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L, is not to reject their theory, but to attempt to
ase our ability to foresee consequences (p. 181).

(CONSEQUENTIALISM

itrast to act consequentialists, this group of utili-
s argues that it is possible to link the consequen-
view of what makes acts right or wrong with
rules (Holmes 1998: 137). In other words, they
e that keeping to certain rules produces better
squences than trying to determine what conse-
ces will follow from every individual action. For
ple, most people believe it to be their duty to
the truth, even when doing so would cause
'pain than pleasure. They do not advocate obedi-
o rules just because they are rules, but because
see following rules as the best way to achieve the
good or the best outcome for all affected. In
ords, an act is right only if it is in agreement
rule that would maximize overall net happiness
people affected, as any alternative rule (Darwall
135). Rule consequentialists are subject to criti-
or the argument that if they take rules to be
e and without exception, then they will have
oned consequentialism (Hinman 1998: 183). If
mowledge exceptions to rules, then they could
be described as act consequentialists.

Poricy AND UTILITARIANISM

it is consequentialist in nature, a utilitarian
=y and approach to public policy making would
e that government officials base their actions
ograms on the most accurate and detailed
aation of particular circumstances and of the
results of the alternatives and options available
m. Mill maintained that ethical questions could
led only by empirical investigation. As William
1999) puts it, “Realism and empiricism are the
of a utilitarian orientation, not customary
ce, unverified abstractions, or wishful think-
0. 171). For example, in considering public
about punishment, a utilitarian would argue
unishment is justified if:

the pain and suffering to those who are punished is
outweighed by the benefits of punishment; and

» those benefits cannot be achieved with less
suffering or at a lower cost to those who are being
punished (p. 174).

The utilitarian perspective on punishment is more
fully considered in Chapter 6.

ARGUMENTS CRITICIZING UTILITARIANISM

We have seen that utilitarian theory urges us to
accept the notion that only consequences matter.
Significant arguments against the utilitarian
approach propose that there are other consider-
ations, in addition to utility, that are important in
determining whether actions are right. Critics argue
that utilitarianism is incompatible with the ideal of
justice, according to which we should treat people
fairly, taking account of their individual needs and
merits. Critics say this is not a priority of the utili-
tarian perspective. The following example is offered
by H. J. McCloskey:

Imagine a utilitarian visiting an area where there
is racial strife. During his visit, an African
American man rapes a white woman, and this
causes race riots with white mobs and the police
attacking and killing African Americans.
Imagine the utilitarian is in the area when the
rape is committed, and his evidence could
convict a particular African American man who
was innocent.

As a utilitarian, if he knows that an early
arrest will stop the race riots, he must surely
conclude that he has a duty to give false evidence
in order to bring about the punishment of an
innocent person. This might have some bad
consequences—for example, the innocent
African American man might be executed—but
a utilitarian would consider that this would be
outweighed by the good consequences that the
riots would be stopped. Accordingly, applying
utilitarianism, the best consequences would be
achieved by lying, and lying would be the most
ethical act. However, it could be argued that it
would be wrong to be the cause of the execution
of an innocent man; therefore, in implying that
it would be right to bring about that execution,
utilitarianism must be an incorrect theory. (in
Rachels 1999a: 110-111)
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