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Guiding Questions:

1. In “The Debate over Utilitarianism,” Stuart Rachels usefully canvasses many arguments for and against utilitarianism. On each issue that he raises, consider what your own opinion is: whether a particular criticism of utilitarianism is damning or not, and what is the most persuasive response a utilitarian might make to some objection. In the end, you should think about utilitarianism at large and what its overall strengths and weaknesses are as an ethical theory.

2. How might utilitarianism be modified and made more sophisticated in order to be more plausible as an ethical theory? For instance, is rule-utilitarianism better than act-utilitarianism? Why or why not? What should be the end good that utilitarianism seeks to maximize? Is it pleasure, a list of various intrinsic goods, or people’s preferences?
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 CHAPTER 8
The Debate over Utilitarianism
The creed which accepts . . . the Greatest Happiness 
Principle . . . holds that actions are right . . . as they tend to promote 
happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.

John Stuart Mill, UTILITARIANISM (1861)

Man does not strive after happiness; only the Englishman does that.
Friedrich Nietzsche, TWILIGHT OF THE IDOLS (1889)

8.1. The Classical Version of the Theory
Classical Utilitarianism can be summed up in three proposi-
tions: (a) The morality of an action depends solely on the con-
sequences of the action; nothing else matters. (b) An action’s 
consequences matter only insofar as they involve the greater 
or lesser happiness of individuals. (c) In the assessment of 
consequences, each individual’s happiness gets “equal consid-
eration.” This means that equal amounts of happiness always 
count equally; nobody’s well-being matters more just because 
he is rich, let’s say, or powerful, or handsome. Morally, every-
one counts the same. According to Classical Utilitarianism, an 
action is right if it produces the greatest overall balance of hap-
piness over unhappiness.

Classical Utilitarianism was developed and defended by 
three of the greatest philosophers in 19th-century England: 
 Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), 
and Henry Sidgwick (1838–1900). Thanks in part to their work, 
Utilitarianism has had a profound influence on modern think-
ing. Most moral philosophers, however, reject the theory. In what 
follows, we will discuss some of the objections that have made the 
theory unpopular. In examining these arguments, we will also be 
pondering some of the deepest questions in ethical theory.
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8.2. Is Pleasure All That Matters?
The question What things are good? is different from the question 
What actions are right? and Utilitarianism answers the second 
question by reference to the first. Right actions are the ones 
that produce the most good. But what is good? The utilitarian 
reply is: happiness. As Mill puts it, “The utilitarian doctrine is 
that happiness is desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an 
end; all other things being only desirable as means to that end.”

But what is happiness? According to the classical utilitar-
ians, happiness is pleasure. Utilitarians understand “pleasure” 
broadly, to include all mental states that feel good. A sense of 
accomplishment, a delicious taste, and the heightened aware-
ness that comes at the climax of a suspenseful movie are all 
examples of pleasure. The thesis that pleasure is the one ulti-
mate good—and pain the one ultimate evil—has been known 
since antiquity as Hedonism. The idea that things are good or 
bad because of how they make us feel has always had a follow-
ing in philosophy. Yet a little reflection seems to reveal flaws 
in this theory.

Consider these two examples:
• You think someone is your friend, but he ridicules you behind 

your back. No one tells you, so you never know. Is this 
unfortunate for you? Hedonists would have to say it 
is not, because you are never caused any pain. Yet we 
believe that there is something bad going on. You are 
being mistreated, even though you are unaware of it and 
suffer no unhappiness.

• A promising young pianist’s hands are injured in a car acci-
dent so that she can no longer play. Why is this bad for her? 
Hedonists would say it is bad because it causes her pain 
and eliminates a source of joy for her. But suppose she 
finds something else that she enjoys just as much—
suppose, for example, she gets as much pleasure from 
watching hockey on TV as she once got from playing the 
piano. Why is her accident now a tragedy? The hedonist 
can only say that she will feel frustrated and upset when-
ever she thinks of what might have been, and that is her 
misfortune. But this explanation gets things backward. 
It is not as though, by feeling upset, she has turned a 
neutral situation into a bad one. On the contrary, the 
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bad situation is what made her unhappy. She might 
have become a great pianist, and now she will not. We 
cannot eliminate the tragedy by getting her to cheer up 
and watch hockey.

Both of these examples rely on the same idea: We value 
things other than pleasure. For example, we value artistic cre-
ativity and friendship. These things make us happy, but that’s 
not the only reason we value them. It seems like a misfortune to 
lose them, even if there is no loss of happiness.

For this reason, most present-day utilitarians reject the clas-
sical assumption of Hedonism. Some of them bypass the question 
of what’s good, saying only that right actions are the ones that 
have the best results, however that is measured. Other utilitar-
ians, such as the English philosopher G. E. Moore (1873–1958), 
have compiled short lists of things to be regarded as valuable in 
themselves. Moore suggested that there are three obvious intrin-
sic goods—pleasure, friendship, and aesthetic enjoyment—and 
so right actions are those actions that increase the world’s supply 
of these things. Still others say that we should act so as to maxi-
mize the satisfaction of people’s preferences. We won’t discuss the 
merits and demerits of these theories of the good. I mention 
them only to note that, although Hedonism has largely been 
rejected, contemporary utilitarians have not found it difficult to 
carry on.

8.3. Are Consequences All That Matter?
To determine whether an action is right, utilitarians believe 
that we should look at what will happen as a result of doing it. This 
idea is central to the theory. If things other than consequences 
are important in determining what is right, then Utilitarianism 
is incorrect. Here are three arguments that attack the theory at 
just this point.

Justice. In 1965, writing in the racially charged climate of the 
American civil rights movement, H. J. McCloskey asks us to con-
sider the following case:

Suppose a utilitarian were visiting an area in which there 
was racial strife, and that, during his visit, a Negro rapes 
a white woman, and that race riots occur as a result of 
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the crime.  .  .  . Suppose too that our utilitarian is in the 
area of the crime when it is committed such that his testi-
mony would bring about the conviction of [whomever he 
accuses]. If he knows that a quick arrest will stop the riots 
and lynchings, surely, as a utilitarian, he must conclude 
that he has a duty to bear false witness in order to bring 
about the punishment of an innocent person.

Such an accusation would have bad consequences—the 
innocent man would be convicted—but there would be enough 
good consequences to outweigh them: The riots and lynchings 
would be stopped, and many lives would be saved. The best out-
come would thus be achieved by bearing false witness; there-
fore, according to Utilitarianism, lying is the thing to do. But, 
the argument continues, it would be wrong to bring about the 
conviction of an innocent person. Therefore, Utilitarianism 
must be incorrect.

According to the critics of Utilitarianism, this argument 
illustrates one of the theory’s most serious shortcomings, 
namely, that it is incompatible with the ideal of justice. Justice 
requires that we treat people fairly, according to the merits of 
their particular situations. In McCloskey’s example, Utilitarian-
ism requires that we treat someone unfairly. Therefore, Utili-
tarianism cannot be right.

Rights. Here is an example from the U.S. Court of Appeals. In 
the case of York v. Story (1963), arising out of California:

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

Appellant objected to undressing. She stated to Story 
that there was no need to take photographs of her in the 
nude, or in the positions she was directed to take, because 
the bruises would not show in any photograph. . . .
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Later that month, Story advised appellant that the 
pictures did not come out and that he had destroyed 
them. Instead, Story circulated these photographs among 
the personnel of the Chino police department. In April, 
1960, two other officers of that police department, appel-
lee Louis Moreno and defendant Henry Grote, acting 
under color of their authority as such, and using police 
photographic equipment located at the police station, 
made additional prints of the photographs taken by Story. 
Moreno and Grote then circulated these prints among the 
personnel of the Chino police department.

Ms. York brought suit against these officers and won. Her 
legal rights had clearly been violated. But what about the moral-
ity of the officers’ behavior? Utilitarianism says that actions are 
defensible if they produce a favorable balance of happiness 
over unhappiness. This suggests that we compare the amount 
of unhappiness caused to York with the amount of pleasure the 
photographs gave to Officer Story and the others. And it is at 
least possible that more happiness than unhappiness was cre-
ated. In that case, the utilitarian conclusion would be that their 
actions were morally acceptable. But this seems perverse. Why 
should the pleasure of Story and his friends matter at all? They 
had no right to treat York in this way, and the fact that they 
enjoyed doing so hardly seems relevant.

Consider a related case. Suppose a Peeping Tom spied 
on a woman through her bedroom window and secretly took 
pictures of her undressed. Suppose he is never caught, and he 
never shows the pictures to anyone. Under these circumstances, 
the only consequence of his action seems to be an increase 
in his own happiness. No one else, including the woman, is 
caused any unhappiness at all. How, then, could a utilitarian 
deny that the Peeping Tom’s actions are right? Utilitarianism 
again appears to be unacceptable.

The key point is that Utilitarianism is at odds with the idea 
that people have rights that may not be trampled on merely 
because one anticipates good results. In these examples, the 
woman’s right to privacy is violated. But we could think of simi-
lar cases in which other rights are at issue—the right to wor-
ship freely, the right to speak one’s mind, or even the right 
to live. On Utilitarianism, an individual’s rights may always be 
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trampled upon if enough people benefit from the trampling. 
 Utilitarianism has thus been accused of supporting the “tyranny 
of the majority”: if the majority of people would take pleasure 
in someone’s rights being abused, then those rights should be 
abused, because the pleasure of the majority outweighs the suf-
fering of the one. However, we do not think that our individual 
rights should mean so little, morally. The notion of an indi-
vidual right is not a utilitarian notion. Quite the opposite: It is 
a notion that places limits on how an individual may be treated, 
regardless of the good that might be accomplished.

Backward-Looking Reasons. Suppose you have promised to 
do something—say, you promised to meet your friend at a cof-
fee shop this afternoon. But when the time comes to go, you 
don’t want to do it; you need to catch up on some work and you 
would rather stay home. You try to call her up to cancel, but she 
isn’t answering her cell phone. What should you do? Suppose 
you judge that the utility of getting your work done slightly out-
weighs the irritation your friend would experience from being 
stood up. Applying the utilitarian standard, you might con-
clude that staying home is better than keeping your promise. 
However, this does not seem correct. The fact that you promised 
imposes an obligation on you that you cannot escape so easily. 
Of course, if a great deal were at stake—if, for example, you 
had to rush your mother to the hospital—you would be justified 
in breaking the promise. But a small gain in happiness cannot 
overcome the obligation created by your promise; the obliga-
tion should mean something, morally. Thus, Utilitarianism 
once again seems mistaken.

This criticism is possible because Utilitarianism cares only 
about the consequences of our actions. However, we normally 
think that considerations about the past are important, too. 
You made a promise to your friend, and that’s a fact about 
the past. Utilitarianism seems faulty because it excludes such 
 backward-looking reasons.

Once we understand this point, we can think of other 
examples of backward-looking reasons. The fact that someone 
committed a crime is a reason to punish him. The fact that 
someone did you a favor last week is a reason for you to do her 
a favor next week. The fact that you hurt someone yesterday is 
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a reason to make it up to him today. These are all facts about 
the past that are relevant to determining our obligations. But 
Utilitarianism makes the past irrelevant, and so it seems flawed.

8.4.  Should We Be Equally Concerned 
for Everyone?

The last part of Utilitarianism says that we must treat each 
person’s happiness as equally important—or as Mill put it, we 
must be “as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent 
spectator.” Stated abstractly, this sounds plausible, but it has 
troubling implications. One problem is that the requirement 
of “equal concern” places too great a demand on us; another 
problem is that it disrupts our personal relationships.

The Charge That Utilitarianism Is Too Demanding. Suppose 
you are on your way to the movies when someone points out 
that the money you are about to spend could be used to feed 
the starving or to provide inoculations for third-world children. 
Surely, those people need food and medicine more than you 
need to see Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie. So you forgo your enter-
tainment and donate your money to charity. But that is not the 
end of it. By the same reasoning, you cannot buy new clothes, 
a car, an iPhone, or a PlayStation. Probably you should move 
into a cheaper apartment. After all, what’s more important—
that you have these luxuries, or that children have food?

In fact, faithful adherence to the utilitarian standard 
would require you to give away your wealth until you’ve made 
yourself as poor as the people you’re helping. Or rather, you’d 
need to leave yourself just enough to maintain your job, so that 
you can keep on giving. Although we would admire someone 
who did this, we would not think that such a person was merely 
“doing his duty.” Rather, we would regard him as a saint, as 
someone whose generosity went beyond the call of duty. Philoso-
phers call such actions supererogatory. But Utilitarianism seems 
unable to recognize this moral category.

The problem is not merely that Utilitarianism would 
require us to give away most of our things. It would also pre-
vent us from carrying on our lives. We all have goals and proj-
ects that make our lives meaningful. But an ethic that requires 
us to promote the general welfare would force us to abandon 
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those endeavors. Suppose you are a Web designer, not getting 
rich but making a decent living; you have two children whom 
you love; and on weekends, you like to perform with an ama-
teur theater group. In addition, you enjoy reading history. How 
could there be anything wrong with this? But judged by the 
utilitarian standard, you are leading an immoral life. After all, 
you could be doing a lot more good if you spent your time in 
other ways.

The Charge That Utilitarianism Disrupts Our Personal Relation-
ships. In practice, none of us is willing to treat everyone 
equally, because that would require giving up our special ties 
to friends and family. We are all deeply partial where our family 
and friends are concerned. We love them, and we go to great 
lengths to help them. To us, they are not just members of the 
great crowd of humanity—they are special. But all this is incon-
sistent with impartiality. When you are impartial, you miss out 
on intimacy, love, affection, and friendship.

At this point, Utilitarianism seems to have lost all touch 
with reality. What would it be like to care about one’s spouse 
no more than one cares about complete strangers? The very 
idea is absurd; not only is it profoundly contrary to normal 
human emotions, but loving relationships could not even exist 
apart from special responsibilities and obligations. Again, what 
would it be like to treat one’s children with no greater love than 
one has for strangers? As John Cottingham puts it, “A parent 
who leaves his child to burn” because “the building contains 
someone else whose future contribution to the general welfare 
promises to be greater, is not a hero; he is (rightly) an object of 
moral contempt, a moral leper.”

8.5. The Defense of Utilitarianism
Together, these objections appear to be decisive. Utilitarian-
ism seems unconcerned with both justice and individual rights. 
Moreover, it cannot account for backward-looking reasons. If 
we lived by the theory, we would become poor, and we would 
have to stop loving our family and our friends.

Most philosophers have therefore abandoned Utilitarian-
ism. Some philosophers, however, continue to defend it. They 
do so in three different ways.
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The First Defense: Contesting the Consequences. Most of the 
arguments against Utilitarianism go like this: a situation is 
described; then it is said that some particular (vile!) action would 
have the best consequences under those circumstances; then 
Utilitarianism is faulted for advocating that action. These argu-
ments, however, succeed only if the actions they describe really 
would have the best consequences. Would they? According to 
the first defense, they would not.

Consider, for example, McClosky’s argument, in which 
Utilitarianism is supposed to support framing an innocent man 
in order to stop a race riot. In the real world, would bearing 
false witness in this way actually have good consequences? Prob-
ably not. The liar might be discovered, and then the situation 
would be worse than before. And even if the lie succeeded, the 
real culprit would remain at large and might commit more 
crimes, to be followed by more riots. Moreover, if the guilty 
party were later caught, which is always possible, the liar would 
be in deep trouble, and confidence in the criminal justice sys-
tem would erode. The moral is that although one might think 
that one can bring about the best consequences by such behav-
ior, experience in fact teaches the opposite: Utility is not served 
by framing innocent people.

The same goes for the other arguments. Lying, violating 
people’s rights, breaking one’s promises, and severing one’s 
intimate relationships all have bad consequences. Only in phi-
losophers’ imaginations is it otherwise. In the real world, Peep-
ing Toms are caught, just as Officer Story was caught, and their 
victims pay the price. In the real world, when people lie, their 
reputations suffer and other people get hurt; and when people 
break their promises and fail to return favors, they lose their 
friends.

So that is the first defense. Unfortunately, it is not very 
effective. While it is true that most acts of false witness and the 
like have bad consequences, it cannot be said that all such acts 
have bad consequences. At least once in a while, one can bring 
about a good result by doing something repugnant to moral 
common sense. Therefore, in at least some real-life cases, Utili-
tarianism will conflict with common sense. Moreover, even if 
the anti-utilitarian arguments had to rely on fictitious exam-
ples, those arguments would retain their power. Theories like 
Utilitarianism are supposed to apply to all situations,  including 
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situations that are merely hypothetical. Thus, showing that Util-
itarianism has unacceptable implications in made-up cases is a 
valid way of critiquing it. The first defense, then, is weak.

The Second Defense: The Principle of Utility Is a Guide for 
Choosing Rules, Not Acts. Revising a theory is a two-step pro-
cess: first, you identify which feature of the theory needs work; 
second, you change only that feature, leaving the rest of the 
theory intact. What feature of Classical Utilitarianism is causing 
the trouble?

The troublesome assumption is that each individual action 
should be judged by the utilitarian standard. Whether it would 
be wrong to tell a particular lie depends on the consequences 
of telling that particular lie; whether you should keep a particular 
promise depends on the consequences of keeping that particular 
promise; and so on for each of the examples we have consid-
ered. If what we care about is the consequences of particular 
actions, then we can always dream up circumstances in which a 
horrific action will have the best consequences.

Therefore, the new version of Utilitarianism modifies the 
theory so that individual actions are no longer judged by the 
Principle of Utility. Instead, we first ask what set of rules is optimal, 
from a utilitarian viewpoint. In other words, what rules should 
we follow in order to maximize happiness? Individual acts are 
then assessed according to whether they abide by these rules. 
This new version of the theory is called “Rule-Utilitarianism,” 
to distinguish it from the original theory, now commonly called 
“Act-Utilitarianism.”

Rule-Utilitarianism has an easy answer to the anti-utilitarian 
arguments. An act-utilitarian would incriminate the innocent 
man in McCloskey’s example because the consequences of 
that particular act would be good. But the rule-utilitarian would 
not reason in that way. She would first ask, What rules of con-
duct tend to promote the most happiness? And one good rule 
is “Don’t bear false witness against the innocent.” That rule 
is simple and easy to remember, and following it will almost 
always increase happiness. By appealing to it, the rule-utilitarian 
can conclude that in McCloskey’s example we should not tes-
tify against the innocent man.

Similar reasoning can be used to establish rules against vio-
lating people’s rights, breaking promises, lying, betraying one’s 
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friends, and so on. We should accept such rules because follow-
ing them, as a regular practice, promotes the general happiness. 
So we no longer judge acts by their utility but by their conformity 
with these rules. Thus, Rule-Utilitarianism cannot be convicted 
of violating our moral common sense. In shifting emphasis from 
the justification of acts to the justification of rules, Utilitarianism 
has been brought into line with our intuitive judgments.

However, a serious problem with Rule-Utilitarianism 
arises when we ask whether the ideal rules have exceptions. Must 
the rules be followed no matter what? What if a “forbidden” 
act would greatly increase the overall good? The rule-utilitarian 
might give any one of three answers.

First, if she says that in such cases we may violate the rules, 
then it looks like she wants to assess actions on a case-by-case 
basis. This is Act-Utilitarianism, not Rule-Utilitarianism.

Second, she might suggest that we formulate the rules so 
that violating them never will increase happiness. For exam-
ple, instead of using the rule “Don’t bear false witness against 
the innocent,” we might use the rule “Don’t bear false witness 
against the innocent, unless doing so would achieve some 
great good.” If we change all of the rules in this way, then Rule- 
Utilitarianism will be exactly like Act-Utilitarianism in practice; 
the rules we follow will always tell us to choose the act that 
promotes the most happiness. But now Rule-Utilitarianism 
does not provide a response to the anti-utilitarian arguments; 
like Act-Utilitarianism, Rule-Utilitarianism tells us to incrimi-
nate the innocent, break our promises, spy on people in their 
homes, and so on.

Finally, the rule-utilitarian might stand her ground and 
say that we should never break the rules, even to promote 
happiness. J.  J. C. Smart (1920–) says that such a person suf-
fers from an irrational “rule worship.” Whatever one thinks of 
that, this version of Rule-Utilitarianism is not really a utilitarian 
theory. Utilitarians care solely about happiness and about con-
sequences; but this theory, in addition, cares about  following 
rules. The theory is thus a mix of Utilitarianism and some-
thing else entirely. To paraphrase one writer, this type of Rule- 
Utilitarianism is like a rubber duck: just as a rubber duck is not 
a kind of duck, this type of Rule-Utilitarianism is not a kind 
of Utilitarianism. And so, we cannot defend Utilitarianism by 
appealing to it.
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The Third Defense: “Common Sense” Is Wrong. Finally, some 
utilitarians have offered a very different response to the objec-
tions. Upon being told that Utilitarianism conflicts with com-
mon sense, they respond, “So what?” Looking back at his own 
defense of Utilitarianism, J. J. C. Smart writes:

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

This breed of utilitarian—hard-nosed and unapologetic—
can offer three responses to the anti-utilitarian arguments.

The First Response: All Values Have a Utilitarian Basis. Critics 
of Utilitarianism say that the theory can’t make sense of some of 
our most important values—such as the value we attach to truth 
telling, promise keeping, respecting others’ privacy, and loving 
our children. Consider, for example, lying. The main reason 
not to lie, the critics say, has nothing to do with bad conse-
quences. The reason is that lying is dishonest; it betrays people’s 
trust. That fact has nothing to do with the utilitarian calculation 
of benefits. Honesty has a value over and above any value that 
the utilitarian can acknowledge. And the same is true of prom-
ise keeping, respecting others’ privacy, and loving our children.

But according to philosophers such as Smart, we should 
think about these values one at a time and consider why they’re 
important. When people lie, the lies are often discovered, 
and those betrayed feel hurt and angry. When people break 
their promises, they irritate their neighbors and alienate their 
friends. Someone whose privacy is violated may feel humiliated 
and want to withdraw from others. When people don’t care 
more about their own children than they do about strangers, 
their children feel unloved, and one day they too may become 
unloving parents. All these things reduce happiness. Far from 
being at odds with the idea that we should be honest, depend-
able, respectful, and loving to our children, Utilitarianism 
explains why those things are good.

Moreover, apart from the utilitarian explanation, these 
duties would seem inexplicable. What could be stranger than 
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saying that lying is wrong “in itself,” apart from any harm it 
causes? And how could people have a “right to privacy” unless 
respecting that right brought them some benefit? On this way 
of thinking, Utilitarianism is not incompatible with common 
sense; on the contrary, Utilitarianism justifies the common-
sense values we have.

The Second Response: Our Gut Reactions Can’t Be Trusted 
When Cases Are Exceptional. Although some cases of injus-
tice serve the common good, those cases are exceptions. Lying, 
promise breaking, and violations of privacy usually lead to 
unhappiness, not happiness. This observation forms the basis 
of another utilitarian response.

Consider again McCloskey’s example of the person tempted 
to bear false witness. Why do we immediately and instinctively 
believe it to be wrong to bear false witness against an innocent 
person? The reason, some say, is that throughout our lives we 
have seen lies lead to misery and misfortune. Thus, we instinctively 
condemn all lies. But when we condemn lies that are beneficial, 
our intuitive faculties are misfiring. Experience has taught us to 
condemn lies because they reduce happiness. Now, however, we 
are condemning lies that increase happiness. When confronting 
unusual cases, such as McCloskey’s, perhaps we should trust the 
Principle of Utility more than our gut instincts.

The Third Response: We Should Focus on All the Consequences. 
When we’re asked to consider a “despicable” action that 
maximizes happiness, the action is often presented in a way 
that encourages us to focus on its bad effects, rather than its 
good effects. If instead we focus on all the effects of the act, 
Utilitarianism seems more plausible.

Consider yet again the McCloskey example. McCloskey 
says it would be wrong to convict an innocent man because that 
would be unjust. But what about the other innocent people who 
will be hurt if the rioting and lynchings continue? What about 
the pain that will be endured by those who are beaten and tor-
mented by the mob? What about the deaths that will occur if 
the man doesn’t lie? Children will lose their parents, and par-
ents will lose their children. Of course, we never want to face a 
situation like this. But if we must choose between securing the 
conviction of one innocent person and allowing the deaths of 
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several innocent people, is it so unreasonable to think that the 
first option is preferable?

And consider again the objection that Utilitarianism is too 
demanding because it tells us to use our resources to feed starv-
ing children instead of using those resources on ourselves. If we 
focus our thoughts on those who would starve, do the demands 
of Utilitarianism seem so unreasonable? Isn’t it self-serving of 
us to say that Utilitarianism is “too demanding,” rather than 
saying that we should do more to help?

This strategy works better for some cases than for others. 
Consider the Peeping Tom. The unapologetic utilitarian will 
tell us to consider the pleasure he gets from spying on unsus-
pecting women. If he gets away with it, what harm has been 
done? Why should his action be condemned? Most people will 
condemn his behavior, despite the utilitarian arguments. Utili-
tarianism, as Smart suggests, cannot be fully reconciled with 
common sense. Whether the theory needs to be reconciled 
with common sense remains an open question.

8.6. Concluding Thoughts
If we consult what Smart calls our “common moral conscious-
ness,” many considerations other than utility seem morally 
important. But Smart is right to warn us that “common sense” 
cannot be trusted. That may turn out to be Utilitarianism’s 
greatest contribution. The deficiencies of moral common 
sense become obvious if we think about it. Many white peo-
ple once felt that there was an important difference between 
whites and blacks, so that the interests of whites were somehow 
more important. Trusting the “common sense” of their day, 
they might have insisted that an adequate moral theory should 
accommodate this “fact.” Today, no one worth listening to 
would say such a thing, but who knows how many other irratio-
nal prejudices are still part of our moral common sense? At the 
end of his classic study of race relations, An American Dilemma, 
Nobel Laureate Gunnar Myrdal (1898–1987) reminds us:

There must be still other countless errors of the same sort 
that no living man can yet detect, because of the fog within 
which our type of Western culture envelops us. Cultural 
influences have set up the assumptions about the mind, 
the body, and the universe with which we begin; pose the 

rac38243_ch08_110-124.indd   123rac38243_ch08_110-124.indd   123 10/24/11   10:22 PM10/24/11   10:22 PM



Confirming Pages

124    THE ELEMENTS OF MORAL PHILOSOPHY

questions we ask; influence the facts we seek; determine 
the interpretation we give these facts; and direct our reac-
tion to these interpretations and conclusions.

Could it be, for example, that future generations will look 
back in disgust at the way affluent people in the 21st century 
enjoyed their comfortable lives while third-world children died 
of easily preventable diseases? Or at the way we confined and 
slaughtered helpless animals? If so, they might note that utili-
tarian philosophers were ahead of their time in condemning 
such things.
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