has to be causally true that 
if Jim Iud not refused. Pedro would DOl have done it. 

• 
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That may be enough for us to speak, in some sense, of 

Jim'J m;pon~bility for that outcQme, if it occurs; but It is 
certa.in.ly not enough, it is worth noticing, for us to speak of 
Jim's making those things happen. For granted this way of 
their coming about, he could have made them happen only 
by making Pedro sboot, :and there is no acceptable sense in 
which his refusal makes pedro shoot. If the captain had s.aid 
on Jim'J refusal. 'you kave me with no alternative', he 
would have been lying, like most who use that phrase. 
While the deaths, and the kiDing, may be the outcome of 
Jim's refusal it is misleading to think, in such a case, of 
Jim having an lfat on the world through the medium (u 
it happens) of Pedro's acts; for thi, is to leave Pedro OU I of 
the picture in his essential role of one who hu intentions and 
projects. projects for realizing which Jim·, refusal would 
kave' an opportunity. Instead of thinking in temu of sup­
posed dfecu of Jim's projects on Pedro, it is more revealing 
to dunk. in terms of the effects of Pedro', projects on Jim's 
decision. This is the direction from which I want to criticize 
the notion of negative responsibiliry. 

There are of COUnt other ways in which this notion can 
be criticized.. Many have hoped to discredit it by insisting on 
the buic moral relevance of the distinction between action 
and imction; between intervening and ktting things we 
thdr course. The distinction is certainly of Sf~t moral 
significance, and indeed it is not easy to think of any moral 
outlook which could get along without making some use of 
it. But it is unclear, bOlh in itself and in its moral applica­
tions, and the unclarities are of a kind which precisely cause 
it to give way when, in very difticuh caSC"J, weight has to be 
put on it. There is much to be said in this area, but I doubt 
whether the SOrt of dilemma we are comidering is going to 
be resolved by a simple use of this distinction. Again, the 
issue of negative responsibility can be pressed on the ques­
tion of how linuts arc: to be pbced on one', apparently 
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bouodla s obligation. implied by urilitariani~m, to improve 
the world. Some answers are needed to that, tOO - and 
amwen which stop shon of relapsing into the bad faith of 
supposing that one's respons.ihilities could be adequately 
characterized just by appeal to one's rota.1 But, once again. 
while that is a real question, it cannot be brought to bear 
directly on the present kind of case, since it is mrd to think of 
anyone supposing that in Jim's case: it would be an adequate 
response (or him 10 say that it was none ofhis busin~ 

What projecudoes a utilitarian agent have? lua utilitarian, 
he bas the general project of hringing about nuximally 
desirable outcomes; how he is to do this a! any given moment 
is a question of what causal levers. $0 to sptak, are at that 
momellt within r('aCh. The desirable outcoma, however, do 
nOl jun oonsist of agents carrying OUI rhar project; there 
must be other morc hasic or Iower-ordcr projects which he 
and other agents have, ana the desirable outcomes are going 
to consist, in pan, of the maximally harmonious realization 
of those projects (' in part', because one component of a 
utilitarianly desirable outcome may be the occurrence of 
agreeable experiences which are not the Jaw&ction of any­
body's projects). Unless there were fint-erlkr projects, the 
general utilitarian project would have nothing to work on, 
and would be vacuous. What do the more b;uK: or lower­
order projects comprise? Many will be the obvious kinds of 
desires for things for oneself, one's &mily. one's friends, 
including basic necesuties of life, and in more relaxed 
circuuulances, objects of taSte. Or there may be punuits and 
interests of an intellectual, cultural or creative character. I 
introduce those as a sepuate cUss not because the objects of 
them lie in a separate class, and provide - as some utilitarians, 
in their murchy way, are fond of 5aying - 'higher' pleasures. 
I introduce them separately because the agent's identification 

'For tome ~ bearing on dris, 0« M",.I;7. the _lion 00 'Good­
IItSO and rob', and Cnhen', article there cited. 
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wim them may be of a different order. [t doa not have to 

be: cultural and aesthetic interests just belong, for many, 
along with any other taste ; but some peopk's conunjtment 
to these lcinds ofinteresujust is at once more thoroughgoing 
and serious than their pursuit of various objects of taste, 
while it is more individual and permeated with dl.1ractet' 
than the desire for the necessi ties of life. 

Beyond these, someone may have projecu oonnected with 
his support of some cause: Zionism, for instance, or the 
abolition of chemical and biological warfare. Or there may 
be projects which flow from some more general disposition 
IOwards human conduct and character, such as a hatred of 
injustice, or of cruelty, or of killing. 

It may be said that this Ian SOrt of disposition and its 
associated project do not oount as OogicaUy) 'lower-order' 
relative 10 the highc:r-order project of maximizing desi rahle 
outcOmes; ra ther, it may be said, it is iudf a ' higher-order' 
project. The vital question is not, however, how it is to be 
dassifled, but whether it and similu projects are to oount 
among the projects whose ~tisfaction is to be included in the 
maximizing sum, and, oorrespondingly, as contributing to 
the agent's happiness. If the utilitarian says 'no' to that, then 
he is almost certainly conunitted to a venion of utilitarianism 
~ absurdly superficial and shal.low as Benthamite ver:siotlll 
have often been accused of being. For this project will be 
discowlted, presumably, on the ground that it involves, in 
the specification of its object, the mention of other people's 
happiness or interests: thus it is the kind of projecr which 
(unlike the pur:suit offood for myself) presupposes a reference 
to other people' s projects. BUl that criterion woulcl eliminate 
any desire at all which was not blanlly and in the mOSt 
straightforward sense egoistic.' Thus we should be reduccd 

L On the Rlbjecc of egoistic and """""'So;lCic de.ires, "'" 'Egoism >nod 
a1tntimt'. in Probk",ui II,,: &!f(Camhridgc University Preil, I Qlldon, 
197]}. 
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to frankly egoinic first-<)rder pr~ects, and - for all esst:mial 
purposes - the one second-<)rder uti litarian project of 
m.aximally ~tisfying flrSt-<)rd~r projects. Utilitarianism has 
a tendency to slide in this direction, and to leave a vast hole 
in the range of human d~ire:l. between egoistic indinatiotlll 
and necessities at one end, and impersonally benevolent 
happinc:$$-management at the other. But the utilitarianism 
which Ius to leave this hok is the most primitive form. 
which offers a quite rudimentary accOWlI of claire. Modem 
versiotlll of the theory are supposed to be neutral with regard 
to what sorn of things make people happy or what their 
projects are. Utilitarianism would do well thcn 10 admow­
ledge the evident fae! that ~mO!lg the thinS' that make 
pe<lple happy is not only making other peopk happy, but 
being taken up or involved in any of a vaS! range o f projects, 
or - if we waive the cvangcliCLI and mOfllizing ;1Ssociatioml 
of the word - oommitments. One atn be oommittcd to such 
things as a person, a c;aU5C. an institution, a caTeer, one's own 
genius, or the pursuit of danger. 

Now none of Ihe:se is itself the pUflllif '?f happiMSJ: by an 
excdingly ancient platitude, it is nOt at all dear that there 
could be anything which was just that, or at least anything 
that had the slightest chan~ of being successful. Happiness, 
rathcr, requires being involved in, or at least content with, 
something else.' It is not imponible for utilitarianism to 

accept dm poim : it does notluve to be $addled with a naive 
and absurd philosophy of mind about the relation between 
d~ire and happincu. What it docs have to say is that if such 

I Thil does IIOC imply tn:at th.Tc is no lid. thing •• the projea of punning 
pb..ur~ Some writers who Iuve CQI'.ectly .e<imd me "jew mit .n 
desires ore dnira for plcuure, hIve given an aocount of pleoru.e I() 

lhoroughly ad,·nt.ial •• to kave il quite u...:leo. how th.= could be. 
dis. .... cti .... ly b.OOniSl wa y oflife a,:ill. Some roo:>m luI <0 be kft for 
m.t, though lhere ore important difficultia both in defining it Ind 
living it. Thus (pmic:ulu ly in the ca ... or In. very rich) it often Ius 
highly rilual .. pects, appucndy put or. ru.legy <0 coun<cr boredom. 
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commitmen~ are worth while, then pursuing the projects 
that flow from them, and realizing some of those projects, 
will make the person for whom they are worth while, 
happy. It may be that 10 claim thaI is nill wrong : il may 
well be that a commitment can make sense to a man (can 
make sense of his life) without his supposing tha t it will 
make him happy.' But that is not the present point ; let us 
gnnt to utilitarianism that all worthwhile human projects 
must conduce, one way or another, to happiness. The point 
is that even if that is true, it does not follow, nor could it 
possibly be true, that those projects are Ihemsdves pmjects 
of pursuing happiness. One has to believe in, or at least wam, 
or quite minimally, be content with, other things, for there 
to be anywhere that happiness can come from. 

Utilitarianism, then, should be willing to agree that its 
general aim of nuximiring happiness does not imply that 
what everyone is doing is just pursuing happiness. On the 
contrary, people have to be pursuing other things. What 
those other things may be, utilit3rianHm, sticking to i~ 
professed empirical stance, should be prepared just to find 
out. No doubt some possible projects it will want to discour­
age, on the grounds that their being pursu~ involves a 
negative balance of happiness to others: though even there, 
the unblinking accountlnt's eye of the strict utilitlrian will 
have something to put in the positive column, the satisfac­
tions of the destructive agent.lkyond that. there will be a vast 
variety of ~erally bcneficem or at least harmkss projccts; 
and some no doubt, will take the form not just of tastC'J or 
fancies, bUI of what [ have called 'commitmen~'. It may 
even be that the utilitarian researcher will fmd that nuny of 
those with commitments, who have really identified them­
selves with objects outside themselves, who are thoroughly 
involved with other persons, or institutions, or activities or 

1 For some =b OQ this possibility, $« MDfdlity. st:ctioo OQ 'What is 
~ty.bom?' 
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causes, are ;tctu~Uy happier than those whose projects and 
W;tms are not like that. If so, rb t is an important pic« of 
uti litarian empirical lore. 

When I say 'happier' here. I h.lVC in mind the $Ort of 
coruideution which :my uriliurim would b.: committed to 

accepting: as for in!lancc that such people arc less likely to 
have a break-down or commit suicide. O f course that i, not 
all that is actually involved, but the point in this argument is 
to use to the maximum degree utilitarian notions, in order 
to locate a breaking poim in utiliurian thought. In appealing 
to this mictly utiliurian notion, I am being more collsis tent 
with util i[Jrianism than Smart is. In his srrugglC:5 with the 
problem nfthe br.tin-clectrode man, Smart (p . .u) rommends 
tn.: idea that 'happy' is a pudy evalwtive term. in the sense 
thai we call 'happiness' those kinds of ~tisfaction which, as 
thing. are, we approve o( But by wh"t stand"rd is mis surplus 
de:mem of approval supposed, from a utilitarian point of 
view, 10 be allocated? Tnc:re: is no source for it, on a strictly 
utilitarian view, except further degrees of satisfaction, but 
the:re are: none: of tho5e available, or the problem would 
not ari!C. Nor does it help to appeal to the fact tha t we 
dislike: in prospect thing. which we like when we ge:t there, 
for from a utilitarian poim of view it would sc:c:m that the 
original dislike WaJ merely irutional or based on an error. 
Smart's argument at this point seems to be: e:mbaI"rmed by 
a well~known utilitarian uneasiness, which comes from 
a fc:c:ling that it is not respectable 10 ignore the 'deep', 
while: not having anywhere left in human life: to locate 
it.' 

u,t us now go back 10 the agent aJ utilitarian, and his 
higher-order project of maximizing dc:sin ble outcOmes. At 
this level, he is committed only to dut: what the outcome 
will actually coruiu of will depend entircly on the f.r.cts, on 

, One of "''''y reoemblm<:n in lpinl between uriliwi.nism mel big!>­
mind«! evmgdical Christianity. 
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what persons with what projcrts and what potential 
sati~factions there arc within calculable reach of the cmsal 
levers ncar which he finds hinuclf. His own substantial 
projects and commitments come into it, but only as one lot 
among others - they potentially provide one se t of satisfac­
tions among those which he may be able to a~ist from 
where he happens 10 be. He is the agent of the satisfaction 
system who happens to be at a particular point at a particular 
time: in Jim's ClSC, our man in South America. His own 
decisions as a utilitarian agent arc a function of all the 
satisfactions which he can affect from where he is: and this 
means that the projects of mhers, 10 an indeterminately 
great extent, determine his decision. 

This may be so either positively or negatively. It will be 
so positively if agents within the Colusal field of his decision 
have projects which arc at any rate harmlm, and so shonld 
be assisted. It will equally be so. but negatively. if there is an 
agent within the cansal fidd whose projcrn are harmful, 
md have 10 be frustrated to maximize desirable outcomes. 
So it is with Jim and the soldier pedro. On the utilitarian 
view, the undesirable projects of OIher people as much 
determine. in this negalive way, one's decisions as the 
desirable ones do positively: ifthosc people were not there, 
or had different projects. the Glnsal nexns would be different, 
and it is the actual state of the causal nexus which determines 
the decision. The determination to an indefinite degree 
of my decisiollS by other people's projects is just another 
aspect of my tmlimitcd responsibility to act for the best in a 
ColUsa! framework formed to a considerable extent by thei r 
projects. 

The decision so clctennincd is, for utilitarianism, the right 
decision. But what ifit conJl.icts with some project of mine? 
This, the utilitarian will say. has aoody been dealt with: the 
satisfaction to you of fulfiiling your project, and any 
sati!faccions to others of your so doing, have already been 
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through the a.1culating device and have been found inade­
quate. Now in the casc of many sorts of projects, that is a 
~rfecdy rc:w>nable son of answer. But in the case of pro­
jects of the sort I have called 'commitments', those with 
which one ;5 morc deeply :md extensively involved and 
identified. this cannO! just by itself be an Jdequ.ue answer, 
and there may be no adequate amwer at :til. For, to take the 
extreme SOrt of ColSC, how an a man, ou a utilituian agent, 
come to regard :u one utisfaction among others. and a 
dispensable one, a project or attitude round which he has 
built his life, just becluse someone else's projects have so 
structUred the causal scene that th:u is how the utilitarian 
sum comes out? 

The point here is not, as utilit:lrims may hauen to say, 
that if the project or attitUde u that central to his life, then to 
abandon it will be very diugreeabk to him and gre:l.t loss of 
utility will be involved. I hlve alreldy argued in section 4 
that it is not like that; on the conmry, once he is prepared 
to look. at it lik.e mat, the argument in any serious case is over 
anyWly. The point is that he is identified with his actions as 
flowing from projects :l.nd attitudes which in some Clse5 he 
takes $eriowly :l.t the deepest levd, as what his life is about 
(or, in some ClY"S, this section of his life - seriousness is not 
necessarily the same as persistence). It is absurd to demand 
of such a man, when the sums come in from the utility 
network which the projects of others have in part determined, 
th:l.t he should just step aside from his own project and 
decision and acknowledge the decision which utilitlrian 
Cllcuhrion n::quires. It is to llienate him in l rea! serue from 
his ;actions lnd the source ofhiSlction in his own convictions. 
It is to make him into 1 channel between the input of 
everyone's projects, including his own, and an OUtput of 
oprimific decision; but this is to neglect the extent to which. 
hiJ lctions and hiJ decisions hlve to be seen lS the actions and 
decisions which flow from me projects and lttitudes with 
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\fhich he is most closely identified. It is thus, in the most 
litcnl sense, an atlaelt on his integrity. L 

Thoc: 101'0 of eonsidentions do not in themselves give 
iIOlutions to practical dilemm.as such as those provided by 
OUt e:xamplc:s; burl hope they help to provide other WlyJ 

of thinking about tbem. In faa, it is not hard to see that in 
George', ease, viewed from this peopective. 1m- uti liluian 
iIOlution would be wrong.Jim·s ease is diff"erem. and harder. 
But if (as I suppose) the utilitarian is probably right in th is 
ease, thaI is DOl to be found out jllSt by asking the utili­
tarian', questioru. Di$C\lSJioru ofil - and I am not going 10 try 
to carry it further here _ will have to take seriously the distinc­
tion between my ltilling someone, and its coming about 
because of what I do that 5Omeone else kills them: a di$linc­
tion based, not SO much on t1u: distinction between action 
and inaction, as on t1u: distinction between my projects and 
someone else's projects. At least it will ~ve to start by taking 
that serlOUJiy. a, utilitarianism does nOI; but then it will have 
to build out from there by asking why that distinction ~ms 
to have less, or a diff"erent, force in this case than it has in 
George',. One quest ion here would be how far one', 
powerful objection to killing people just is, in fact, an 
application of a powerful objection to their being killed. 
Another dimension of that is the issue of how much it 
matten that the people at ri,k are KtwLl, and there, as 
opposed to hypothetical. or future, or merely elsewhere.' 

L InlUeAj .. :gly rel~fCd to tbae notions is t~ Socnric ide:! ,luI coungt' 
is I virtW pmicuwly oonnetted WIth k«pinS ~ dw-~ of wlu, ""e 
reprds. moll ;mpomnt. lhty altoo ccntnUy ..aile q....oon. ~bou, the 
value of prido. Humility, aa IODlClhinS beyond the rut dcmmd of 
oot ,a t .d£"pp .. ioaJ, _,pu'hlly I a.n.aan virtue beaux;t involval 
SUb"hic:nc:e to God. [n a w;o;uW oontellt;t can only Lll" '"' ... boer. 
vWr =e to other IIWII and tb.rir )KCjatL 

• For I mote &Udal dltO .. ioa of'M issue KIf Clurla FriaI, AM AMt-r 
~ VoJoon (Harvard Univenily Prtst, Cambridgt. M-.. 11170). PMt 
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There are many other considerations that could come into 
such a question. but the immediate point of all this is to 

draw one particular contrast with utilitarianism : that to 
reach a grounded decision in such a case should not be 
regarded :l5 a matter of just discounting one's reactions, 
imp!!l ...... and deeply held projects in the face of the pattern 
of utilities, nor yet merely adding them in - but in the flm 
instance of trying to undersWld them. 

of course, time and cirCUIllSWlCC:l are unlikely to make a 
grounded decision, in J im's case at bst, possible. It might 
not even be decent. Instead of thinking in a rational and 
systematic way either about utilities or about the value of 
human life, the relevance of the prople at risk being present. 
and so forth, the presence of the pe<:lple al rid: may just have 
its effect. The significance of the immediate should no! be 
underestimated. Philosophen, no! only utilitarian ones. 
repeatedly urge one to view the:: world SIIb sJ'fii~ «rffllitatis,' 
but for most human purposc1 that is not a good sp«itl 
to view it under. If we are not agents of the universal 
satisfaction system, we are not primarily janiton of any 
system of values, even our own: very often. we just :let, 

as a possibly confused result of the:: situation in which we 
are engaged. That, I suspect. is very often an o:ceedingly 
good thing. To what o:tent uti li tarians regard it as a good 
thing is an obscure quenion. To that sort of question I now 
rum. 

6. The indirect punuit o f utili ty 

Smart', defetJce is devoted to act-utilitarianism, which 
(taking for granted the complications which we have 
pursued in section ~) stands as the view that the rightness of 
any particular act depends on the goodness of its come-

I Cf. Smart. P. 61. 

• 
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quences. This is what I called in section I direct consequcn· 
tialism; where the goodness of the consequences is cashed in 
tcrms of happiness, we can speak of direct utiliurianism. 
What is direct utilitarianism contrasted. with? We cannot just 
say thn direct utilitarianism considers only the utility of 
actions, while indirect utiiiurianism, by contrast, is prepared 
to consider the utility of things other than actiom, such as 
rules, institutions and dispositions of character. Clearly the 
act·utiliurian must be prepared to consider the utility of 
anything: hill aim is to maximize utiliry, and anything, of 
whatever type, whose existence, introduction or whatever 
has.effects on the amount of satisfaction in the world must 
be a candidate for assessment by the utiliurian standard. 
Thus if there is anything which has got a utility which 
cannot be counted in tenns of the utility of particular acts, 
then the utility of that thing as well must be of inter at to the 
direct utilitarian. 

Here someone might say that there was nothing which 
bad a utility which could not Ix- counted in tenn! of the 
utility of particular acts. Ifinstitutions or rules or dispositions 
of character possess utility, then they possess it in terms of 
the acts which they variously encourage, license, enjoin or 
lead to. To uke, in pattkukr, the casc: of a rule: consider 
two states of society, one in which a given rule obeains, and 
another in which it does not. If there is a dilference of utility 
between them which relates to this difference, then (it may 
be said) there must be a dilference in the set of acts which 
occur in the two sUtes, to which that difference in utility 
must be traceable. Different acts are done as a resul t of the 
rule obtaining. There have to be some such .leu, on anyone's 
view, if we arc tosay that the rule obtoiru at all; other .leu come 
into it in tenns of rUles being inculcated, thought of, brought 
up as IlUtten of reproach, and in many other wa)'l. In 
the end, it may be said, the tow utility elfccr of a rule's 
obt>ining must be ~hable in temu of the dfecu of .leu. 
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ut us call thi!!, in a barbarou!! phrase, the 'act~deqw.cy 
premi55'.' 

But if that premi55 is right, then it becomes unclear what 
the difference between diroxt and indirect utilitarianism is. 
For so long at least as we regard utilitarianism as a system of 
total (/S$mmrnr - as providing an answer, basically, to the 
question 'how is the world going?' - then, on the present 
argument. it looks as though anything that anybody dse can 
do, the direct utilitarian can do at least as well. If all the other 
candidates for utilitarian assessment, such as rules, can have 
their diffcrenrial utility cashed in temu of acts, then the 
direct utilitarian C2Il assess thei r contribution to the world as 
well as he can asvss acts which are not particularly associated 
with rules, whether the total utility of the lIOcial St:lte in 
which the rule obtains ts greater or less. measured by thC$C 
mean!!, than that of a state in which it does not obtain, 
then appean to be a totally empirical question, and it can 
scarcdy be that the difference between direct and indirect 
utilitarianism consists just in giving different answers 10 

that. 
Suppose, on the other hand, that the act~dequa0' 

premiss is false. and that there is, as it were, a surphu C1usal 
effect of the rule's obtaining which cannOt be expressed in 
terms of the effects of am, Then indeed, the direct utili­
tarian will not be able to capture all differences of utility 
just by counting the utility of acts, But equally, if that is so, 
then he must, from a utilitarian point of view, be quite 
irrational in insisting on so d.oing. As a utilitatian, as we said 
just now, he must be concerned with the utility in the world 
- and if utility can leak into or OUt of the world by channels 
which do not run totally through acts, then he would be mad 
to take no accoWlt of them. 

lusystemsof total assessment then. it looks so far as though 

, l.haU not try 10 6lJ in any more delaminate COIltall for this premiss; 
its rok in !he following argunxnu if of an _tiaI.ly f<>rm&l clw=. 

'VI ate 
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either then: really is no difference: befWeen direct and indi rect 
utiliurianism, in the s.ense tha t the di rect utiliurim o.n also 
take into account the effccts of such things as rub , and it is 
just an empirical question what the effe.:ts an:; or else there 
is a differencc. and direct utilitarianism must, in terms of the 
overall aims of utilitarianism. be irrational, simply because it 
would be ignoring important sources of utility. Thus a la rge 
question seems to have \x."Cn rather rapidly short-circuited. 
The realOn for this is that we have started 100 far out, as it 
were, by comparing the [wo oudoolu as sYJ/.<""'J oj IMal 
/2lltjjlflml, and by asking whether, as llJch systems, they were 
concerned with anything but acts. Rather. we have to SUrt 

by asking, to the extent t1ut they arc both concerned with 
acts, how they are each ronccmed with them. 

The place to stan, then, is back with the assessment of acts 
themsdves. Thus, as we said at the beginning, direct 
utilitarianism regards that act as righ t whkh has the ~t 
consequences. So indi rcct utiliurianism may be expected to 
deny this, and to hold that some acts are right even though 
they are not utility-maximizing - for instance, beau$(" they 
an: done in acrordance with a rule which is utilitarianly 
valuable. Another version might be that an let could be 
right just because it was the ex-pression of a cruract("r­
disposition. the obtaining of which in soci('ty is utilitarianly 
valuable. Thus the difference might be C:l.ptured in some 
such way. at the level of the a«Msment of particular acts. 
We mm;! remember, however, that it is precisdy wi th 
n:gard to the righmess of the acts, and not necasarily 
elsewhere in the contrast jm;t sketched, that the difference 
can be C:l.ptured. 111m; if we ask the indirect utilitarian 
"Wrut d~ the righmcss of aen consist in?" we shall get an 
answer with whkh tbe: direct utilitarian wiU to a certain 
extent disagree ; and conversely. But if we ask either of th("m 
''In what does the value of rules, ITaits of chancter, etc., 
consist?", we shall not necessarily get different answe~. F<:.r 

'VI ate 
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if the indirect utilitarian actepl$ what I called earlier the 
'oICt-adcqu:v;y prcntW' - and there is no incom.istency in his 
doing so - men he will reply "in the utility of the acts thai 
follow on their existence", which is the answer that the 
diccx:t utilitarian will give as well. 

Not only can they agree on we, under the act-adequacy 
assumption, but they can agree importantly on its imerpre­
tation. Thus. to confme ourselves to the case of rules, they 
can agree, if they are sensible, that the utility of acts that 
follow on me obtaining of a rule is not to be equated with 
the utility of acts that consist in obeying the rule.1 If the rule 
actually Clblilim in 5Ociety, as opposed to having merdy been 
promulgated, e.g. &om some legal source, then we can say 
- by definition. indeed - that a good DWUber of acts that an: 
performed because it exists must be acts of obedience to it. 
But very many other acts, of many different kinds.. arc 
perfon:ned because a rule exists. Some of them we touched 
on earlier; they range from aeu involved in teaching it to 
acts involved in avoiding detection for breoking it, and all 
make their contribution to the overall utility of its obtaining. 
To equate the: utility of a rule's obtaining with the: utility of 
its being followed is not the mark of any utilitarian doctrine, 
direct or indirect - it is just a sign of simple-mindednc:ss. 

Thus the: distinction has turned out to centre on the 
righmc:ss or wrongness of particulu acts. But now the 
question uisa of how the: distinction. so set up. is to be used. 
and of what follows &om particular acts being right or 
wrong for these different reasons. In particular. I shall ask 
these questioIU of Smart; other utilitarians. perhaps of more 
cognitivist outlook. may give different ~wers, but to 

I Cf. Lyons', distinction b«wem 'aa:eptanco ntility' aDd '(Gllowing­
utility' , 1M f.ontu .... u ... ;u of Utilil<lri ... ..."" (Won! University Press, 
I m..!QIl, 196s). PI'- mlf. Funber distinctioos an: II( lei when d.ere 
it quaOoo offormally adopting or promulgating a rule _ WID it may 
DGt be obeyed ill all. BIlt these b«d I10t ewcuo III htre. 
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some extent these: problems will arise with any CUnttit 
venion of utilitari~nism. On Smut's view, one thing 
certainly is nOI meant by s.aying that m act is right if it 
m:u:imizes utility - namely, that if the ut maximizes utility, 
then it will be right to ;umounce to the agent himself, or to 
myone else, that the U I U right. For my such announce­
ments must fall under the provision that he nukes about 
praise and blame, I where the only consider~tion is the 
effe<:tiveness or utility of the utter:mce, md that docs not, 
as he several times reminds us, necessarily come 10 the s.ame 
thing as the utility of the act which Ihe umnncr relates to. 
Thus he encounga the patient utilitarian faced with the 
magical society to think it better to commend and blame 
~Cts by the local standud rather thm a uti litarian one, since 
confu$lon and disucility are likely 10 follow from an ill­
considered dash by the natives to accommodate themselves 
to the utterances of this influential commenulor.: 

Smart's caw.al theoty of moral comment has two 6.miliar 
diJ.advmuges. One is tha t, as a practice, it cs$Cl1lially bda 
openness - that is to say, it is not possible for it to be openly 
knov.'ll in the society what this practicr is. If it were known, 
then it would in some part cease to work:, since one impor­
tant dimension, at least, by which monl comment can be 
efficacious u by those who receive it nOt thinking in terms of 
its being efficacious or nOI, but in terms of whether it is 
justified. It is a very evident facI Ihal blame has a decreasing, 
or a counter-productive, effect if it is hmdcd out in ways 
which its objects pc:roove as unfair. In regarding it as fair or 
not, its objects cannot merely be considering whether it will 
work or not. Thus if tbose who administer the blame, or 
some smaller class of knowing uliiitariarn sun.ding hehina 
those who administer it, do in effect think of the queslion of 
fairness as fundamentally the same as the question of efficacy, 

'P.H'1. 
• Sman, p. 50. 
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then there h:u to be disingenuousness between them and the 
other~, and 1m: insti tut ion has CO lack openness, in the sense 
tha t it will not work as an institution unless there is wide­
sprc.1d ignorance about its real nature. This lack of openness, 
a noubic feature of the arrangements which Smart proposes, 
I shall come b:ld: to in $C1:tion 7. 

The second wcalmC$S of the C1u$al theory of moral 
comment is that it rm.kes il very difficult to make serue of a 
man's view of hi! own conduct; rarticularly if he himself 
bclievn the n usal theory, since then the l~k of openness I 
have mentioned lunch between the m:m and himself _ it is 
hud to 5tt how he can blame: himself ifhe ImOW1 wh:lI he is 
doing in doing that. Now utilitarians in fact are not very 
hen on people blalllin~ thenudvcs, which they see as an 
unproductive activity: not to cry over spilt milk figures 
prominently among utilitarian proverbi~l injunctions (and 
carrics the characteri~ti ca! ly utili tarian thought that anything 
you might want to cry over is. like: milk. rcpJaa:ablc) , 
lUther. they arc concerned wi th practical future effects, and 
the qucstion of what is the right thing to do foo;: \Uscs CS5rn­

tiall y on the si tuation of decision: th e: central ques tion is not, 
"did he (or Q do the right thing?" bm "what is the right thing 
to do?", This emphasis on the prac tia l decision-rruking 
aspn:! of monl thought is of course no! peculiar to utiti­
tari.lIlI>Ul, but it is not surprising tha t utilitarianism should 
pmicubrly emphasi~e it, 

If the antnl qucstion is the practial qucstion of what is 
the right thing to do, the problem now is, what distinctive 
contribution to undm tanding that question and answering 
it docs the direct utilitarian give: us? He: tells us that the 
answer to the question "what is the right thing to do?" is to 
be fOrnId in that act which has the best consequences. But it 
sc:erru difficult to put that to any usc: in this connexion, 
except by taking it to imply the following: that the correct 
question to ask, if asking what is the: right thing to do. is 
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what act will have the best comequences. But the moment 
that has been accepted, we lose a distinction on which 
Smart, following Sidgwick,1ays great wcight - that lxtwcen 
justification :md motivation. 

Smart makes much of this distinction, to reject the 
immediately calculative aspc:CI of uti litarianism, and 10 

commend such things 35 spontam:ityl, and he even is prt:­
pared to consider, though he rejects, Moore' s idea that an 
act-utilitarian might never act in the spirit of an act- utili­
urian.: But now, if our argument is right, it looks as though 
Small has no room, or at least very little room, in which to 

make these manoeuvres. For we have tracked down the 
distinction lxtwl:t.'lI direct utilitarianism and other som of 
uti litarianism to a difference about what acts are right ; and 
we have located the signifiGlnce of that ques tiOll, for a 
utilitarian, in the situation of decision; and we have found 
no altemative to tak ing ilS signifiGlnce in that situation as a 
maner of the correct question to ask o llcsclf; and that tnak C1 
it a mailer of motivation, of what prople should think about 
in deciding what to do. S<:> if Smart wishes to susu in a 
distinctivdy direct ut iliur ian position, thm he o nnot also 
usc some of the devices of indirect utilitarian ism 10 take the 
edge off it. 

There is one area in which Smart himself seems happy to 
accept that point, Ilamdy with regard to ru les. He says that 
if a utilitarian agent pcrceivc:s that in particular circum5lances 
the ooune with the best conscquencc:s all round consis ts in 
breaking the rule, then it would be 'rule-worship' not to do 
so; and that a utilitarian should regard rub as 'rub of 
thumb'l. I interpret this in tht" light of his remark that the 
primary idea of having rulc:s ;~ to save time'. There is indeed 

I Pp. ""- So 
I Pp. 4)- 4-
• P. 42. 
• Or 10 de:r.! with a.es where there i. 00 rime : p. 4l.. 
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a coherent model of that sort of rule, which I have elsewhere' 
ca lled dle 'gas bill' modd, which refers to the situation in 
which the COSt to an enterprise of interfering with a fixed 
proceu for handling IrIDSactions and halting a given item, 
is greater than 1 loss which is indeed incurred on that item. 
Tb.t modd makes it ,kar why, for m individual, the value 
of rules of tkumb is coned princiJ»lly in terms of time. It 
also illuminates the point thaI once an agent has perceived 
IDe disulility in the particular case, there is no point in his 
following the rule in that c;J.sc; for coming to perceive the 
immediate disulility is the individual analogy to interrupting 
the commercial pr ......... - the reflcctive imcrvention wruch 
emu the time has already been made. 

Thae an:: of course cases in which following a 'rule of 
thumb' .... ill generate more disutility than breaking it. But 
ncc=riiy. of course, there is no certain way of identifying 
ulCh Cl.5n in advance: for to nuke sure of each Cl.se whether 
it was or was not of that sort would involve in each CI.SC the 
reflective intervention which it is the point of the rule 10 

avoid. So anyone who adopts a 'ruk of thumb' will know 
in advance that there witl be some exceptional CI.!C5 which 
will not aIUlOuncc thenudvcs a$ exceptional Cl.sn; that is, he 
will know that he is licensing some uctical disutility in the 
punuit of strategic utility. Now, if the facts are as we have 
supposed, he will not be able to avoid losing some utility, 
since the altemative is 10 comider every case, and considering 
every case has, in sum, greater disutllity. But he will mow 
in advance: that some of the actions he will do will not be, 
by direct utilitarian standards.. the right actions, or even, 
rela tive to the evicknce one could have gathered. if one 
had invcstigated the particular cases, probably the righ t 
actions. 'Ibus there will be a utilitarian type of reason for 
thinking it bettcr to adopt a course of action which 
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involves, one already knows, not always doing the right 
acuon. 

To accept this I:ut point does no! involve abandoning 
what I earlier called the 'act-adcquacy premiss'. One could 
Keept the wt point, and still think that all utility-changcs in 
the world were induced via actions; one would mcrely have 
to recognize that one's sometimes doing wrong actions was 
a ne=ry condition of more optimific actions being done, 
even by oneself. This is the sort of spirit, perhaps. in which 
Smart suggests that knocking off" good works for a bit 
might be a means to doing more good worKs.1 In fact , I 
think that that is as far as Smart is prepared to take it, at 
ieOll;t when he is thinking Strictly in terms of direct utili t:uian­
ism as a personal morality: rules of thumb will be acceptable 
to me in so far as they render it more prohable that they will 
lead 10 more right actions in the long run being done by 
me. Moreover, if they are to have that tendency, it is 
important that I InQ/ them as rub of thumb, which means 
not only that if I do discover that this is an exceptional ClIse, 
then I treat it as an exception, but also - and importantly _ I 
keep a utilitarim eye open (or sigm that a case may Ix: 
exceptional . 

.BUt if these prcc3U1ions are rational, then clearly the 
utili tarim agent had better not go 100 far in the direction of 
cultivating spontaneity or a lack of conscions concern (or 
utilitarian considerations, sina: every nep in that direction 
must tend to decrease the probability tha t he will do right 
actions; unless one bdieves eilher that the Invisible Hmd of 
early capitalism will guide the unreflective agml to utili­
tarimly desirable outcomes, or else Ihal rationally utilitarian 
deliberation in particular caSC$ is actually harmful to utili­
tarian outcomes in (hOM {<ls.-s (even apart from loss of time, 
etc.) , which may well be true, but can hardly be believed 

'P. jj. 
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by, at least, ... direct utilitarian. It is for these: rc:a:som., no 
doubt, that while Smart dOd make some ~xcunion$ inco 
liceming non· utilitarian SUtes of mind. he displays some: 
caution in doing so. The relaxing from good worles not only 
will. it is hoped, produce more good worles. but is designed 
to; and if spontaneity h:n utilicarian value, then doubtles5 we 
can organi~c: some spontaneity. That Smart's di rect utili­
tarianism is in fact cautious about commending dispositions 
which are psychologically removed from the calculation of 
uti lities is suggested also by his saying virtually nothing 
about excellencies of character which might go into the: 
specification of a good man, or various $Om of good man; 
and that his aa:ount of that notion itself is done entirely in 
terms of a man's maximizing right actions.' 

It is consistent of Smart , I believe. to restrict departures 
from utilitarian a.lculation, if he: i, going to be: a direct 
utilitarian ; but then it is not consistent of him 10 prese:nt 
direct utilitarianism as a doctrine: m('rely about j ustifia.tion 
and not about motivation. The:re is no distinctive: place: for 
dirrct utilitarianism unless it is, within fairly narrow limits, a 
doctrine about how one should decid(' what to do. This is 
bea.use in distinctive: doctrine is about wh3t acts 3te right. 
and, especially for utilitarians, the only distinctive interest or 
point of the question what actS are right, ulates to the: 
situation of deciding to do them. 

In on(', and the most obvious. way, direct utilitarianism is 
the: paradigm of utilitarianism - it sec:rm, in its blunt insi$­
lCnee on maximizing uti lity and iu refusa l to fall back on 
rules and $0 forth , of all utilitarian doctrines the most &ithful 

"A good Igent is one who ocu more ne>r!y in a getlenlly opcimific 
way that doa the avenge one' (p. 48). Ie is not in lhe kISt clear .... h.:11 this 
"'''''1'1$, b", it <loa K"em to rcprcsall. nthcr rclued lt2tldud: thUlI'" 
wcU-lrnown di/f"ulty of finding ten good men in Sodom (Go"",i. 
18-111) thould perb.tps IKl'I h.ve .men. un1m Soriom had ;ll\ cxettding!y 
lmall popubtion. 

'I' ate 
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to the spirit of utiliurianism. and to its demand for a 
rational, d«idable, empirically based, and unmysteri()u$ 5Ct 
of valUC':S. At Ihe same time, however, it contains something 
which a utilitarian could ~ as a certain wealme:n. a tradi­
tional idea which it unrcRcctivc1y harboun. This is, thai the 
best world must be: one in which right action is maximized. 
Under utilitarianism, il is not clear that this claim even has to 
be: true; and when il is true. it turns OUt more triviallhan it 
10010. 

If the act-adequacy prentiss is false:, the claim need not even 
be: true. Imagine that the greattst utility Wa! in fact produced 
by people displaying and witntsSing spontaneous and zestful 
activity. Many particular acts would be: wrong, in the 5Cn5C 
that if these acts were I"q'laced there could be: an increase in 
utility ; but there is no way of replacing them without 
destroying the spontaneity and zest. Here right acu are 
sacrificed, indeed to greater utility, but not to greater utility 
which involves any larger number of right am - it lies rather 
in a certain style and spirit of :letion. If, on the other hand, 
the act-adequacy premiss is true, then right action should be 
maximized. since what will be bought by a system which 
involves individually wrong acts will be. in this cue, a 
larger number of right acts. But this is a triviality. For even if 
right acts were being maximized; and even if, funher, my 
act were individually necessary to that being so, so that even 
this act of mine were, selectively, right: it would not follow 
that its utilitarian rightntss would be: evident to me or to 
anyone d5C in the situation. 

An example, boringly fanciful and schematic in itself, may 
illustrate me point here. A utiliurian enlightened c:ommunity 
might find that there was a tendency :llllong the cirittns 10 

slip away from the utilitarian spirit, making rccklessdecisions 
themselves. and grumbling about arrangements which 
scientific enquiry had shown to be for the best. The most 
painless way of curing this is to find a means to remind them 
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of the di'ladvanuges of no! being utilitarian. The govern­
ment C$ublishc:s 3 reservation of profoundly nOll-utilitarian 
persons, of Old Tesumen! or other nugio.l persuasion, 
leaves them to get on with their lives, and by secret means 
tr;lnsmits by TV to the rest of the people some of the more 
richly counter-utilitarian con$e<luences of their way of life. 
If this worked as planned. the non-utilitarian aeu of those 
in the: T(3Crvation would in fact be uti]itarianly right, or at 
kast some indeterminably large proportion of them would 
be (the allocation of marginal effects would be impossible); 
but the: way in which they in fact contributed to m:lxim­
iring utility would be one which required almost every­
one outside the r=vJtion to regard them as wrong, 
and th~ imide the: Te$erv:ltion to regard lhem ~, Tighl for 
re:a$OIlS whi.ch for the utilitari;lll would m:ake them wrong. 
Thus even granted th .... act-adequacy premiss, there is nothing 
but:a trivi:ality in the proposition th:at right :acu should be 
muim.ized. It docs not follow th:at one should l1U}rimize 
wh:a! se<:m to utilitarians right aCtl. It may well be best 10 

secure m:any of wlu.t utilitari:ans will be bound to reg:ard :as 
wrong acts, and there is no raJOn why the distribution of 
these between persons should be equal: as the modd illus­
trates, there might be utilitarian reasons for there being a 
comer in 'wrong' acts among some particubr men. Utili­
tarianism has no more reason to insist on equity in this 
respect than in ;lilY other. 

Once one has moved back in this way to the 'tota l :a~ 

ment' position, the utility of anything is open to question, 
including, of course, that of utilitarian thinking as a penonal 
:and social phenomenon. There are some powerful reasons 
for thinking that its prev.l.lena: could be a dinner. Some of 
these :are hinted at C>Ccasion:ally by Smart, at those points at 
which he wishes (as I have suggested, inconsistently) to keep 
direct utilitarianism ;IIU:l at the $arne time spirit ~way utili­
tarian cakuhtion. Let me mention twO othen. 



6. The inJirtct pursuit of utility 'J' 
First, many of the qualities that human beings prize in 

society and in one another arc notably non-utilitarian, both 
in the cas t of mind that they involve:md in the actions they 
are dis~d to prodl,lCC. Tacre is every reason to suppose 
that pc:<lplc's happilll'ls is linked in various ways to these 
qualities. It is no good the utilitari:m !oaying that such happi­
ness does not count. For as we have already seen in this 
conncxion, modern utilitarianism is supposed to be a ~tem 
neutral between the preferences that people actually have, 
and here are $Orne preferenCC'S which some people actually 
have. To kgislate them out is not to purSl;e people's happi­
ness, but to remodel the world towards forms of 'happiness' 
more amenable to utilitarian ways of thought. But if they 
are not to be legislated out, then utilitariani1m has gOt to co­
exist with them, and it is not dear how it does tha t. As we 
have already seen with Smart's remarks on spontaneity, you 
cannot both genuinely possess this kind of quali ty and also 
reassure yourself that while it is free and creative and un­
alculativc, it is also acting fOf the best. Here we have that 
same probkm of alienation from one's proje<:u which w e 
coruidered before in relation to integrity. 

Serond, there is the Grl'lham'$ Law problem. rela ted to the 
well-known problem of galllC$ theory. tac Prisoner's 
Dilemnu.' The upshot of the Dilemma (the details of which 
need not concern us here) is that it can be individually 
rational for twO players in a competitive game to adopt 
strategies which jointly prod U<% an outcome worse than 
could have been achieved by their each adopting another 
strategy; but while they can both see this, neither of tbem 
can afford to adopt the different strategy, for fear that he will 
do so alone, something which would produce a wone OUt­
come for him (though better for his opponent) than :my 

'for • dilCUUion of the DiJ.mm •• 5tt e.g. LII« . nd R.iI&. G-N '"" 
DMIiMu (Wiley. London, '967). The prexnt argument is • ilighdy 
expm<Ied vcnion o( one in MOf~liry. 1«. al. 
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other. The way OUI of this is co-openting; one way to that 

is an 'enforceable agreement', where this nn Ix Hobooianly 
interpreted as an agreement with an indefini tely large 
penalty mOiched to breaking it. The Dilemma h usually 
in terpreted in tcrms o f sdf·inter~~tcd preferences, but a 
similar structure nn arise in a competition betw een militu­
ian agml! on one side, and self-interested (or merely opposed) 
:I.genn on the other. Now society carmOI exist without some 
degree of co-operativc and (in Smart's tcnn) benevolent 
motivat ion, 10 some degree internalized. to some degree 
5uilaincd by s.anctiom. But the system cannot and does not 
guarantee PCllC:C, both because there arc agents who arc unco­
opentive. and :.t150 because there arc: canRicl! of view about 
what may cannitulC: happiness (the utilitarian assumption 
tha t it mUJt be possible, by a maximizing function, to com­
bine in some wrt of compromiJe as many people as possible 
geHing a5 much al possible.just depends on the usual assump­
tiorn about the demure and esJentially domestic character of 
what people want). 

Once such conflicts carmol be resolved within the usual 
framework of compromise. utilitarianism has a particular 
tendency to raise the conflict to new levels. For it must 
always be the utilitarian', bUsin('S5, thinking as a utilitarian, 
to take the least bad action neccs$.1ry and sufficient to prevent 
the worn outcome : pre-emptive aClion is of the essence of 
utilitarian rationality. But sin«: an opponent may know that 
the utilitarian is a utilitarian and is committed to this, he 
himself will raise his bid. Both may see. as in the Dilenuna, 
that thc joint outcome of these procedures will be very bad, 
but there is no way in which the utilitarian can cut off the 
process without taking an unjustified risk with the utilities 
he is sup~ to be maximizing, Thus he is driven on by 
utilitarian m ionality itself to outbid the: opponent, and the 
cumubtive process is disastrous, although no particular 
departure from it can be justified. 

'VI ate 
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Of course the sit\l.1tions in which such conRiet can grow 

are in various wa)'! restrkted, in panicular within the , tate, 
sin«- il is the aim, and if Hobbci is right the funCliOll, of 
state power to contain such oonRkts. But there are inter· 
sute conflicts, and conflkts between state power and other 
forces. and indeed the same struclUre can apply to conflicl! 
within the stale, even if state power suffi«'S to Slap the full 
menu of violent means being explo=l. by the combatants. 
Moreover, the mere existence of Hate power is inadequate 
to contain ronAict unlCS5 poopk in the state are to some de­
gree motivated to avoid conflict. 80th in the provision of 
such a motivation, and in the bminCS5 of limiting potentially 
limitless conflkt, there is reason to think mat a distinctively 
non-utilitarian disposition is needed: a disposition to limit 
one's reactions, even though in the p<lrticular case the COSt of 
so doing may tum out to be high. That is to say, poopk have 
to be motivated, and deeply motivated, not to take the 
mearu necessary and sufficient to prevent, in the particular 
case, the worst outoome. A system of dispositions agaimt 
pn:--cmptive action - even in the face of mong provocation 
to utilitarian oonduct - h.3S a chan«- of limiting oonRid, 
and such a system requires people to be brought up and 
fortified in dispositioru not to think of situations in a utili­
tarian way. This is not to say that they do nOt think al all in 
IcrllU of the ronsequem:cs of their actions - that would be 
merely insane, ifintelligible al aU. Nor docs it mean they fix 
one definite limit to their response whatever may threaten, 
as pacifists do: that would be to suppose that lhe only 
altcrnaeve to utilit:Olrianism was accepting that there were 
certain things obligatory whatever the consequences, a posi­
tion we reja:ted a long time ago, in section 1. It meallll 
rather that the respome falls short of what would be utili tar­
ianly required at a given point: and falls firmly and reliably 
short of it. 

Two utilitarian answers can be OOlllIide=l. here. The 
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utilitui~n may s.ay. firn, thaI anyone: can t:I\k about what 
WQuld be dcsinblc IQ limit conflict; no doubt if these dir 
positions were general. conflict would be oont:linOO. But 
({jually, if utilit:l.ri.anism were general, conflict would be 
coouinca. This reply just miSleS me point of the argument. 
Let U5 concede tb.! if U1ilitarianism were general, COflRict 
would be CQmained; though in fact. there is some doubt 
about this. unleu Olle adds that not only do the parties agree 
on the formalities of utilinrimism, but they shan: a common, 
or at least only trivi.tlly V:l.riQllS, concept of happineu. The 
point concerns the si tmtion in which not all the parties have 
oo-operadvc dispositions _ that is to $:IY, the actual simation. 
If one party to a conflict lacks oo-operativc dispositioru. and 
the other is a strict U1i1i t:lrian, thm the ground is rich for 
conflict to grow pre-emptively; if the more socialized party 
has a disposition to resist pre-(mption, it may not. 

Another utilir,uim answ~r will be that the argumenu I 
have advanced for these: dispositions are .tnyway utilitarian 
argumnm. In a way, that is right, and they are meant to be­
they are meant to use utilitni:m temu to the maximum 
degree. But what they show, if correet, is that granted some 
empirical generalities of a kind which afe the background to 
all problems of morality, utilitui:mism's fate is to usher 
iudf from the s.cene. As we have seen, direct utilitarianism 
represents certainly a distinctive way of deciding moral 
quc:stions, a way, however, which there is good reason to 
think, if generally employed, could lead to disaller; :md 
some qualifications which Smart is disposed to PUt in seem 
to signal some recognition of that, :md a comprehensible 
clai re to kave the way open for utilitarianism to renre to a 
more indirect level, towards the dimeruion of total a!.SeU­
ment, But once that has started, there seems nothing to stop, 
:md a lot to encourage, a movement by which it retires to 
the totally rrarucendental standpoint from which all it 
demands is that the world should be ordered for the best, and 



'll 

th.u those disposi tiom and habits of thought should exist in 
!~ world which nc for Ihe best, kaving it ~mirdy open 
whcdu:r t~ arc !h cm~lvC'S of a distinctively utilit ... ri ... n 
kind or not. If utilitarianism indttd getS 10 this point. and 
dctcnnineo; nothing of how tho ught in the world is con­
ducted, demanding merely that the way in which it is con­
ducted must be for the best, then J hold thaI uti lita ri:;mism 
h:.J.s dis;r.ppc:aroo, and Ih~1 the residual position is not worth 
ailing utiliurianism.' 

If utility could be globally PUt t~ethcr at all - and that 
h.u been an .U!umption of lh~ argulllC"llt$, though I shall 
raise some doubts about it in the next section - then t~rc 
might be maximal lot;l.l utility from the transcendental 
$t:;mdpoint, even though nobody in Ihc world accepted 
utilitarianism ;at " II. Moreover, if the previous arguments 
have been correct, il is reasonable 10 suppose Ihat maximal 
total uli~ty actllOlUy requires thai few, if any, accept utili­
tarianism. I( that is right, and utilit.uianism has to vanish 
from making any dininctive mark in the world, being left 
only with the lotal a~ment from the tr.nucmdcntal 
standpoint - then I kave it (or diKussion whether Ihat sho~ 
that utilitarianism is unacceptable, or merely that no one 
ought to ;aa;ept it. 

7. Social choice 

The Dthert o( utilitarianism thought o( it principally as a 
system of social and political decision, as offering a criterion 
and huis o( judgement for legislators and administrators. 
This is recognizably a different matter from utilitarianism as 
a system of personal morality, but it is hard (or a number of 
important l"e:lsons to keep the two things ultimately apart, 
and to stop the spirit o( utilitarianism, firmly emblished in 

'f<ll' • similu view, cf. john IUwls, A n-., of jlUli« (Oxford Uni­
venit}' Press, London. 197'), pp. Ih, Itt-I· 
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one, from moving into the other. If individual decisions on 
personal matters are made on a miliuriln hasis, then those 
cilium will both dircct the s.;lme outlook on to their views 
lIbom what should be done in the public sphere, and also 
expect the leg isla tun: and the executive to make its decisions 
in that spirit. Indeed, a uli~tarian is likely to think that the 
case for public utilitarianism is even stronger than that for 
private. For one thing, the decisions of govenuncnt1 affect 
more per5()IlS, in the main, Ihan private decisions. But, more 
than that, he is likely to fcd thaI there: is something in the 
nature of modem government (at least) which requires the 
militarian spirit. Private ci tizens might legitimately, if re­
grettably, have religious belieD or counter-utilitarian ideals, 
bUI government in a $<!Cuhr sta te must be secular, and must 
usc: a syuem of decision which i~ minimally committed 
beyond iu intrinsic commitment to the welfare of iu 
citizens. Thus utilitari:mism can be seen almost as built into 
a rontract of government. 

The notion of a minimum rommitmrnl is an important ele­
ment in the rationale of utilitarianism, md, if r am right, it 
particularly applies at the public level. utilitarianism does in 
ceruin rCpc'Cts live up to this promise, in the sense that 
certainly it resu its judgements on a mictly secular and un­
mysterious basis, and derives (or at least hof'C$ to derive) its 
substantial input from what people as a matter of fact want, 
taking iu citizenry as it finds them. Bu! those virtues (to the 
extent that they are virrues) it in any case sharc with certain 
other systems, as we shall 5«', which bck wme of utilitarian­
ism's char:lclCristic defects. Again, utilitarianism has all 
appeal because it is, at leas! in its direct forms, a one­
principle system which offen one of the simplest and most 

, I .~.Jc of gcvm",,,," througltouT, .. a oonv.ruenr .b.on:Iwul fQ. agent> 
or bodin making <kci<ioru in rh~ publi<': are<!. The diltinaions berween 
public and privaTe ,hem .. l,·es arc nOC mean! to be mo ... than ultetTlely 
'<><Igh. 

'I' ate 
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powerful methods possible for eliciting a mult: its commit­
ment in this reg~rd can also be seen as minimal, in thaI it 
makes least demand on ~ncil1ary principles. It docs. however 
make enormous denunds on supposed empirial informa­
tion, about peopb' preferences, and that information is not 
only largely unavaibbk, but shrouded in conceptual 
difficulty; but that is seen in the light of a tcchnbl or 
practical difficulty, and utiliurianiUll ap~als to a fr~me of 
mind in which tcchnica.l difficulty, evCtl insu~rable techni­
ca.l difficulty, is preferable to moral Wlclarity, no doubt 
because it is less ala rming. (That frame of mind is in fact 
deeply foolish ; it is even, onc might suggest, not very senr 
ible from a utilitarian point of view, but agreement to that 
may lead once more to the slide in the transcendental 
direction which we intercepted in the last section.) 

The appeal 31 the social kvcl of utilitarianism 's minim~l 
commitments is therefore to some extent not peculiar 10 it, 
ana to some extent illusory. It is also to some extCtlI real, in 
the sense that utilitarianism really does make do with fewer 
ancillary prindpb and moral notions, but then as ccities 
have repeatedly pointed out, and we shall shordy ==, the 
lightness of its burden in this respect to a gre.n extent merely 
shows how little of the world's moral luggage it is prepared 
to pick up. A sys tem of social decision which is indifferenl to 
issues of justice or equity certainly has less to worry about 
than one that is not indifferent to those considerations. But 
that type of minimal commitment is not enticing. The 
desirability of a system of social choice all be coruiderea 
only rdative to what it can re~sonably be asked todo, and the 
simplicity of utilitarianism in this respect is no virtue if it 
fail, to do what can be reasonably required of government, 
as for instance to consider issues of «jUicy. Cert:l.inly the 
simplicity that utilit:l.rianism can acquire from neglecting 
these demands is not itself an argument for saying that the 
denunds should not be made. 
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These are question! thu I , hall come hack to. ror the 
moment, we can note the point that a society disposed to 
nuke utilit:l.fim choKes in personal monlity is very likely to 

favour utiliurian decision by government, for if they 5tt 

merit in the first tbey arc likely to see the merit wrinen 
brger in the second. What aoout the other w :l.y ro und ? The 
prospect of a society which is uti liurian in government but 
bs SQ in personal monlity is:l more recogniubk one, ,md 
one which lies in :l direction favoured by many uti litarian 
writers. Sometimes it i~ nOI c:try 10 tell whether such social 
arr.mgcmCnll arc env i$.1gcd by these wrilers, h«'ausc :I. haze 
hangs over the spot from which the utiliuri:;m as ...... 'ments 
afC being made. and one: 0.111101 sec: whether the tran=dcn­
t:l.! standpoint has been adopted, and developments in 
loOCiclyarc being .1.~scd from an imaginary point outside 
h. or whether, alternatively, a position of utilitotr1an j udge­
ment and decision lVitilill socicty is being suppoocd.. Smart's 
di!iCussion of the uti'it"ri~ns in ~ m~gie SOCH::ty' is reveal­
ing: they Cll.ll view rociety and inde<:d have an cffe<:1 on it, 
but they do not belong 10 it, and for the best OUlCOme they let 
the 1()C:l1 practices continue. It is not surprising that one 
should be reminded of colonial administralOn, rmming a 
system of indirect rule. 

If we insist on being told from what actual social spot the 
utilit<lrian judgements arc being made. and if we form some 
defmite picture of utili tarian decision being l()C:ltoo in 
government, white the populace to a significant extent is 
non-utilitarian in outlook, then it must surely be tha t 
government in that society is very importantly m:mipulative. 
For either the govnnmrnt is wm:::lponsive to non-utilitarian 
dcmanru made on it, and must sustain iudfby meam other 
than raponsivcndt to public demand'! ; or al~rnalively it 
has nothing to respond 10, because the public's non_utilitotr_ 
ian preferences are directed entirely to private objects. If 
I Sma.t, p. so. cr. p. UJ. 
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that is conceivable at all, without the public turning OUt in 
net to be utilit:uians with non-utilitarian rcx:reations, it will 
be so only because the government encourages or nukes it to 
be so. In both these G'ICS, the social reality will appear very 
differently to the utilitarian eli te from the way it appears to 
the ruled. This si tuation is inheumly manipulative, and 
would very probably demand institutions of coercion or 
severe politicall"C$trietion to sustain itself. This is a social and 
imtitut ional manifestation o( that lack of openness which I 
have a !~ady remarked in Smart's proposals.' And that is 
where it has to be written out when urilitariani1m returns 
(rom the trall$C(1ldental stmdpoint 10 being a political force 
in society. It is not the ideal observer we have to rcx:kon 
with, but the un idcal agent. 

It is worth noticing that the idea of a utilitarian elite 
involves to a sp.:dal degree the elements o( manipulation. It 
is possible in general for there to be l.111eq ll.11 or hierar(:hical 
societies which nevertheless allow (or respect and decent 
human relations, so long as people arc unconscloUS that 
things could be otherwise; but which, once such conscious­
nC$.'! has arisen, must inevitably become a different and more 
oppressive thing! To what extent there arc societies genu­
inely naive in that sense, is an empirical question, but cer­
tainly there could be. But the idea of a society which was 
ruled by a utilitarian cli te and which was naive in that sense 
is an absurdity. fur uti lit:u ianism is erC'Cted on the idea of 
purposive social action and the alteu.tion of attitudes, by 
methods and to degrees which only empirical investigation 
will reveal; and no society whose rulers' outlook was built 
on that idea could also contain quite innocently the assump­
tion, shared by all, that a division belween a ut ilitarian el ite 
and a non-utilitarian mass won a fact of na ture. Individual 

'Stt section 6, pp. 11)- " 

.] hav.l3id something about this possibi~ty in 'Th. idea or equality', 
reprinte.;! in PrcbklllJ of rhr Srlf: _ p. 2J8. 
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utiliuri;rn the(lrisu may mmage to be naive enough iJUlO­

ceIltly to susl<I.in somcthing like that assumption. but no 
5Ocic:ty could. 

I tum IlOW to utili tarian principles of social choice. This is 
a very large and tcdmical subject, ~entnl qUd tions in which 
are;n till: hean of welfare cconornia. I shall no! try to enter 
into these questioru.1 My aim will be merely to produce a 
mugh map of some of the most irnporunt issue'!, constructed. 
on the principle of a journey away from utitiurimism. 
Sr.m ing with the full cb~o.l app:l[llitU5 of utiliurimism, a 
nnge of doubts and n iticisms can move onc through a 
$Cries of Hages until one ends with something which is very 
little like utiliurianinll. An importan t point about this lies 
in the fact that tbere are sevenl suges. I shall group them, 
for the present pur~. very crudely into three steps. The 
first is t~ step from utili tarianism to the rewgnition that 
even ming w h:u are, in a very general sensoe, uti litarian-type 
compariSOn! of util ities, $Ocial deci~ion functions which are 
nOt utilitarian are equally possible. This is an importan t nep, 
since some of the appeal of utiliurianism to those: who want 
definite social results rests on the false assumption (not 
shared by economists) that utilitariani5 m is unique in cli'iting 
a decision from da ta of this k.ind. T he second step casts doubt 
on the adequaq' of utili ties, perceived satisfactiom and 
expressed preferences as a total basis for social decision, and 
entertains cone<:pcions of welfare or happiness whi,h raise 
more pervasive and less definite problems about inter­
personal comparison and aggregation. At the third stage, 
fi nally, doubt may break out about the whole enterprise of 
having, exc:ept for very specific and limited purposes, such 
an ambi tious and totalist ic social decision machinery in any 
case; but that is an issue which [ shall reach without pursuing. 

'For a InOII lucid and hdpful >CC»lnt of these mmen _ Anurlya 
K. Sm', brilliant book, Colkfflw Cltoiu /fnJ S«i.J W.I(""e (Holden­
Day, San Fnnciso.:>, '970). 
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I s~rt with a formulation of Sen's:' " In ming individual 

welfare functions for collective choice, there arc at least 
three separate (but interdependent) problems. viz. (a) 
measurability of individual welfare, (bl in terpersonal com­
parability of individual welfare, and (c) the form of a func­
tion which wi ll spcc::ify a $OCial preferentt [ebtion given 
individual welfare funetiom and the comparability assump­
tions," With regard to (al, one issue. which Smart' bas 
mentioned, is whether a cardinal or merely an ordinal 
measure can be imposed ; but it is worth notking that there 
is no simpk relation between the amwers [0 (al and to (b). 
5in~ it is not only possible to achieve $Ome forms of inter­
personal comparison with purely ordinal preferences.J but 
also it is possible to have C1rdinal measures of individual 
preference wbich do nOI yield interpersonal comparisons. 
but which nevertheless admit of solutiom to question (cl: 
this n SO in Nash's bargaining model.' 

Classical uti litarianism makes very strong assumptions 
with regard to (a) and (b), demanding m dinali ty in reply to 
(a) and straightforward inlerpersonal comparisom in reply to 
(b); it then offen a simple solulion to (cl, in the form of 
maximizing ei ther gross aggregate utility, or else average 
utili ty. in the simple sense of the aggre~te utility divided by 
the number of individwls.· N ow it is possible to run 
versions of utilitarianism on assumptions less strong than 
these, and though they might lack classical utilitarianism's 
celebr:ncd ability to yield. in principle, a dcfmitc answer for 

'Q,//miw CItcta.,.J 5«i.J w.If .... p. I l a. 
• Smart, po la. 
• On this, ICC Sen cbs. 7 mel 1*. and alto Richard c.Jdfrey. 'On inter­

penonaI uriIity thcocy', j.........! of PIIjlruopJry til (I \I7I ) 6.47-17· 
' Cf Sm, cbs. 8 mel '*. 
• Sman teemS 10 MJil:lte between theIe ;mporwlI.ly dilf.ren( oItemarivcs: 

p. as. Sec :also Rowls, A TIttory of jll1fi« (Harvard University Pc ..... 
Cambrid~, M=.. 1971). pp. 16.1; j[ [pu ...... one Up«C oftb. '.vcr.ge 
ooIutioa below. 
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all cases, they might win in other respects. as for instance by 
being rather less unrealistic; while other systems within 
this general framework, give different answers to (c) which 
may (:(lnvey other advantages. As Sen has pllt it' "Such a 
genen! fnmework .•. dOe! 1ack me sure-6re effectiveness of 
classical utilitarianism, which is one of iu very special cases, 
but it also avoids the cocksure character of utilitarianism, as 
well as its unrestrained arbitrariness". 

I am not concerned here with different bases on which 
utiliwianism. or some venion of it, might be run, nor yet 
with the details of a1ternative systenu, but merely to draw 
anennan to the existence of alternative syncms which, while 
they themselves pay various prices, can do better dun utili­
b rianism in matters on which it is notoriously weak, above 
all that of equity. Cleuly Rawls's nuximin principle -
regarded here as a principle for romp:uing social sta tes, 
rather than for compuing sets ofimtitutions, which is what 
he offen it as - satisfies this second condition be:uer than 
utilitarianism does, though it may give implausible results 
elsewbere; and mOfe generally, the kind of lexicographic 
ordering which Rawls and omen have employed - by which 
some criteria for preference can be: brougbt intO play only 
after otben have been sansfied. - is more realistic and sophis­
ticated than utilitarianism's gross insistence on summing 
everything. 

In thisligbt, utilitarianism does emerge as absurdly primi­
tive, and it is mucb too bte in the day to be told that ques­
tions of equitable or inequitable distribution do nOl Malter 
because utilitariuism has no satisfactory way of making 
them maner. On the criterion of mnimizing average 
utility. there is nothing to choose between any two states of 
society whicb involve tbe same number of people sharing in 
the same aggregate amount of utility, even ifin one of them 
it is relatively evenly distributed. while in the other a very 
'OJI«fl'W! CMia tmJ S«i41 Wtlfllrt. p. 104-

'I' ate 
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snW1 number have a very great deal of it ; and it is just silly 
to say dut in fKt there is nothing to cboose here. It is not a 
question, it is pedups worth insi$ting, of those who ilUist on 
a relevant difference here bringing forward a value, whik the 
utilitarian answer involvcs no values; utilitarian social 
decisiolU involve values as much as any do. Nor can we say 
dut such sitwtioIU will nOt arise, because for ilUtance 
inequity will give rise to discontent, whlch thus reducn the 
total and avenge utility. For the objection to an inequitable 
state is not comingc:nt on the worse-off persons being di~ 
contented; on the contrary, their being worse-off providcs a 
ground for their being dUcontc:nted, and it is a startlingly 
complacent and conservative conclusion that it must actually 
be better if, things being inequitable, people are not di~ 
contented. 

A moralizing argument in favour of maximizing avenge 
utility might be this. I The moral point of view is impenonal, 
and abstracu from one's own personal interests, to look at a 
situation in a universal spirit. But this comcs to the !Wlle 
thing as the requirement that in choosing between social 
states it makes no difference who in particular one is;' and 
this might be represented as the idea tlut the social state is 
best in which a citizen selected at random is best off; and 
this might be thought equivalent to the requirement that 
average utility be maximized. It seems in any case extremely 
doubtful that the consequences of impersonality can be repre­
sented JUSt in tenru of the utility enjoyed by a randomly 
selected citizen. But even iEit could, the argument is invalid 
, Forccmi<lentionsin thit~ sec Rtwls, A n.-y <!lWJtin. pp. It/.f ff.. 

though tho: argument oKercd becc is diffeftnl from hi!. 
• Something of this kind may possibly uOOalie Smart', IIimOOn (p. J7) 

with tho: idea WI ,,.,.y,. mon1 imptiiolL1.J.iry. X, sacrificing X', 
mtemtS tbould be seen just as a lpecial case of X, sacrificing Y, 
interests. Why WI rewk is abmrd. ond hence why imptr.o."lity. if 
it leads 10 it, is absurd, arc 'Iuestions dooely t~btd 10 tho: issues of 
integrity I b ..... , diJcuucd eu1icr. 

• 
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as :l support to the principle of merely maximizing avenge: 
utility. For ckuly there can be twO states of society with 
population and aggregate utility equal in both. but where: 
the prob:ability of picking at random a ci tiun whose utility 
falls below the average is much greater in one: than in the 
other ; this will obviously be so for a SUte: in which there is a 
great segregation of utility to a few persons, since in that 
cue: there Me nuny more persons with below average 
utility than in a state: in which distribution is more equitable. 
The argument gains any plausibility it has from another, md 
di fferent, application of the principle of insufficient reason : 
it rdies on the fact that out of the indefinitely =y social 
staId which dlJpby a given average utility, the greater 
number must be nates in whk h the majority of ci tizens do 
not differ from each other in Ul ility by 100 much. But if that 
facl ,upporu anything in this atea, it call support not Ihe 
principk of merely maximizing aveuge utility. bUI thai of 
maximizing it glOlllled thai differellliau arc not too great, 
i.e. it couccdes Ihe casc fo r considering dinribudve issues. 

The neXt step on the journey away from utilitarianism 
1110ves us frolll issues of how one handles utilities alld prefer­
em:e schedules, to Ihe question of whether utilities and 
preference Kht<lules Cl1l possibly be all that we are concerned 
with, even WIder the heading ofindividual welfare. We may 
pus over, Ihough we should not forget. Ihe gigantic diffi­
culty of discovering even ordinal preferences over even 
private :lnd homogeneous goods. The presenl difficuhies 
,tan from the f:I.Cu that the goods may nOI be homogcneolU, 
and they may not be private. The principle of the substi tut­
ability of satisfactions is basic 10 uli lity calculation, ; it tUrlll 
up. for inn~nce, and very evidently, in the Hicks-KaMor 
compcnution test, to Ihc cffect that a change il an wl(:quivo­
COI l improvement if itl beneficiary is made so much better 
off by it that he could compensate the loser from it and still 
have somcthing over. It Cl1l hardly be an objection to econ-
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omits, u economics, [hat it is about money. UU! once: such 
principb 3rt seen as lk principles of social decision, one 
should face the fact that gooru arc not neccs!.uily inter­
substitutable lind oonsidn the case, (or instance, of an in­
tramigcIH landowner who, when his avenue oflime'l is {O be 
destroyed. for the mOIQrway. lIsks for Ip oompcns.:ttion, 
since nothing an be compen5ation. That there must be 
something which co'mitules compcnSOltion for a fmile 10$$ 
is just a dogma. one which is more fami liar in the tuditioll.ll 
version to the clfcel lhat every man has his price: . 

The qucstion ari:>es, again, what objc:cts of pre(c~nC( all 

be handled by the formulae of soci.ll decision. Thi~ sccms 10 

me a very diffICUlt question, on which not enough is yel 

known; thus it is far from d en wbcthcr games theory on 

make good its promise to be able to handle;my SCI of prefer­
ences, including ~ltruinic Olld, without destroying its 
thc:orc:tial I»si5. We have already mel. in section S, the 
question of whu projects utilitui:mism c:m $.1tisfllc torily 
contain without either collapsing illlo the: evidcn!ly restricted 
lind egoistic lIssumptions of c1~ssic.tl Bcnthllmism, or dsc 
&lling into incohercncc ~boU1 the rcbtion~ betwccn a man's 
own projccts :md the project of uti lit:lri:mism itsd( In the 
social field, this SlIme problem emerges once more in the 
form, p.trticuhrly, of (he question, what degree of socilll or 
public OOIlttnt an be ~lIowcd to prefcrenocs if they are: 10 be 
maightforwardly pm of the input of the socia! dec is ion 
function. Groups c:Ll1 hold ViCWl ~oout what the st:m should 
be like: aud similar matters of priuc1ple or deep (oncern 
which they cmnot whercntly regard u nutcri~l for 1I. trlde­
off with other ldvantllges. If they are powerful or deter­
mined enough, it is wdl-known thll.t they an exercise II 

bloclcing effcct; lind structural situlltions of this kind em 
klld, for imtllnce, to federal solutions. Now an lIdministr.l1or 
= view these persons in 1 utilitllrian light, U lin obst:r.cle 
which it costs an indefinitely large lI.mount 10 remove; but 
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they cannot regard themselves in that light, and certainly 
one cannot restrict the nOlion of 'political thought' to me 
planning which d~ regard them in that ~ghl - their own 
thought can itself be political thought. So if miliurilnism 
i~ 10 provide the cri terion of rational politie.U thought, it 
follows that no one should, ideally, think as soch persons do. 
Th.H is to say. utilitarianism once more legislates nOI just to 
the handling, hUI to the content and seriousness, of the 
projects in society. 

As we found in the individtul~, so in political decision, 
utilitarianism is (orw:! to rcga.rd 'commitments' (as I previ­
ously called them) eJ(tcmally, as a fanatical deviation from 
the kind of preference which can be co-operativdy traded 
olf against conAicting pref"rencd . Th:n might seem in any 
casc a gratuitous evaluation, and an impennissihle limitation 
on the supposed topic-neutnllity of utilitarianism's view of 
preferences. But it might be yet worse. For it might tum Out, 

as I have already mentioned, in discuuing the individual 
ca5e, that the happiness of many men - by criteria of hap pi­
ness which utilitarianism would iudfhave to rcwgnize _lay 
in their identifiation with thC$C commitmrnu, thC$C $Clf­
tnnsccnding social objectives which do not allow of trade­
offs. 

Perhap! humanity is not yet dome'llicated enough to 
oonfme iuelf to preferences which utiliurianism can handle 
without contradiction. If so, pcrhap! utilitarianism should 
lope offfrom an unprepar«! mankind to deal wi th problenu 
it finch more tractable - such as that prC$Cnted by Smart' in 
a memorably Beckett-like image, of a world which colUisu 
only of a solitary deluded sadist. 

There is a different n dical problem which arises even if 
we look at preferences of a more imnlediately domestic 
character. However elusive the ordinal structure of an 
individual's preferences is admitted by uriliuriaru to be, it 

'Smut, p. as. 
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will naturally be taken to refer to what he does now actually 
prefer. Even if this were asceruinable (and ascertainable 
without interference, which is a further point), it would fall 
short of an adequate basis for social decision in mally Cl:;e$, 
because it might not coincide with what the individual 
would prefer ifhe were more fully informed, and ifhe had 
some more concrete sense of wbt things would be like jf his 
preference, or various alternatives to it, came off. Consider­
ations of thh kind are often rejected as elitist or authoritar­
ian, and the generous employment of notions of a ' real will' 
by political manipulators certainly provides grounds for a 
healthy respet: t for that kind of objection. But nevertheless, 
and far short of its more contentious deployments, the point 
has power. For anyone who admitii the role of expert con­
sideration in government - and utilitarians are certainly the 
wt to reject it - thereby admits Wt an uninformed prefer­
ence may well fail to coincide with what that $arne individwl 
would prefer jfhe became informed. Nor Cln we accept the 
idea Wt it is just a matter of people's having established 
desires, and being infonned or not ahout particular Out­

comes as realizations of those desi res. What one wants, or is 
capable of wanting, is itself a function of numerous social 
forces, and importantly rests on a sense of what is possible. 
Many a potential desire fails to become an express preference 
because the thought is absent that it would ever be possible 
to achieve it. 

None of this provides an alternative fonnula for arriving 
at social decisions, nor could it; but it points to a glib illusion 
which utilitarianism trades on, and which renders utilitarian_ 
ism irresponsible - the illusion that preferences are already 
given, Wt the role of the social decision process is just to 
follow them. There is no such thing as just following. To 
engage in those processes which utilitarianism regards as just 
'following' is - by a style of argument which, ironically, 
utilitarianism is particularly fond of- itself doing something: 
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it is choosing to endorx those prefc:rau:o , or lOme set of 
them, which lie on the surface, as determined by mch things 
as wlut people at a given moment regard as possible _ some­
thing which in its turn is affectal. by the activities of govern­
ment. 

In thiJ. we have a special cue of something which is very 
important. A well-known argument of utilitarianism against 
criticisms of this kind is that we can agree llut everything is 
imperfect - only roughly discovering preferences and .1ggre­
gating them. supposing that actual and present preferences 
are the only relevant preferences. giving strongest tmphasu 
to tbose preference5 which we are theoretically in the ben 
posicion to handle, treating non-mbstitutable goods as sub­
stltutllble, and 50 on: but tlut, all the urne, half a 10:1.( is 
better Ibm no bread. and it is hemr to do what we can with 
what we can, rather than relapse inca unquanti6able intui­
tion and uruystemaric decision. This argum~m contains an 
illusion. For to exercise utilitarian methods on things which 
at leut seem to respond to them is not merely to provilk a 
benefit in some are:as which one cannOt provide in aU. [t is, 
at least very often, to provide those things with prestige, to 
give them an unjustifiably large role in the decision, and to 

dUmiss to a greater dUtance those things which do not 
respond to the same methods. JU$I as in the natural sciences, 
scientific questioru get asked. in those areas where experi­
mcnw techniques exist for answering them, so in the very 
different matter of political and social decision weight will 
be put on those considerations which re$pecteG intellectu.al 
techniques om 5eeJl1, or at least prorrille, to handle. To 
regard this as a matter of half a loU, is to presuppose both 
that the selective application of those techniques 10 some 
elements in the situation dOC$ not in itsdfhiu the result, and 
also that to take in a wilkr set of consilkrations will neces­
sarily, in the long ron, be a matter of more of the same; and 
often both those presuppositions are false:. 

'VI ate 
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At this point we reach the edge of such luge: questions as: 

10 what extenl sbould political thought he seen as a matter 
of systematic principles at all? How far can the application of 
sueh principles detennine more than very abstract models 
which the: urgencies and complexities of actual potiticallife 
will make indevant? What intdlecru:li Struct\lte$, such as 
tOOse of lexicographic arrangement, could be applied to such 
principles? Are important political changes discontinuous in 
ways which no one authority acting in an adrninisltative 
spirit could allow for? In what ways can government, and 
public conltol over government, responsibly handle the 
facts that people's preferences are in some put a function of 
thei r expectations, and their expectations in some part a 
function of what government does? These are real questions, 
not rhetorical ones, and they are some of the more important, 
though not n«C1suily the newest, questions of poli tical 
philosophy. The relevant point here is that on virtually none 
of them bas utilitarianism anything interesting 10 say at all; 
they are questions which start after it has run ollt. 

Utilitarianism is in more than one wayan important sub­
ject; at Jea,t l hope it is, or these words, and this book, will 
have been wasted. One important feature ofit, which 1 have 
tried to bring OUt. is the number of dimensions in which it 
runs against the complexities of moral thought: in some part 
because of its consequentialism. in some part because of its 
view of happiness. and so forth. A cornmon elemem in 
utilitarianism's showing in all these respects. I think, is its 
great simp~mindednes:s. This not at all me same thing as 
lade of intdlectua.l sophistication: utilitarianism, both in 
theory and pnctice. is alarmingly good at combining tech­
nical complexity with simplo-mindedness. Nor is it the same 
as simple-bearted.ness, which it is at least possible (with some­
thing of an dfort and in private connexions) to regard as a 
virtue. Simple-mindedness consists in having too few 
thoughts and feelings to malCh the world as it really is. In 
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private life and tm: fldd of pet50nai morality il is often 
posJibk to survive in that state - indeed. the very statement 
of the probkm for that case is over-simple. since the question 
of what moral dcnunds life nukes is nm independent of 
what onc', morality demands of it. But the demands of 
political reality and the complexities of political thought are 
obsrirutdy what they are, and in face of them the simplo­
mindedness of utilitolrianism disqualifies it totally. 

The important issues that utilitarianism raisa should be 
discussed in contexts more rewarding than that of utilitarian­
ism itself. The day cannOt be too far offin which we hear no 
more nfit. 
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