
CALCULATING CONSEQUENCES THE UTILITARIAN APPROACH TO

The utilitarian approach to ethics -- and the limitations of this approach.

Because act utilitarianism approves of actions that most people see as obviously morally wrong, we can know
that it is a false moral theory. One way to do this is to identify specific conditions under which violating a
general moral requirement would be justified. See Parental Rights and Obligations. As a result, most people
would reject the notion that morality requires us to treat people we love and care about no differently from
people who are perfect strangers as absurd. Actual consequence utilitarians might agree that the option with
the highest expected utility is the best thing to do but they claim that it could still turn out to be the wrong
action. The Classical Utilitarians: Bentham and Mill. As a result, people who are innocent are sometimes
prosecuted, convicted, and punished for crimes they did not do. An example of this problem is a wealthy
person who needs an organ transplant. According to rule utilitarians, this can only be justified if a rule that
permits punishments after a fair trial, etc. In addition, while the act utilitarian commitment to impartiality
undermines the moral relevance of personal relations, rule utilitarians claim that their view is not open to this
criticism. If one act requires a longer period of time for its performance than another, one may ask whether
they can be considered alternatives. The second context concerns the content of the rules and how they are
applied in actual cases. In addition, the costs i. When individuals are deciding what to do for themselves alone,
they consider only their own utility. This is a partialist rule because it not only allows but actually requires
parents to devote more time, energy, and other resources to their own children than to others. With different
factual assumptions, however, Utilitarian arguments can lead to different conclusions. Caring for children is a
demanding activity. For these reasons, rule utilitarians support the use of stop signs and other
non-discretionary rules under some circumstances. The Cambridge Companion to Mill. The three cases just
discussed show why act utilitarianism undermines trust but rule utilitarianism does not. Samuel Scheffler.
When we ask whether a rule should be adopted, it is essential to consider the impact of the rule on all people
and to weigh the interests of everyone equally. Utilitarianism as a Public Philosophy. This widely reprinted
article, though it does not focus on utilitarianism, uses utilitarian reasoning and has sparked decades of debate
about moral demandingness and moral impartiality. Some utilitarians maintain that in making an ethical
decision, we must ask ourselves: "What effect will my doing this act in this situation have on the general
balance of good over evil? Because the contrast had not been sharply drawn, earlier utilitarians like Bentham
and Mill sometimes apply the principle of utility to actions and sometimes apply it to the choice of rules for
evaluating actions. Using this information, Bentham thought, would allow for making correct judgments both
in individual cases and in choices about government actions and policies. Today utilitarians often describe
benefits and harms in terms of the satisfaction of personal preferences or in purely economic terms of
monetary benefits over monetary costs. Utilitarian Calculations We apply utilitarian calculations on whether it
is right to save a large private business from bankruptcy. Therefore, we are just as responsible for the
foreseeable consequences that we fail to prevent as for those that we bring about directly. The Ten
Commandments, for example, focus on types of actions, telling us not to kill, steal, bear false witness, commit
adultery, or covet the things that belong to others. They argue that it is a mistake to treat whole classes of
actions as right or wrong because the effects of actions differ when they are done in different contexts and
morality must focus on the likely effects of individual actions. Being healthy or honest or having knowledge,
for example, are thought by some people to be intrinsic goods that are not types of feelings.


