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Consequentialism: The family of ethical theories sharing the characteristic that the moral status 
of any bit of behavior is determined by the values of the consequences of the alternatives 
available to a moral agent 
 
I.  The Supererogation Objection 
 
According to classical utilitarianism we are morally obligated to engage in a best possible plan of 
action accessible to us, regardless of how much personal sacrifice such a plan would entail.  
Critics have claimed that this maximizing feature of classical utilitarianismÑ the moral 
requirement to maximize the amount of value in the worldÑ is unacceptable.  Classical 
utilitarianism has been charged with being too demanding, too difficult for moral agents with 
naturally selfish inclinations to adopt.  More specifically, critics charge that utilitarianism is 
incapable of exhibiting the allegedly important phenomenon of supererogation: Since 
utilitarianism requires that we are always morally obligated to bring about the best, it appears 
impossible to do anything that is Òabove and beyondÓ the call of moral duty.  Supererogatory 
action is impossible under a utilitarian schemeÑ or at least so say such critics; call them 
Ôsupererogation criticsÕ.  Many believe that supererogation critics have dealt a death blow to 
traditional formulations of consequentialism. 
 
 
I I .  Classical Act Utilitarianism and the Supererogation Objection 
 
The hedonic utility of an act, A, =df. the result of subtracting the total amount of pain that A 
would cause from the total amount of pleasure that A would cause were A performed. 
 
AU: AU:  An alternative, A, is morally right iff no alternative to A has a higher hedonic utility 
than A has. 
 
           HU  
a1       100 
a2         90 
a3         70 
a4         55 
 
The hedonic utility of an act, A, for Agent =df. the result of subtracting the total amount of pain 
that A would cause for the agent of A from the total amount of pleasure that A would cause for 
the agent of A were A performed. 
 
The hedonic utility of an act, A, for Others =df. the result of subtracting the total amount of pain 
that A would cause for those other than the agent of A from the total amount of pleasure that A 
would cause for those other the agent of A were A performed. 
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           HU             HU-for-Agent             HU-for-Others 
a1       100                 -10                            110 
a2         90                   20                           70 
a3         70                    0                            70 
a4         55                   25                           30 
 
 
           HU  
a5        100 
a6        100 
a7         70 
a8         55 
 
 
           HU             HU-for-Agent             HU-for-Others 
a5      100                 -10                           110 
a6      100                   20                           80 
a7        70                    0                            70 
a8        55                   25                           30 
 
 
I I I .  Satisficing and Egoistic Adjustments 
 
           HU             HU-for-Agent             HU-for-Others 
a1       100                 -10                            110 
a2         90                   20                           70 
a3         70                    0                            70 
a4         55                   25                           30 
 
SatU:  An alternative, A, is morally right iff A has a hedonic utility that is Ògood enoughÓ. 
 
How SatU might assign normative values to the alternatives in our caseÑ and generate the desired 
supererogation resultsÑ can now be explored.  Without a clean explication of the phrase Ògood 
enough,Ó it is not exactly clear how the normative statuses of the alternatives in our case are 
generated by SatU.  Intuitively, it might be thought that SatU has these implications. a1 should 
come out as morally permissible (but not morally obligatory!) according to SatU.  It is impossible 
to do more for the world than to perform a1; a1 is the sole maximizing alternative.  Since it is the 
best thing one can do for the world, it must have a hedonic utility that is good enough for the 
world.  a2 is the interesting alternative.  It seems that SatU implies that a2, too, is morally 
permissible; heck, is that not the reason why theories like SatU were introduced?  From a certain 
perspective, a2 does seem to qualify as Ògood enoughÓ: It is almost as good for the world as the 
maximizing a1 and is substantially better for the world than the remaining alternatives. 
 On the assumption that the hedonic utility of a2 satisfies the Ògood enoughÓ requirement, 
the supererogatory properties of SatU become apparent: a1 is deemed supererogatory in light of 
the facts that (i) it is morally permissible, (ii) it requires more personal sacrifice than another 
morally permissible alternative, and (iii) it benefits others to a greater degree than another morally 
permissible alternative.  SatU exhibits a very rich notion of supererogation.  It generates the same 
Òties at the topÓ implications as AU.  Furthermore, it designates a slew of alternatives as 
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supererogatory in cases where a non-maximizing alternative meets the Ògood enoughÓ 
requirement. 
 
           HU             HU-for-Agent             HU-for-Others 
a9       100                 -10                           110 
a10       90                   20                           70 
a11     100                    5                            95 
a12     110                    5                           105 
 
Assume, just as in the last example, that the utility of a10 is good enough, generating the result 
that a10 is morally permissible according to SatU. a9Ñ just as beforeÑ is deemed morally 
permissible but not obligatory by SatU.  In this case, the problems are generated by SatUÕs 
implications regarding a11 and a12.  If a10 is good enough, then clearly a11 and a12 are good 
enough, and thus permissible on this satisficing scheme.  But the designation of a11 as 
permissible is anathema to the consequentialist spirit.  It costs the agent nothing to bring about the 
greater benefits for others contained in the consequence of a12.  SatU nonetheless permits the 
agent to engage in this Ògratuitous prevention of goodnessÓ for the world. 
 
           HU             HU-for-Agent             HU-for-Others 
a1       100                 -10                            110 
a2         90                   20                           70 
a3         70                    0                            70 
a4         55                   25                           30 
 
The egoistic intuition here is that we can count our own possible future goods and evils as more 
importantÑ more weightyÑ from a moral perspective than those of others.  Suppose that we can 
count our own possible future goods and evils as twice as important as those of others when 
considering what morality requires of us. Given this supposition, a new utility category is added 
to the mix: The egoistically-adjusted hedonic utility for the agent of an alternative. 
 

           HU       HU-for-Agent     E-Adjusted HU-for-Agent   HU-for-Others 
a1       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, be the result of adding the 
egoistically-adjusted hedonic utility for the agent of A to the hedonic utility for others of A. 
 
           HU       HU-for-Agent     E-Adjusted HU-for-Agent   HU-for-Others E-A HU 
a1       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 be the case that alternative A E-outranks alternative B iff (i) HU(A) > HU(B) and (ii) E-A 
HU(A) > E-A HU(B). 
 
EAU:  An alternative, A, is morally right iff no alternative to A E-outranks A. 
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 ÒI must again repeat, what the assailants of utilitarianism seldom have the justice to 
acknowledge, that the happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what is right in conduct, 
is not the agentÕs own happiness, but that of all concerned.  As between his own happiness and 
that of others utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and 
benevolent spectator.Ó  (Utilitarianism, J.S. Mill) 
 
A theory, T, is R-acceptable for a person, S, =df. Out of purely self-interested motives, S would 
select T to be the normative theory governing all rational behavior from behind the "veil of 
ignorance". 
 
A theory, T, is R-acceptable =df. T would be unanimously selected by self-interested, rational 
planners in the Original Position as the normative theory governing all rational behavior . 
 
 
IV.  The Objection from Selfishness and the Self-Other Asymmetry 
 
           HU             HU-for-Agent             HU-for-Others 
a13       100                 100                            0 
a14         90                   20                           70 
a15         70                    0                            70 
a16         55                   25                           30 
 
ÒThis further, and ultimately, I believe, highly perplexing element of common-sense morality 
consists in the permissibility, according to ordinary thinking, of not benefiting oneself and of 
favoring other people even when this leads to less than optimal results.  If I have a choice 
between conferring a great benefit on myself or a lesser benefit on someone else, and these are the 
only relevant factors in the situation, common-sense morality tells us that it is quite permissible to 
sacrifice oneÕs own greater benefit to the lesser benefit of another.  In the absence of some special 
relation or obligation to that other, common sense might concede that it was irrational, stupid, or 
gratuitous to do so, but surely not that it was morally wrong.  Similarly, in a situation where no 
one else is concerned (or even, if you will, where no one else exists) if I ignore an opportunity to 
enjoy a pleasure or do not bother to avoid a pain, then (other things being equal) I do wrong by 
consequentialist standards, but, again, not by ordinary standards.  Thus ordinary moral thinking 
seems to involve an asymmetry regarding what an agent is permitted to do to himself and what he 
is permitted to do to others. 
 
Slote, M.  (1984)  ÒMorality and Self-Other AsymmetryÓ  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:  An alternative, A, is morally right iff no alternative to A S-outranks A. 
 
           HU             HU-for-Agent             HU-for-Others 
a13       100                 100                            0 
a14         90                   20                           70 
a15         70                    0                            70 
a16         55                   25                           30 
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SOU bestows supererogatory status upon a14: By performing a14 (rather than a13 or the perhaps 
irrational a15), the agent sacrifices 80 units of hedonic value that he is morally permitted to 
acquire so that others will prosper.  Clearly, this is consonant with going above and beyond the 
call of moral duty. 
 Note also that cases like the one above are extremely common.  We frequently find 
ourselves in position both to benefit ourselves and maximize hedonic utility simultaneously. We 
are so close to ourselves; we know ourselves so well; we are almost always in a position to 
benefit ourselves.  It is no surprise that strict forms of egoism and classical forms of utilitarianism 
generate identical implications in a wide range of cases.  Possibilities for supererogatory 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 alternative, A, is morally right iff no alternative to A E&S-outranks A. 
 


