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So the world turning in my sheets and once again, | cannot sleep.
Walk out the door and up the street; look at the stars beneath my feet.

Remember rights that | did wrong, so here | go.

Hello, hello. There is no place | cannot go.
My mind is muddy but my heart is heavy, does it show?

| lose the track that loses me, so here | go.

And so | sent some men to fight,

And one came back at dead of night.
said he'd seen my enemy. Said "he looked just like me",

So | set out to cut myself and here | go.

I'm not calling for a second chance,
I'm screaming at the top of my voice.
Give me reason but don't give me choice.

Cos I'll just make the same mistake again.

And maybe someday we will meet, and maybe talk and not just speak.
Don't buy the promises 'cause, there are no promises | keep,

and my reflection troubles me, so here | go.

I'm not calling for a second chance,
I'm screaming at the top of my voice.
Give me reason but don't give me choice.

Cos I'll just make the same mistake.

I'm not calling for a second chance,
I'm screaming at the top of my voice.
Give me reason but don't give me choice.

Cos I'll just make the same mistake again.

Saw the world turning in my sheets and once again | cannot sleep.
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Walk out the door and up the street,

Look at the stars. Look at the stars, falling down,

And | wonder where, did | go wrong.
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the person who receives it is coerced to do what he does. It w%ll also be
necessary that the threat is what actually accounts for his doing it. On the
other hand, suppose we decide to say that Jones; was coerced. Then we
will be bound to admit that being coerced does not exclude being moral—
ly responsible. And we will also surely be led to the view that coercion
affects a person’s moral responsibility only when the person acts as h'e
does because he is coerced to do so — i.e., when the fact that he 1s

coerced is what accounts for his action. - |
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“It is not my present purpose to criticise these thinkers; but I cannot help referring, for
illustration, to a systematic treatise by one of the most illustrious of them, the
Metaphysics of Ethics, by Kant. This remarkable man, whose system of thought will long
remain one of the landmarks in the history of philosophical speculation, does, in the
treatise in question, lay down an universal first principle as the origin and ground of
moral obligation; it is this:—'So act, that the rule on which thou actest would admit of
being adopted as a law by all rational beings.' But when he begins to deduce from this
precept any of the actual duties of morality, he fails, almost grotesquely, to show that
there would be any contradiction, any logical (not to say physical) impossibility, in the
adoption by all rational beings of the most outrageously immoral rules of conduct. All he
shows is that the consequences of their universal adoption would be such as no one

would choose to incur.”
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“The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness

Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness,
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wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended

pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure”

“...pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends”
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According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ultimate end,
with reference to and for the sake of which all other things are desirable (whether we
are considering our own good or that of other people), is an existence exempt as far as
possible from pain, and as rich as possible in enjoyments, both in point of quantity and

quality;
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It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognise the fact, that some kinds of
pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others. It would be absurd that
while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as well as quantity, the

estimation of pleasures should be supposed to depend on quantity alone.
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If I am asked, what [ mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what makes one
pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, except its being greater in
amount, there is but one possible answer. Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all
or almost all who have experience of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any
feeling of moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of the
two is, by those who are competently acquainted with both, placed so far above the
other that they prefer it, even though knowing it to be attended with a greater amount
of discontent, and would not resign it for any quantity of the other pleasure which their
nature is capable of, we are justified in ascribing to the preferred enjoyment a
superiority in quality, so far outweighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of

small account.

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with, and
equally capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give a most marked preference to
the manner of existence which employs their higher faculties. Few human creatures
would consent to be changed into any of the lower animals, for a promise of the fullest
allowance of a beast's pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool,
no instructed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would
be selfish and base, even though they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or

the rascal is better satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs
(W ANINY UNN RIN .DMWIND ONW 7Y NI NNIN DDR TITND PN

It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates
dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, is of a different opinion, it is
because they only know their own side of the question. The other party to the

comparison knows both sides.
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It has already been remarked, that questions of ultimate ends do not admit of proof,
in the ordinary acceptation of the term. To be incapable of proof by reasoning is
common to all first principles; to the first premises of our knowledge, as well as to those
of our conduct. But the former, being matters of fact, may be the subject of a direct
appeal to the faculties which judge of fact—namely, our senses, and our internal
consciousness. Can an appeal be made to the same faculties on questions of practical

ends? Or by what other faculty is cognizance taken of them?

Questions about ends are, in other words, questions what things are desirable. 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. What ought to be
required of this doctrine—what conditions is it requisite that the doctrine should

fulfil—to make good its claim to be believed?

The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people actually
see it. The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it: and so of the other
sources of our experience. In like manner, [ apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to

produce that anything is desirable, is that people do actually desire it.
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The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people actually
see it. The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it: and so of the other
sources of our experience. In like manner, [ apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to

produce that anything is desirable, is that people do actually desire it.
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You are not particularly rich, and the one big indulgence in your life is a vintage
Mercedes sedan that you've restored to perfect condition with great care and at great
cost. In particular, you are very proud of the car's fine leather seating.

One day, while stopped at a crossroads a long way from anywhere remotely busy, you
hear screaming, and see a man wounded and covered in blood limping towards you. He
informs you that he's wounded one of his legs, and tells you that he was a medical
student for two full years. Despite the fact he was thrown out for cheating, he's
remembered enough to know how to tie his shirt around the wound so as to stop the
flow of blood. He tells you that he's not in any danger of dying, but the chances are he
will lose his leg if you don't drive him to a rural hospital fifty miles away.

You ask him how he managed to get hurt. He tells you that he was trespassing on a
nearby field, and managed to cut himself on some rusty barbed wire as he was leaving.
If you're going to aid this trespasser, then you need to lay him across the fine backseat
of your precious car. But this will mean the upholstery will be ruined, and it will cost

you over five thousand dollars to have it restored. So, you drive away.

You find out the next day that the man was eventually picked up by another driver,
and although he has survived, he has lost his leg.

The question is - did you behave badly in driving away?
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On checking your mail one morning, you find that UNICEF has sent through an appeal
form. You read it through, and come to believe correctly that unless you quickly send in
a check for $200, then, instead of each living many more years, over thirty more
children will soon die. But, you throw away the appeal form, including the convenient
return envelope provided, you send nothing, and, instead of living many years, over
thirty more children soon die than would have had you sent in the $200.

The question is - did you behave badly in not making the contribution?
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" First, let me suggest what I would do in many such cases. Here are
six human beings. I can empathize with each of them. I would not like
to see any of them die. But I cannot save everyone. Why not give each
person an equal chance to survive? Perhaps I could flip a coin. Heads,
I give my drug to these five. Tails, I give it to this one. In this way I
give each of the six persons a fifty-fifty chance of surviving. Where
such an option is open to me it would seem to best express my equal
concern and respect for each person. Who among them could com-
plain that I have done wrong? And on what grounds?*
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I have stated thus far. Volcanic eruptions have placed the lives of
many in immediate jeopardy. A large number are gathered at the north
end of the island, awaiting evacuation. A handful find themselves on
the southern tip. Imagine the captain of the only Coast Guard evacu-
ation ship in the area finding himself midway between. Where shall
he head first? Having been persuaded by my argument, to the amaze-
ment of his crew and fellow officers, the consternation of the govern-
ment, and the subsequent outrage in the press, he flips a coin and
makes for the south.
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: N Elizabeth Anscombe

ranyone who really thinks, in advance, that it is open to question whether such an action as

procuring the judicial execution of the innocent should be quite excluded from consideration —
I do not want to argue with him; he shows a corrupt mind”
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“because our moral relation to the world is partly given by such feelings, and by a sense
of what we can or cannot ‘live with’, to come to regard those feelings from a purely
utilitarian point of view, that is to say, as happenings outside one’s moral self, is to lose
sense of one’s moral identity; to lose, in the most literal way, one’s integrity. At this
point utilitarianism alienates one from one’s moral feelings...it alienates one from one’s
actions as well.” (Williams, 271)
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Alternate possibilities and moral responsibility

A dominant role in nearly all recent inquiries into the free-will problem
has been played by a principle which I shall call “the principle of altet-
nate possibilities.” This principle states that a person is morally responsi-
ble for what he has done only if he could have done otherwise. Its exact
meaning is a subject of controversy, particularly concerning whether
someone who accepts it is thereby committed to believing that moral
responsibility and determinism are incompatible. Practically no one,
however, seems inclined to deny or even to question that the principle of
alternate possibilities (construed in some way or other) is true. It has
generally seemed so overwhelmingly plausible that some philosophers
have even characterized it as an @ priori truth. People whose accounts of
free will or of moral responsibility are radically at odds evidently find in
it a firm and convenient common ground upon which they can profitably
take their opposing stands.

But the principle of alternate possibilities is false. A person may well
be morally responsible for what he has done even though he could not
have done otherwise. The principle’s plausibility is an illusion, which can
be made to vanish by bringing the relevant moral phenomena into sharp-

er focus.

I

In seeking illustrations of the principle of alternate possibilities, it is
most natural to think of situations in which the same circumstances both
bring it about that a person does something and make it impossible for
him to avoid doing it. These include, for example, situations in which a
person is coerced into doing something, of in which he is impelled to act
by a hypnotic suggestion, or in which some inner compulsion drives him
to do what he does. In situations of these kinds there are circumstances
that make it impossible for the person to do otherwise, and these very
circumstances also serve to bring it about that he does whatever it is that
he does.

However, there may be circumstances that constitute sufficient condi-
tions for a certain action to be performed by someone and that therefore

I
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make it impossible for the person to do otherwise, but that do not
actually impel the person to act or in any way produce his action. A
person may do something in circumstances that leave him no alternative
to doing it, without these circumstances actually moving him or leading
him to do it — without them playing any role, indeed, in bringing it about
that he does what he does.

An examination of situations characterized by circumstances of this
sort casts doubt, I believe, on the relevance to questions of moral re-
sponsibility of the fact that a person who has done something could not
have done otherwise. I propose to develop some examples of this kind in
the context of a discussion of coercion and to suggest that our moral
intuitions concerning these examples tend to disconfirm the principle of
alternate possibilities. Then I will discuss the principle in more general
terms, explain what I think is wrong with it, and describe briefly and
without argument how it might appropriately be revised.

II

It is generally agreed that a person who has been coerced to do some-
thing did not do it freely and is not morally responsible for having done
it. Now the doctrine that coercion and moral responsibility are mutually
exclusive may appear to be no more than a somewhat particularized
version of the principle of alternate possibilities. It is natural enough to
say of a person who has been coerced to do something that he could not
have done otherwise. And it may easily seem that being coerced deprives
a person of freedom and of moral responsibility simply because it is a
special case of being unable to do otherwise. The principle of alternate
possibilities may in this way derive some credibility from its association
with the very plausible proposition that moral responsibility is excluded
by coercion.

It is not right, however, that it should do so. The fact that a person was
coerced to act as he did may entail both that he could not have done
otherwise and that he bears no moral responsibility for his action. But his
lack of moral responsibility is not entailed by his having been unable to
do otherwise. The doctrine that coercion excludes moral responsibility is
not correctly understood, in other words, as a particularized version of
the principle of alternate possibilities.-

Let us suppose that someone is threatened convincingly with a penalty
he finds unacceptable and that he then does what is required of him by
the issuer of the threat. We can imagine details that would make it
reasonable for us to think that the person was coerced to perform the
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action in question, that he could not have done otherwise, and that he
bears no moral responsibility for having done what he did. But just what
is it about situations of this kind that warrants the judgment that the
threatened person is not morally responsible for his act?

This question may be approached by considering situations of the
following kind. Jones decides for reasons of his own to do something,
then someone threatens him with a very harsh penalty (so harsh that any
reasonable person would submit to the threat) unless he does precisely
that, and Jones does it. Will we hold Jones morally responsible for what
he has done? I think this will depend on the roles we think were played,
in leading him to act, by his original decision and by the threat.

One possibility is that Jones, is not a reasonable man: he is, rather, a
man who does what he has once decided to do no matter what happens
next and no matter what the cost. In that case, the threat actually exerted
no effective force upon him. He acted without any regard to it, very
much as if he were not aware that it had been made. If this is indeed the
way it was, the situation did not involve coercion at all. The threat did
not lead Jones, to do what he did. Nor was it in fact sufficient to have
prevented him from doing otherwise: if his earlier decision had been to
do something else, the threat would not have deterred him in the
slightest. It seems evident that in these circumstances the fact that Jones,;
was threatened in no way reduces the moral responsibility he would
otherwise bear for his act. This example, however, is not a counterexam-
ple either to the doctrine that coercion excuses or to the principle of
alternate possibilities. For we have supposed that Jones, is a man upon
whom the threat had no coercive effect and, hence, that it did not actu-
ally deprive him of alternatives to doing what he did.

Another possibility is that Jones, was stampeded by the threat. Given
that threat, he would have performed that action regardless of what
decision he had already made. The threat upset him so profoundly,
moreover, that he completely forgot his own earlier decision and did
what was demanded of him entirely because he was terrified of the
penalty with which he was threatened. In this case, it is not relevant to his
having performed the action that he had already decided on his own to
perform it. When the chips were down he thought of nothing but the
threat, and fear alone led him to act. The fact that at an earlier time
Jones, had decided for his own reasons to act in just that way may be
relevant to an evaluation of his character; he may bear full moral respon-
sibility for having made that decision. But he can hardly be said to be
morally responsible for his action. For he performed the action simply as
a result of the coercion to which he was subjected. His earlier decision
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played no role in bringing it about that he did what he did, and it would
therefore be gratuitous to assign it a role in the moral evaluation of his
action.

Now consider a third possibility. Jones; was neither stampeded by the
threat nor indifferent to it. The threat impressed him, as it would impress
any reasonable man, and he would have submitted to it wholeheartedly if
he had not already made a decision that coincided with the one de-
manded of him. In fact, however, he performed the action in question on
the basis of the decision he had made before the threat was issued. When
he acted, he was not actually motivated by the threat but solely by the
considerations that had originally commended the action to him. It was
not the threat that led him to act, though it would have done so if he had
not already provided himself with a sufficient motive for performing the
action in question.

No doubt it will be very difficult for anyone to know, in a case like this
one, exactly what happened. Did Jones; perform the action because of
the threat, or were his reasons for acting simply those which had already
persuaded him to do so? Or did he act on the basis of two motives, each
of which was sufficient for his action? It is not impossible, however, that
the situation should be clearer than situations of this kind usually are.
And suppose it is apparent to us that Jones; acted on the basis of his own
decision and not because of the threat. Then I think we would be justi-
fied in regarding his moral responsibility for what he did as unaffected by
the threat even though, since he would in any case have submitted to the
threat, he could not have avoided doing what he did. It would be entirely
reasonable for us to make the same judgment concerning his moral
responsibility that we would have made if we had not known of the
threat. For the threat did not in fact influence his performance of the
action. He did what he did just as if the threat had not been made at all.

I1X

The case of Jones; may appear at first glance to combine coercion and
“moral responsibility, and thus to provide a counterexample to the doc-
trine that coercion excuses. It is not really so certain that it does so,
however, because it is unclear whether the example constitutes a genuine
instance of coercion. Can we say of Jones, that he was coerced to do
something, when he had already decided on his own to do it and when he
did it entirely on the basis of that decision? Or would it be more correct
to say that Jones; was not coerced to do what he did, even though he
himself recognized that there was an irresistible force at work in virtue of
which he had to do it? My own linguistic intuitions lead me toward the
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second alternative, but they are somewhat equivocal. Perhaps we can say
either of these things, or perhaps we must add a qualifying explanation to
whichever of them we say.

This murkiness, however, does not interfere with our drawing an
important moral from an examination of the example. Suppose we de-
cide to say that Jones, was not coerced. Our basis for saying this will
clearly be that it is incorrect to regard a man as being coerced to do
something unless he does it because of the coercive force exerted against
him. The fact that an irresistible threat is made will not, then, entail that
the person who receives it is coerced to do what he does. It will also be
necessary that the threat is what actually accounts for his doing it. On the
other hand, suppose we decide to say that Jones; was coerced. Then we
will be bound to admit that being coerced does not exclude being moral-
ly responsible. And we will also surely be led to the view that coercion
affects a person’s moral responsibility only when the person acts as he
does because he is coerced to do so — i.e., when the fact that he is
coerced is what accounts for his action.

Whichever we decide to say, then, we will recognize that the doctrine
that coercion excludes moral responsibility is not a particularized version
of the principle of alternate possibilities. Situations in which a person
who does something cannot do otherwise because he is subject to coer-
cive power are either not instances of coercion at all, or they are situa-
tions in which the person may still be morally responsible for what he
does if it is not because of the coercion that he does it. When we excuse a
person who has been coerced, we do not excuse him because he was
unable to do otherwise. Even though a person is subject to a coercive
force that precludes his performing any action but one, he may nonethe-
less bear full moral responsibility for performing that action.

v

To the extent that the principle of alternate possibilities derives its plau-
sibility from association with the doctrine that coercion excludes moral
responsibility, a clear understanding of the latter diminishes the appeal
of the former. Indeed the case of Jones; may appear to do more than
illuminate the relationship between the two doctrines. It may well seem
to provide a decisive counterexample to the principle of alternate pos-
sibilities and thus to show that this principle is false. For the irresistibility
of the threat to which Jones; is subjected might well be taken to mean
that he cannot but perform the action he performs. And yet the threat,

~ since Jones; performs the action without regard to it, does not reduce his

moral responsibility for what he does.

5
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The following objection will doubtless be raised against the suggestion
that the case of Jones; is a counterexample to the principle of alternate
possibilities. There is perhaps a sense in which Jones; cannot do other-
wise than perform the action he performs, since he is a reasonable man
and the threat he encounters is sufficient to move any reasonable man.
But it is not this sense that is germane to the principle of alternate
possibilities. His knowledge that he stands to suffer an intolerably harsh
penalty does not mean that Joness,, strictly speaking, cannot perform any
action but the one he does perform. After all it is still open to him, and
this is crucial, to defy the threat if he wishes to do so and to accept the
penalty his action would bring down upon him. In the sense in which the
principle of alternate possibilities employs the concept of “could have
done otherwise,” Jones,’s inability to resist the threat does not mean that
he cannot do otherwise than perform the action he performs. Hence the
case of Joness does not constitute an instance contrary to the principle.

I do not propose to consider in what sense the concept of “could have
done otherwise” figures in the principle of alternate possibilities, nor will
I attempt to measure the force of the objection I have just described.!
For I believe that whatever force this objection may be thought to have
can be deflected by altering the example in the following way.? Suppose
someone — Black, let us say — wants Jones, to perform a certain action.
Black is prepared to go to considerable lengths to get his way, but he
prefers to avoid showing his hand unnecessarily. So he waits until Jones,
is about to make up his mind what to do, and he does nothing unless it is
clear to him (Black is an excellent judge of such things) that Jonesy is
going to decide to do something other than what he wants him to do. If it
does become clear that Jones, is going to decide to do something else,
Black takes effective steps to ensure that Jones, decides to do, and that
he does do, what he wants him to do.? Whatever Jones,’s initial prefer-
ences and inclinations, then, Black will have his way.

1 The two main concepts employed in the principle of alternate possibilities are “morally
responsible” and “could have done otherwise.” To discuss the principle without analyz-
ing either of these concepts may well seem like an attempt at piracy. The reader should
take notice that my Jolly Roger is now unfurled.

2 After thinking up the example that I am about to develop I learned that Robert Nozick,
in lectures given several years ago, had formulated an example of the same general type
and had proposed it as a counterexample to the principle of alternate possibilities.

3 The assumption that Black can predict what Jones4 will decide to do does not beg the
question of determinism. We can imagine that Joness has often confronted the alter-
natives — A and B — that he now confronts, and that his face has invariably twitched
when he was about to decide to do A and never when he was about to decide to do B.
Knowing this, and observing the twitch, Black would have a basis for prediction. This
does, to be sure, suppose that there is some sort of causal relation between Jonesy’s
state at the time of the twitch and his subsequent states. But any plausible view of
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What steps will Black take, if he believes he must take steps, in order

to ensure that Jones; decides and acts as he wishes? Anyone with a

theory concerning what “could have done otherwise” means may answer
this question for himself by describing whatever measures he would
regard as sufficient to guarantee that, in the relevant sense, Jones, cannot
do otherwise. Let Black pronounce a terrible threat, and in this way both

force Jones, to perform the desired action and prevent him from per-

forming a forbidden one. Let Black give Jones, a potion, or put him
under hypnosis, and in some such way as these generate in Jones, an
irresistible inner compulsion to perform the act Black wants performed
and to avoid others. Or let Black manipulate the minute processes of
Jones,’s brain and nervous system in some more direct way, so that

o b
causal forces running in and out of his synapses and along the poor man’s

nerves determine that he chooses to act and that he does act in the one

~way and not in any other. Given any conditions under which it will be

maintained that Jones, cannot do otherwise, in other words, let Black
bring it about that those conditions prevail. The structure of the example
is flexible enough, I think, to find a way around any charge of irrelevance
by accommodating the doctrine on which the charge is based.*

Now suppose that Black never has to show his hand because Jonesy,
for reasons of his own, decides to perform and does perform the very
action Black wants him to perform. In that case, it seems clear, Jonesy
will bear precisely the same moral responsibility for what he does as he
would have borne if Black had not been ready to take steps to ensure
that he do it. It would be quite unreasonable to excuse Jones, for ‘his
action, or to withhold the praise to which it would normally entitle him,
on the basis of the fact that he could not have done otherwise. This fact
played no role at all in leading him to act as he did. He would have ac.ted
the same even if it had not been a fact. Indeed, everything happer?ed just
as it would have happened without Black’s presence in the situation and
without his readiness to intrude into it. .

In this example there are sufficient conditions for Jones4’s performing

decision or of action will allow that reaching a decision and performing an action both
involve earlier and later phases, with causal relations between them,.and such that the
earlier phases are not themselves part of the decision or of the action. The.examl.)le
does not require that these earlier phases be deterministically related to still earlier
events. .

4 The example is also flexible enough to allow for the elimination o_f Black ?Itoggther.
Anyone who thinks that the effectiveness of the example is undermmgd by its reliance
on a human manipulator, who imposes his will on Jonesy, can substitute for Black a
machine programmed to do what Black does. If this is still not good enough, forget

" 'both Black and the machine and suppose that their role is played by natural forces
involving no will or design at all.
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the action in question. What action he performs is not up to him. Of
course it is in a way up to him whether he acts on his own or as a result of
Black’s intervention. That depends upon what action he himself is in-
clined to perform. But whether he finally acts on his own or as a result of
Black’s intervention, he performs the same action. He has no alternative
but to do what Black wants him to do. If he does it on his own, however,
his moral responsibility for doing it is not affected by the fact that Black
was lurking in the background with sinister intent, since this intent never
comes into play.

\'%

The fact that a person could not have avoided doing something is a
sufficient condition of his having done it. But, as some of my examples
show, this fact may play no role whatever in the explanation of why he
did it. It may not figure at all among the circumstances that actually
brought it about that he did what he did, so that his action is to be
accounted for on another basis entirely. Even though the person was
unable to do otherwise, that is to say, it may not be the case that he acted
as he did because he could not have done otherwise. Now if someone had
no alternative to performing a certain action but did not perform it
because he was unable to do otherwise, then he would have performed
exactly the same action even if he cox/d have done otherwise. The cir-
cumstances that made it impossible for him to do otherwise could have
been subtracted from the situation without affecting what happened or
why it happened in any way. Whatever it was that actually led the person
to do what he did, or that made him do it, would have led him to do it or
made him do it even if it had been possible for him to do something else
instead.

Thus it would have made no difference, so far as concerns his action or
how he came to perform it, if the circumstances that made it impossible
for him to avoid performing it had not prevailed. The fact that he could
not have done otherwise clearly provides no basis for supposing that he
might have done otherwise if he had been able to do so. When a fact is in
this way irrelevant to the problem of accounting for a person’s action it
seems quite gratuitous to assign it any weight in the assessment of his
moral responsibility. Why should the fact be considered in reaching a
moral judgment concerning the person when it does not help in any way
to understand either what made him act as he did or what, in other
circumstances, he might have done?

This, then, is why the principle of alternate possibilities is mistaken. It
asserts that a person bears no moral responsibility — that is, he is to be
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excused .— for having performed an action, if there were circumstances

~ that made it impossible for him to avoid performing it. But there may‘be
. circumstances that make it impossible for a person to avoid performing

some action without those circumstances in any way bringing it about
that he performs that action. It would surely be no good for the person to
refer to circumstances of this sort in an effort to absolve himself of moral

" responsibility for performing the action in question. For those circum-

stances, by hypothesis, actually had nothing to do with his having done
what he did. He would have done precisely the same thing, and he would

- have been led or made in precisely the same way to do it, even if they had

not prevailed.
. We often do, to be sure, excuse people for what they have done when
they tell us (and we believe them) that they could not have done other-

“wise. But this is because we assume that what they tell us serves to
: explain why they did what they did. We take it for granted that they are

not being disingenuous, as a person would be who cited as an excuse the

' fact that he could not have avoided doing what he did but who knew full

well that it was not at all because of this that he did it.

What I have said may suggest that the principle of alternate pos-
sibilities should be revised so as to assert that a person is not morally
responsible for what he has done if he did it because he cogld not have
done otherwise. It may be noted that this revision of the principle df)gs
not seriously affect the arguments of those who have relied on the origi-

nal principle in their efforts to maintain that moral responsibility and
- determinism are incompatible. For if it was causally determined that a

person perform a certain action, then it will be true Fhat the person
performed it because of those causal determinants. And _1f the 'fact that it
was causally determined that a person perform a certain action means
that the person could not have done otherwise, as philosophers who
argue for the incompatibility thesis characteristically suppose, Fhen Fhe
fact that it was causally determined that a person perform a certain action
will mean that the person performed it because he could not have fione
otherwise. The revised principle of alternate possibilities will entail, on

. N
" this assumption concerning the meaning of “could have done otherwise,

that a person is not morally responsible for what he has done if it was
causally determined that he do it. I do not believe, however, that this
revision of the principle is acceptable.

Suppose a person tells us that he did what he did because he was
unable to do otherwise; or suppose he makes the similar statement that
he did what he did because he had to do it. We do often accept state-
ments like these (if we believe them) as valid excuses, and such state-
ments may well seem at first glance to invoke the revised principle of

9
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alternate possibilities. But I think that when we accept such statements as
valid excuses it is because we assume that we are being told more than
the statements strictly and literally convey. We understand the person
who offers the excuse to mean that he did what he did on/y because he was
unable to do otherwise, or only because he had to do it. And we under-
stand him to mean, more particularly, that when he did what he did it was
not because that was what he really wanted to do. The principle of
alternate possibilities should thus be replaced, in my opinion, by the
following principle: a person is not morally responsible for what he has
done if he did it only because he could not have done otherwise. This
principle does not appear to conflict with the view that moral responsi-
bility is compatible with determinism.

The following may all be true: there were circumstances that made it
impossible for a person to avoid doing something; these circumstances
actually played a role in bringing it about that he did it, so that it is
correct to say that he did it because he could not have done otherwise;
‘the person really wanted to do what he did; he did it because it was what
he really wanted to do, so that it is not correct to say that he did what he
did only because he could not have done otherwise. Under these condi-
tions, the person may well be morally responsible for what he has done.
On the other hand, he will not be morally responsible for what he has
done if he did it only because he could not have done otherwise, even if
what he did was something he really wanted to do.

I0

2

‘ Freedom of the will and the concept of a person

'What philosophers have lately come to accept as analysis of the concept
_of a person is not actually analysis of zhat concept at all. Strawson, whose
usage represents the current standard, identifies the concept of a person
as “the concept of a type of entity such that both predicates ascribing
~ states  of consciousness and predicates ascribing corporeal charac-

‘teristics . . . are equally applicable to a single individual of that single
_type.”! But there are many entities besides persons that have both men-
* tal and physical properties. As it happens — though it seems extraordi-

- nary that this should be so — there is no common English word for the
type of entity Strawson has in mind, a type that includes not only human
beings but animals of various lesser species as well. Still, this hardly
- justifies the misappropriation of a valuable philosophical term.

' Whether the members of some animal species are persons is surely not
" to be settled merely by determining whether it is correct to apply to
- them, in addition to predicates ascribing corporeal characteristics, predi-

cates that ascribe states of consciousness. It does violence to our lan-
- guage to endorse the application of the term “person” to those numerous
 creatures which do have both psychological and material properties but
- which are manifestly not persons in any normal sense of the word. This
_ misuse of language is doubtless innocent of any theoretical error. But

although the offense is “merely verbal,” it does significant harm. For it
. gratuitously diminishes our philosophical vocabulary, and it increases the
likelihood that we will overlook the important area of inquiry with which
the term “person” is most naturally associated. It might have been ex-
- pected that no problem would be of more central and persistent concern
to philosophers than that of understanding what we ourselves essentially
~ are. Yet this problem is so generally neglected that it has been possible

~ 1 P. F. Strawson, Individuals (London: Methuen, 1959), pp. 101—102. Ayer’s usage of

. “person” is similar: “it is characteristic of persons in this sense that besides having
various physical properties . . . they are also credited with various forms of conscious-
‘ness” (A. J. Ayer, The Concept of @ Person [New York: St. Martin’s, 19631}, p. 82). What
concerns Strawson and Ayer is the problem of understanding the_relation between
"mind and body, rather than the quite different problem of understanding what it is to be
a creature that not only has a mind and a body but is also a person.

II
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EQUALITY AND PRIORITY'
Derek Parfit

In his article ‘Equality’, Nagel imagines that he has two children,
one healthy and happy, the other suffering from some painful
handicap. Nagel’s family could either move to a city where the
second child could receive special treatment, or move to a suburb
where the first child would flourish. Nagel writes:

This is a difficult choice on any view. To make it a test for the
value of equality, I want to suppose that the case has the follow-
ing feature: the gain to the first child of moving to the suburb
is substantially greater than the gain to the second child of
moving to the city.

He then comments:

If one chose to move to the city, it would be an egalitarian deci-
sion. It is more urgent to benefit the second child, even
though the benefit we can give him is less than the benefit we
can give to the first child.?

My aim, in this paper, is to discuss this kind of reasoning.

1

Nagel’s decision turns on the relative importance of two facts: he
could give one child a greater benefit, but the other child is worse
off. There are countless cases of this kind. In these cases, when we
are choosing between two acts or policies, one relevant fact is how
great the resulting benefits would be. For Utilitarians, that is all
that matters. On their view, we should always aim for the greatest

' This paper is a greatly shortened version of my Lindley Lecture ‘Equality or Priority?’
(42 pp.), published by the University of Kansas in 1995. That lecture owes much to the
ideas of, or comments from, Brian Barry, David Brink, John Broome, Jerry Cohen, Robert
Goodin, James Griffin, Shelly Kagan, Dennis McKerlie, David Miller, Thomas Nagel,
Robert Nozick, Richard Norman, Ingmar Persson, Janet Radcliffe Richards, Joseph Raz,
Thomas Scanlon, and Larry Temkin.

? Thomas Nagel, Mortal Question, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979),
pages 123—4. See also Nagel’s Equality and Partiality (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991).
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sum of benefits. But, for egalitarians, it also matters how well off
the beneficiaries would be. We should sometimes choose a
smaller sum of benefits, for the sake of a better distribution.

Should we aim for a better distribution? If so, when and how?
These are difficult questions, but their subject matter is, in a way,
simple. Itis enough to consider different possible states of affairs,
or outcomes, each involving the same set of people. We imagine
knowing how well off, in these outcomes, these people would be.
We then ask whether either outcome would be better, or would
be the outcome that we ought to bring about.

Some writers reject these questions. Nozick objects, for exam-
ple, that these questions wrongly assume that there is something
to be distributed. Most goods, he argues, are not up for distribu-
tion, or redistribution.” They are goods to which particular
people already have entitlements, or special claims. Others make
similar claims about desert.

These objections we can set aside. We can assume that, in the
cases we are considering, no one deserves to be better off than
anyone else; nor does anyone have special claims to whatever we
are distributing. Since there are some cases of this kind, we have a
subject. If we can reach conclusions, we can then consider how
widely these apply. Like Rawls and others, I believe that, at the
fundamental level, most cases are of this kind.

To ask my questions, we need only two assumptions. First,
some people can be worse off than others, in ways that are
morally relevant. Second, these differences can be matters of
degree. To describe my imagined cases, I shall use figures.
Nagel’s choice, for example, can be shown as follows:

The first child The second child
Move to the city: 20 10
Move to the suburb: 25 9

Such figures misleadingly suggest precision. Even in principle, I
believe, there could not be precise differences between how well
off different people are. I intend these figures to show only that
the choice between these outcomes makes much more difference
to Nagel’s first child, but that, in both outcomes, the second child
would be much worse off.

* Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974), pages
149-50.

0 Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997
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One point about my figures is important. Each unit is a
roughly equal benefit, however well off the person is who receives
it. If someone rises from 99 to 100, this person benefits as much
as someone else who rises from 9 to 10. Without this assumption
we cannot ask some of our questions. Thus we cannot ask
whether some benefit would matter more if it came to someone
who was worse off.

Since each extra unit is an equal benefit, however well off the
recipient is, these units should not be thought of as equal quan-
tities of resources. The same increase in resources usually brings
greater benefits to those who are worse off. But these benefits
need not be thought of in Utilitarian terms, as involving greater
happiness, or desire-fulfilment. They might be improvements in
health, or length of life, or education, or range of opportunities,
or involve any other goods that we take to be morally important.*

2

Most of us believe in some kind of equality. We believe in politi-
cal equality, or equality before the law, or we believe that every-
one has equal rights, or that everyone’s interests should be given
equal weight. Though these kinds of equality are of great impor-
tance, they are not my subject here. I am concerned with
people’s being equally well off. To be egalitarians, in my sense, this
is the kind of equality in which we must believe.

Some egalitarians believe that, if people were equally well off,
that would be a better state of affairs. If we hold this view, we can
be called Teleological — or, for short, Telic — Egalitarians. We accept

The Principle of Equality: It is in itself bad if some people are
worse off than others.”

Suppose that the people in some community could all be either
equally well off, or equally badly off. The Principle of Equality

* For two such broader accounts of well-being, see Amartya Sen, ‘Capability and Well-
Being’, in The Quality of Life, edited by Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen (Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 1993), Amartya Sen, Inequality Reexamined (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992), Chapter 3; and Thomas Scanlon, ‘Value, Desire, and the Quality
of Life’, in Nussbaum and Sen, op. cit.

* We might add, ‘through no fault or choice of theirs’. In a fuller statement of this prin-
ciple, we would need to assess the relative badness of different patterns of inequality. But
we can here ignore these complications. They are well discussed in Larry Temkin’s
Inequality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
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does not tell us that the second would be worse. To explain that
obvious truth, we might appeal to

The Principle of Utility: It is in itself better if people are better off.

When people would be on average better off, or would receive a
greater sum of benefits, we can say, for brevity, that there would
be more utility.

If we cared only about equality, we would be Pure Egalitarians.
If we cared only about utility, we would be Utilitarians. Most of us
accept a pluralist view: one that appeals to more than one princi-
ple or value. According to Pluralist Egalitarians, it would be better
both if there was more equality, and if there was more utility. In
deciding which of two outcomes would be better, we give weight
to both these values.

These values may conflict. One of two outcomes may be in one
way worse, because there would be more inequality, but in
another way better, because there would be more utility. We must
then decide which of these two facts would be more important.
Consider, for example, the following possibilities:

(1) Everyone at 150
(2) Half at 199 Half at 200
(3) Halfat 101 Half at 200

For Pure Egalitarians, (1) is the best outcome, since it contains the
least inequality. For Utilitarians, (1) is the worst outcome, since it
contains the least utility. For most Pluralist Egalitarians, (1) would
be neither the best nor the worst of these outcomes. (1) would be,
on balance, worse than (2), since it would be much worse in terms
of utility, and only slightly better in terms of equality. Similarly, (1)
would be better than (3), since it would be much better in terms
of equality, and only slightly worse in terms of utility.
In many cases the Pluralist View is harder to apply. Compare

(1) Everyone at 150
with
(4) Half at N Half at 200.

If we are Pluralist Egalitarians, for which values of N would we
believe (1) to be worse than (4)? For some range of values — such
as 120 to 150 — we may find this question hard to answer. And it
may not have an answer. The relative importance of equality and
utility may be, even in principle, imprecise.
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We should next distinguish two kinds of value. If we claim that
equality is good, we may mean only that it has good effects. If
people are unequal, for example, that can produce conflict, or
damage the self-respect of those who are worst off, or put some
people in the power of others. If we care about equality because
we are concerned with such effects, we believe that equality has
instrumental value, or is good as a means. But I am concerned
with a different idea. For true Egalitarians, equality has intrinsic
value, or is in itself good.

This distinction is important. If we believe that, besides having
bad effects, inequality is in itself bad, we shall think it to be worse.
And we shall think it bad even when it has no bad effects.

To illustrate this second point, consider what I shall call the
Divided World. The two halves of the world's population are, we
can suppose, unaware of each other's existence. Perhaps the
Atlantic has not yet been crossed. Consider next two possible
states of affairs:

(1) Halfat 100 Half at 200
(2) Everyone at 145

Of these two states, (1) is in one way better than (2), since people
are on average better off. But we may believe that, all things
considered, (1) is worse than (2). How could we explain this view?

If we are Telic Egalitarians, our explanation would be this.
While it is good that, in (1), people are on average better off, it
is bad that some people are worse off than others. The badness
of this inequality morally outweighs the extra benefits.

In making such a claim, we could not appeal to inequality’s
bad effects. Since the two halves of the world’s population are
quite unconnected, this inequality has no effects. If we are to
claim that (1) is worse because of its inequality, we must claim
that this inequality is in itself bad.’

% In his paper in this volume, which I cannot properly discuss here, Richard Norman
writes: ‘[Parfit] asks us whether (1) is worse that (2). I have to confess that I do not know
how to answer that question, and I do not think that this is simply a personal confession
on my part. . .. I want to say of Parfit's Divided world example that when you abstract the
question from the social context in which we make judgements about equality and
inequality, it is no longer clear how to answer it’ (pp. 240-1 below). It is, I agree, not
obvious whether the inequality in (1) is bad. But that it is not because we cannot make
value judgments about such examples. It is clear that (1) would be better than

(3) Half at 100, Half at 50,
but worse than

(4) Everyone at 200.
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3

We can now turn to a different kind of egalitarian view.
According to Deontic Egalitarians, though we should sometimes
aim for equality, that is not because we would thereby make the
outcome better. On this view, it is not in itself bad if some people
are worse off than others. When we ought to aim for equality, that
is always for some other moral reason.

Such a view typically appeals to claims about comparative justice.
Whether people are unjustly treated, in this comparative sense,
depends on whether they are treated differently from other
people. Thus it may be unfair if, in a distribution of resources,
some people are denied their share. Fairness may require that, if
certain goods are given to some, they should be given to all.

Another kind of justice is non-comparative. Whether people are
unjustly treated, in this other sense, depends only on facts about
them. Itis irrelevant whether others are treated differently. Thus,
if we treated no one as they deserved, this treatment would be
unjust in the non-comparative sense. But, if we treated everyone
equally unjustly, there would be no comparative injustice.”

It can be hard to distinguish these two kinds of justice, and
there are difficult questions about the relation between them.®
One point should be mentioned here. Non-comparative justice
may require us to produce equality. Perhaps, if everyone were
equally deserving, we should make everyone equally well off. But
such equality would be merely the effect of giving people what
they deserved. Only comparative justice makes equality our aim.

When I said that, in my examples, no one deserves to be
better off than others, I did not mean that everyone is equally
deserving. I meant that, in these cases, questions of desert do
not arise. It is only comparative justice with which we are here
concerned.

There is another relevant distinction. In some cases, justice is
purely procedural. It requires only that we act in a certain way. For
example, when some good cannot be divided, we may be
required to conduct a lottery, which gives everyone an equal
chance to receive this good. In other cases, justice is in part
substantive. Here too, justice may require a certain kind of proce-
dure; but there is a separate criterion of what the outcome ought

7 Cf. Joel Feinberg, ‘Noncomparative Justice’, Philosophical Review, 83 (1974).
® Cf. Philip Montague, ‘Comparative and Non-comparative Justice’, Philosophical
Quanterly, 30 (1980).

0 Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997



208 DEREK PARFIT

to be. One example would be the claim that people should be
given equal shares.’

We can now redescribe our two kinds of Egalitarianism. On the
Telic View, inequality is bad; on the Deontic View, it is unjust.

It may be objected that, when inequality is unjust, it is, for that
reason, bad. But this does not undermine this way of drawing our
distinction. On the Deontic View, injustice is a special kind of
badness, one that necessarily involves wrong-doing. What is
unjust, and therefore bad, is not strictly the state of affairs, but
the way in which it was produced.

There is one kind of case which most clearly separates these
two views: those in which some inequality cannot be avoided. For
Deontic Egalitarians, if nothing can be done, there can be no
injustice. In Rawls’s words, if some situation ‘is unalterable . . . the
question of justice does not arise.’"

Consider, for example, the inequality in our natural endow-
ments. Some of us are born more talented or healthier than
others, or are more fortunate in other ways. If we are Deontic
Egalitarians, we shall not believe that such inequality is in itself
bad. We might agree that, if we could distribute talents, it would
be unjust or unfair to distribute them unequally. But, except
when there are bad effects, we shall see nothing to regret in the
inequalities produced by the random shuffling of our genes.
Many Telic Egalitarians take a different view. They believe that,
even when such inequality is unavoidable, it is in itself bad."

¢ There is an intermediate case. Justice may require a certain outcome, but only
because this avoids a procedural flaw. One such flaw is partiality. Suppose that we have to
distribute certain publicly owned goods. If we could easily divide these goods, others
might be rightly suspicious if we gave to different people unequal shares. That might
involve favouritism, or wrongful discrimination. We may thus believe that, to avoid these
flaws, we should distribute these goods equally.

How does this view differ from a view that requires equality for substantive reasons?
One difference is this. Suppose that we have manifestly tried to distribute equally, but our
procedure has innocently failed. If we aimed for equality only to avoid the taint of partial-
ity or discrimination, there would be no case for correcting the result. (For discussions of
these points, see Robert Goodin, ‘Egalitarianism, Fetishistic and Otherwise’, Ethics, 98
(1987); and Lawrence Sager and Lewis Kornhauser, ‘Just Lotteries’, Social Science
Information (Sage, London, Newbury Park and New Delhi, Vol 27, 1988).)

' John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), page 291.

" There is now a complication. Those who hold this second view do not merely think
that such inequality is bad. They often speak of natural injustice. On their view, it is unjust
or unfair that some people are born less able, or less healthy, than others. Similarly, it is
unfair if nature bestows on some richer resources. Talk of unfairness here is sometimes
claimed to make no sense. I believe that it does make sense. But, even on this view, our
distinction stands. According to Telic Egalitarians, it is the state of affairs which is bad, or
unjust; but Deontic Egalitarians are concerned only with what we ought to do.
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These views differ in several other ways. The Telic View, for
example, is likely to have wider scope. If we believe that inequality
is in itself bad, we may think it bad whoever the people are
between whom it holds. It may seem to make no difference
whether these people are in the same or different communities.
We may also think it irrelevant what the respects are in which
some people are worse off than others: whether they have less
income, or worse health, or are less fortunate in other ways. Any
inequality, if undeserved and unchosen, we may think bad. Nor,
third, will it seem to make a difference how such inequality arose.
That is implied by the very notion of intrinsic badness. When we
ask whether some state is in itself bad, it is irrelevant how it came
about.

If we are Deontic Egalitarians, our view may have none of these
features. Though there are many versions of the Deontic View,
one large group are broadly contractarian. Such views often
appeal to the idea of reciprocity, or mutual benefit. On some
views of this kind, when goods are co-operatively produced, and
no one has special claims, all the contributors should get equal
shares. There are here two restrictions. First, what is shared are
only the fruits of co-operation. Nothing is said about other goods,
such as those that come from nature. Second, the distribution
covers only those who produce these goods. Those who cannot
contribute, such as the handicapped, or children, or future
generations, have no claims."

Other views of this kind are less restrictive. They may cover all
the members of the same community, and all kinds of good. But
they still exclude outsiders. It is irrelevant that, in other commu-
nities, there are people who are much worse off. On such views,
if there is inequality between people in different communities,
this need not be anyone’s concern. Since the greatest inequalities
are on this global scale, this restriction has immense importance.

Consider next the question of causation. The Telic View natu-
rally applies to all cases. On this view, we always have a reason to
prevent or reduce inequality, if we can. If we are Deontic
Egalitarians, we might think the same; but that is less likely. Since
our view is not about the goodness of outcomes, it may cover only
inequalities that result from acts, or only those that are intentionally
produced. And it may tell us to be concerned only with the

'* See, for example, David Gauthier, Morals by Agreement (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1980), pages 18 and 268.
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inequalities that we ourselves produce. On such a view, when we
are responsible for some distribution, we ought to distribute
equally. But, when no one is responsible, inequality is not unjust.
In such cases, there is nothing morally amiss. We have no reason to
remove such inequality, by redistribution. Here again, since this
view has narrower scope, this can make a great practical difference.

4

Let us now consider two objections to the Telic View.

On the widest version of this view, any inequality is bad. It is
bad, for example, that some people are sighted and others are
blind. We would therefore have a moral reason to take single eyes
from the sighted and give them to the blind. That conclusion
may seem horrific.

Such a reaction is, I believe, mistaken. To set aside some irrel-
evant complications, we can imagine a simplified example.
Suppose that, after some genetic change, children are hence-
forth born as twins, one of whom is always blind. And suppose
that, as a universal policy, operations are performed after every
birth, in which one eye from the sighted twin is transplanted into
its blind sibling. That would be non-voluntary redistribution,
since new-born babies cannot give consent. But I am inclined to
believe that such a policy would be justified.

Some people would reject this policy, believing that it violates
the rights of the sighted twins. But that belief provides no ground
for rejecting the Telic View. As pluralists, Telic Egalitarians could
agree that the State should not redistribute organs. Since they do
not believe equality to be the only value, they could agree that, in
this example, some other principle has greater weight, or is over-
riding. Their belief is only that, if we all had one eye, this would
be in one way better than if half of us had two eyes and the other
half had none. Far from being horrific, that belief is clearly true.
If we all had one eye, that would be much better for all of the
people who would otherwise be blind."

A second objection is more serious. If inequality is bad, its
disappearance must be in one way a change for the better,
however this change occurs. Suppose that, in some natural
disaster, those who are better off lose all their extra resources,

" Cf. Nozick, op. cit., page 206 (though Nozick’s target here is not the Principle of
Equality but Rawls’s Difference Principle).

0 Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997



EQUALITY AND PRIORITY 211

and become as badly off as everyone else. Since this change
would remove the inequality, it must be in one way welcome,
on the Telic View. Though this disaster would be worse for
some people, and better for no one, it must be, in one way, a
change for the better. Similarly, it would be in one way an
improvement if we destroyed the eyes of the sighted, not to
benefit the blind, but only to make the sighted blind. These
implications can be more plausibly regarded as monstrous, or
absurd. The appeal to such examples we can call the Levelling
Down Objection."

It is worth repeating that, to criticize Egalitarians by appealing
to this objection, it is not enough to claim that it would be wrong
to produce equality by levelling down. Since they are pluralists,
who do not care only about equality, Egalitarians could accept
that claim. Our objection must be that, if we achieve equality by
levelling down, there is nothing good about what we have done.
Similarly, if some natural disaster makes everyone equally badly
off, that is not in any way good news. These claims do contradict
the Telic Egalitarian View.

I shall return to the Levelling Down Objection. The point to
notice now is that, on a Deontic view, we avoid this objection. If
we are Deontic Egalitarians, we do not believe that inequality is
bad, so we are not forced to admit that, on our view, it would be
in one way better if inequality were removed by levelling down.
We may believe that we have a reason to remove inequality only
when, and only because, our way of doing so benefits the people
who are worse off. Or we may believe that, when some people
are worse off than others, through no fault or choice of theirs,
they have a special claim to be raised up to the level of the
others, but they have no claim that others be brought down to
their level.

Given these differences between the Telic and Deontic Views,
itis important to decide which view, if either, we should accept. If
we are impressed by the Levelling Down Objection, we may be
tempted by the Deontic View. But, if we give up the Telic View, we
may find it harder to justify some of our beliefs. If inequality is
not in itself bad, we may find it harder to defend our view that we

'* Such an objection is suggested, for example, in Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986) Chapter 9, and Larry Temkin, op. cil. pages
247-8.
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should often redistribute resources. And some of our beliefs
might have to go. Reconsider the Divided World, in which the
two possible states are these:

(1) Halfat 100 Half at 200
(2) Everyone at 145

In outcome (1) there is inequality. But, since the two groups are
unaware of each other’s existence, this inequality was not delib-
erately produced, or maintained. Since this inequality does not
involve wrong-doing, there is no injustice. On the Deontic View,
there is nothing more to say. If we believe that (1) is worse, and
because of the inequality, we must accept the Telic form of the
Egalitarian View. We must claim that the inequality in (1) is in
itself bad.

We might, however, give a different explanation. Rather than
believing in equality, we might be especially concerned about
those people who are worse off. That could be our reason for
preferring (2).

Let us now consider this alternative.

5
In discussing his imagined case, Nagel writes:

If one chose to move to the city, it would be an egalitarian deci-
sion. It is more urgent to benefit the second child . . . This
urgency is not necessarily decisive. It may be outweighed by
other considerations, for equality is not the only value. But it is
a factor, and it depends on the worse off position of the second
child. An improvement in his situation is more important than
an equal or somewhat greater improvement in the situation of
the first child."”

This passage contains the idea that equality has value. But it gives
more prominence to another idea. It is more important, Nagel
claims, to benefit the child who is worse off. That idea can lead
us to a quite different view.

Consider first those people who are badly off: those who are
suffering, or those whose basic needs have not been met. It is
widely believed that we should give priority to helping such

" Nagel, op. cit. page 124.
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people. This would be claimed even by Ultilitarians, since, if
people are badly off, they are likely to be easier to help.

Nagel, and others, make a stronger claim. On their view, it is
more urgent to help these people even if they are harder to help.
While Utilitarians claim that we should give these people prior-
ity when, and because, we can help them more, this view claims
that we should give them priority, even when we can help them
less.

Some people apply this view only to the two groups of the well
off and the badly off." But I shall consider a broader view, which
applies to everyone. On what I shall call

The Priority View: Benefiting people matters more the worse off
these people are.

For Utilitarians, the moral importance of each benefit depends
only on how great this benefit would be. For Prioritarians, it also
depends on how well off the person is to whom this benefit
comes. We should not give equal weight to equal benefits,
whoever receives them. Benefits to the worse off should be given
more weight.”” This priority is not, however, absolute. On this
view, benefits to the worse off could be morally outweighed by
sufficiently great benefits to the better off. If we ask what would
be sufficient, there may not always be a precise answer. But there
would be many cases in which the answer would be clear."

On the Priority View, I have said, it is more important to bene-
fit those who are worse off. But this claim does not, by itself,
amount to a different view, since it would be made by all
Egalitarians. If we believe that we should aim for equality, we shall
think it more important to benefit those who are worse off, since
such benefits reduce inequality. If this is why we give such bene-
fits priority, we do not hold the Priority View. On this view, as I

' Cf. H. Frankfurt, The Importance of What We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), Chapter 11, and Joseph Raz, op. cit. Chapter 9.

'” Several other writers have suggested such a view. See, for example, Thomas Scalon,
‘Nozick on Rights, Liberty, and Property’, Philosophy & Public Affairs, 6 (1976), pages 6 to
10, Joseph Raz, op. cit., Harry Frankfurt, ‘Equality as a Moral Ideal’, in The Importance of
What We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), David Wiggins,
‘Claims of Need’, in his Needs, Values, Truth (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), Dennis McKerlie,
‘Egalitarianism’, Dialogue, 23 (1984), and ‘Equality and Priority’, Utilitas, 6 (1994).

" Like the belief in equality, the Priority View can take either Telic or Deontic forms.
It can be a view about which outcomes would be better, or a view that is only about what
we ought to do. But, for our purposes here, this difference does not matter.
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define it here, we do not believe in equality. We do not think it in
itself bad, or unjust, that some people are worse off than others.
That is what makes this a distinctive view.

The Priority View can be easily misunderstood. On this view, if
I am worse off than you, benefits to me matter more. Is this
because I am worse off than you? In one sense, yes. But this has
nothing to do with my relation to you.

It may help to use this analogy. People at higher altitudes find
it harder to breathe. Is this because they are higher up than other
people? In one sense, yes. But they would find it just as hard to
breathe even if there were no other people who were lower down.
In the same way, on the Priority View, benefits to the worse off
matter more, but that is only because these people are at a lower
absolute level. It is irrelevant that these people are worse off than
others. Benefits to them would matter just as much even if there
were no others who were better off.

The chief difference is, then, this. Egalitarians are concerned
with relativities: with how each person’s level compares with the
level of other people. On the Priority View, we are concerned
only with people’s absolute levels. This is a fundamental struc-
tural difference. Because of this difference, there are several ways
in which these views have different implications.

One example concerns scope. Telic Egalitarians may, I have
said, give their view wide scope. They may believe that inequality
is bad even when it holds between people who have no connec-
tions with each other. This may seem dubious. Why would it
matter if, in some far off land, and quite unknown to me, there
are other people who are better off than me?

On the Priority View, there is no ground for such doubts.
This view naturally has universal scope. If it is more important to
benefit one of two people, because this person is worse off, it is
irrelevant whether these people are in the same community, or
are aware of each other’s existence. The greater urgency of bene-
fiting this person does not depend on her relation to the other
person, but only on her lower absolute level.

These views differ in other ways, which I have no space to
discuss here. But I have described the kind of case in which these
views most deeply disagree. These are the cases which raise the
Levelling Down Objection. Egalitarians face this objection
because they believe that inequality is in itself bad. If we accept
the Priority View, we avoid this objection. On this view, except
when it is bad for people, inequality does not matter.
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6

Though equality and priority are different ideas, this distinction
has been often overlooked.

One reason is that, especially in earlier centuries, Egalitarians
have often fought battles in which this distinction did not arise.
They were demanding legal or political equality, or attacking
arbitrary privileges, or differences in status. These are not the
kinds of good to which our distinction applies. And it is here that
the demand for equality is most plausible.

Second, when Egalitarians considered other kinds of good, they
often assumed that, if equality were achieved, this would either
increase the sum of these goods, or would at least not reduce this
sum. In either of these cases, equality and priority cannot conflict.

Third, even when a move to equality would reduce the total
sum of benefits, Egalitarians often assumed that such a move
would at least bring some benefits to the people who were worse
off. In such cases, equality and priority could not deeply conflict.
Egalitarians ignored the cases in which equality could not be
achieved except by levelling down.

Since this distinction has been overlooked, some writers have
made claims that are not really about equality, and would be
better stated as claims about priority. For example, Nagel writes:

To defend equality as a good in itself, one would have to argue
that improvements in the lot of people lower on the scale of
well-being took priority over greater improvements to those
higher on the scale.”

In the example with which we began, Nagel similarly claims that
it would be ‘more urgent’ to benefit the handicapped child. He
then writes:

This urgency is not necessarily decisive. It may be outweighed
by other considerations, for equality is not the only value.”

These remarks suggest that, to the question ‘Why is it more
urgent to benefit this child?’, Nagel would answer, ‘Because this
would reduce the inequality between these two children’. But I
doubt that this is really Nagel’s view. Would it be just as urgent to
benefit the handicapped child, even if he had no sibling who was
better off? I suspect that, on Nagel’s view, it would. Nagel would

' Reading Nozick, edited by Jeffrey Paul (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981) page 203.
* op. cil. p. 124.
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then, though using the language of equality, really be appealing
to the Priority View.”

Consider next the idea of distribution according to need.
Several writers argue that, when we are moved by this idea, our
aim is to achieve equality. Thus Raphael writes:

If the man with greater needs is given more than the man with
lesser needs, the intended result is that each of them should
have (or at least approach) the same level of satisfaction; the
inequality of nature is corrected.”

When discussing the giving of extra resources to meet the needs
of the ill, or handicapped, Norman similarly writes:

the underlying idea is one of equality. The aim is that everybody
should, as far as possible, have an equally worthwhile life.”

As before, if that were the aim, it could be as well achieved by
levelling down. This cannot be what Norman means. He could
avoid this implication by omitting the word ‘equally’, so that his
claim became: ‘the aim is that everybody should, as far as possi-
ble, have a worthwhile life.” With this revision, Norman could not
claim that equality is the underlying idea. But that, I believe,
would strengthen his position. Distribution according to need is
better regarded as a form of the Priority View.*

What these writers claim about need, some have claimed about
all kinds of distributive principle. For example, Ake writes:

Justice in a society as a whole ought to be understood as a
complete equality of the overall level of benefits and burdens
of each member of that society.

The various principles of distributive justice, Ake claims, can all
be interpreted as having as their aim ‘to restore a situation of
complete equality to the greatest degree possible’.” Some writers

' Similar remarks apply to section 117 of my Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1984). For a later discussion of the choice between these views, see
Nagel’s Equality and Partiality, op. cit., Chapters 7 and 8.

* D.D. Raphael, Justice and Liberty (London: Athlone Press, 1980), page 10. Cf. page
49.

# Richard Norman, Free and Equal (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), page 80.

** See, however, the excellent discussion in David Miller, ‘Social Justice and the
Principle of Need’, in The Frontiers of Political Theory, ed. Michael Freeman and David
Robertson (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1980).

* Christopher Ake, ‘Justice as Equality’, Philosophy & Public Affairs, 5 (1975), pages 71
and 77.
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even make such claims about retributive justice. They argue that,
by committing crimes, criminals make themselves better off than
those who keep the law. The aim of punishment is to restore
them to their previous level.

These writers, I believe, claim too much for equality. But there
are some plausible views which are rightly expressed in egalitar-
ian terms. For example, Cohen suggests that ‘the right reading of
egalitarianism’ is that ‘its purpose is to eliminate involuntary
disadvantage’.* He means by this comparative disadvantage: being
worse off than others. This is an essentially relational idea. Only
equality could eliminate such disadvantage. Cohen’s view could
not be re-expressed in the language of priority. Similar assump-
tions underlie Rawls’s view, whose complexity leads me to ignore
it here.

Some Egalitarians are not moved by the Levelling Down
Objection. For example, Ake writes

What about the case of someone who suddenly comes into
good fortune, perhaps entirely by his or her own efforts?
Should additional burdens . . . be imposed on that person in
order to restore equality and safeguard justice? . . . Why would-
n’t it be just to impose any kind of additional burden whatso-
ever on him in order to restore the equality? The answer is
that, strictly speaking, it would be . . .

Ake admits that, on his view, it would be just to level down, by
imposing burdens on this person. What he concedes is only that
the claim of justice would here be overridden. Levelling down
would be in one way good, or be something that we would have a
moral reason to do. Similarly, Temkin writes:

I, for one, believe that inequality is bad. But do I really think
that there is some respect in which a world where only some
are blind is worse than one where all are? Yes. Does this mean
I think it would be better if we blinded everybody? No. Equality
is not all that matters.*

Several other writers make such claims.?

* G.A.Cohen, ‘On the Currency of Egalitarian Justice’, Ethics, 99 (1989).

7 op cit. page 73.

* Inequality, page 282.

* See for example Amartya Sen, Inequality Reexamined (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1992), pages 92-3.
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7

Since some writers are unmoved by the Levelling Down
Objection, let us now reconsider that objection. Consider these
alternatives:

(1) Everyone at some level
(2) Some at this level Others better off

In outcome (1) everyone is equally well off. In outcome (2),
some people are better off, but in a way that is worse for no one.
For Telic Egalitarians, the inequality in (2) is in itself bad. Could
this make (2), all things considered, a worse outcome than (1)?

Some Egalitarians answer Yes. These people do not believe
that the avoidance of inequality always matters most. But they
regard inequality as a great evil. On their view, a move to inequal-
ity can make an outcome worse, even when this outcome would
be better for everyone. Those who hold this view we can call
Strong Egalitarians.

Others hold a different view. Since they believe that inequality
is bad, they agree that outcome (2) is in one way worse than
outcome (1). But they do not believe that (2) is worse all things
considered. In a move from (1) to (2), some people would
become better off. According to these Egalitarians, the loss of
equality would be morally outweighed by the benefits to these
people. (2) would be, on balance, better than (1). Those who
hold this view we can call Moderates.

This version of Egalitarianism is often overlooked, or
dismissed. People assume that, if we are Egalitarians, we must be
against a move to inequality, even when this move would be bad
for no one. If we regard such inequality as outweighed by the
extra benefits, our view must, they assume, be trivial.”

That assumption is mistaken. If some change would increase
inequality, but in a way that is worse for no one, the inequality must
come from benefits to certain people. And there cannot be a great
loss of equality unless these benefits are also great. Since these
gains and losses would roughly march in step, there is room for
Moderates to hold a significant position. They believe that, in all
such cases, the gain in utility would outweigh the loss in equality.

* See, for example, Antony Flew, The Politics of Procrustes (Buffalo, New York:
Prometheus, 1981), page 26, McKerlie, ‘Egalitarianism’, op. cit., p. 232. See also Nozick,
op. cit. p. 211.
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That is consistent with the claim that, in many other cases, that
would not be so. Moderates can claim that some gains in utility,
even if great, would not outweigh some losses in equality.
Consider, for example, these alternatives:

(1) All at 100
(4) Halfat 100  Half at 200
(5) Half at 70 Half at 200.

Moderates believe that, compared with (1), (4) is better. But they
might claim that (5) is worse. Since (5) would involve a much
greater sum of benefits, that is not a trivial claim.

Return now to the Levelling Down Objection. Strong
Egalitarians believe that, in some cases, a move towards inequal-
ity, even though it would be worse for no-one, would make the
outcome worse.” This view may seem incredible. One of two
outcomes cannot be worse, we may claim, if it would be worse for
no one. To challenge Strong Egalitarians, it would be enough to
defend this claim. To challenge Moderates, we must defend the
stronger claim that, when inequality is worse for no one, it is not
in any way bad.

Many of us would make this stronger claim. It is widely
assumed that nothing can be bad if it is bad for no one. This we
can call the Person-affecting View.

This view might be defended by an appeal to some account of
the nature of morality, or moral reasoning. According to some
writers, for example, to explain the impersonal sense in which
one of two outcomes can be worse — or worse, period — we must
appeal to claims about what would be worse for particular people.
The Person-affecting View can also be supported by various kinds
of contractualism.”

Egalitarians might reply by defending a different meta-ethi-
cal view. Or they might argue that, when the Person-affecting
View is applied to certain other questions, it has unacceptable

*' I am assuming here that inequality is not in itself bad for people. It is not bad for me
if, unknown to me and without affecting me, there exist some other people who are better
off than me. That assumption is implied, not only by hedonistic theories about well-being,
but also by plausible versions both of desire-fulfilment theories, and of theories that
appeal to what Scanlon calls substantive goods. For a contrary view, however, which would
need a further discussion, see John Broome, Weighing Goods (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991)
Chapter 9.

2 Such as the view advanced in Thomas Scanlon’s ‘Contractualism and Utilitarianism’,
in ed. Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams, Utilitarianism and Beyond (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1982).
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implications, since it conflicts too sharply with some of our
beliefs.” Since I have no space to discuss these questions here, 1
shall merely express an opinion. The Person-affecting View has, I
believe, less plausibility than, and cannot be used to strengthen,
the Levelling Down Objection.

8

I shall now summarise what I have claimed. According to Telic
Egalitarians, it is in itself bad, or unfair, if some people are worse
off than others through no fault or choice of theirs. Though this
view is widely held, and can seem very plausible, it faces the
Levelling Down Objection. This objection seems to me to have
great force, but is not, I think, decisive.

Suppose that we began by being Telic Egalitarians, but we are
convinced by this objection. We cannot believe that, if the
removal of inequality would be bad for some people, and better
for no one, this change would be in any way good. If we are to
salvage something of our view, we then have two alternatives.

We might become Deontic Egalitarians. We might come to
believe that, though we should sometimes aim for equality, that is
not because we would thereby make the outcome better. We must
then explain and defend our beliefs in some other way. And the
resulting view may have narrower scope. For example, it may
apply only to goods of certain kinds, such as those that are co-
operatively produced, and it may apply only to inequality
between members of the same community.

We may also have to abandon some of our beliefs. Reconsider
the Divided World:

(1) Halfat 100 Half at 200
(2) Everyone at 145

On the Deontic View, we cannot claim that it would be better if
the situation changed from (1) to (2). This view is only about
what people ought to do, and makes no comparisons between
states of affairs.

Our alternative is to move to the Priority View. We could then

* See Temkin, op. cit., Chapter 9. Another objection to the Person-affecting View
comes from what I have called the Non-Identity Problem (in my Reasons and Persons), Chapter
16).
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keep our belief about the Divided World. It is true that, in a
change from (1) to (2), the better off would lose more than the
worse off would gain. That is why, in utilitarian terms, (2) is worse
than (1). But, on the Priority View, though the better off would
lose more, the gains to the worse off count for more. Benefits to
the worse off do more to make the outcome better. That could be
why (1) is worse than (2).

The views that I have been discussing often coincide. But, as I
have tried to show, they are quite different. They can support
different beliefs, and policies, and they can be challenged and
defended in different ways. Taxonomy, though unexciting, needs
to be done. Until we have a clearer view of the alternatives, we
cannot hope to decide which view is true, or is the best view.

All Souls College
Oxford OX1 4AL
England

0 Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1997



' NOD)

Should the

Number
Count?

Taurek




Should the Numbers Count?

John M. Taurek
Philosophy and Public Affairs, Volume 6, Issue 4 (Summer, 1977), 293-316.

Stable URL:
http://links jstor.org/sici?sici=0048-3915%28197722%296%3 A4%3C293%3ASTNC%3E2.0.CO%3B2-Y

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you
have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and
you may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or
printed page of such transmission.

Philosophy and Public Affairs is published by Princeton University Press. Please contact the publisher for further
permissions regarding the use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/journals/pup.html.

Philosophy and Public Affairs
©1977 Princeton University Press

JSTOR and the JSTOR logo are trademarks of JSTOR, and are Registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.
For more information on JSTOR contact jstor-info@umich.edu.

©2003 JSTOR

http://www.jstor.org/
Sun Aug 10 13:37:51 2003



JOHN M. TAUREK Should the Numbers Count?

We have resources for bestowing benefits and for preventing harms.
But there are limitations. There are many people we are not in a posi-
tion to help at all. That is one kind of limitation. But there is another
kind of limitation we encounter. Often we must choose between be-
stowing benefits on certain people, or preventing certain harms from
befalling them, and bestowing benefits on or preventing harms from
befalling certain others. We cannot do both. The general question dis-
cussed here is whether we should, in such trade-off situations, con-
sider the relative numbers of people involved as something in itself of
significance in determining our course of action.* The conclusion I

I owe a large debt to Rita V. Lewis, whose views on the issues dealt with in
this paper have had a pervasive influence on both its content and style. I should
also like to thank Herbert Morris for helpful comments made on an earlier
version of this essay.

1. The trade-off situations I am focusing on have relatively simple structures.
They present us with three relevant options: (1) We may aid a certain person
or group of persons. (2) We may aid an entirely different group of persons. (3)
We may do nothing at all to aid anyone. (I exclude from consideration this last
option, though I do not argue that doing nothing for anyone is impermissible.
Whether, why or in what sense it is, are questions best left to another occasion.)
Robert Schwartz has caused me some worries about trade-off situations that are
as aptly styled as these simpler ones, and that involve different but overlapping
groups of possible beneficiaries. For example, perhaps the exercise of one option
would bring aid to A but none to either B or C. A second option might bring aid
to both A and B but none to C. Yet a third option might be available that would
bring aid to C but none to either A or B. It will be seen that it is not completely
obvious how one holding the views I present on the simpler trade-off situations
would deal with this case and with cases of still greater complexity. After having
caused me the worries, Schwartz had the decency to think out an approach to
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reach is that we should not. I approach this general question by focus-
ing on a particular hypothetical case in which we find ourselves in a
position of being able to prevent a certain harm from befalling one
person or to prevent a like harm from befalling each of five others, but
unable to spare all six from harm.

The situation is that I have a supply of some life-saving drug.
Six people will all certainly die if they are not treated with the drug.
But one of the six requires all of the drug if he is to survive. Each of
the other five requires only one-fifth of the drug. What ought I to do?

To many it seems obvious that in such cases, special considerations
apart, one ought to save the greater number. I cannot accept this view.
I believe that at least some of those who do accept it fail to appreciate
the difficulty of reconciling their thinking here with other convictions
they are inclined to hold with even greater tenacity. First, I want to
delineate some of these difficulties. I hope that, in view of them, others
might be brought to reflect more critically on the intuitions that un-
derlie this position. I shall then present what seems to me a more
appropriate and appealing way of viewing trade-off situations of the
kind in question.

Those who think that I ought to distribute my drug in fifths to the
five people usually qualify their position. They maintain that “other
things being equal, or special considerations apart, one ought to save
the greater number.” What sort of special considerations to the con-
trary do they have in mind? What is being ruled out by the “other
things being equal” clause?

One thing they have in mind, I think, is the possibility of special
facts about the one person that would, in their view, make his death
a far worse thing than one might otherwise have supposed. Perhaps
he is close to discovering some wonder drug or is on the verge of nego-
tiating a lasting peace in the world’s perennial trouble spot. The idea
is that it could happen that this one person’s continued existence is in
some way crucial to the welfare of an unusually large number of peo-

these decision problems that would appear compatible with my thinking about
the simpler ones. But I fear that a discussion of these complications would ob-
scure my main argument here, so I have avoided it.

2. This is the case described by Phillippa Foot in her paper on “Abortion and
the Doctrine of Double Effect,” in Moral Problems, ed. James Rachels (New
York, 1971).
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ple. This would make his death a far worse thing in the minds of some
than it would otherwise be. Of course, they also have in mind the pos-
sibility that special facts about these five persons could make their
deaths not nearly so bad a thing after all. They might be five driveling
old people or five idiot infants, loved by no one. In light of such facts
as these it may well be permissible, perhaps even obligatory in the view
of some, to save the one wholesome person instead of the five others.
So when people say, “other things being equal, one ought to save the
greater number,” they mean to rule out such special considerations as
these. The thinking here is that, apart from some such considerations,
the death of five innocent persons is a worse thing, a greater evil, a
greater loss, than the death of one innocent person. Since I am in a
position to prevent either of these bad things from happening, but not
both, I am morally required to prevent the worst.

Such reasoning seems appealing to many. I find it difficult to under-
stand and even more difficult to see how it is to be reconciled with
certain other convictions widely shared by these same people. Suppose
this one person, call him David, is someone I know and like, and the
others are strangers to me. I might well give all of my drug to him.
And I am inclined to think that were I to do so, I would not be acting
immorally. I suspect that many share this view with me.

Of course, some people do think that I would be acting immorally.
They think it would be wrong to give all the drug to David while the
five others die just because David is someone I know and like. They
may allow that this could make my action excusable, but on their
view it would not make it right.

For the moment, I address myself to those who, while subscribing
to the general position, nevertheless share my view that it would not
be wrong for me to use my drug to save a person I know and like. They
must deny that the original claim, together with the thinking that lies
behind it, commits them to the view that I ought to save the five
strangers in this case. Perhaps they will object that, in introducing
David as someone I know and like, I have introduced another of those
special considerations that were meant to be excluded by the “other
things being equal” clause. But if this is one of the special considera-
tions meant to be ruled out, it is of a different sort from the special con-
siderations previously mentioned. These were facts about the five
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persons in light of which it was thought their deaths would not be so
bad, after all; or facts about David that would make his death a worse
thing than the death of a person of more ordinary credentials. The idea
was that these considerations would make a difference to what I
ought to do, because in light of them the death of the one person would
in fact be a worse thing to have happen than would be the deaths of
these five.

But I would not think that the fact that David happens to be some-
one I know and like would make his death a worse thing in compari-
son to the deaths of these others than it would be if, by chance, I didn’t
know him or knew him but happened not to like him. So it is not clear
to me how this fact is to make a difference in what I am morally re-
quired to do in this situation. It is not clear to me how it is to make a
difference in the view of those who think that, apart from it, I would
have a moral obligation to save the five, an obligation deriving from
the fact that it is a worse thing, other things being equal, that these
five innocent persons should die than it is that this one should.

Perhaps there are special considerations of a kind different from
those described thus far. Suppose that one person had contracted with
me in advance to have just this quantity of the drug administered to
him at this particular time. It could be thought that such a special
obligation to the one party arising out of a contract would override the
fact that I would be preventing a far worse thing from happening
were I to give the drug to the five. An explicit contract or promise may
not be the only source of such special obligations to another person.
Perhaps a parent is thought to be thus specially obligated to his child,
or a child to his parents. Perhaps a doctor has such a special obligation
to his regular patients. Perhaps one might think one has such a special
obligation to a benefactor, and so on. It seems reasonable to suppose
that the existence of such special obligations to specific individuals
involved were also meant to be excluded by the “other things being
equal” clause. But can this be helpful to those who wish to reconcile
their feeling that I do not do wrong when I give all my drug to a friend
with an adherence to the original contention?

This does not seem to be a very promising line. Are we to suppose
that I have in this situation an overriding obligation to save this one
person, deriving from the fact that he is someone I know and like?
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Such a supposition does not appear to capture my thinking here at all.
The fact is that I would act to save David’s life because, knowing him
and liking him, my concern for his well-being is simply greater than
my concern for the well-being of those others, not because I recognize
some overriding obligation to him. Imagine that the situation involved
David and only one other person, a stranger. In the absence of any
special claim of right possessed by the stranger, I would save David.
If asked to explain or justify my choice, I would not think to say that
I was morally required to give my drug to David in virtue of the fact
that I happen to know and like him. The fact that David is a friend
explains, naturally enough, my preference for saving him rather than
this other person. It is the absence of any moral obligation to save this
other person rather than David that makes my choice morally permis-
sible. And, rightly or wrongly, that is how I think of my conduct in
the situation under discussion. In securing David’s survival I am act-
ing on a purely personal preference. It is the absence of any moral
requirement to save these others rather than David that makes my
doing so morally permissible.

However, this talk of a special duty to the one person, arising not
from any promise, contract or quasi-contractual relationship between
us, but somehow from the mere fact that I know and like him, would
appear to go too far. For, on such a view, it would be more than simply
permissible for me to save David, it would be morally obligatory that I
save him rather than these five others. And this is not the thinking of
those who feel only that it would not be wrong of me to save David.

On the view in question, one is morally required to save the five in-
stead of the one, other things being equal, because, other things being
equal, it is a very much worse thing that these five innocent people
should die than it is that this one should. But if this fact constitutes
a compelling ground for a moral obligation to give the drug to these five
rather than to this one, then I too shall have to acknowledge its moral
force. The problem, then, is to explain, especially perhaps to these
five people, how it is that merely because I know and like David and
am unacquainted with them I can so easily escape the moral require-
ment to save their lives that would fall on most anyone else in my
position. The only relevant consideration here is that I happen to like
David more than I like any of them. Imagine my saying to them,
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“Admittedly, the facts are such that I would be morally obligated to
give you this drug, if it didn’t happen that I prefer to give it to him.”
The moral force of such facts must be feeble indeed to be overridden
by an appeal as feeble as this.

Contrast this situation with almost any other in which we would be
prepared to acknowledge the existence of grounds for a moral require-
ment to give the drug to these five people. Suppose, for example, that
these five had contracted with me in advance to deliver this drug to
them at this time and place. It would not seem likely that anyone
would think that the fact that I would prefer to give it to someone
else instead would alter in any way what I was morally required to
do. But of course it might make it harder, psychologically, for me to
do what I ought to do. Again, suppose that these five are American
soldiers and I am an army doctor with what little is left of the issue
of this drug. And let us suppose that this other person is someone I
know and like but is a citizen of some other country. Would anyone
imagine that the fact that I would prefer to use the drug to save this
one person could somehow nullify or lift my obligation to distribute
the drug to the five soldiers?

The point is this. Generally, when the facts are such that any im-
partial person would recognize a moral obligation to do something as
important to people as giving this drug to these five would be to them,
then an appeal to the fact that one happens to be partial to the inter-
ests of some others would do nothing to override the moral obligation.
Yet this is the position of those who maintain that in this situation
any impartial person would be morally required to distribute his drug
in fifths to the five. But because I, personally, would prefer to give it
to someone else, it is permissible for me to do so.?

I am inclined to think, then, that we should either agree that it
would be wrong for me to save David in this situation or admit that

3. There are a number of possible contortions that one might go through in
an attempt to reconcile these views. I cannot consider them all here. What I am
chiefly interested in stressing is that there are serious difficulties involved in any
attempt to reconcile these positions. My hope is that, in view of these difficulties,
those who would maintain the original position might be brought to reconsider
with an open mind the alleged grounds for the moral requirement to save the
greater number in cases where one is in fact impartial in one’s concern for those
involved.
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there are no grounds for a moral requirement on anyone, special obli-
gations apart, to save the five instead of David. Now as I said earlier
there are those who will take the view that I do wrong when I give
preference to David in this situation. They may feel that what has
been said so far only proves the point. So now I would like to say some-
thing in support of the opinion that it would be morally permissible
for a person in such circumstances to save a friend rather than the
five strangers.

Suppose the drug belongs to your friend David. It is his drug, his
required dosage. Now there are these five strangers, strangers to David
as well as to you. Would you try to persuade David to give his drug to
these five people? Do you think you should? Suppose you were to try.
How would you begin? You are asking him to give up his life so that
each of the five others, all strangers to him, might continue to live.

Imagine trying to reason with David as you would, presumably,
have reasoned with yourself were the drug yours. “David, to be sure
it is a bad thing, a very bad thing, that you should die. But don’t you
see it is a far worse thing that these five people should die? Now you
are in a position to prevent either of these bad things from happening.
Unfortunately you cannot prevent them both. So you ought to insure
that the worst thing doesn’t happen.”

Don’t you think that David might demur? Isn’t he likely to ask:
“Worse for whom?” And it seems natural and relevant that he should
continue to put his case in some such way as this: “It is a far worse
thing for me that I should die than that they should. I allow that for
each of them it would be a worse thing were they all to die while I
continue to live than it would be were I to die and they to continue
to live. Indeed I wouldn’t ask, nor would I expect, any one of them
to give up his life so that I, a perfect stranger, might continue to live
mine. But why should you, or any one of them, expect me to give up
my life so that each of them might continue to live his?”

I think David’s question deserves an answer. What could there be
about these strangers that might induce David to think it worth giving
up his life so that they might continue to live theirs? The usual sort
of utilitarian reasoning would be comical if it were not so outrageous.
Imagine any one of these five entreating David, “Look here David.
Here I am but one person. If you give me one-fifth of your drug I will
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continue to live. I am confident that I will garner over the long haul
a net balance of pleasure over pain, happiness over misery. Admit-
tedly, if this were all that would be realized by your death I should not
expect that you would give up your life for it. I mean, it may not be
unreasonable to think that you yourself, were you to continue to live,
might succeed in realizing at least as favorable a balance of happiness.
But here, don’t you see, is a second person. If he continues to live he
too will accumulate a nice balance of pleasure over pain. And here
is yet a third, a fourth, and finally a fifth person. Now, we would not
ask you to die to make possible the net happiness realized in the life
of any one of us five. For you might well suppose that you could re-
alize as much in your own lifetime. But it would be most unreasonable
for you to think that you could realize in your one lifetime anything
like as much happiness as we get when we add together our five dis-
tinct favorable balances.”

Such reasoning coming from some disinterested outside party might
be a little less contemptible, but surely not a bit less foolish. But if we
recognize the absurdity of trying to sell David on the idea that it would
be a worse thing were these five persons to die than it would be were
he to die by suggesting he focus on the large sum of their added happi-
nesses as compared to his own, just what kind of reasoning would
sound less absurd? Is it less absurd to ask him to focus on the large
sum of intrinsic value possessed by five human beings, quite apart
from considerations of their happiness, as compared to the value of
himself alone?

I cannot imagine that I could give David any reason why he should
think it better that these five strangers should continue to live than
that he should. In using his drug to preserve his own life he acts to
preserve what is, understandably, more important to him. He val-
ues his own life more than he values any of theirs. This is, of course,
not to say that he thinks he is more valuable, period, than any one of
them, or than all of them taken together. (Whatever could such a re-
mark mean?) Moreover, and this I would like to stress, in not giving
his drug to these five people he does not wrong any of them. He violates
no one’s rights. None of these five has a legitimate claim on David’s
drug in this situation, and so the five together have no such claim.
Were they to attack David and to take his drug, they would be mur-
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derers. Both you and David would be wholly within your rights to de-
fend against any such attempt to deprive him of his drug.

Such, in any case, is my view. I hope that most people would agree
with me. But if it is morally permissible for David in this situation to
give himself all of his drug, why should it be morally impermissible
for me to do the same? It is my drug. It is more important to me that
David should continue to live than it is that these five strangers should.
I value his life more than I value theirs. None of these five has any
special claim to my drug in this situation. None of them can legiti-
mately demand of me that I give him the drug instead of giving it to
David. And so the five together have no such special claim. I violate
no one’s rights when I use my drug to save David’s life. Were these
five, realizing that I was about to give my drug to David, to attempt
to take it from me, I would think myself wholly justified in resisting.

Thus far I have argued that, since it would not be morally imper-
missible for the one person, David, to use all of his drug to save him-
self instead of these five others, it cannot be morally impermissible for
me, were the drug mine and given that I am under no special obliga-
tions to any of these five, to use it all to save David instead of these
other five. In so arguing I have committed myself to a view that may
strike some as counterintuitive. On my view, if one party, A, must de-
cide whether to spare another party, B, some loss or harm H, or to
spare a third party, C, some loss or harm H’, it cannot be A’s moral
duty, special obligations apart, to spare C harm H’ unless it would be
B’s duty, in the absence of special obligations to the contrary, to spare
C harm H' if he could, even at the expense of suffering H himself. To
put it another way, my thinking here is simply this. If it would be mor-
ally permissible for B to choose to spare himself a certain loss, H, in-
stead of sparing another person, C, a loss, H', in a situation where he
cannot spare C and himself as well, then it must be permissible for
someone else, not under any relevant special obligations to the con-
trary, to take B’s perspective, that is, to choose to secure the outcome
most favorable to B instead of the outcome most favorable to C, if he
cannot secure what would be best for each.

The following kind of case might be raised as a counterexample.
Many of us, perhaps most of us, might agree that were B somehow
situated so that he could spare C the loss of his life, or spare himself
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the loss of an arm, but could not do both, it would not be morally re-
quired, special obligations apart, that he choose to spare C the loss of
his life. “But,” it will be asked, “suppose you are the one who must
choose? You can either spare this person, C, the loss of his life, or spare
B the loss of his arm. Even apart from any special obligations to C,
wouldn’t you acknowledge that you ought to spare C the loss of his
life? Wouldn’t it be wrong for you to spare B his loss and let C die?”

Well, I do not think it would be morally impermissible for me to
spare B the loss of his arm in such a situation. What exactly would
be the ground for such a moral requirement? I am to choose which
of two possible outcomes is to be realized: in the one, B retains his arm
intact and C dies; in the other, B loses his arm and C does not die.
If the choice were B’s it would be permissible for him to choose the
first outcome. But it is not permissible for me to make this same
choice? Why exactly is this? By hypothesis, I am under no relevant
special obligations in this situation. So what is the difference between
B and me in virtue of which I am morally required to secure the out-
come most favored by C, though B would not be? Unless it is for some
reason morally impermissible for one person to take the same interest
in another’s welfare as he himself takes in it, it must be permissible
for me, in the absence of special obligations to the contrary, to choose
the outcome that is in B’s best interest. And, of course, this is what I
would do if B’s welfare were more important to me than Cs.

There may well come a point, however, at which the difference be-
tween what B stands to lose and C stands to lose is such that I would
spare C his loss. But in just these situations I am inclined to think that
even if the choice were B’s he too should prefer that C be spared his
loss. For some people such a point of difference may already have been
reached in the case where B stands to lose an arm, while C stands to
lose his life. There are profoundly important differences in attitude
among people here that I do not know how to reconcile. I personally
do not think that anyone should be moved, in the absence of special
considerations, to spare me the loss of my life rather than sparing
themselves the loss of an arm. Others seem to think that they should.

I suspect that many of those who see in the purported counterexam-
ple a forceful objection to my view are people who more than half
believe that (ideally) they really should be prepared to spare me the
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loss of my life even at the expense of losing their arms. Yet they are
doubtful that they could bring themselves to make such a choice were
it actually to come to that. Sensing this about themselves they are un-
derstandably reluctant to openly place such a demand on another.
However when they imagine themselves in the role of a third party,
who is not especially concerned about B, they feel less conflict about
sparing C the loss of his life. They, after all, will not have to lose their
arms. But if this is their thinking, then they are not raising a serious
objection to the view I have taken.

Let me return now to a further discussion of the original trade-off
situation. It is my conviction that were the drug David’s to use, he
would do nothing wrong, special obligations apart, were he to use it
to save himself instead of giving it up to the five strangers. For the
same reasons, I believe that were the drug mine and David someone
I know and like, it would not be wrong of me, special obligations apart,
to save him rather than the five strangers. And so I feel compelled to
deny that any third party, relevant special obligations apart, would be
morally required to save the five persons and let David die. So what
do I think one should do in such a situation in the absence of any
special concern for any of the parties involved?

First, let me suggest what I would do in many such cases. Here are
six human beings. I can empathize with each of them. I would not like
to see any of them die. But I cannot save everyone. Why not give each
person an equal chance to survive? Perhaps I could flip a coin. Heads,
I give my drug to these five. Tails, I give it to this one. In this way I
give each of the six persons a fifty-fifty chance of surviving. Where
such an option is open to me it would seem to best express my equal
concern and respect for each person. Who among them could com-
plain that I have done wrong? And on what grounds?*

The claim that one ought to save the many instead of the few was
made to rest on the claim that, other things being equal, it is a worse
thing that these five persons should die than that this one should. It

4. After I had written this paper, my attention was called to Miss Anscombe’s
note of some years back on this case as put originally by Mrs. Foot. She too was
impressed by the fact that in the event a person gave his drug to the one, none
of the five others could complain that he had been wronged. Her note is entitled,
“Who is Wronged?” The Oxford Review, no. 5, 1967.
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is this evaluative judgment that I cannot accept. I do not wish to say
in this situation that it is or would be a worse thing were these five
persons to die and David to live than it is or would be were David to
die and these five to continue to live. I do not wish to say this unless I
am prepared to qualify it by explaining to whom or for whom or rela-
tive to what purpose it is or would be a worse thing.

I grant that for each one of the five persons, it would be worse were
David to survive and they to die than it would be if David were to die
and the five to survive. But, of course, from David’s perspective the
matter is otherwise. For him it would be a worse thing were he to die.
From my perspective, I am supposing in this situation that it does not
really matter who lives and who dies. My situation is not worsened or
bettered by either outcome. No doubt others will be affected differently
by what happens. For those who love or need David it would be a bet-
ter thing were the others to die. But for those especially attached to or
dependent on one or the other of these five, it would be better were
David to die and these five to live.

Some will be impatient with all this. They will say it is true, no
doubt, but irrelevant. They will insist that I say what would be a worse
(or a better) thing, period. It seems obvious to them that from the
moral point of view, since there is nothing special about any of these
six persons, it is a worse thing that these five should die while this one
continues to live than for this one to die while these five continue to
live. It is a worse thing, not necessarily for anyone in particular, or
relative to anyone’s particular ends, but just a worse thing in itself.

I cannot give a satisfactory account of the meaning of judgments of
this kind. But there are important differences between them and those
judgments which relativize the value ascribed to some particular per-
son or group, purpose or end. When I judge of two possible outcomes
that the one would be worse (or better) for this person or this group,
I do not, typically, thereby express a preference between these out-
comes. Typically, I do not feel constrained to admit that I or anyone
should prefer the one outcome to the other. But when I evaluate out-
comes from an impersonal perspective (perhaps we may say from a
moral perspective), matters are importantly different. When I judge
that it would be a worse thing, period, were this to happen than were
that to happen, then I do, typically, thereby express a preference be-



305 Should the Numbers Count?

tween these outcomes. Moreover, at the very least, I feel constrained
to admit that I should have such a preference, even if I do not. It is a
moral shortcoming not to prefer what is admittedly in itself a better
thing to what is in itself a worse thing.

Hence, I cannot give such an impersonal evaluative judgment as
the ground for a decision to give the drug to the five instead of to the
one. I could not bring myself to say to this one person, “I give my drug
to these five and let you die because, don’t you see, it is a worse thing,
a far worse thing, that they should die than that you should.” I do not
expect that David, or anyone in his position, should think it a better
thing were he to die and these five others to survive than it would be
were he to survive and they to die. I do not think him morally deficient
in any way because he prefers the outcome in which he survives and
the others die to the outcome in which they survive and he dies.

In a situation where the one person, David, is a friend of mine and
the others strangers to me, I do have a preference for the one outcome
as against the other, to me a natural and acceptable preference. But
since I do not expect everyone to share such a preference I will not
elevate its expression to the status of a universally binding evaluation.
I do not say to the five strangers that I give all of my drug to my friend
because it is a better thing in itself that he should survive than that
they should. I do not believe any such thing. Rather, I simply explain
that David is my friend. His survival is more important to me than
theirs. I would expect them to understand this, provided they were
members of a moral community acceptable to me, just as I would were
our roles reversed. Further, in securing David’s survival I violate no
one’s rights. No further justification of my action is needed, just as
no further justification is needed in a situation where the drug belongs
to the one person. He need not, and plainly should not, give as the
ground for his decision to use his drug to secure his own survival the
judgment that it is better in itself that he should survive than that they
should. Who could expect any of them to accept that? He need only
point out, as if this really needed remarking, that it is more important
to him that he survive than it is to him that they should. Furthermore,
in thus securing his own survival he violates none of their rights. What
more need be said?

In the trade-off situation as presently conceived, all six persons are
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strangers to me. I have no special affection for any one of them, no
greater concern for one than for any of the others. Further, by hy-
pothesis, my situation will be made neither worse nor better by either
outcome. Any preference I might show, therefore, if it is not to be
thought arbitrary, would require grounding. Of course this is precisely
what an impersonal evaluative judgment of the kind discussed would
do. It would provide a reason for the preference I show should I give
the drug to the five. But for the reasons given, I cannot subscribe to
such an evaluation of these outcomes. Hence, in this situation I have
absolutely no reason for showing preference to them as against him,
and no reason for showing preference to him as against them. Thus
I am inclined to treat each person equally by giving each an equal
chance to survive.

Yet I can imagine it will still be said, despite everything, “But surely
the numbers must count for something.” I can hear the incredulous
tones: “Would you flip a coin were it a question of saving fifty persons
or saving one? Surely in situations where the numbers are this dispro-
portionate you must admit that one ought to save the many rather
than the few or the one.”

I would flip a coin even in such a case, special considerations apart.
I cannot see how or why the mere addition of numbers should change
anything. It seems to me that those who, in situations of the kind in
question, would have me count the relative numbers of people involved
as something in itself of significance, would have me attach impor-
tance to human beings and what happens to them in merely the way
I would to objects which I valued. If six objects are threatened by fire
and I am in a position to retrieve the five in this room or the one in
that room, but unable to get out all six, I would decide what to do in
just the way I am told I should when it is human beings who are
threatened. Each object will have a certain value in my eyes. If it
happens that all six are of equal value, I will naturally preserve the
many rather than the one. Why? Because the five objects are together
five times more valuable in my eyes than the one.

But when I am moved to rescue human beings from harm in situ-
ations of the kind described, I cannot bring myself to think of them
in just this way. I empathize with them. My concern for what happens
to them is grounded chiefly in the realization that each of them is, as
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I would be in his place, terribly concerned about what happens to him.
It is not my way to think of them as each having a certain objective
value, determined however it is we determine the objective value of
things, and then to make some estimate of the combined value of the
five as against the one. If it were not for the fact that these objects
were creatures much like me, for whom what happens to them is of
great importance, I doubt that I would take much interest in their
preservation. As merely intact objects they would mean very little to
me, being, as such, nearly as common as toadstools. The loss of an
arm of the Pietd means something to me not because the Pieta will
miss it. But the loss of an arm of a creature like me means something
to me only because I know he will miss it, just as I would miss mine.
It is the loss to this person that I focus on. I lose nothing of value to
me should he lose his arm. But if I have a concern for him, I shall wish
he might be spared his loss.

And so it is in the original situation. I cannot but think of the situa-
tion in this way. For each of these six persons it is no doubt a terrible
thing to die. Each faces the loss of something among the things he
values most. His loss means something to me only, or chiefly, because
of what it means to him. It is the loss to the individual that matters to
me, not the loss of the individual. But should any one of these five lose
his life, his loss is no greater a loss to him because, as it happens, four
others (or forty-nine others) lose theirs as well. And neither he nor
anyone else loses anything of greater value to him than does David,
should David lose his life. Five individuals each losing his life does not
add up to anyone’s experiencing a loss five times greater than the loss
suffered by any one of the five.

If I gave my drug to the five persons and let David die I cannot see
that I would thereby have preserved anyone from suffering a loss
greater than that I let David suffer. And, similarly, were I to give my
drug to David and let the five die I cannot see that I would thereby
have allowed anyone to suffer a loss greater than the loss I spared
David. Each person’s potential loss has the same significance to me,
only as a loss to that person alone. Because, by hypothesis, I have an
equal concern for each person involved, I am moved to give each of
them an equal chance to be spared his loss.

My way of thinking about these trade-off situations consists, essen-
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tially, in seriously considering what will be lost or suffered by this one
person if I do not prevent it, and in comparing the significance of that
for him with what would be lost or suffered by anyone else if I do not
prevent it. This reflects a refusal to take seriously in these situations
any notion of the sum of two persons’ separate losses. To me this ap-
pears a quite natural extension of the way in which most would view
analogous trade-off situations involving differential losses to those in-
volved, indeed even most of those who find my treatment of the cases
thus far described paradoxical. Perhaps then, in one last effort to per-
suade them, it may be helpful to think about a trade-off situation of
this kind.

Suppose I am told that if you, a stranger to me, agree to submit to
some pain of significant intensity I will be spared a lesser one. Special
circumstances apart, I can see no reason whatever why you should be
willing to make such a sacrifice. It would be cowardly of me to ask it
of you. Now add a second person, also a stranger to you. Again we are
told that if you volunteer to undergo this same considerable pain each
of us will be spared a lesser one. I feel it would be no less contemptible
of me to ask you to make such a sacrifice in this situation. There is no
reason you should be willing to undergo such a pain to spare me mine.
There is no reason you should be willing to undergo such a pain to
spare this other person his. And that is all there is to it.

Now, adding still others to our number, not one of whom will suffer
as much as you are asked to bear, will not change things for me. It
ought not to change things for any of us. If not one of us can give you
a good reason why you should be willing to undergo a greater suffering
so that he might be spared a lesser one, then there is simply no good
reason why you should be asked to suffer so that the group may be
spared. Suffering is not additive in this way. The discomfort of each
of a large number of individuals experiencing a minor headache does
not add up to anyone’s experiencing a migraine. In such a trade-off
situation as this we are to compare your pain or your loss, not to our
collective or total pain, whatever exactly that is supposed to be, but to
what will be suffered or lost by any given single one of us.

Perhaps it would not be unseemly for a stranger who will suffer
some great agony or terrible loss unless you willingly submit to some
relatively minor pain to ask you to consider this carefully, to ask you
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to empathize with him in what he will have to go through. But to my
way of thinking it would be contemptible for any one of us in this crowd
to ask you to consider carefully, “not, of course, what I personally will
have to suffer. None of us is thinking of himself here! But contem-
plate, if you will, what we the group, will suffer. Think of the awful
sum of pain that is in the balance here! There are so very many more
of us.” At best such thinking seems confused. Typically, I think, it is
outrageous.

Yet, just such thinking is engaged in by those who, in situations of
the kind described earlier, would be moved to a course of action by
a mere consideration of the relative numbers of people involved. If the
numbers should not be given any significance by those involved in
these trade-off situations, why should they count for anyone? Suppose
that I am in a position either to spare you your pain or to spare this
large number of individuals each his lesser pain, but unable to spare
both you and them. Why should I attach any significance to their
numbers if none of those involved should? I cannot understand how
I am supposed to add up their separate pains and attach significance
to that alleged sum in a way that would be inappropriate were any of
those involved to do it. If, by allowing you to suffer your pain, I do
not see that I can thereby spare a single person any greater pain or,
in this case, even as much pain, I do not see why calling my attention
to the numbers should move me to spare them instead of you, any
more than focusing on the numbers should move you to sacrifice for
them collectively when you have no reason to sacrifice for them indi-
vidually.

It is not my intention to argue that in this situation I ought to spare
you rather than them just because your pain is “greater” than would be
the pain of any one of them. Rather, I want to make it clear that in
reaching a decision in such a case it is natural to focus on a compari-
son of the pain you will suffer, if I do not prevent it, with the pain that
would be suffered by any given individual in this group, if I do not
prevent it. I want to stress that it does not seem natural in such a case
to attempt to add up their separate pains. I would like to combat the
apparent tendency of some people to react to the thought of each of
fifty individuals suffering a pain of some given intensity in the same
way as they might to the thought of some individual suffering a pain
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many or fifty times more intense. I cannot but think that some such
tendency is at work in the minds of those who attribute significance
to the numbers in these trade-off situations.

In the original situation we were to imagine that I must choose be-
tween sparing David the loss of his life and sparing five others the loss
of their lives. In making my decision I am not to compare his loss, on
the one hand, to the collective or total loss to these five, on the other,
whatever exactly that is supposed to be. Rather, I should compare
what David stands to suffer or lose, if I do not prevent it, to what will
be suffered or lost by any other person, if I do not prevent that. Calling
my attention to the numbers should not move me to spare them in-
stead of him, any more than focusing on the numbers should move
him to sacrifice his life for the group when he has no reason to sacri-
fice for any individual in the group. The numbers, in themselves, sim-
ply do not count for me. I think they should not count for any of us.

I suppose that some will take the apparent absurdity of the follow-
ing scene as constituting a formidable embarrassment to the opinions
I have stated thus far. Volcanic eruptions have placed the lives of
many in immediate jeopardy. A large number are gathered at the north
end of the island, awaiting evacuation. A handful find themselves on
the southern tip. Imagine the captain of the only Coast Guard evacu-
ation ship in the area finding himself midway between. Where shall
he head first? Having been persuaded by my argument, to the amaze-
ment of his crew and fellow officers, the consternation of the govern-
ment, and the subsequent outrage in the press, he flips a coin and
makes for the south.

Admittedly, it will seem obvious to many people in our moral cul-
ture that it is the captain’s duty to direct his ship to the north end of
the island straightaway with no preliminary coin toss. And I don’t
wish to deny that this may indeed be his duty. But we must ask what
is the source or derivation of his duty? If it is said, simply, that it is
the captain’s duty to save the many rather than the few because, other
things being equal, it is a worse thing that this handful should survive
while the many perish than it would be were those few to die and
these many to survive, then I would protest. I have said why I think
such thinking is unreflective and unacceptable. But I doubt that it is
this simple sort of thinking that lies behind the quick and certain
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judgments of most who, when presented with this case, declare that
the captain would be in violation of his duty were he to flip a coin, and
then, perhaps, proceed south.

This situation is different in certain important respects from the
kind of case I've been discussing up to this point. In this situation, the
captain is seen as deploying a resource that is not his own, not exclu-
sively anyway. And though it is not made explicit in the description
of the situation, I suspect that in the minds of those who are so quick
to judge it is assumed that each of those in jeopardy has a citizen’s
equal claim to the use or benefit of that resource. For these reasons
the Coast Guard captain is seen as duty-bound in the situation; duty-
bound to behave in accordance with a policy for the use of that
resource agreeable to those whose resource it is. Hence the considera-
tions operative here are quite different from those relevant to the deci-
sion of a private citizen captaining his own ship or dispensing his own
drug or reaching out his hand under no moral constraints but those
that would fall on any man.

The recognition of these differences quite obviously colors the judg-
ments of those to whom such a case is presented. Contrast, for exam-
ple, the way in which most people would judge the Coast Guard cap-
tain’s conduct with their judgment on the conduct of a private citizen.
Were a private citizen to make first for the south end of the island be-
cause among the few are some dear to him while among the many
are only strangers, most would not raise a hue and cry. Although some
might urge that it would have been a better thing had this person gone
north to rescue a larger number, they are not likely to think of his
action as a violation of his duty to these people. But even if, tragically
enough, the Coast Guard captain had friends among the few and none
among the many, it will be seen as a breach of his duty should he first
see to the safety of his friends. Here it seems that people think of his
action as a violation of the rights of those who have a legitimate claim
on the resource. How could the Coast Guard captain justify his deci-
sion to go first to the south end of the island? How could he justify it
to those many at the north end? A justification is owed to them in this
case. Personal preferences won't do. For those in the north are seen
as having each an equal claim on that resource.

So this case is different from those previously discussed. Still, it may
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be urged, the point is that the captain is thought to be required to se-
cure the safety of the larger number first. It would be wrong of him
to flip a coin to decide his course of action. And so isn’t this a case of
the numbers counting? For what other justification could be given to
the handful left to die at the south end of the island except to say: “It
would be a worse thing were those many in the north to perish than it
would be should only the few of you die.”

I think there is a possible alternative justification of the captain’s
action in this situation that involves no appeal to any such claim as
that. It is a more attractive justification. I suspect it comes closer to
what most people think (perhaps wrongly) is available in this sort of
case. I believe we are inclined to think of the situation in this way.
A number of people have joined to invest in a resource, the chief pur-
pose of which is to serve the interests of those who have invested.
Whether each has invested an absolutely equal amount, or whether in-
dividual investments are scaled to individual resources, is neither here
nor there. Theoretically at least, each person’s investment (or status)
is seen as entitling him to an equal share, an equal claim on the use
of that resource or on the benefits from its use. Now a policy for the
employment of that resource in just such contingencies as this present
trade-off situation must be adopted. And it must be a policy agreeable
in advance to all those who are supposed to see their interests as equal-
ly served. The captain’s duty, then, whatever it is, is seen as deriving
from this agreement. Thus, to justify his action to those left behind
we need only cite the policy to which they, along with the others, have
agreed in advance (theoretically, anyway).

Into the formation of such an agreement or policy, a consideration
of the relative numbers in possible future trade-off situations may en-
ter in a way to which I would find no objection; in a way that commits
no one to the impersonal, comparative evaluation of the outcomes ap-
pealed to in the previous justification of the captain’s action. It could
well be agreed to by all, in advance, that should a trade-off situation
arise the resource is to be used to save the maximum number of those
who have equal claims. For we may suppose that none of these people
knows, at the time the resource is purchased in their collective name,
where in the future he may find himself should a trade-off situation
arise, whether among the few or among the many. Hence such a policy
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might be found acceptable to all these people simply on the ground
that such a policy maximizes each individual’s chances of benefiting
from the resource.

Against the background supposition of such an agreement, a justifi-
cation of the claim that it is the captain’s duty to proceed straightaway
to the north end of the island could be given. It would be wholly com-
patible with my views on how the numbers should not count. For in
such a justification no appeal is made to any claim that it is, or would
be, in itself, a better thing that those few should die and these many
survive than it would be were these few to survive and the many to
perish. Such a justification requires no one to acknowledge that his
life, or that he himself is, from some impersonal, objective (moral?)
perspective, worth less than two or three or three hundred others.

I believe that most people would prefer to think that this sort of
justification is available in most cases like the one under discussion.
Unfortunately, in many cases it is not. For it may happen that the
facts are such that a policy of using a resource to benefit the larger
number when not all can be benefited could not plausibly be justified
by an appeal to each claimant’s desire to maximize his chances of ben-
efiting—on the understanding, of course, that equal chances go to each
other claim holder. Imagine, for example, that on this island the ma-
jority live around the north end while the southern portion is inhabited
by relatively few. It is now proposed that everyone on the island invest
in an evacuation ship. A policy of using the ship to save the larger
number when not all can be saved could not easily be sold to those in
the south on the ground that it provides each person with an equal and
maximized chance of survival. It will be clear to them that with such
a policy an equal investment does not purchase in the south a benefit
equal to what it brings in the north. Still, of course, they might be in-
duced to invest equally. Given their circumstances, it may be the best
they can do for themselves. But they would not see this as a policy that
gives equal weight to the interests of every would-be share holder.

If the bargaining position of the few were sufficiently strong, I be-
lieve these southerners might hold out for a more equitable policy, for
genuinely equal shares in the benefits of the proposed resource, or
for some reduction on their premiums, or for some compensating ben-
efits from elsewhere. Now can we imagine those in the north at this
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point appealing to morality? “Look here, you are all decent people.
Don't you see, if it comes down to it, that it would be a better thing
if a larger number of us in the north survive while you perish than it
would be were you relatively few to survive while we, the larger num-
ber, perish? So be sensible and faithful to the principles of true moral-
ity and let us agree that, should a trade-off situation arise, the evacu-
ation ship will be used to save the larger number.” Who could waste
his time with such sophistries? It might be easier simply to compel
the minority to go along with the policy. It would be less hypocritical
anyway.’

Thus far we have been thinking about a situation in which these
people who live on this island have, or are proposing to invest in, an
evacuation ship. Each person is supposed to see himself as having an
equal claim on this resource, for whatever reasons, whether because
he is asked to invest or because of his status as an inhabitant of this
island. Since the resource is limited, a situation may develop in which
not all of them can be served by it. Hence the need for a policy, some
method for determining who will be benefited. Plainly there are many
possible policies. But not every policy will allow these people to retain
their sense of each having an equal claim on the resource. For exam-
ple, imagine that it is suggested that medical researchers, high-pow-
ered managerial types, and people with IQs over 120, be given first
priority. Such a policy, whatever the reasons for adopting it, manifestly

5. To be sure, matters may be far more complex than is supposed here. Per-
haps this particular investment in an evacuation ship is but one of many invest-
ments made by the entire people of this island through their central government
for, as it is commonly put, “the common good.” Perhaps, then, it could be said
to the southerners that although in this instance the proposed policy for the use
of the evacuation ship does not accord to them an equal claim on its benefits,
they should not complain. They may well have enjoyed advantages at the ex-
pense of the northerners in past instances of “social action,” and may look for-
ward, through the intrigues of legislative politics, to yet further advantages in
the future. Perhaps it could be argued that somehow it all works out in the long
run to everyone’s advantage. Maybe even some version of the “majority-rule”
principle for policy making could be trotted out in such a context. I despair
of finding a clear line of argument in this mare’s nest. But if one sets the prob-
lem against such a background, the search for a justification of the claim that
it is the captain’s duty to make straight for the north end of the island will lead
back to the general moral underpinnings of government and its functions. And
these issues, though related, go beyond the scope of this paper.



315 Should the Numbers Count?

does not treat everyone on the island equally. It does not reflect a
genuinely equal concern for the survival of each person on this island.
Thus, if equal concern is what the inhabitants think they are entitled
to, they will reject such a policy.

But under certain conditions, they will reject the policy of using the
ship to save the larger number in the event of a trade-off situation, and
for the same reasons. The minority who live on the southern tip will
not see such a policy as according to each islander an equal claim on
the collective resource. Imagine that those in the south know that on
the north end there are already more people than the evacuation ship
can hold. It is proposed that in the event of a trade-off, the ship is to
be used to secure the safety of the larger number. You could hardly
expect to convince the southerners that such a policy reflects a gen-
uinely equal concern for the survival of each person on the island, that
it accords to them a genuinely equal claim on the resource. You may
as well try to convince workers with IQs under 100 that the policy of
giving priority to researchers, managers, and to people with I1Qs over
120 reflects an equal concern for their survival.

Now I think this is how most people will think about these matters
when asked to judge a policy governing the use of a resource meant
for their benefit. Yet it is curious that many of these same people will
not think this way when setting out a policy for using their resource
to benefit others. Suppose, for example, that the people on this island
have purchased their evacuation ship. On a nearby island, also vol-
canic, lives another group of people. These people have no means of
evacuation because they are too poor, perhaps. The islanders who own
the ship are willing, when they themselves are in no danger, to extend
aid to those on the other island. Again the question of policy arises.
They could, of course, without violating anyone’s rights, decide to res-
cue the other islanders in order of IQ or social importance. But per-
haps they want a policy that will treat all equally, that will truly reflect
their professedly equal concern for each person’s survival. They will
then reject a policy that gives preference to those who happen to have
higher IQs or more prestigious social positions. It would be incompati-
ble with their desire to show an equal concern for each person’s survival.
And yet if it happens that most of these inhabitants live around the
north end, while a minority dwells in the south, our islanders, if they
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are like most of us, will adopt the policy of sending their mercy ship
first to the north port to evacuate from among the many. True, those
who live in the south cannot complain of any violation of their prop-
erty rights in the vessel. But can such a policy be thought, any more in
this case than in the former, to reflect an equal concern for the sur-
vival of each, northerner and southerner alike?
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be questioned whether any one who has remained equally sus-
ceptible to both classes of pleasures, ever knowingly and calmly
preferred the lower; though many, in all ages, have broken down
in an ineffectual attempt to combine hoth.

From this verdict of the only competent judges, 1 apprehend
there can be no appeal. On 2 question which is the best worth
having of two pleasures, or which of two modes of existence is
the most grateful to the feelings, apart from its moral attributes and
from its consequences, the judgment of those who are qualified by
knowledge of both, or, if they differ, that of the majority among
them, must be admitted as final. And there needs be the less hes-
itation to accept this judgment respecting the quality of pleasures,
since there is no other tribunal to be referred to even on the ques-
tion of quantity. What means are there of determining which is the
acutest of two pains, or the intensest of two pleasurable sensations,
except the general suffrage of those who are familiar with both?
Neither pains nor pleasures are homogeneous, and pain is always
heterogeneous with pleasure, What is there to decide whether a
particular pleasure is worth purchasing at the cost of a particular
pain, except the feelings and judgment of the experienced? When,
therefore, those feelings and judgment declare the pleasures derived
from the higher faculties to be preferable in kind, apart from the
question of intensity, to those of which the animal nature, disjoined
from the higher faculties, is susceptible, they are entitled on this
subject to the same regard. . . .

For Furtber Reflection

1. According to Mill, in what ways can the experience of happi-
ness vary? Do you agree?

2. What does Mill mean by “It is better to be a human being dis-

satisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied
than a fool satisfied”?

3. In Mill's view, who is to be the judge of the desirability of dif-
ferent forms of pleasure?

4. Do you believe that the quantity of happiness is more impor-
tant than its quality? Why or why not?

A Defense of Uttlttarzamsm

SRR A

T A R

KAL NIELSEN

Kai Nielsen, until his retirement, was professor of philosophy
at Calgary University. He has written important works in the
philosophy of religion and in political theory, as well as in
ethics. This essay is a clear example of act-utilitarianism,
the doctrine that we ought to evaluate each act on its own
merits, those merits consisting in whether the act maximizes
utility. Nielsen sets forth his theory as a credible alterna-
tive to moral conservativism or deontological ethics, which
maintains that there are “moral principles, prescribing deter-
minate actions, with which it would always be wrong not
to act in accordance no matter what the consequences.”
He argues, to the contrary, that it is the consequences that
determine the moral worth of an action.

Nielsen's arguments in favor of utilitarianism partly
depend on the notion of negative responsibility. That is,
we are responsible not only for the consequences of our
actions, but also for the consequences of our nonactions.

It is sometimes claimed that any consequentialist view of ethics has
monstrous implications which make such a conception of morality
untenable. What we must do—so the claim goes—is reject all forms
of consequentialism and accept what has been labeled “conser-
vatism” or “moral absolutism.” By “conservatism” is meant, here, a
normative ethical theory which r.-zlaintains that there is a privileged
moral principle or cluster of moxial principles, prescribing determi-
nate actions, with which it would always be wrong not to act in
accordance no matter what the consequences. A key example of
such a principle is the claim that fit is always wrong to kill an inno-
cent human, whatever the consequences of not doing so.

[ will argue that such moral conservatism is itself unjustified
and, indeed, has morally unicceptable consequences, while

|

From Ethics 82 (1972): 113-124. Reprmted by permission of The University
of Chicago Press.
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consequentialism does not have implications which are morally
monstrous and does not contain evident moral mistakes.

A consequentialist maintains that actions, rules, policies, practices,
and moral principles are ultimately to be judged by certain conse-
quences: to wit (for a very influential kind of consequentialism), by
whether doing them more than, or at least as much as doing any-
thing else, or acting in accordance with them more than or at least
as much as acting in accordance with alternative policies, practices,
rules or principles, tends, on the whole, and for everyone involved,
lo maximize satisfaction and minimize dissatisfaction. The states of
affairs to be sought are those which maximize these things to the
greatest extent possible for all mankind. But while this all sounds
very humane and humanitarian, when its implications are thought
through, it has been forcefully argued, it will be seen actually to have
inhumane and morally intolerable implications. Circumstances could
arise in which one holding such a view would have to assert that one
was justified in punishing, killing, torturing, or deliberately harming
the innocent, and such a consequence is, morally speaking, unac-
ceptable.! As Anscombe has put it, anyone who “really thinks, in
advance, that it is open to question whether such an action as procur-
ing the judicial execution of the innocent should be quite excluded
from consideration—I do not want to argue with him; he shows a
corrupt mind.”?

At the risk of being thought to exhibit a corrupt mind and a shal-
low consequentialist morality, T should like to argue that things are
not as simple and straightforward as Anscombe seems to believe.

Surely, every moral man must be appalled at the judicial exe-
cution of the innocent or at the punishment, torture, and killing of
the innocent. Indeed, being appalled by such behavior partially
defines what it is to be a moral agent. And a consequentialist has
very good utilitarian grounds for being so appalled, namely, that it
is always wrong to inflict pain for its own sake. But this does not
get to the core considerations which divide a conservative posit{on
such as Anscombe’s from a consequentialist view. There are a series

*Alan Donagan, “Is There a Credible Form of Utilitarianism?,” and H. J.
McCloskey, “A Non-Utilitarian Approach to Punishment,” both in Michael
D. Bayles, ed. Contemporary Utilitarianism (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
day, 1968).

*Elizabeth Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” Philosopby 23 (January
1957): 16-17,
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of tough cases that need to be taken to heart and their implications
thought through by any reflective person, be he a conservative or
4 consequentialist. By doing this, we can get to the heart of the
issue between conservatism and consequentialism, C
clash between conservatism and consequential
problem of a “just war.”

onsider this
ism arising over the

If we deliberately bomb civilian targets, we do not pretend that civil-
ians are combatants in any simple fashion, but argue that this bomb-
ing will terminate hostilities more quickly, and will minimize al}
around suffering. It is hard to see how any brand of utilitarian will
escape Miss Anscombe’s objections. We are certainly killing the inno-
cent. .. we are not killing them for the sake of killing them, but to
save the lives of other innocent persons, Utilitarians, 1think, grit their
teeth and put up with this as part of the logic of wtal war; Miss
Anscombe and anyone who thinks like her surel
redescribe the situation to ascribe guilt 1o the civil
has to refuse to accept this sort of military ¢

y has to either
ians or else she
actics as simply wrong ?

It is indeed true that we cannot but feel the force of Anscombe’s
objections here. But is it the case that anyone shows a corrupt mind
if he defends such bombing when, horrible as it is, it will quite
definitely lessen appreciably the total amount of suffering and death
in the long run, and if he is sufficiently nonevasive
alize such a bombing of civilians into a situation in
putatively innocent people-—children and all—are somehow in
some measure judged guilty? Must such a man exhibit a corrupt
moral sense if he refuses to hgold that such military tactics are never
morally justified? Must this be the monstrous view of a fanatical
man devoid of any proper ri}oral awareness? It is difficult for me
to believe that this must be {o.

Consider the quite parallel actions of guerrilla fighters and ter-
rorists in wars of national liberation. In certain almost unavoidable
circumstances, they must deliberately kill the innocent, We need to
see some cases in detail here to get the necessary contextual back-
ground, and for this reason the motion picture 7he Battle of Algiers
can be rtaken as a convenieu:fzt point of reference. There we saw
Algerian women—gentle, kindly women with children of their own
and plainly people of moral :;a'ensitivitquith evident heaviness of

not to ration-
which all the

|
’Alan Ryan, “Review of Jan Narveson’s Morality and Urility,

" Philosophical
Books 9, no. 3 (October 1958): 14.




236 Utilitarianism

heart, plant bombs which they had every good reason to believe
would kill innocent people, including children; and we also saw a
French general, also a human being of moral fiber and integrity,
order the torture of Arab terrorists and threaten the bombing of
houses in which terrorists were concealed but which also contained
innocent people, including children. There are indeed many peo-
ple involved in such activities who are cruel, sadistic beasts, or sim-
ply morally indifferent or, in important ways, morally uncompre-
hending. But the characters I have referred to from The Battle of
Algiers were not of that stamp. They were plainly moral agents of
a high degree of sensitivity, and yet they deliberately killed or were
prepared to kill the innocent. And, with inessential variations, this
is a recurrent phenomenon of human living in extreme situations.
Such cases are by no means desert-island or esoteric cases.

It is indeed arguable whether such actions are always morally
wrong—whether anyone should ever act as the Arab women or
French general acted. But what could not be reasonably maintained,
pace Anscombe, by any stretch of the imagination, is that the char-
acters | described from The Baitle of Algiers exhibited corrupt minds.
Possibly morally mistaken, yes; guilty of moral corruption, no.

Dropping the charge of moral corruption but sticking with the
moral issue about what actions are right, is it not the case that my
consequentialist position logically forces me to conclude that under
some circumstances—where the good to be achieved is great
enough—I must not only countenance but actually advocate such
violence toward the innocent? But is it not always, no matter what
the circumstances or consequences, wrohg to countenance, advo-
cate, or engage in such violence? To answer such a question affir-
matively is to commit oneself to the kind of moral absolutism or
conservatism which Anscombe advocates. But, given the alterna-
tives, should not one be such a conservative or at least hold that
certain deontological principles must never be overridden?

I will take, so to speak, the papal bull by the horns and answer
that there are circumstances when such violence must be reluc-
tantly assented to or even taken to be something that one, morally
speaking, must do. But, pace Anscombe, this very much needs argu-
ing, and I shall argue it; but first T would like to set out some fur-
ther but simpler cases which have a similar bearing. They are, by
contrast, artificial cases. I use them because, in their greater sim-

plicity, by contrast with my above examples, there are fewer vari-
ables to control and I can more conveniently make the essential
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c}oncepFual and moral points. But, if my argument is correct for
these s:rppler cases, the line of reasoning employed is intended to
be applicable to those more complex cases as well.

I

Consider the following cases embedded in their exemplary tales:

1. The Case of the Innocent Fat Man

Consider the story (well known to philosophers) of the fat man
stgck in the mouth of a cave on a coast. He was leading a group
of people out of the cave when he got stuck in the mouth of the
cave and in a very short time high tide will be upon them, and
L‘mless he is promptly unstuck, they all will be drowned exce{)[ the
fat man, whose head is out of the cave. But, fortunately or unfor-
tunately, someone has with him a stick of dynami.le. The short of
the matter is, either they use the dynamite and blast the poor inno-
C(.'ill[ fat man out of the mouth of the cave or everyone else drowns

Either one life or many lives. Our conservative presumably woulci
take the attitude that it is all in God’s hands and say that he ought
never to blast the fat man out, for it is always wrong to kill the
innocent. Must or should a moral man come to that conclusion?
I shall argue that he should nct. |

. My fn‘st exemplary tale was designed to show that our normal

immediate, rather absolutistic, roral reactions need to be queaioned
along with such principles as “The direct intention of the death of an

innocent person is never justiﬁiab]e.” I have hinted (and later shall

argue) that we should beware of our moral

A sl outrage here—our natu-
rally conservative and unreﬂectigfe moral reactions—for here the con-

sequentialist has a strong case fc:!sr what I shall call “moral radicalism.”

But, before turning to a defensé of that, 1 want to tell another ‘a[01.‘

taken from Philippa Foot but uded for my own purposes. Thic;l'-ﬂg

I shall argue, has a different import than our previous tale. chl'e :m;‘

unrehearsed, commonsense moral reactions will stand up under
| |

¥
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Effect,” Oxford Review, no. 5 (19¢ i
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moral scrutiny. But, I shall also argue when I consider them in Sec-
tion TII, that our commonsense maral reactions here, initial expecta-
tions to the contrary notwithstanding, can be shown to be justified
on consequentialist grounds. 'The thrust of my argument for this case
is that we are not justified in opting for a theistic and/or deontolog-
ical absolutism or in rejecting consequentialism,

2. The Magistrate and the Threatening Mob

A magistrate or judge is faced with a very real threat from a large
and uncontrollable mob of rioters demanding a culprit for a crime,
Unless the criminal is produced, promptly tried, and executed, they
will take their own bloody revenge on a much smaller and quite
vulnerable section of the community (a kind of frenzied pogrom).
The judge knows that the real culprit is unknown and that the
authorities do not even have a good clue as to who he may be.
But he also knows that there is within easy reach a disreputable,
thoroughly disliked, and useless man, who, though innocent, could
easily be blamed so that the mob would be quite convinced that
he was guilty and would be pacified if he were promptly executed.
Recognizing that he can prevent the occurrence of extensive car-
nage only by framing some innocent person, the magistrate has him
framed, goes through the mockery of a trial, and has him executed.
Most of us regard such a framing and execution of such a man in
such circumstances as totally unacceptable.® There are some who
would say that it is categorically wrong—morally inexcusable—
whatever the circumstances. Indeed, suchra case remains a prob-
lem for the consequentialist, but here again, T shall argue, one can
consistently remain a consequentialist and continue to accept com-
monsense moral convictions about such matters.

My storytelling is at an end. The job is to see what the stories
imply, We must try to determine whether thinking through their
implications should lead a clear-headed and morally sensitive man
to abandon consequentialism and to adopt some form of theistic

absolutism and/or deontological absolutism. 1 shall argue that it
does not.

SLater, I shall show that there are desert-istand circumstances—i.e., highly
improbable situations—in which such judicial railroading might be a moral
necessity. But I also show what little force desert-island cases have in the
articulation and defense of a normative ethical theory.
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1

I shall consider the last case first because there are good reasons
why the consequentialist should stick with commonsense moral
convictions for such cases. I shall start by giving my rationale for
that claim. If the magistrate were a tough-minded but morally con-
scientious consequentialist, he could still, on straightforward con-
sequentialist grounds, refuse to frame and execute the innocent
man, even knowing that this would unleash the mob and cause
much suffering and many deaths. The rationale for his particular
moral stand would be that, by so framing and then executing such
an innocent man, he would, in the long run, cause still more suf-
fering through the resultant corrupting effect on the institution of
justice. That is, in a case invgiving such extensive general interest
in the issue—without that, tfﬂere would be no problem about pre-
venting the carnage or call for such extreme measures—knowledge
that the man was framed, tha;r the law had prostituted iself, would,
surely, eventually leak out. This would encourage mob action in
other circumstances, would lead to an increased skepticism about
the incorruptibility or even -i:he reliability of the judicial process,
and would set a dangerous precedent for less clearheaded or less
scrupulously humane magistrates. Given such a potential for the
corruption of justice, a utilitaian or consequentialist judge or mag-
istrate could, on good utilitarlan or consequentialist grounds, argue
that it was morally wrong t¢ frame an innocent man. If the mob
must rampage if such a sacrficial lamb is not provided, then the
mob must rampage. -

Must a utilitarian or conseduentialist come to such a conclusion?
The answer is no. It is the conclusion which is, as things stand, the
most reasonable conclusion, but that he must come to it is far 100
strong a claim. A consequentialist could consistently—1 did not say
successfully—argue that, in raking the above tough-minded urili-
tarian position, we have overestimated the corrupting effects of such
judicial railroading. His circumstance was an extreme one: a situa-
ton not often to be repeated even if, instead of acting as he did,
he had set a precedent by such an act of judicial murder. A utili-
tarian rather more skeptical than most utilitarians about the claims
of commonsense morality might reason that the lesser evil here is
the judicial murder of an innocent man, vile as it is. He would per-
sist in his moral iconoclasm by standing on the consequentialist
rock that the lesser evil is always to be preferred to the greater evil.
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The short of it is that utilitarians could disagree, as other con-
sequentialists could disagree, about what is morally required of us
in that case. The disagreement here between utilitarians or conse-
quentialists of the same type is not one concerning fundamental
moral principles but a disagreement about the empirical facts, about
what course of action would in the long run produce the least suf-
fering and the most happiness for everyone involved.®

However, considering the effect advocating the deliberate judi-
cial killing of an innocent man would have on the reliance people
put on commonsense moral beliefs of such a ubiquitous sort as the
belief that the innocent must not be harmed, a utilitarian who de-
fended the centrality of commonsense moral beliefs would indeed
have a strong utilitarian case here. But the most crucial thing to
recognize is that, to regard such judicial bowing to such a threat-
ening mob as unqualifiedly wrong, as morally intolerable, one need
not reject utilitarianism and accept some form of theistic or deon-
tological absolutism. '

It has been argued, however, that, in taking such a stance, 1 still
have not squarely faced the moral conservative’s central objection
to the judicial railroading of the innocent. 1 allow, as a conse-
quentialist, that there could be circumstances, at least as far as log-
ical possibilities are concerned, in which such a railroading would
be justified but that, as things actually go, it is not and probably
never in fact will be justified. But the conservative's point is that
in no circumstances, etther actual or conceivable, would it be jus-
tified. No matter what the consequences, it is ungualifiedly unjus-
tified. To say, as | do, that the situations in which it might be jus-
tified are desert-island, esoteric cases which do not occur in life, is
not to the point, for, as Alan Donagan argues, “Moral theory is a
priori, as clear-headed utilitarians like Henry Sidgwick recognized,
It is, as Leibniz would say, ‘true of all possible worlds.””” Thus, to
argue as I have and as others have that the counterexamples directed
against the consequentialists appeal to conditions which are never
in fact fulfilled or are unlikely to be fulfilled is beside the point.?

&“Everyone” here is used distributively, i.e., I am talking about the inter-
ests of each and every one. In that sense, everyone’s interests need to be
considered.

"Donagan, op. cit., p. 189,

8T. L. S. Sprigge argues in such a manner in his “A Utilitarian Reply to
Dr. McCloskey” in Michael D. Bayles, ed. Contemporary Utilitarianism
(Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1968).
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Whether “a moral theory is trLe or false depends on whether its
implications for all possible whrlds are true. Hence, whether utili-
tarianism (or consequennahsm’) is true or false cannot depend on
how the actual world is.”” It 1s possible to specify logically con-
ceivable situations in which Cunsequennahsm would have implica-
tions which are momtrous—mfc,%r example, certain beneficial judicial
murders of the innocent (whether they are even remotely likely to
obtain is irrelevant)—hence consequentialism must be false,

We should not take such a short way with consequentialists, for
what is true in Donagan’s cL;um about moral theory’s being a pri-
ori will not refute or even reudt;r implausible consequentialism, and
what would undermine it in such a claim about the a priori nature
of moral theory and presumably moral claims is not true,

To say that moral theory is a priori is probably correct if that
means that categorical moral claims—fundamental moral state-
ments—cannot be deduced from empirical statements or nonmoral
theological statements, such that it is a contradiction to assert the
empirical and/or nonmoral theological statements and deny the cat-
egorical moral claims or vice versa.!? In that fundamental sense, it
is reasonable and, 1 believe, justifiable to maintain that moral the-
ory is autonomous and a priori. It is also a priori in the sense that
moral statements are not themselves a kind of empirical statement.
That is, if I assert “One ought never to torture any sentient crea-
ture” or “One ought never to kill an innocent man,” 1 am not try-
ing to predict or describe what people do or are likely o do but
am asserting what they are /o do. It is also true that, if a moral
statement is true, it holds for all possible worlds in which situa-
tions are exactly the sorl characterized in the statement. If it is true
for one, it is true for all. You cannot consistently say that A4 ought
to do B in situation Y and deny that someone exactly like 4 in a
situation exactly like Y ought to do B.

In these ways, moral claims and indeed moral theory are a pri-
ori. But it is also evident that none of these ways will 1ouch the
consequentialist or utilitarian arguments. After all, the consequen-
tialist need not be, and typically has not been, an ethical natural-
ist—he need not think moral claims are derivable from factual claims

“Donagan, op. cit., p. 194.
©There is Lonsldemble recent literature about whether it is possible to
derive moral claims from nonmoral claims. See W. D. Hudson, ed., The
Is-Ought Question: A Collection of Papers on the Central Problewt in Mom[
Philosophy (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1969).
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or that moral claims are a subspecies of empirical statement and
he could accept—indeed, he must accept—what is an important
truism anyway, that you cannot consistently say that 4 cught to do
B in situation Y and deny that someone exactly like A in a situa-
tion exactly like Y ought to do B. But he could and should deny
that moral claims are a priori in the sense that rational men must
or even will make them without regard for the context, the situa-
tion, in which they are made. We say people ought not to drive
way over the speed limit, or speed on icy roads, or throw knives
at each other. But, if human beings had a kind of metallic exoskele-
ton and would not be hurt, disfigured, or seriously inconvenienced
by knives sticking in them or by automobile crashes, we would
not—so evidently at least—have good grounds for saying such
speeding or knife throwing is wrong. It would not be so obvious
that it was unreasonable and immoral to do these things if these
conditions obtained,

In the very way we choose to describe the situation when we
make ethical remarks, it is important in making this choice that we
know what the world is like and what human beings are like. Our
understanding of the situation, our understanding of human nature
and motivation cannot but affect our structuring of the moral case.
The consequentialist is saying that, as the world goes, there are
good grounds for holding that judicial killings are morally intoler-
able, though he would have to admit that if the world (including
human beings) were very different, such killings could be some-
thing that ought to be done. But, in holding this, he is not com-
mitted to denying the universalizability of moral judgments, for,
where he would reverse or qualify the moral judgment, the situa-
tion must be different. He is only committed to claiming that, where
the situation is the same or relevantly similar and the persons are
relevantly similar, they must, if they are to act morally, do the same
thing. However, he is claiming both (1) that, as things stand, judi-
cial killing of the innocent is always wrong and (2) that it is an
irrational moral judgment to assert of reasonably determinate actions
(e.g., killing an innocent man) that they are unjustifiable and morally
unacceptable on all possible worlds, whatever the situation and
whatever the consequences.

Donagan’s claims about the a priori nature of moral theories do
not show such a consequentialist claim to be mistaken or even give
us the slightest reason for thinking that it is mistaken. What is bru-
tal and vile, for example, throwing a knife at a human being just
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for the fun of it, would not be so, if human heings were invulner-
able to harm from such a direction because they had a metallic
exoskeleton. Similarly, what is, as things are, morally intolerable,
for example, the judicial killing of the innocent, need not be morally
intolerable in all conceivable circumstances.

Such considerations support the utilitarian or consequentialist
skeptical of simply taking the claims of our commonsense moral-
ity as a rock-bottom ground of appeal for moral theorizing. Yet it
may also well be the case—given our extensive cruelty any way—
that, if we ever start sanctioning such behavior, an even greater cal-
lousness toward life than the very extensive callousness extant now
will, as a matter of fact, develop. Given a normative ethical theory
which sanctions, under certain circumstances, such judicial mur-
ders, there may occur an undermining of our moral disapproval of
killing and our absolutely essential moral principle that all human
beings, great and small, are deserving of respect. This is surely
enough, together with the not unimportant weight of even our unre-
hearsed moral feelings, to give strong utilitarian weight bere to the
dictates of our commonsense morality. Yet, I think 1 have also said
enough to show that someone who questions their “unquestion-
ableness” in such a context does not thereby exhibit a “corrupt mingl”
and that it is an open question whether he must be conceptually
confused or morally mistaken over this matter.

v

So far, T have tried to show with reference to the case of the magis-
trate and the threatening mob how consequentialists can reasonably
square their normative ethical theories with an important range of
commonsense moral convictions. Now, 1 wish by reference to the
case of the innocent fat man to establish that there is at least a seri-
ous question concerning whether such fundamental commonsense
moral convictions should always function as “moral facts” or a kind
of moral ground to test the adequacy of normative ethical theories
or positions. [ want to establish that careful attention to such cases
shows that we are not justified in taking the principles embodied in
our commonsense moral reasoning about such cases as normative
for all moral decisions. That a normative ethical theory is incompat-
ible with some of our ‘moral intuitions’ (moral feelings or convic-
tions) does not refute the normative ethical theory. What I will try to
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do here is to establish that this case, no more than the case exam-
ined in Section III, gives us adequate grounds for abandoning con-
sequentialism and for adopting moral conservativism.,

Forget the levity of the example and consider the case of the
innocent fat man. If there really is no other way of unsticking our
fat man and if plainly, without blasting him out, everyone in the
cave will drown, then, innocent or not, he should be blasted out.
This indeed overrides the principle that the innocent should never
be deliberately killed, but it does not reveal a callousness toward
life, for the people involved are caught in a desperate situation in
which, if such extreme action is not taken, many lives will be lost
and far greater misery will obtain. Moreover, the people who do
such a horrible thing or acquiesce in the doing of it are not likely
to be rendered more callous about human life and human suffer-
ing as a result. Its occurrence will haunt them for the rest of their
lives and is as likely as not to make them more rather than less
morally sensitive. It is not even correct to say that such a desper-
ate act shows a lack of respect for persons. We are not treating the
fat man merely as a means. The fat man’s person—his interests and
rights—are not ignored. Killing him is something which is under-
taken with the greatest reluctance. It is only when it is quite cer-
tain that there is no other way to save the lives of the others that
such a violent course of action is justifiably undertaken.

Alan Donagan, arguing rather as Anscombe argues, maintains
that “to use any innocent man ill for the sake of some public good
is directly to degrade him to being a mere means” and to do this
is of course to violate a principle essential to morality, that is, that
human beings should never merely be treated as means but should
be treated as ends in themselves (as persons worthy of respect,)!!
But, as my above remarks show, it need not be the case, and in
the above situation it is not the case, that in killing such an inno-
cent man we dare treating him merely as a means. The action is uni-
versalizable, all alternative actions which would save his life are
duly considered, the blasting out is done only as a last and des-
perate resort with the minimum of harshness and indifference to
his suffering and the like. It indeed sounds ironical to talk this way,
given what is done to him. But if such a terrible situation were to
arise, there would always be more or less humane ways of going
about one’s grim task. And in acting in the more humane ways

"Donagan, op. cit., pp. 199-200.
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toward the fat man, as we do what we must do and would have
done to ourselves were the roles reversed, we show a respect for
his person,!?

In so treating the fat man—not just to further the public good but
to prevent the certain death of a whole group of people (that is, to
prevent an even greater evil than his being killed in this way)—the
claims of justice are not overridden either, for each individual
involved, if he is reasoning correctly, should realize that if he were
so stuck rather than the fat man, he should in such situations be
blasted out. Thus, there is no question of being unfair, Surely we
must choose between evils here, but is there anything more reason-
able, more morally appropriate, than choosing the lesser evil when
doing or allowing some evil cannot be avoided? Thar is, where there
is no avoiding both and where our actions can determine whether a
greater or lesser evil obtains, should we not plainly always opt for
the lesser evil? And is it not obviously a greater evil that all those
other innocent people should suffer and die than that the fat man
should suffer and die? Blowing up the fat man is indeed monstrous.
But letting him remain stuck while the whole group drowns is still
more monstrous,

The consequentialist is on strong moral ground here, and, if his
reflective moral convictions do not square either with certain unre-
hearsed or with certain reflective particular moral convictions of
human beings, so much the worse for such commonsense moral
convictions. One could even usefully and relevantly adapt here—
though for a quite different purpose—an argument of Donagan’s.
Consequentialism of the kind I have been arguing for provides so
persuasive “a theoretical basis for common morality that when it
contradicts some moral intuition, it is natural to suspect that intuition,
not theory, is corrupt.”’® Given the comprehensiveness, plausibility,
and overall rationality of consequentialism, it is not unreasonable
to override even a deeply felt moral conviction if it does not square
with such a theory, though,"if it made no sense or overrode the
bulk of or even a great many of our considered moral convictions,
that would be another matter indeed.

Anticonsequentialists often point to the inhumanity of people

2Again, T am not asserting that :ivvc would have enough fortitude to assent

1o it were the roles actually réversed. T am making a conceptual remark

about what as moral beings we must try to do and not a psychological

observation about what we can do.

13 . 3 1
Donagan, op. cit, p. 198, i
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who will sanction such killing of the innocent, but cannot the com-
pliment be returned by speaking of the even greater inhumanity,
conjoined with evasiveness, of those who will allow even more
death and far greater misery and then excuse themselves on the
ground that they did not intend the death and misery but merely
forbore to prevent it? In such a context, such reasoning and such
forbearing to prevent seems to me to constitute a moral evasion. |
say it is evasive because rather than steeling himself to do what in
normal circumstances would be a horrible and vile act but in this
circumstance is a harsh moral necessity, he allows, when he has
the power to prevent it, a situation which is still many times worse.
He tries to keep his “moral purity” and avoid “dirty hands” at the
price of utter moral failure and what Kierkegaard called “double-
mindedness.” It is understandable that people should act in this
morally evasive way but this does not make it right.

My consequentialist reasoning about such cases as the case of
the innocent fat man is very often resisted on the grounds that it
starts a very dangerous precedent. People rationalize wildly and
irrationally in their own favor in such situations. To avoid such
rationalization, we must stubbornly stick to our deontological prin-
ciples and recognize as well that very frequently, if people will put
their wits to work or just endure, such admittedly monstrous actions
done to prevent still greater evils will turn out to be unnecessary.

The general moral principles surrounding bans on killing the
innocent are strong and play such a crucial role in the ever
floundering effort to humanize the savage mind—savage as a prim-
itive and savage again as a contemporary in industrial society—that
it is of the utmost social utility, it can be argued, that such bans
against killing the innocent not be called inte question in any prac-
tical manner by consequentialist reasoning.

However, in arguing in this way, the moral conservative has
plainly shifted his ground, and he is himself arguing on conse-
quentialist grounds that we must treat certain nonconsequentialist
moral principles as absolute (as principles which can never in fuct,
from a reasonable moral point of view, be overridden, for it would
be just too disastrous to do s0).' But now he is on my home court,
and my reply is that there is no good evidence at all that in the

MJonathan Bennett, “Whatever the Consequences,” Anafysis 26 (1966), has
shown that this is a very common equivocation for the conservative and
mzkes, when unnoticed, his position seem more plausible than it actually is.
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circumstances | characterized, overriding these deontological prin-
ciples would have this disastrous effect. I am awage that a bad
precedent could be set. Such judgments must not be made for more
doubtful cases. But my telling my two stories in some detail, and
my contrasting them, was done in order to make evident the type
of situation, with its attendant rationale, in which the overriding of
those deontological principles can be seen clearly o be justified
and the situations in which this does obtain and why. My point
was to specify the situations in which we ought to override our
commonsense moral convictions about those matters, and the con-
texts in which we are not so justified or at least in which it is not
clear which course of action is justified.!s

If people are able 1o he sufficiently clear-headed about these
matters, they can see that there are relevant differences between
the two sorts of cases. But I was also carefully guarding against
extending such “moral radicalism”—if such it should be called—io
other and more doubtful cases. Unless solid empirical evidence can
be given that such a “moral radicalism” would—if it were to g
toehold in the community—overflow destructively and inhumanely
into the other doubtful and positively unjustifiable situations, noth-
ing has been said to undermine the correctness of my consequen-

tialist defense of ‘moral rddicalism’ in the contexts
defended it.
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3. Consider the two examples given in this article: the fat man in
the cave and the judge and the threatening mob. What is the
morally right thing to do in these cases? Does utilitarianism have
a better answer than deontological ethics to this question?

4. What is negative responsibility? What are its implications? What
are some problems with it?

Against Utilitarianism

R R R RS GRS R
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BERNARD WILLIAMS

Bernard Williams (1929-2003) held a joint appointment as
professor of philosophy at both Oxford University and the
University of California at Berkeley. In this selection he
argues that utilitarianism is a bad moral theory because it
violates moral integrity, itself a deep moral ideal. That is,
utilitarians frequently require us to reject conscience and
our personal ideals in favor of the “lesser of evils.” It is the
concept of negative responsibility (discussed in Nielsen’s
article) that is the prime culprit in this degenerate process.
Because, according to utilitarianism, we are responsible for
evil if we knowingly let it happen when we could do some-
thing about it, the utilitarian requires us to do lesser evils—
even when they require us to violate moral principles and
do great harm. Williams offers two examples of how uiil-
itarianism infringes on our integrity.

It is because consequentialism attaches value ultimately to states of
affairs, and its concern is with what states of affairs the world con-
tains, that it essentially involves the notion of negative responsibility:

Reprinted with permission from Utifitarianism: For and Against, edited
by J. J. C. Smart and Bernard Williams (Cambridge University Press,
1973).
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that if I am ever responsible for anything, then I must be just as
much responsible for things that I allow or fail w0 prevent, as 1 am
for things that I myself, in the more everyday restricted sense, bring
about. Those things also must enter my deliberations, as a respon-
sible moral agent, on the same footing, What matters is what states
of affairs the world contains, and so what matters with respect to
a given action is what caomes about if it is done, and what comes
about if it is not done, and those are questions 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 flows directly from
consequentialism’s assignment of ultimate value to states of affairs.
Looked at from another point of view, it can be seen also as a spe-
cial application of something that is favoured in many moral out-
looks not themselves (,0nseduentxal:st—bomethmg which, indeed,
some thinkers have been disposed to regard as the essence of moral-
ity itself: a principle of 1m])1rit1my Such a principle will claim that
there can be no relevant difference from a moral point of view
which consists just in the fact not further explicable in general
terms, that benefits or halm& accrue to one person rather than o
another—it’s me’ can never um iself be a morally comprehensible
reason. [Byl this principle, fahnhar with regard to the reception of
harms and benefits, we can see consequentialism as extending to
their production: from the n{soral point of view, there is no com-
prehensible difference whlch consists just in my bringing about a
certain outcome rather than someone else’s producing it. That the
doctrine of negative responsibility represents in this way the extreme
of impartiality, and abstracts from the identity of the agent, leaving
just a locus of causal intervention in the world—thar fact is not
merely a surface paradox. It helps to explain why consequential-
ism can seem to some to express a more serious attitude than non-
consequentialist views, why part of its appeal is to a certain kind
of high-mindedness. Indeed, that is part of what is wrong with it.

Let us look more concretely at two examples, to see what utilitar-
ianism might say about them, what we might say about utilitarianism
and, most importantly of all, what would be implicd by certain
ways of thinking about the situations. . . .

(1) George, who has just taken his Ph.D. in chemistry, finds it
extremely difficult to get a job. He is not very robust in health, which
cuts down the number of jobs he might be able to do satisfactorily.
His wife has to go out to work to keep them, which itself causes a
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great deal of strain, since they have small children and there wie
severe problems about looking after them. The results of all this,
especially on the children, are damaging. An older chemist, who
knows about this situation, says that he can get George a decently
paid job in a certain laboratory, which pursues research into chem-
ical and biological warfare. George says that he cannot accept this,
since he is opposed to chemical and biological warfare. The older
man replies that he is not too keen on it himself, come to that, but
after all George’s refusal is not going to make the job or the labora-
tory go away; what is more, he happens to know that if George
refuses the job, it will certainly go to a contemporary of George's
who is not inhibited by any such scruples and is likely if appointed
to push along the research with greater zeal than George would.
Indeed, it is not merely concern for George and his family, but (to
speak frankly and in confidence) some alarm about this other man’s
excess of zeal, which has led the older man to offer to use his influ-
ence to get George the job. . . . George’s wife, to whom he is deeply
attached, has views (the details of which need not concern us) from
which it follows that at least there is nothing particularly wrong with
research into CBW. What should he do?

(2) Jim finds himself in the centra! square of a small South Amer-
ican town. Tied up against the wall are a row of twenty Indians,
most terrified, a few defiant, in front of them several armed men
in uniform. A heavy man in a sweat-stained khaki shirt turns out
to be the captain in charge and, after a good deal of questioning
of Jim which establishes that he got there by accident while on a
botanical expedition, explains that the Indians are a random group
of the inhabitants who, after recent acts of protest against the gov-
ernment, arce just about to be killed to remind other possible pro-
testors of the advantages of not protesting. However, since Jim is
an honoured visitor from another land, the captain is happy 1o offer
him a guest’s privilege of killing one of the Indians himself. If Jim
accepts, then as a special mark of the occasion, the other Indians
will be let off. Of course, if Jim refuses, then there is no special
occasion, and Pedro here will do what he was about to do when
Jim arrived, and kill them all. Jim, with some desperate recollec-
tion of schoolboy fiction, wonders whether if he got hold of a gun,
he could hold the captain, 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 that sort of thing will mean that
all the Indians will be killed, and himself. The men against the wall,
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and the other villagers, understand the situation, and are obviously
begging him to accept. What should he do?

To these dilemmas, it seems to me that utilitarianisim replies, in
the first case, that George should accept the job, and in the second,
that Jim should kill the Indxa?n Not only does utilitarianism give these
answers but, if the situatiorls are essentially as described and there
are no further special factord, it regards them, it seems to me, as obvi-
ously the right answers, Bl_!l{ many of us would certainly wonder
whether, in (1), that could pcsaibly be the right answer at all; and in
the case of (2), even one who came to think that perhaps that was
the answer, might well wonder whether it was obv iously the answer,
Nor is it just a question of the rightness or obviousness of these
answers. It is also a question of what sort of considerations come
into finding the answer. A feature of utilitarianism is that it cuts out
a kind of consideration which for some others makes a difference to
what they feel about such cases: a consideration involving the idea,
as we might first and very simply put it, that each of us is specially
responsible for what be does, rather than for what other peoaple do.
This is an idea closely connected with the value of integrity. It is often
suspected that utilitarianism, at least in its direct forms, makes
integrity as a value more or less unintelligible. T shall try to show that
this suspicion is correct. Of course, even if that is correct, it would
not necessarily follow that we should reject wilitarianisn; perhaps,
as ilitarians sometimes suggest, we should just forget about
int  ity, in favour of such things as a concern for the general good.
Ho ever, if I am right, we cannot merely do that, since the reason
wh . utilitarianism cannot understand integrity is that it cannot coher-
ent. y describe the relations between a man’s projects and his actions,

TWO KINDS OF REMOTER EFFECT

A lot of what we have to say about this gquestion will be about the
relations between my projects and other people’s projects. But
before we get on to that, we should first ask whether we are assum-
ing too hastily what the utilitarian answers to the dilemmas will be.
In terms of more dire effects of the possible decisions, there does
not indeed seem much doubt about the answer in either case; but
it might be said that in terms of more remote or less evident effects
counterweights might be found to enter the utilitarian scales. Thus
the effect on George of a decision to take the job might be invoked,
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or its effect on others who might know of his decision. The pos-
sibility of there being more beneficent labours in the future from
which he might be barred or disqualified, might be mentioned; and
so forth. Such effects—in particular, possible effects on the agent's
character, and effects on the public at large—are often invoked by
utilitarian writers dealing with problems about lying or promise-
breaking, and some similar considerations might be invoked here.

There is one very general remark that is worth making about argu-
ments of this sort. The certainty that attaches to these hypotheses
about possible effects is usually pretry low; in some cases, indeed,
the hypothesis invoked is so implausible that it would scarcely pass
if it were not being used to deliver the respectable moral answer, as
in the standard fantasy that one of the effects of one’s telling a par-
ticular lie is to weaken the disposition of the world at large to tell the
truth. The demands on the certainty or probability of these beliefs as
beliefs about particular actions are much milder than they would be
on beliefs 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 seems a wiilitarian answer,
unless utilitarianism has already taken off in the direction of not
applying the consequences to the particular act at all.

Leaving aside that very general point, I want to consider now
two types of effect that are often invoked by utilitarians, and which
might be invoked in connection with these imaginary cases. The
attitude or tone involved in invoking these effects may sometimes
seem peculiar; but that sort of peculiarity soon becomes familiar in
utilitarfan discussions; and indeed it can be something of an achieve-
ment to retain a sense of it. ;

First, there is the psychological effect on the agent. Our descrip-
tions of these siruations have not so far taken account of how George
or Jim will 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 bad enough and
extensive enough to cancel out the initial utilitarian advantages 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 crip-
pled and so on, becausse be thinks that be bas done the wrong thing—
for if the balance of outcomes was as it appeared to be before invoking
this effect, then he has not (from the utilitarian point of view)
done the wrong thing. So that version of the effect, for a rational and
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utilitarian agent, could not possibly make any difference to the
assessment of right and wrong. However, perhaps he is not & thor-
oughly rational agent, and is disposed to have bad feelings, which-
ever he decided to do. Now such feelings, which are from a strictly
utilitarian point of view irrational—nothing, a utilitarian can point
out, is advanced by having them—cannot, consistently, have 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 that, the utilitarian could reasonably say that such feel-
ings should not be encouraged, 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 straightforwardly and without any discount
to be put into the calculation, their weight must be small: they are
after all (and at best) one man’s feelings,

That consideration might seem to have particular force in Jim's
case. In George's case, his feelings represent a larger proportion of
what is to be weighed, and are more commensurate in character with
other items in the calculation. In Jim’s case, however, his feelings
might seem to be of very little weight compared with other things
that are at stake. There is a powerful and recognizable appeal that
can be made on this point: as that a refusal by Jim to do what he has
been invited to do would be a kind of self-indulgent squeamishness.
That is an appeal which can be made by other than utilitarians—
indeed, there are some uses ol it which cannot be consistently made
by utilitarians, as when it essentially involves the idea that there is
something dishonourable about such self-indulgence. But in some
versions it is a familiar, and it must be said a powerful, weapon of
utilitarianism. One must be clear, though, about what it can and can-
not accomplish. The most it can do, so far as I can see, is 1o invite
one to consider how seriously, and for what reasons, one feels that
what one is invited to do is (in these circumstances) wrong, and in
particular, 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 it he does come
round to seeing it from a utilitarian point of view, there is virtually
nothing left for the appeal to do. If he does not see it from a utili-
tarian point of view, he will not see his resistance to the invitation,
and the unpleasant feelings he associates with accepting it, just as
disagreeable experiences of his; they figure rather as emotional
expressions of a thought that to accept would be wrong. I1e may be
asked, as by the appeal, to consider whether he is right, and indeed
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whether he is fully serious, in thinking that, But the assertion of the
appeal, that he is being self-indulgently squeamish, will not itself
answer that question, or even help to answer it, since it essentially
tells him to regard his feelings just as unpleasant experiences of his,
and he cannot, by doing that, answer the question they pose when
they are precisely not so regarded, but are regarded as indications of
what he thinks is right and wrong. If he does come round fully to
the udilitarian point of view then of course he will regard these feel-
ings just as unpleasant experiences 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 course his feelings, so regarded, are of virtually no
weight at all in relation to the other things at stake. The ‘squeamish-
ness’ appeal is not an argument which adds in a hitherto neglected
consideration. Rather, it is an invitation to consider the situation, and
one’s own feelings, from a utilitarian point of view.

The reason why the squeamishness appeal can be very unset-
tling, and one can be unnerved by the suggestion of self-indul-
gence in going against utilitarian considerations, is not that we are
utilitarians who are uncertain what udlitarian value to attach to our
moral feelings, but that we are partially at least not utilitarians, and
cannot regard our moral feelings merely as objects of utilitarian
value. Because our moral relation to the world is partly given by
such feelings, and by a sense of what we can or cannot ‘live with,’
to come to regard those feelings from a purely uiilitarian point of
view, that is to say, as happenings outside one’s moral seif, is to
lose a sense of one’s moral identity; to lose, in the most literal way,
one’s integrity. At this point utilitarianism alienates one from one’s
moral feelings; we shall see a little later how, more basically, it
alienates one from one’s actions as well. . . |

INTEGRITY

The [twol] situations have in common that if the agent does not do a
certain disagrecable thing, someone else will, and in Jim'’s situation
at least the result, the state of affairs after the other man has acted,
if he does, will be worse than after Jim has acted, if Jim does. The
same, on a smaller scale, is true of George’s case. | have already sug-
gested that it is inherent in consequentialism that it offers a strong
doctrine of negative responsibility. If T know that if I do X, O, will
eventuate, and if I refrain from doing X, O, will, and that O, is worse
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than O,, then T am resporilsible for O, if T refrain voluntarily from
doing X. “You could have prevented it,” as will be said, and truly, 1o
Jim, if he refuses, by the rclatives of the other Indians,

In the present cases, thF situation of O, includes another agent
bringing about results worse than O,. So far as O, has been iden-
tified up to this point——ml;erf:iy as the worse outcome which will
eventuate if 1 refrain from doing X—we might equally have said
that what that other bringsi about is O,; but that would be to under-
describe the situation, Foil what occurs if Jim refrains from action
is not solely twenty Indiahs dead, but Pedro’s killing twenty Mcdi-
ans, and that is not a result which Pedro brings about, though the
death of the Indians is. We can say: what one does is not included
in the outcome of what orfje' does, while what another does can be
included in the outcome of what one does. For that to be so, as
the terms are now being tised, only a very weak condition has to
be satisfied: for Pedro’s killing the Indians 10 be the outcome of
Jim's refusal, it only has .ito be causally tue that if Jim had not
refused, Pedro would not have done it.

That may be enough [or us to speak, in some sense, of Jim's
responsibility for that outcome, if it occurs; but it is certainly 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 shoot, and there is
no acceptable sense in which his refusal makes Pedro shoot. If the
captain had said on Jim’s refusal, ‘you leave me with no alternative,’
he would have been lying, like most who use that phrase. While the
deaths, and the killing, may be the outcome of Jim’s refusal, it is mis-
leading to think, in such a case, of Jim having an ¢ffect on the world
through the medium (as it happens) of Pedro’s acts; for this is to leave
Pedro out of the picture in his essential role of one who has inten-
tions and projects, projects for realizing which Jim’s refusal would
leave an opportunity. Instead of thinking in terms of supposed eftects
of Jim's projects on Pedro, it is more revealing to think in terms of
the effects of Pedro’s projects on Jim’s decision.

Utilitarianism would do well then to acknowledge the evident
fact that among the things that make people happy is not only mak-
ing other people happy, but being taken up or involved in any of
a vast range of projects, or—if we waive the evangelical and mor-
alizing associations of the word—commitments. One can be com-
mitted to such things as a person, a cause, an institution, a career,
one’s own genius, or the pursuit of danger.
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Now none of these is itself the pursuit of bappiness: by an exceed-
ingly ancient platitude, it is not at all clear that there could be any-
thing which was just that, or at least anything that had the slight-
est chance of being successful. Happiness, rather, requires being
involved in, or at least content with, something else. It is not impos-
sible for wtilitarianism to accept that point: it does not have to be
saddled with a naive and absurd philosophy of mind about the
relation between desire and happiness. What it does have to say
is that if such commitments are worthwhile, then pursuing the proj-
ects that flow from them, and realizing some of those projects, will
make the person for whom they are worthwhile, happy. It may be
that to claim that is still wrong: it may well be that a commitment
can make sense to a man (can make sense of his life) without his
supposing that it will make him happy. Bur that is not the present
poing; let us grant to utilitarianism that all worthwhile human proj-
ects 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 themselves projects of pursuing hap-
piness. One has to believe in, or at least want, or quite minimally,
be content with, other things, for there to he anywhere that hap-
piness can come from.

Utilitarianism, then, should be willing to agree that its general aim
of maximizing happiness does not imply that what everyone is doing
is just pursuing happiness. On the contrary, people have to be pur-
suing other things. What those other things may be, utilitarianism,
sticking to its professed empirical stance, should be prepared just to
find out. No doubt some possible projects it will want to discourage,
on the grounds that their being pursued involves a negative balance
of happiness to others: though even there, the unblinking accoun-
tant’s eye of the strict utilitarian will have something to put in the
positive column, the satisfactions of the destructive agent. Beyond
that, there will be a vast variety of generally beneficent or at least
harmless projects; and some no doubt, will take the form not just of
tastes or fancies, but of what I have called “commitments.” It may
even be that the utilitarian researcher will find that many of those
with commitments, who have really identified themselves with
objects outside themselves, who are thoroughly involved with other
persons, or institutions, or activities or causes, are actually happier
than those whose projects and wants are not like that. If so, that is
an important piece of utilitarian empirical lore.
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When I say “happier” here, I have in mind the sort of consid-
eration which any utilitarian would be committed to accepting: as
for instance that such people are less likely to have a breakdown
or commit suicide. Of course that is 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 point in utilitarian
thought. In appealing to this strictly utilitarian notion, 1 am being
more consistent with utilitarianism than [JJ.C.] Smart is. Tn his strug-
gles with the problem of the brain-electrode man, Smart commends
the idea that “happy” is a partly evaluative term, in the sense that
we call “happiness” those kinds of satisfaction which, as things are,
we approve of. But by what standard is this surplus element of
approval supposed, from a utilitarian point of view, to be allocal;d?
There is no source for it, on a strictly utilitarian view, except fur-
ther degrees of satisfaction, but there are none of those available,
or the problem would not arise. Nor does it help 1o appeal to the
fact that we dislike in prospect things which we like when we get
there, for from a utilitarian point of view it would seem that the
original dislike was merely irrational or based on an error. Smart’s
argument at this point scems to be embarrassed by a well-known
utilitarian uneasiness, which comes from a feeling that it is not re-
spectable to ignore the “deep,” while not having anywhere left in
human life to locate it

Let us now go back to the agent as utilitarian, and his higher-
order project of maximizing desirable outcomes. At this level, he is
committed only to that: what the outcome will actually consist of
will depend entirely on the facts, on what persons with what proj-
ects and what potential satisfactions there are within calculable reach
of the causal levers near which he finds himself. His own sub-
stantial projects and commirments come into it, but only as one lot
among others—they potentially provide one set of satisfactions
among those which he may be able to assist from where he hap-
pens to be. He is the agent of the satisfaction system who happens
to be at a particular point at a particular time: in Jim's case, our
man in South America. His own decisions as a utlitarian agent are
a function of all the satisfactions which he can effect from where
he is: and this means that the projects of others, to an indetermi-
nately great extent, determine his decision.

This may be so either positively or negatively. It will be so pos-
itively if agents within the causal field of his decision have projects
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which are ar any rate harmless and so should be assisted. Tt will
equally be so, but negatively, if there is an agent within the causal
field whose projects are harmful, and have to be frustrated to max-
imize desirable outcomes, So it is with Jim and the soldier Pedro.
On the utilitarian view, the undesirable projects of other people as
much determine, in rhis negative way, one’s decisions as the desir-
able ones do positively: if those people were not there, or had dif-
ferent projects, the causal nexus would be different, and it s the
actual state of the causal nexus which determines the decision, The
determination to an indefinite degree of my decisions by other peo-
ple’s projects is just another aspect of my unlimited responsibility
to act for the best in a causal framework formed to a considerable
extent by their projects, !

The decision so determined is, for utilitarianism, the right deci-
sion. But what if it conflicts with some project of mine? This, the
utilitarian will say, has already been dealt with: the satisfaction to
you of fulfilling your project, and any satisfactions to others of your
s0 doing, have already been through the calculating device and
have been found inadequate. Now in the case of many sorts of
projects, that is 2 perfectly reasonable sort of answer. But in the
case of projects of the sort I have called ‘commitments,” those with
which one is more deeply and extensively involved and identified,
this cannot just by itself be an adequate answer, and there may be
no adequate answer at all. For, to take the extreme sort of case,
how can a man, as a utilitarian agent, come to regard as one sat-
islaction among others, and a dispensable one, a project or attitude
round which he has built his life, just because someone else’s proj-
ects have so structured the causal scene that that is how the utili-
tarian sum cotnes out?

The point here is not, as utilitarians may hasten to say, that if
the project or attitude is that central to his life, then to abandon it
will be very disagreeable to hig and great loss of utility will be
involved, T have already argued in section 4 that it is not like that;
on the contrary, once he is prepared to look at it like that, the argu-
ment in any serious case is over anyway. The point is that he is
identified with his actions as flowing from projects and attitudes
which in some cases he takes seriously at the deepest level, as what
his life is abour (or, in some cases, this section of his life—geri-
ousness 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, that
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he should just step aside from his own project and decision and
acknowledge the decision which utilitarian calculation requires. It
Is to alienate him in a rea] sense from his actions and the source
of his action in his own convictions. It is to make him into a chan-
nel between the input of everyone’s projects, including his own,
and an output of Optimistic decision; but this is to neglect the extent
to which his actions and his decisions have 1o be seen as the actions
and decisions which flow from the projects and attitudes with which
he is most closely identified. 1t is thus, in the most litera] sense, an
attack on his integrity.

These sorts of considerations do not in themselves give solutions
to practical dilemmas such as those provided by our examples; bur
I hope they help to provide other ways of thinking about them. In
fact, it is not hard (o see that in George’s case, viewed from this per-
spective, the utilitarian solution would be wrong. Jim's case is dif-
ferent, and harder. Byt if (as I suppose) the utilitarian is probably
right in this case, that is not to be found out just by asking the utilj-
tarian’s questions. Discussions of it—ang | 4m not going to try to
carry it further here—will have to take seriously the distinetion
between my killing someone, and its coming about because of what
I do that someone else kills them: a distinction based, not so much
on the distinction between action and inaction, as on the distinction
between my projects and someone else’s Projects. At least it will have
to start by taking that seriously, as utilitarianisin does not; but then
it will have to build out from there by asking why that distinction

tion to killing people just is, in fact, an application of g powerful
objection to their being killed. Another dimension of that is the issye
of how much it matters that the people at risk dre actual, and there,
as opposed to hypothetical, or future, or merely elsewhere.

There are many other considerations that could come into such
4 question, but the Immediate point of all this is to draw one par-
ticular contrast with utilitarian_?ism: that to reach g grounded decision
in such a case should not be regarded as 2 matter of just discounting
one’s reactions, impulses angl deeply held Projects in rthe face of
the pattern of utilities, nor yet merely adding them in—pyr ir the
first instance of trying to understand them,

Of course, time and circu ms;gfan.ces are unlikely (o 1viake g grounded
decision, in Jim's case at least, possible. It might 1ot even he decent,
Instead of thinking in a rational and Systematic way either abour
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utilities or about the value of human life, the relevance of the people
at risk being present, and so forth, the presence of the people at risk
may just have its effect. The significance of the immediate should not
be underestimated. Philosophers, not only utilitarian ones, repeatedly
urge one to view the world sub specie aeternitatis, but for most human
purposes that is not a good species to view it under. If we are not
agents of the universal satisfaction systein, we are not primarily jani-
tors of any system of values, even our own: very often, we just act, as
a possibly confused result of the situation in which we are engaged,
That, T suspect, is very often an exceedingly good thing.

For Furtber Reflection

1. Why does Williams reject the utilitarian notion of negative
responsibility?

2. What is Williams’s main objection to consequentialism (his term
for utilitarianism)? Examine the cases of George and Jim. What
do you think is the right thing to do in these cases? What are
Williams’s answers? Do you agree with his reasoning?

3. What does Williams mean by integrity? What role does this
notion play in his argument? Some have criticized Williams for
unjustifiably exalting integrity too highly. They say, if my feel-
ings of integrity conflict with making hard but rationally sup-
ported choices, [ ought to overcome those feelings and do what
is right. Here is an illustration. T have given my whole life to
support political party X, which had admirable goals and did
much good. But the party has been irremediably morally cor-
rupted and now is harming people. Still my sense of integrity
is tied up in all the good the party once stood for. 1 redason
that it would be a good thing to destroy the party, for the good
of humanity, and I have the opportunity to do so. But my sense
of integrity prevents me from easily doing this. 1 deeply iden-
tify with party X. Although this may be a hard decision, many
ethicists would argue that T must overcome my squeamishness
and do the right thing: destroy party X, so that its present evil
will be ineffectual. How would Williams deal with this case?

How would you?

The Ones Who Wallk
Away from Omelas

URSULA LE GUIN

Ursula Le Guin is the author of many novels and short story
collections, including 7he Wind's Twelye Quarters, from
which this short story is taken, The story is about an ideal
utilitarian, utopian society that is dependent on one sig-
nificant suffering. Le Guin credits a passage from the
philosopher William James as the point of departure for
this story. James wrote:

Or if the hypothesis were offered us of a world in which
Messr. Fourier's and Bellamy’s and Morris's uwtopias should
all be outdone, and millions kept permanently happy on
the one simple condition that a certain lost soul on the far-
off edge of things should lead a life of lonely torment, what
except a special and independent sort of emotion can it be
which would make us immediately feel, even though an
impulse arose within us to clutch at the happiness so
offered, how hideous a thing would be its enjoyment when
deliberately accepted as the fruir of such a bargain?

With a clamor of bells that set the swallows soaring, the Festival
of Summer came to the city Omelas, bright-towered by the sea. The
rigging of the boats in harbor sparkled with flags. In the streets
between houses with red ofs and painted walls, between old
moss-grown gardens and under avenues of trees, past great parks
and public buildings, processions moved. Some were decorons: old
people in long stiff robes of mauve and grey, grave master work-
men, quiet, merry women carrying their babies and chatting as they
walked. In other streets the music beat faster, 4 shimmering of gong
and tambourine, and the people went dancing, the procession was
a dance. Children dodged in and out, their high calls rising like the
swallows' crossing flights over the music and the singing. All the
processions wound towards the north side of the city, where on
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