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Consequentialism: Thefamily of ethical theories sharing the characteristic tha themoral status
of any bit of behavior is deermined by the values of the consequences of the alterndives
available to a moral agent

I. The Supererogation Objection

According to classical utilitarianism we are morally obligated to engagein abest possible plan of
action accessible to us regardless of how much persond sacrifice such a plan would entail.
Critics have claimed tha this maximizing feature of classical utilitarianismN the moral
requirement to maximize the amountof valuein the worldN is unacceptable. Classical
utilitarianism has been charged with being too demanding, too difficult for moral agents with
nauraly selfish indinaionsto adopt More specifically, critics chargetha utilitarianism is
incapable of exhibiting the allegedly important phenomenon of supaerogaion: Since
utilitarianism requires tha we are always morally obligated to bring aboutthe best, it appears
impossible to do anything that is Gboveand beyond&thecall of moral duty. Supererogaory
actionisimpossible unde autilitarian schemeN or at least so say such critics; call them
Gupeerogaion criticsO Many bdieve tha supeaerogaion critics have dealt adeath blow to
traditiond formulationsof consequentialism.

II. Classical Act Utilitarianism and the Supererogation Objection

Thehedonic utility of an act, A, =df. theresult of subtracting the total amountof pan that A
would cause from thetotal amountof pleasure that A would cause were A performed.

AU: AU: Anadlternaive, 4, ismorally right iff noalternaive to 4 has a highe hedonic utility
than A has.

HU
al 100
a2 90
a3 70
ad 55

Thehedonic utility of an act, A, for Agent =df. the result of subtracting thetotal anountof pan
that A would cause for the agent of A fromthetotal amountof pleasure that A would cause for
the agent of A were A performed.

Thehedonic utility of an act, A, for Others =df. theresult of subtracting thetotal amountof pan
that A would cause for those other than the agent of A fromthetotal anourt of pleasure tha A
would cause for those other the agent of A were A performed.



HU HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's
al 100 -10 110
a2 90 20 70
a3 70 0 70
a4 55 25 30
HU
as 100
ab 100
a7 70
ad 55
HU HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's
a5 100 -10 110
a6 100 20 80
a’ 70 0 70
a8 55 25 30
II1. Satisficing and Egoistic Adjustments
HU HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's
al 100 -10 110
a2 90 20 70
a3 70 0 70
a4 55 25 30

SatU: An dternative, 4, ismorally rightiff 4 hasahedonic utility tha is QoodenoughQ

How SatU might assign nomative values to the aternatives in our caseN and generate the desired
supeerogation resultsN can now be explored. Withouta clean explication of the phrase @Qyood
enough(it is not exactly clear how the nomative statuses of the alternatives in our case are
geneated by SatU. Intuitively, it mightbethoughtthat SatU has these implications a/ should
come outas morally permissible (but not morally obligatory!) accordingto SatU. It isimpossible
to do more for theworld than to peform a/; al isthe sole maximizing dternaive. Sinceitisthe
best thing onecan dofor theworld, it mug have a hedonic utility tha is goodenoughfor the
world. a2 istheinteresting alternative. It seemstha SatU impliestha a2, too,is moraly
permissible; heck, istha nat thereason why theories like SatU were introdued? Fromacertain
perspective, a2 does seem to qudify as @QyoodenoughOlt is almog as goodfor theworld asthe
maximizing a/ andis subgantialy better for theworld than theremaining aternatives.

On the assumption tha the hedonic utility of a2 satisfies the @oodenough@equirement,
the supaerogaory propeties of SatU become apparent: a/ is deemed supeerogaory in light of
thefactsthat (i) it ismorally pemissible, (ii) it requires more persond sacrifice than another
morally permissible aternative, and (iii) it benefits others to a greater degree than another morally
permissible aternaive. SatU exhibits avery rich notion of supeerogaion. It generates the same
Qies at thetopGmplicationsas AU. Furthermore, it designaes a slew of aternatives as



supeaerogaory in cases where anonmaximizing aternaive meets the @oodenoughO
requirement.

HU HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's
a9 100 -10 110
al0 90 20 70
all 100 5 95
al2 110 5 105

Assume, jud asin thelast example, that theutility of «/0 isgoodenough,generating theresult
tha a0 is morally permissible according to SatU. a9N jus as beforeN is deemed morally
permissible but not obligatory by SatU. In this case, the problems are generated by SatUG
implicationsregardingall andal2. If al10isgoad enoudh, then clearly al7 and al2 are good
enough,and thuspermissible on this satisficing scheme. Butthedesignaionof all as
pemissible is anahemato the consequentialist spirit. It cogsthe agent nothing to bring aboutthe
greater bendfits for others contained in theconsequence of a/2. SatU nondhdess pemitsthe
agent to engagein this Qyratuitousprevention of goodnessOfor theworl d.

HU HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's
al 100 -10 110
a2 90 20 70
a3 70 0 70
a4 55 25 30

Theegoistic intuition here istha we can count our own possible future goodsand evils as more
importantN more weightyN from amoral perspective than those of others. Suppo that we can
countour own possible future goodsand evils as twice as important as those of others when
congdering wha morality requires of us Given this suppostion, anew utility category is added
to themix: Theegoistically-adjusted hedonic utility for the agent of an aternaive.

HU HU-for-Agent E-Adjused HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's

al 100 -10 -20 110
a2 90 20 40 70
a3 70 0 0 70
a4 55 25 50 30

Let the egoistically-adjusted hedonic utility of an alternative, A, betheresult of adding the
egoistically-adjuged hedonic utility for theagent of 4 to the hedonic utility for others of 4.

HU HU-for-Agent E-Adjused HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's E-A HU
al 100 -10 -20 110 90
a2 90 20 40 70 110
a3 70 0 0 70 70
a4 55 25 50 30 80

Let it bethe case tha alternative A E-outranks alternative B iff (i) HU(A) > HU(B) and (ii) E-A
HU(A) > E-A HU(B).

EAU: An dternaive, 4, ismoraly rightiff noalternaiveto 4 E-outranksA.



QO mug agan repeat, what the assailants of utilitarianism seldom have thejudtice to
acknowledge tha the hgopiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what isrightin condud,
is not the agent(® own happiness, buttha of al concerned. As between his own happiness and
tha of others utilitarianism requires him to beas strictly impartial as a disinterested and
benevolent spectator.O (Utilitarianism, J.S. Mill)

A theory, T, is R-acceptable for aperson, S, =df. Out of purely self-interested motives, Swould
select T to bethe nomative theory goveaning al rationd behavior from behind the"veil of
ignorance”.

A theory, T, is R-acceptable =df. T would be unanimoudy selected by self-interested, rationd
plannasin the Origind Postion asthe nomative theory govening all rationd behavior .

IV. The Objection from Selfishness and the Self-Other Asymmetry

HU HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's
al3 100 100 0
al4 90 20 70
als 70 0 70
al6 55 25 30

Orhis further, and ultimately, | bdieve, highly perplexing element of common-sense morality
consstsin the pemissibility, accordingto ordinary thinking, of not benefiting oneself and of
favoring other people even when this leadsto less than optimal results. If | have achoice
between conferring agreat benefit on myself or alesser benefit on someoneelse, and these are the
only relevant factorsin the situation, common-sense morality tells usthat it is quite pemissible to
sacrifice one® own greater benefit to thelesser benefit of another. In theabsence of some special
relation or obligaionto tha other, common sense might concedethat it was irrationd, stupid, or
gratuitousto do so, but surely notthat it was morally wrong. Similarly, in asituaionwhere no
oneelseisconcerned (or even, if youwill, where no oneelse exists) if | ignore an opportunity to
enjoy a pleasure or do notbother to avoid a pan, then (other thingsbeng equd) | dowrongby
congquentialist standards, but, again, nat by ordinary standads Thusordinary moral thinking
seems to involve an asymmetry regarding what an agent is permitted to do to himself and wha he
is permitted to do to others.

Slote, M. (1984) QMorality and Self-Other AsymmetryO Journal of Philosophy 81:179-192

Alternative A S-outranks alternative B iff (i) HU(A) > HU(B) and (ii) HU-for-Others(A) > HU-
for-Others(B).

SOU: Anadlternaive, 4, ismoraly rightiff no alternaiveto 4 S-outranksA4.

HU HU-for-Agent HU-for-Othe's
al3 100 100 0
al4 90 20 70
als 70 0 70

al6 55 25 30



SOU bestows supaerogaory statusuponal4: By peformingal4 (rather than a3 or theperhgos
irrationd al5), the agent sacrifices 80 units of hedonic valuetha heis morally permitted to
acquire so tha otherswill progpe. Clearly, thisis consonant with going aboveand beyondthe
call of moral duty.

Note also that cases like the oneaboveare extremey common. We frequently find
ourselvesin postion both to benefit ourselves and maximize hedonic utility smultaneoudy. We
are so close to ourselves; we know ourselves so well; we are amog awaysin a postionto
bendit ourselves. It isno surprise tha strict forms of egoism and classical forms of utilitarianism
geneate identical implicationsin awiderangeof cases. Possibilities for supererogaory action
are abundant according to SOU.

V. Combining the Supererogatory Properties of EAU and SOU

Alternative A E&S-outranks alternative B iff (i) HU(A) > HU(B); (ii) ) E-A HU(A) > E-A
HU(B); and (iii) HU-for-Others(A) > HU-for-Others(B).

EASOU: An alterndive, 4, ismorally rightiff nodterndiveto 4 E& S-outranks 4.



