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Introduction: Utilitarianism 
 

 Most people believe that in ethics, numbers sometimes count. Suppose, to take a 

standard example, that there are five people drowning on one side of your boat, and two 

people drowning on the other side. You can paddle this way to save the five people, or that 

way to save the two, but you won’t be able to save both. By the time you’ve rescued one 

group, the other will have drowned. How should you choose? A few people think you should 

flip a coin (Taurek 1977). Most, however, will say you ought to save the five. 

 

 In the view of utilitarians, the numbers definitely should count. They think we should 

maximize the good, and minimize the bad. What are the good and bad we should be 

concerned with? Utilitarians disagree. Some say happiness and suffering; others consider it to 

be the satisfaction or frustration of people’s preferences. Whatever the good is conceived to 

be, however, it is referred to as utility. Lighting pretty candles on your son’s birthday cake 

might increase utility (by making him happy, or satisfying his desires). Lighting your son on 

fire ordinarily reduces utility, and is disapproved of by utilitarians. 

 

 Utilitarians are often said to want ‘the greatest good for the greatest number’. There are 

two ways we can seek to bring this about. One way is to increase the size of benefits. If the 

child prefers red candles to blue candles, you will increase utility by choosing the red 

candles. The other is to give benefits to more people. For instance, if we can either save five 

drowning people or two drowning people, we maximize utility by saving five.  

 

 Sometimes these goals are in tension. Suppose that you can either give ten people a 

really good backrub, or save two people from drowning. You would benefit more people by 

doing the first, but you would benefit the two people a lot more by doing the second. Overall, 

you will maximize utility by saving the two lives. Numbers count, but size also matters. 

Suppose, on the other hand, that a school can either buy playground equipment for forty 

children or send five older children to France. The playground equipment might be a smaller 

benefit for each child than the field trip. But since choosing it would benefit eight times as 

many, it might maximize utility. 

 

The Colosseum and the World Cup 

 

 So far, most of this sounds pretty reasonable. After all, why shouldn’t playground 

equipment for enough kids outweigh field trips for a smaller number? But there are more 

disturbing examples. What about throwing Christians to the lions in the Roman Colosseum? 

Any given Christian will lose a lot more than any given spectator gains (or, for that matter, 

than any given lion gains). But provided that there are enough spectators, it seems that it 

could maximize utility to do so (Sen 1982: 7).  

 

 Some utilitarians will say that we simply shouldn’t count utility that comes from ‘anti-

social preferences’ (Harsanyi 1988: 96). But just avoiding that doesn’t solve the problem. 

Most people think that watching football is a more innocent pastime than going to see 

gladiators. But then take Thomas Scanlon’s famous story about the World Cup: 
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Suppose that Jones has suffered an accident in the transmitter room of a television 

station. Electrical equipment has fallen on his arm, and we cannot rescue him 

without turning off the transmitter for fifteen minutes. A World Cup match is in 

progress...and it will not be over for an hour (1998: 235). 

 

If we continue the transmission, poor Jones will suffer an hour of agony. But if we turn 

off the transmitter, we will frustrate hundreds of millions of football fans. It will surely 

maximize utility to leave the transmitter on. But many people, including Scanlon, have 

the strong conviction that ‘we should not wait [to rescue him], no matter how many 

viewers there are’ (1998: 235). 

 

 Some might object that these examples are extreme or unrealistic. How often do 

we really impose huge burdens on minorities for the sake of majorities? Quite often, 

others would say. Modern capitalist societies tolerate considerable social inequality. 

One of the main justifications given for this is that it promotes growth, benefiting the 

majority. Some might even claim that it maximizes utility. Let’s assume that this is true 

(though in fact I think it is doubtful). Nevertheless, it seems hard to deny that the 

poorest people are much worse off than they would be in a more egalitarian society.  

 

 Finally, utilitarianism can justify directly using people as means to an end, if that 

results in the best outcome. In the Trolley Problem, it does not distinguish between 

turning the trolley so that it kills one person instead of three, and pushing the fat man in 

front of the trolley so that he blocks the tracks. Many people feel there is a difference 

which utilitarianism does not capture. 

 

Kant and the Kingdom of Ends 

 

 Utilitarianism seems to lead to unacceptable implications.
1
 Much of the political 

philosophy of the last forty years has been a reaction against them. To many of these critics, 

including John Rawls, Kant’s thought has presented an attractive alternative. Why?  

 

 Kant, it is important to note, was a non-consequentialist, in contrast to the utilitarians. 

He holds that there are certain things you should not do however good the consequences will 

be if you do, and however bad they will be if you don’t. You should not lie to a murderer who 

asks you where his prospective victim is, though you do not have to give him an answer. Nor 

may you treat people simply as means to an end, even if doing so you save lives. 

 

 What has made Kant so popular, particularly in recent decades as increasing numbers 

of philosophers began to reject utilitarianism, is his Formula of the End in Itself:  ‘Act in such 

a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any 

other, never simply as a means but always at the same time as an end’ (Kant 1785/1964: 429; 

emphasis in original).
2
 This rules out throwing people to the lions for your own amusement. 

Many people also think it rules out pushing them in front of trolleys, even if this allows you 

to save more lives. Somewhat less obviously, treating them as ends in themselves also means 

an appropriate regard for their interests (Kant 1785/1964: 430). Leaving Jones to suffer just 

so as to avoid interrupting the World Cup may seem to fail that test. 

                                                 
1
 I believe that a sophisticated form of indirect consequentialism can address some of the foregoing objections. 

For a groundbreaking recent attempt, see Parfit 2011. 
2
 Here and hereafter my page references refer to the pages in the Royal Prussian Academy edition of Kant, 

which should be given in the margins of any modern translation you use. 
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Social contract theory: Hobbes and Locke 
 

 How do we know when we are treating people in an appropriate way? One classic test 

is whether our actions are ones that fully informed, rational people could accept. Take a case 

where we can save either your life, or three other people’s lives, but not both. You might 

prefer that we save your life. However, you would probably not consider it an injustice if we 

saved the three other people. We could justify our choice to you on the ground that the other 

people wanted to be saved just as you did, and that—at least other things being equal—we 

had more reason to save three people than to save one. 

 

 Not coincidentally, a long tradition in political theory holds that social institutions and 

policies ought to be ones that people who were clear-sighted and reasonable could (or would) 

all accept. Hobbes and Locke both made famous contractarian arguments which many of you 

will have encountered. But they drew different conclusions about what people would choose. 

Why? One reason was that they made different assumptions about the bargaining situation. 

 

 For Hobbes, the question is what you would rationally agree to in a competition where 

no holds are barred. Given that Hobbes’ state of nature is really awful—people can do 

anything they want to you if it serves their purposes—it is reasonable to assume that we’d 

agree to be ruled by just about anybody—a king or a Mafia don—who would keep the peace. 

Locke, on the other hand, assumes that there are already moral restrictions on killing, raping, 

etc. Even in a state of nature, we would not be that desperate to get out. Not surprisingly, 

Locke concludes that we would not accept absolute monarchs. 

 

Does this go far enough? 

 

 Is forbidding active coercion enough for a fair contract? Chris Meyers (2004) tells the 

following story: Carole is driving through the desert when her car breaks down. It’s a 

desolate stretch of road, and Carole fears that she could die of thirst before anyone else comes 

along. Fortunately, Jason drives past a few hours later and stops. He agrees to drive Carole 

out of the desert—but only if she agrees to let him sodomize her. Carole agrees, and after 

sodomizing her, Jason drives her out the desert, saving her life.  

 

 Now, in this case, Jason has done nothing to put Carole in her situation. He has just 

taken advantage of her bad luck. Nevertheless, most of us will probably think that he has 

taken unfair advantage of her. Even if for sodomy we substitute a large monetary pay-out—

Jason demands Carole’s credit card number and uses it to buy himself a new car—we are 

likely to think there is something dodgy here. This bargaining situation, it might be argued, is 

just not fair. 

 

 What about the following scenario? Carla is born in a dusty village in the desert where 

Johnson owns the local shop, Jackson owns the local pub, and Johanneson owns the local 

filling station. All of them became their owners by thoroughly legal means. Because these are 

the only sources of employment, she takes a job with Johnson at $1 an hour. By doing so, she 

earns just enough to eat, but not enough to save up for a bus ticket out of town. 

 

 In some sense, this is just an extreme version of life under capitalism. Is it an unfair 

bargain as well? John Rawls would say it was. But why? What kind of bargaining conditions 

would result in a fair social contract? We’ll see Rawls’s answer in the following lecture. 
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