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Abstract 

This thesis defends utilitarianism: the view that as far as morality goes, one ought to 

choose the option which will result in the most overall well-being. Utilitarianism is widely 

rejected by philosophers today, largely because of a number of influential objections. In this 

thesis I deal with three of them. Each is found in Bernard Williams’s ‘A Critique of 

Utilitarianism’ (1973). 

The first is the Integrity Objection, an intervention that has been influential whilst being 

subject to a wide variety of interpretations. In Chapter Two I give my interpretation of 

Williams’s Integrity objection; in Chapter Three I discuss one common response to it, and in 

Chapters Four and Five I give my own defence of utilitarianism against it. In Chapter Six I 

discuss a second objection: the problem of pre-emption. This problem is also found in 

Williams, but has received greater attention through the work of other authors in recent 

years. It suggests that utilitarianism is unable to deal with some of the modern world’s most 

pressing moral problems, and raises an internal tension between the twin utilitarian aims of 

making a difference and achieving the best outcomes. In Chapter Seven I discuss a third 

objection: that utilitarianism is insufficiently egalitarian. I find this claim to be unwarranted, 

in light of recent social science and philosophy. 

My responses to Williams’s objections draw upon resources from the socialist tradition – 

in particular, that tradition’s emphasis on the importance of social connections between 

individuals. Socialists have often been hostile to utilitarianism, in part for socialist-inflected 

versions of Williams’s objections. Thus, in responding to these objections I aim to 

demonstrate that socialist thought contains the means to defuse not only mainstream 

philosophy’s rejection of utilitarianism but also its own, and thus to re-open the possibilities 

for a productive engagement between the two traditions. 
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Impact Statement 

This thesis addresses the questions of how we should live, how we should think, and how 

we should organise society. As such it should be of interest to everyone. 

More specifically, this thesis could be impactful both within and outside of academic 

philosophy. It should aid philosophers’ understanding of utilitarianism, which is one of the 

most prominent philosophical theories, taught in almost all ethics courses and widely 

referred to in ethics research – though also widely rejected. In providing a novel defence of 

utilitarianism, it may encourage reflection upon, and maybe revision of, this rejection. It also 

contributes to several live philosophical debates: on how we should understand Williams’s 

Integrity Objection, on the morals of collective action, and on the currency of egalitarianism. 

And it contributes to a growing body of literature that brings analytic philosophy into contact 

with socialist ideas. 

Outside of academic philosophy, there is widespread interest in both utilitarianism and 

socialism. Utilitarianism is particularly influential in public policy and philanthropy. 

Socialism is advocated, in one way or another, by governments representing billions of 

people, prominent opposition parties in other large countries, and very many private 

individuals. Contributing to a better understanding of the two, and a productive engagement 

between them, therefore has the potential to change many lives. 
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Epigraph 

‘this it is which, when once the general happiness is recognised as the ethical standard, will 

constitute the strength of utilitarian morality. This firm foundation is that of the social 

feelings of mankind; the desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures, which is already a 

powerful principle in human nature, and happily one of those which tend to become 

stronger, even without express inculcation, from the influences of advancing civilisation.’ 

- John Stuart Mill (2008c, 164)  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

0. Abstract 

In this introductory chapter, I define utilitarianism and articulate its appeal. 

Utilitarianism is not popular amongst contemporary philosophers, in large part due to 

several influential objections. In this thesis I will respond to three of them: Williams’s 

Integrity Objection, the problem of pre-emption, and the objection from equality. My 

answers have a common theme, emphasising the social connectedness of persons and often 

drawing on socialist thought. I close this chapter by addressing some of the affinities and 

tensions between the utilitarian and socialist traditions: my hope is for a reconciliation. 

 

1. What is utilitarianism? 

In our lives, we are faced with choices between different options. An option, as Pettit 

defines it, ‘is a possibility which the agent is in a position to realise or not’ (1993, 232), such 

as one’s performing an action. Making these choices is unavoidable. When I wake up, I have 

the option of showering before breakfast, and the option of eating breakfast before I shower. 

I must choose one if I am not to remain in bed forever (and the latter would also be a choice 

to realise an option). It is sometimes appropriate to consider such choices from the moral 

point of view. Perhaps I had promised my flatmate that she could shower first. Would it be 

immoral of me to break that promise? What if it would better prepare me for a very 

important meeting? Utilitarianism, as I define it, is the view that as far as morality goes, one 

ought to choose the option which will result in the most overall well-being.  

Some more on that definition. I will sometimes talk of the option which is most 

conducive to well-being, or which maximises well-being, or is optimific. These are equivalent 

to ‘the option which will result in the most overall well-being’. Overall well-being is the sum 

of each person’s individual well-being, weighted equally. Sometimes uncertainty will be 

salient, in which case the most natural (though not uncontroversial2) extension of 

utilitarianism is that one ought to choose the option which maximises expected well-being. 

For most of this thesis, uncertainty – important as it is – will be bracketed for the sake of 

clarity. Lastly, my definition of utilitarianism excludes ‘rule utilitarianism’, ‘motive 

utilitarianism’ and the like, which hold (roughly speaking) that one ought to choose the 

option that would be permitted by the optimific set of rules, or performed by the person with 

optimific motives. It is more akin to what is typically called ‘act utilitarianism’; however, my 

 
2 See Buchak (2017) for an alternative utilitarian treatment of uncertainty. 
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‘options’ ranges over not only acts, but also rules, dispositions, projects and so on3 – though, 

again for simplicity, I will typically focus on acts. 

 

2. Why utilitarianism? And why not? 

I am attracted to utilitarianism for a number of reasons, some more philosophically 

respectable than others. I suspect that a large part of its appeal for me is due to its function 

as a stalking horse in many philosophical discussions, in particular those of introductory 

ethics courses. One upshot of this is that calling oneself a utilitarian is likely to provoke both 

understanding and disagreement in discussion with anyone who has studied philosophy. If 

one likes arguments, endorsing utilitarianism is a good way to get them. More 

philosophically respectable reasons for taking utilitarianism seriously are its theoretical 

virtues of simplicity (it reduces the whole of morality to a single principle), scope (it ranges 

over all moral questions) and fruitfulness (it generates an interesting set of new theoretical 

questions). More respectable still is the support utilitarianism has from a ‘veil of ignorance’ 

argument (Harsanyi 1977), and several other more recent formal results (Ng 2000; 

Gustafsson 2021; Easwaran 2021). Perhaps it is due to these virtues and arguments that even 

its detractors in philosophy admit themselves to be ‘haunted’ by it (Foot 1983, 273; Scanlon 

1982, 267), and to think it worth discussing, if only to resist it.  

But the main reason for my sympathies towards utilitarianism is that it corresponds with 

what I care about. I care about the real world, not some idealisation of it, and about the 

external world rather than the inner one. I care about changing that world, and in particular 

about changing how people in that world fare. I care about each and every person and want 

them to be happy. I am sceptical of the existence of the supernatural and the value of 

tradition, and of the moral import of anything beyond cause, effect and experience. Thus 

utilitarianism’s focus on overall well-being, and on the outcomes that options realise, is 

attractive to me. I am hopeful for progress towards a better way of living together: not as a 

law of nature but as a live possibility that we can produce. Thus I find utilitarianism’s 

adaptability to changed circumstances, its practical orientation and its promise of a standard 

relatively detached from parochial prejudices from which to evaluate societies and changes 

in a very general way appealing. 

Of course, one could share these inclinations whilst rejecting utilitarianism, and many 

do. But the theory and the inclinations share an emphasis and basis, such that for someone 

with those concerns utilitarianism is at least prima facie attractive. However, utilitarianism 

 
3 Greaves (2020) calls this approach ‘global consequentialism’; Railton (1988) ‘valoric utilitarianism’. 
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is widely rejected by philosophers – beyond a few institutional bastions, it is more likely to 

be mentioned as a mistake to be avoided than a view to be endorsed.4 The rejection is largely 

due to a number of influential philosophical objections. In this thesis I deal with three of 

them. Each is found in some form in Bernard Williams’s ‘A Critique of Utilitarianism’ (1973). 

The first is what has come to be known as the Integrity Objection, a notoriously elusive 

but highly influential intervention. In the Chapter Two I give an exegesis of Williams’s 

version of this objection; in Chapter Three I discuss one common response to it, and in 

Chapters Four and Five I give my own defence of utilitarianism against it. 

In Chapter Six I discuss a second objection: the problem of pre-emption. This problem is 

also found in Williams, but has received greater attention through the work of other authors 

in recent years. It suggests that utilitarianism is unable to adequately deal with significant 

global challenges in the modern world, and also raises an internal tension between 

difference-making and achieving the best outcomes. In Chapter Seven I discuss a third 

objection: that utilitarianism is insufficiently egalitarian. 

The guiding thought of my responses is that recognising the social nature of persons 

makes utilitarianism more defensible. The result is a defence of a kind of utilitarianism 

imbued with insights from the socialist tradition. 

 

3. Utilitarianism and socialism 

I am attracted to socialism by similar considerations that attract me to utilitarianism. 

Whilst utilitarianism constructs moral value out of the lives of each and every person, equally 

weighted, socialism promises to do the same for the economy. And in its Marxist form at 

least, socialism’s emphasis on the economy, broadly conceived as the material, over the 

supernatural and superstructural, is consonant with my concern for the real external world: 

the world of cause, effect and experience. Socialists tend to share utilitarianism’s scepticism 

of the supernatural and the traditional, and aspire to progress towards something very 

different, in which we live together in ways that are better for all of us. By holding out this 

 
4 In recent years, utilitarianism has been somewhat resurrected via the ‘effective altruism’ movement, 

associated with such people as Peter Singer and William MacAskill. It is a sign of utilitarianism’s low 

stock, however, that effective altruists – despite very often being utilitarians themselves – tend to 

couch their arguments in terms that may appeal to non-utilitarians, and to brand themselves not as 

utilitarians but as effective altruists. A recent survey suggests that less than a third of academic 

philosophers identify with – or even ‘lean towards’ – consequentialism, and utilitarians will be a 

subset of this group (Bourget and Chalmers ms). 
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hope, socialism also offers a wide critique of what exists. By struggling for that future, 

socialists have matched utilitarianism’s focus on doing things, on changing things. 

Both traditions, then, fit broadly into the philosophical programme described by Peter 

Railton – perhaps the contemporary philosopher most attuned to my temperament, and a 

fellow-traveller, at least, of both utilitarianism and socialism. 

‘From my early days of protest and making the transition from outsider to insider, I 

 acquired a sense that moral issues are not only real, but palpable. By trying to make 

 things different, one can learn not only where power lies and how it is exercised, but 

 also who is hurt, how they’re hurt, and what might make things better. I was drawn, 

 therefore, to a form of realism that was not minimal or quietist, but naturalistic and 

 reforming. It called for a metaphysics in which value can be found at the intersection 

 of mind and world, and an epistemology in which such values can be learned through 

 experience, good and bad. And it was a realism that gives a central role to 

 consequences—to the differences made in people’s lives. We’re a long way from 

 justice, and an ideal theory cannot tell us how to get from there to here. We need a 

 theory that permits large-scale critique while also contribute to guiding the struggles 

 that make for moral progress—always hard won and never complete or secure. And 

 rarely, if ever, wholly by the rules.’ (Railton 2015) 

Why, then, is there often hostility between utilitarians and socialists? Both theories arose 

(in their modern forms at least) in the heat of the Industrial Revolution in northwestern 

Europe. In those early years of industrialisation, the affinity between the two was strong. 

Both were sceptical of custom and religion, and both held out the hope of combining the 

greater productivity of industry with the new social science to create a better future for all 

who lived in it. Early utilitarians and socialists often found themselves on the same side of 

policy debates: Bentham was in general for the toleration of minorities and democratisation 

of politics, for instance, and his followers such as Francis Place were instrumental in the 

legalisation of trade unions. Early British socialists such as William Thompson, Robert Owen 

and John Wade drew from Bentham’s greatest happiness principle a critique not only of the 

old aristocratic society on which Bentham tended to focus his ire, but also of the emerging 

imperial industrial capitalism. Ultimately, though, the marriage was not to last. 

Utilitarianism became the theory of the ever more powerful bourgeoisie, and socialism of the 

working-classes – at the same time, the conflicts between these groups intensified. 

Intellectually, utilitarianism came under attack from critics of industrialisation, whose 

stances looked ever more attractive to those on the sharp end of it. As E. P. Thompson writes 

in The Making of the English Working Class, by the 1830s: 
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‘Such [working-class] men met Utilitarianism in their daily lives, and they sought to 

 throw it back… In these same years, the great Romantic criticism of Utilitarianism 

 was running its parallel but altogether separate course. After William Blake, no mind 

 was at home in both cultures, nor had the genius to interpret the two traditions to 

 each other… Hence these years appear at times to display, not a revolutionary 

 challenge, but a resistance movement, in which both the Romantics and the Radical 

 craftsmen opposed the annunciation of Acquisitive Man. In the failure of the two 

 traditions to come to a point of juncture, something was lost. How much we cannot 

 be sure, for we are among the losers.’ (1980, 915) 

The failure was not total, and subsequently there have been some figures – John Stuart 

Mill, Harriet Taylor, Bertrand Russell, and many associated with the British Fabians and the 

Vienna Circle – who continued utilitarian-socialist engagement. But today most socialists are 

as (if not more) suspicious of utilitarianism than most philosophers. I follow Thompson 

regarding this as a loss, and this thesis aims to go a small step towards recovering some of it. 

The loss, I think, was twofold. Firstly, as utilitarianism grew in establishment influence, it 

lost its radical social aspect. The Victorian utilitarians achieved some progressive ends, 

particularly in Britain and its empire. As Wiggins notes: 

‘[Utilitarianism] involved itself… in campaigns for law reform, prison reform, adult 

 suffrage, free trade, trade union legislation, public education, a free press, secret 

 ballot, a civil service competitively recruited by public examination, the 

 modernisation of local government, the registration of titles to property in land, 

 safety codes for merchant shipping, sanitation, preventive public medicine, smoke 

 prevention, an Alkali Inspectorate, the collection of economic statistics, anti-

 monopoly legislation… In sum, philosophical utilitarianism played a leading part in 

 promoting indefinitely many of the things that we now take for granted in the 

 modern world.’ (2006, 145) 

Throughout the twentieth century utilitarianism provided the normative background of 

mainstream economics, and through it influenced policy across the world. Again, this has not 

been without success, even viewed from a socialist perspective. But on the whole 

utilitarianism has accommodated itself very well – as was already clear to the English 

proletariat of the 1830s – to the dominant structures of capitalism. In Bentham’s day this 

was, to a degree, a form of radicalism, as the remnants of feudalism were to be swept away. 

But now it appears, as Marx alleged, more like an apology for the existing state of things. 

Wiggins is able to associate twentieth-century utilitarianism with neo-colonialist trade 

policies that hampered the development of the Global South (2009, sec. 10), whilst 
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Srinivasan charges twenty-first century effective altruists with ‘speak[ing] in the proprietary 

language of the illness – global inequality – whose symptoms [they] propose to mop up’ 

(2015). Effective altruism, the contemporary offspring of utilitarianism, is very closely 

associated with the very rich, for all the good it has done for the very poor. Owen’s vision of a 

new moral world (1970) has slipped from view, as utilitarians have focussed their energies on 

gradualist, unthreatening improvements to the existing one.  

The more important loss, probably, was in the development of socialist thought. The split 

with utilitarianism preceded Marx’s condemnation of morality in general. The socialist 

tradition was left without a well-developed moral theory, even as it attracted adherents who 

were motivated to alleviate suffering, challenge injustice, and create a better society. When 

socialists found themselves with state power, they faced difficult moral decisions; the kind of 

high-stakes trade-offs to which utilitarianism is especially good at giving answers. Without 

utilitarianism, they often fell back on the traditional moral values they had previously 

condemned, or on liberal theories of rights and justice which hampered their radical visions 

– or they invested authority not in morality but in a person or party or power itself – with 

disastrous results. The irony, as we have seen, is that socialist and utilitarian temperaments 

have a high degree of affinity. Utilitarianism’s emphasis on the material over the ideal should 

make it less vulnerable to Marxist attacks on morality as mere ideological fluff. Moreover, as 

Trotsky (1938) recognised, though utilitarianism may seem to be ‘the ethics of bourgeois 

bookkeeping’, its flexibility to circumstance, and in particular its capacity to justify means by 

their ends, make something suspiciously close to utilitarianism the best candidate for ‘our 

[i.e. Marxist] morals’. Today, socialist movements out of power are often in the grip of non-

utilitarian moralities emphasising so many and such absolute rights and duties that they are 

paralysed by moralising internecine disputes.5  

The split between socialism and utilitarianism has historical roots in politics, class and 

other social forces. But insofar as contemporary socialist suspicion of utilitarianism is 

motivated by philosophical reflection, my sense is that it is largely based on socialist-

inflected versions of Williams’s objections. The Integrity Objection may be read as the charge 

that utilitarianism alienates people in much the same way capitalism does; collective action 

problems are held to show that in focusing on the individual as the unit of action (rather 

than, say, the class, state or party) utilitarianism neglects large-scale structural changes; 

utilitarianism’s alleged neglect of equality makes it to hospitable to a system that, for all the 

wealth it has created, generates deep and growing inequalities. 

 
5 Trotsky, of course, was the victim of an internecine dispute, but not a moralising one – rather, the 

kind of brute power conflict that emerges in the absence of moral conviction. 
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My responses to Williams’s objections draw upon resources from the socialist tradition – 

in particular, that tradition’s emphasis on the importance of social connections between 

individuals. Thus, I aim to demonstrate that socialist thought contains the means to defuse 

not only mainstream philosophy’s suspicion of utilitarianism but also its own, and thus to re-

open the possibilities for the kind of productive engagement between the two for which 

Thompson grieved. 

  



20 
 

Chapter Two: Williams’s Integrity Objection 

 

0. Abstract 

In this chapter I reconstruct Williams’s Integrity Objection. On what I find to be the best 

interpretation of it, Williams charges that the utilitarian agent’s psychology makes 

commitment impossible for them. I consider various other interpretations of Williams and 

introduce concepts that will be important in later chapters, including the problem of pre-

emption. 

 

1. Williams’s cases and the notion of a project 

Williams’s objection is made through two hypothetical cases (1973, 97–99). In one, a 

recently graduated chemist, George, is offered a job in a chemical and biological warfare 

laboratory. He decides that he cannot accept, since he is opposed to chemical and biological 

warfare (CBW). He cannot accept even though his unemployment causes him and his family 

to suffer, and even when he is told that the person who would be hired in his place would 

pursue the research in such a way that more dangerous chemical weaponry would result. In 

the second case, Jim, in a foreign land in the aftermath of an uprising, is made an offer by 

Pedro, an army captain. Pedro will execute twenty innocent prisoners as a warning to 

dissenters unless Jim agrees to shoot one himself, in which case the other nineteen will be 

released. 

The structure of Williams’s argument invites the interpretation that he aims to dismiss 

utilitarianism on the grounds that it gives Jim and George the wrong advice.6 Utilitarianism 

recommends, given some tacit assumptions (that George wouldn’t be so depressed by taking 

the job that he and his family are caused more suffering; that the development of chemical 

weapons is bad for well-being; that Pedro’s prisoners have lives worth living) that George 

takes the job and Jim shoots the prisoner. Those who believe that one should never assist 

with CBW research, or kill, or ‘sell out one’s principles’ will disagree. These 

recommendations alone will persuade such people against utilitarianism. But Williams does 

not want to persuade only people with such moral beliefs – and is not one of them himself, 

remarking that ‘the utilitarian is probably right’ in Jim’s case (1973, 117). The cases are 

 
6 This is Hare’s interpretation of Williams (1981, 49, 130–46). Williams himself disclaims it, writing: 

‘the objection did not, however, take the form of my trying to disprove a theory by counter-example, as 

much of the discussion has assumed.’ (1995, 212) Thanks to Showkat Ali for bringing this remark to 

my attention. 
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meant to make salient a certain feature of moral life, consideration of which reveals 

utilitarianism to be defective. That feature is integrity. 

Williams introduces his discussion of integrity by considering 

 ‘the idea, as we might first and simply put it, that each of us is specially responsible 

 for what he does, rather than what other people do. This is an idea closely connected 

 with the value of integrity. It is often suspected that utilitarianism makes integrity as 

 a value more or less unintelligible. I shall try to show that this suspicion is correct.’ 

 (1973, 99) 

He goes on: 

‘the reason why utilitarianism cannot understand integrity is that it cannot 

coherently describe the relations between a man’s projects and his actions.’ (1973, 

100) 

We can make out Williams’s claim of a ‘close connection’ between integrity and 

responsibility, and hence his notion of integrity, in terms of these relations. There is, for 

Williams, a deep difference between how I relate to my actions and to those of other people, 

even when I can prevent or encourage the latter. This difference is at play in the cases of 

George and Jim: 

 ‘The situations have in common that if the agent does not do a certain disagreeable 

 thing, someone else will, and in Jim’s situation at least the result, the state of affairs 

 after the other man has acted, if he does, will be worse than after Jim has acted, if 

 Jim does. The same, on a smaller scale, is true of George’s case.’ (1973, 108) 

Jim could shoot one person or reject Pedro’s offer in which case Pedro will shoot twenty. 

George could advance CBW or reject the job, allowing his rival to advance it in more 

dangerous directions. Whether the second state of affairs is realised, in both cases, is in the 

gift of Jim and George. It is, in the sense introduced in the previous chapter, an option for 

them. But it would be misleading, according to Williams, to think of Jim and George as 

having brought about these states of affairs if they are realised. It would be misleading to 

think that they will merely have had an ‘effect on the world through the medium… of Pedro’s 

[or the unnamed rival chemist’s] acts.’ (1973, 109) In Williams’s view their responsibility for 

those states of affairs is therefore lesser and qualitatively different; morality respects a 

distinction between my actions, and actions that are not mine but whose occurrence I have 

control over. What could account for this distinction? Williams points to the relationship 

between actions and projects. If George takes the job, he adopts the development of chemical 

weapons as a project, and accordingly conducts the relevant research. If he doesn’t, the other 
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chemist would adopt the same project, and pursue the same research, but there would not be 

the same relationship between George’s projects and the research. (Indeed, George could 

retain his project of opposing CBW.) If Jim were to reject Pedro’s offer, twenty people would 

die. But this would not be because Jim had a project that aimed at their deaths, but because 

Pedro did. Their deaths in this case would thus be best described as a killing by Pedro, not by 

Jim, for all the opportunity Jim had to save them. We are ‘identified’, as Williams says (1973, 

116), with the actions that ‘flow’ from our projects. 

What if Jim were to accept Pedro’s offer? Although Jim would pull the trigger, it would 

seem wrong to hold him responsible. Pedro’s coercion effectively turns Jim into a medium 

through which Pedro affects the world. This intuitive description of the case is reflected at 

the level of projects: the killing is the aim of Pedro’s projects, not Jim’s. When we perform 

actions which do not flow from our projects – as Jim does here – we are not identified with 

them: rather, we are alienated from them. Our responsibility for such actions is attenuated.  

That ‘each of us is specially responsible for what he does’, then, seems to mean this: each 

of us is specially responsible for the actions that flow from our projects. They must flow from 

our projects in the right way: if my pursuing some innocent project outrages you so much 

that you lash out at me, I am not responsible for this, even though my project is part of the 

cause of your lashing out.7 Rather, actions we are identified with must flow from our projects 

in a way that is directed by those projects, as Jim’s shooting of a prisoner would be directed 

by Pedro’s aim of intimidating dissenters. This – not the fact that we had the opportunity to 

determine whether the action was performed or not – is what makes those actions ours and 

not someone else’s. To neglect this connection is to attack our integrity. ‘Integrity’ here is 

meant in the sense of wholeness or unity – an agent’s integrity is the unity between them, 

their projects and their actions.  

Utilitarianism seems to neglect this connection. As I have defined it, utilitarianism 

provides a criterion of choice between options: what one should do, according to 

utilitarianism, is determined by the effects on well-being of each option available to you. An 

agent’s options are whatever they are able to realise: this is not limited to actions flowing 

from their projects. Furthermore, utilitarianism is indifferent between different paths to the 

same sum of well-being, as reflection on Williams’s cases demonstrates. 

Jim has two available options: (1) accept the offer and shoot one prisoner; (2) reject the 

offer and see Pedro shoot twenty. Choosing (1) will lead to more well-being than choosing 

(2), in normal circumstances (the prisoners will have lives worth living if they survive, 

 
7 Thanks to Veronique Munoz-Dardé for this caveat and example. 
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bereavement reduces well-being, and so on). So utilitarianism recommends (1). But notice 

that the very same reasoning would apply if Pedro were not in the picture. Imagine Jim had a 

choice between (1) shooting one person and (2’) shooting twenty people himself. The effects 

on well-being are equivalent (except perhaps for differences in guilt felt by Jim and Pedro) 

across (2) and (2’). For utilitarianism, therefore, these choices are equivalent: Jim’s choosing 

(2) is as bad as his choosing (2’) would be. This is so even though in (2) the killings would 

flow from Pedro’s projects, and in (2’) they would flow from Jim’s. Utilitarianism therefore 

seems to neglect the significance of the agent’s identification with their actions through their 

projects.  

What is a project for Williams? He gives no explicit definition. He gives examples (1973, 

110–11): desires for oneself, one’s family and one’s friends to have the basic necessities of life, 

and for the ‘objects of taste’; ‘pursuits and interests of an intellectual, cultural or creative 

character’; political causes such as Zionism; ‘projects that flow from some more general 

disposition towards human conduct and character, such as a hatred of injustice, or of cruelty, 

or of killing’; the utilitarian project of maximising well-being. A project, to be something 

from which action may flow, must be capable of motivating the agent who has it. The 

motivational aspect of projects is reaffirmed by Williams when he says that if we ‘step aside’ 

from our projects, we are alienated ‘from [our] actions and the source of [our] actions in 

[our] own convictions.’ (1973, 116) But projects cannot be whatever motivates action – a 

habit or addiction would not be a project. We are conscious that our projects guide our 

actions (unlike mere habit) and approve of them (unlike addictions).  

Desires for basic necessities motivate us all, but political causes or moral convictions are 

more individual: only some of us are motivated by Zionism, or by justice. These things are 

projects for some people, but not for others. But all projects must be such that they are had 

in some unique way by each individual who has them, to do the work Williams puts them to 

in explaining integrity and responsibility. If there are two people who have Zionism as a 

project, and one, motivated by that Zionism, performs some action, then the other is not 

responsible for that action as if it were theirs. (We might think that they have some 

responsibility to condemn such an action if it is wrong or to defend it if it is right; perhaps 

one cannot think that actions done by others for the sake of a project you share are wholly 

‘none of your business’. But Jim also, as Williams says (1973, 110), cannot take Pedro’s 

actions to be none of his business, and this does not make those actions his.) So, when he 

says that each of us is specially responsible for the actions that flow from our projects, 

Williams means that each of us is specially responsible for the actions that flow from our 

having our projects, not for actions that flow from other people’s having projects we happen 

to share.  
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2. Utilitarianism and commitments 

These two passages form the crux of the Integrity Objection: 

 ‘how can a man, as a utilitarian agent, come to regard as one satisfaction among 

 others, and a dispensable one, a project or attitude round which he has built his life, 

 just because someone else’s projects have so structured the causal scene that that is 

 how the utilitarian sum comes out?’ 

 ‘It is absurd to demand of such a man, when the sums come in from the utility 

 network which the projects of others have in part determined, that he should just step 

 aside from his own project and decision and acknowledge the decision which 

 utilitarian calculation requires.’ (both passages Williams 1973, 116) 

In the second quoted passage Williams contrasts the agent’s ‘own project and decision’ with 

the utilitarian recommendation. This is a false dichotomy. An agent could adopt 

utilitarianism itself as a project – indeed, Williams himself considers this possibility just one 

page before. For such an agent, actions performed as utilitarianism requires would flow from 

one of the agent’s projects, and so would really be the agent’s own. As long as such an agent 

is possible, there is no necessary opposition between identified action from one’s own project 

and decision and acknowledging utilitarian recommendations. 

However, as the cases of George and Jim show, utilitarian recommendations can conflict 

with other, non-utilitarian projects. Williams’s protagonists cannot simultaneously follow 

the utilitarian recommendation and their projects of opposing CBW and refraining from 

killing. Williams alleges an absurdity in demanding that someone step aside from their 

projects. If to ‘step aside from’ a project is simply to perform some action antithetical to it, 

then what seems absurd to demand is that morality never ask one to step aside from one’s 

projects. A project, as we have seen, could be a simple desire or taste. There are surely 

occasions in which we ought to forego satisfying one of our desires to help someone else from 

a greater suffering. Williams’s objection would be implausible if it rejected ‘any morality not 

based on the accident of the agent's own projects’ (Raz 1986, 287).  

But not all projects can be so easily put aside. Williams is especially interested in the 

subset of projects he calls ‘commitments’. What distinguishes commitments from other 

projects is left vague, but has to do with the greater strength of the attitude one has towards 

them, hinted at by words like ‘thorough’, ‘deep and extensive’ and ‘serious’. ‘One can be 

committed’, Williams writes, ‘to such things as a person, a cause, an institution, a career, 

one’s own genius, or the pursuit of danger.’ (1973, 112) A commitment is not simply a very 
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strong desire, though; it is a project which in some way defines the person who has it. 

Consider the desire to eat: when one is very hungry it may be overwhelmingly strong, but it is 

hardly something that defines one’s character and shapes one’s life. Williams writes that one 

could treat a cultural pursuit as a commitment. One’s relationship to that pursuit would be 

‘at once more thoroughgoing and serious than their pursuit of various objects of taste, while 

it is more individual and permeated with character than the desire for the basic necessities of 

life.’ (1973, 111) Enjoying the tune of some aria does not count as a commitment, even if it 

motivates you to go to an opera. Being an opera-lover, on the other hand, which involves 

educating oneself about the history and subtleties of the form, keeping oneself abreast of 

current productions, watching and listening to opera frequently, defending its value in 

argument, and so on, could be a commitment. Insofar as there is a distinction between an 

opera-lover and someone who enjoys the opera, it seems that for the former their 

relationship with opera has permeated their character, such as to become partly constitutive 

of their identity. If being an opera-lover is related to us in this way, and essentially involves 

certain actions, then performing those actions is essential to our being who we are. This 

means that a different level of integrity is at stake in the actions flowing from our 

commitments. Actions flowing from our projects are ours; actions flowing from our 

commitments are not only ours, they are us. 

Is the integrity objection, then, that utilitarianism asks us to step aside from our 

commitments, and that this is impossible or too demanding, given their connection with our 

identity? If it is impossible to step aside from a commitment, this offers no objection to 

utilitarianism. To see why, consider the following objection to utilitarianism. Well-being 

would be maximised if Jeremy pushes a button that is labelled ‘maximise well-being’, and 

does as it its label suggests. But Jeremy does not have access to such a button, because no 

such button exists. So utilitarianism demands the impossible of Jeremy, and therefore is 

false. This argument is obviously ridiculous. It is ridiculous because utilitarianism does not 

ask us to push non-existent buttons. It does not do this because it does not ask us to do the 

impossible. Therefore, if stepping aside from one’s commitments truly is impossible, 

utilitarianism does not ask us to do it. In this case there would be no conflict between 

utilitarianism and commitment. 

Perhaps, though, we can put our commitments aside, but they are such that our doing so 

would be an unreasonable demand of a moral theory. This is Elizabeth Ashford’s (2000) 

interpretation of Williams’s objection. She responds that any plausible moral theory will ask 

us to step aside from our commitments in emergencies, and that – as Williams himself 

suggests elsewhere (1985a, 186) – such situations are common in the actual world, given the 

extremes of poverty and wealth in an ever more closely connected global economy. Thus, she 



26 
 

says, though utilitarianism might ask us to put aside our commitments to save lives, this is 

not an unreasonable demand. I am very sympathetic to Ashford’s view, and return to it in 

Chapter Four. However, I think Williams’s objection goes beyond it. Utilitarianism is 

incompatible with commitment in other, deeper ways. Chief among these is a problem of the 

psychology of the utilitarian agent: this will be drawn out next, and the following two 

chapters will provide a response to it. Other problems suggested by Williams’s objection: 

what I will call the ‘normative’, ‘value-theoretic’ and ‘coherence’ problems, are addressed 

more briefly below, as will the ‘pre-emption problem’, a distinct problem for utilitarianism 

arising from Williams’s cases, and the subject of Chapter Six. 

 

3. The psychological problem 

Williams believes, I think, that if an agent accepts utilitarianism they will be incapable of 

having commitments. This is because of two facts about the psychology of the utilitarian 

agent: they will regard their projects impartially, and they will regard them as dispensable. 

To regard projects impartially is to refrain from valuing one project more than another 

simply because of whose it is. Most importantly, someone who is impartial does not value 

their own projects more than those of others simply because they are their own. This 

captures Williams’s description that the projects of a utilitarian agent are, to them, ‘one 

satisfaction among others’. 

Why does utilitarianism require such impartiality? As Scanlon puts it (1998, 95–100), to 

value X is to take oneself to have reasons for certain attitudes and actions towards X. In 

Scanlon’s view these attitudes and actions may be several, and may vary depending on what 

X is. With projects, very generally, we can say that a crucial part of valuing them is taking 

oneself to have to pursue them (when they are one’s own), and to assist in them (when they 

belong to others). To value project Y over project Z, then, would be to take oneself to have 

stronger reasons to pursue/assist in Y than Z. For a utilitarian (as far as morality goes) one 

has stronger reasons to do one thing than another if and only if it would result in greater 

overall well-being. I should do what leads to more well-being, whether that involves acting 

on my projects or those of a stranger. But if I value my own projects more, simply because 

they are mine, I take myself to have more reason to pursue them than to assist in others, 

even when doing the latter would result in greater well-being. Such an action would be 

wrong, according to utilitarianism.  

Insofar as one employs utilitarianism as a decision-procedure, then, one regards one’s 

projects impartially. Whether a utilitarian agent takes themselves to have stronger reason to 

pursue/assist in one project rather than another does not depend on whose projects they are, 
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but simply on the well-being that would result from one’s pursuing or assisting actions. But if 

I deliberate in this way, how is my project my project? It seems obvious that if X is my 

project and Y is not, I must regard X in a different light to Y (typically as more valuable) and 

be generally disposed to act on X rather than Y. So for the agent who accepts utilitarianism, 

their projects seem to have a double life: they are both that agent’s projects, special to her, 

and they are, according to utilitarianism ‘one satisfaction among others’. The utilitarian 

agent’s actions do not flow from these projects, but rather from well-being calculations that 

take everyone’s projects into account on an equal basis. This, I think, is what Williams means 

by alleging that utilitarianism ‘cannot coherently describe the relations between a man’s 

projects and his actions’. 

Now, Williams writes that ‘in the case of many sorts of projects’ it is ‘perfectly reasonable’ 

to weigh the utility gains of your satisfying your project against the gains of someone else 

satisfying theirs when the two conflict (1973, 115–16). This not only permits a moral theory 

to ask us to abandon our projects on occasion, it also affirms the utilitarian’s impartial 

method of counting one’s projects as ‘one satisfaction among others’. But Williams thought 

such impartiality was impossible with respect to commitments, even if reasonable for other 

projects. As he puts it concerning a subset of commitments, moral convictions:  

 ‘we… cannot regard our moral feelings merely as objects of utilitarian value… to come 

 to regard those feelings from a purely utilitarian point of view, that is to say, as 

 happenings outside of one’s moral self, is to lose a sense of one’s moral identity; to 

 lose, in the most literal way, one’s integrity.’ (1973, 103–4) 

I will argue in Chapter Five that such impartial attitudes are in fact consistent with a healthy 

attitude towards the self. Williams’s objection in the first instance, however, is that they are 

incompatible with commitment: if one is committed to a project, one cannot regard it 

impartially – one must value it more than those of others, simply because it is one’s 

commitment. This I will grant. 

So much for impartiality (for now). What is it to regard a project as dispensable – and 

why does utilitarianism require it, and commitment preclude it? 

It is important to note that regarding is an attitude, not an action or disposition to action. 

It is not that one can never dispense with a project to which one is committed. (Though a 

commitment may give rise to what Williams terms ‘moral incapacity’ (1992) or ‘practical 

necessity’ (1981c), which is the sense in which it is true that George cannot take the job – see 

next section for more discussion.) Nor is it that one should never dispense with one’s 

commitments (Williams thinks Jim should do just that). The modality involved is about how 
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agents see their possibilities: as Williams says, his cases show ‘most importantly of all, what 

would be implied by certain ways of thinking about the situations’. (1973, 96) 

What is it to regard a project as dispensable? For Williams, I think, to regard a project as 

dispensable is to entertain as alternatives outcomes in which one dispenses with it.  

What is it to dispense with a project? One might imagine that it involves ridding oneself 

of positive attitudes towards it and the associated patterns of motivation. But that would not 

address the cases of George and Jim. They are, Williams thinks, asked by utilitarianism to 

dispense with their commitments. But they are not prevented from continuing to believe in 

the wrongness of CBW, or of killing, nor from living their lives, beyond these tragic episodes, 

in accordance with those beliefs. Thus for Williams to dispense with a project does not 

necessitate fully ceasing to believe in and pursue it. Performing certain one-off actions that 

are to a sufficient degree at odds with it – such as killing, with respect to the commitment 

not to kill (‘stepping aside’ from the project, as Williams puts it) – also counts as dispensing.  

Now, if agents were unable to conceive of circumstances in which they would dispense 

with their commitments, commitments would be obviously morally unattractive. For any 

project you have, I can ask you to imagine that Satan has promised to wreak untold suffering 

on humanity if you do not dispense with it. If you held that even in such circumstances you 

would not dispense with their commitments, you would appear to be not principled but 

dangerously fanatical. 

Williams’s position was not as implausible as this. By ‘entertaining as alternatives’ he 

does not mean merely conceiving of them. He writes: 

 ‘it could be a feature of a man’s moral outlook that he regarded certain courses of 

 action as unthinkable, in the sense that he would not entertain the idea of doing 

 them… Entertaining certain alternatives, regarding them even as alternatives, is itself 

 something he regards as dishonourable or morally absurd. But, further, he might 

 equally find it unacceptable to consider what to do in certain conceivable situations. 

 Logically, or indeed empirically conceivable they may be, but they are not to him 

 morally conceivable, meaning by that that their occurrence as situations would 

 represent not a special problem in his moral world, but something that lay beyond its 

 limits.’ (1973, 92) 

If Jim and George are committed to their respective projects of not killing and of 

opposing CBW, Williams suggests, the situations in which they find themselves require a 

very different way of thinking to that which they employ in other situations. It is not that 

they cannot, or don’t like to, think about situations in which they have to kill, or do military 
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research. It is that their commitments circumscribe a set of alternatives that they are willing 

to entertain, and this is partly constitutive of their outlooks on life. (In the case of moral 

commitments, entertaining such alternatives may be ‘dishonourable’, the situations ‘morally 

inconceivable’. But not all commitments are moral ones, for Williams: situations may 

perhaps be inconceivable with respect to an agent’s politics, aesthetics, or other values.) 

Their commitments are usually inputs, or constraints, on their deliberation. In the kind of 

situations in which Jim and George are placed, they find themselves required to deliberate 

without them, as the commitments themselves are up for debate. What was solid in their 

thinking melts into air; they are compelled to question what was previously bedrock. This is 

what makes taking the job, for George, seem ‘absurd’.8  

So for Williams, entertaining some outcome as an alternative is not merely conceiving of 

it. It is being willing to conceive of it within the constraints set by one’s outlook on life. 

Commitments set such constraints: a committed agent is unwilling to conceive of outcomes 

in which they dispense with their projects. This does not mean they never do, but that when 

they do, a novel and (to them) unsettling mode of deliberation is required.  

This is not the case for the utilitarian agent. It is a distinctive (and, to some, attractive) 

feature of the utilitarian outlook on life that it does not shirk difficult decisions, applying one 

simple formula to all moral choices. The cases of Jim and George are to utilitarians, like all 

cases, cost-benefit problems – with the sad fact that one of the costs is the agent’s dispensing 

with a project. The only inputs to utilitarian deliberation are facts about the well-being that a 

course of action will produce, and, as the cases of Jim and George suggest, there will always 

be possible alternatives in which dispensing with a project maximises well-being. Therefore, 

the utilitarian must entertain alternatives in which they abandon any of their projects.9, 10 

 
8 For a similar (though more general and less negative) account of absurdity, see Nagel 1971. 

9 Frankfurt disagrees (1988, 180–81). He argues that a utilitarian may be so sure that a project of 

theirs will never be inimical to well-being that they do not entertain such outcomes, and that even if 

they did they may be sure that in such circumstances they would not be able to bring themselves to 

dispense with it. Though both phenomena are possible, I don’t think they save utilitarianism. An agent 

who is as Frankfurt describes would probably not be complying with utilitarianism (because such 

surety is unlikely to be warranted, in either case). When evaluating utilitarianism here we should take 

the ideal utilitarian agent as our test subject. 

10 It may be thought that one could be committed to the utilitarian project of maximising well-being 

whilst regarding it impartially and as dispensable. Regarding it in these ways would, perhaps, simply 

be part of one’s commitment, rather than in tension with it. (On the other hand, one might argue that 

this shows commitment to utilitarianism to be impossible.) I do not think that Williams, nor those 

persuaded by his Integrity Objection, would be satisfied with this response to it. They typically insist 
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My interpretation of Williams is similar to Edward Harcourt’s. He writes:  

 ‘utilitarianism requires agents to be prepared at any time to set their (first-order) 

 commitments aside. But it is partly constitutive of having a commitment that one is 

 not prepared at all times to set it aside. This is not to say that commitments can never 

 be sacrificed, but rather that if one's attitude to any of one's projects is that it could at 

 any time be set aside, then setting it aside when it comes to it will hardly be a 

 sacrifice. It follows that there is no room for both utilitarianism and commitments: as 

 Williams says [(Williams 1981b, 51)], “one cannot both have the world containing 

 these dispositions, and its actions regularly fulfilling the requirements of 

 utilitarianism”.’ (Harcourt 1998, 190) 

Harcourt has a second interpretation of the Integrity Objection, too, which I will deal with in 

a later subsection.11 

It is crucial to note that Williams is not arguing that a committed agent ought not regard 

their projects impartially and as dispensable, in the utilitarian way. Rather, it is that they 

cannot. An ‘ought not’ would simply invite the utilitarian to dispute Williams’s moral 

intuition. They could say, ‘Well, I think that agents should regard their commitments in such 

a way.’ Williams does not use straightforwardly moralistic language in this part of his 

critique. He asks, ‘how can a man…?’ and calls the utilitarian demand not wrong, but 

‘absurd’. The suggestion is that it is not immoral but rather impossible to have a 

commitment and regard it in a utilitarian manner. One cannot view one’s commitments as 

‘happenings outside of one’s moral self’, impartially and as dispensable ‘when the sums come 

in’. If I were to regard my relationship with someone as dispensable, it could not be a 

committed relationship. If I were to regard opera as valuable just insofar as it made people 

happy, rather than for its own sake, I would not be an opera-lover. If I were to regard the fact 

that I am a Zionist as one more fact to be considered when deciding on the optimific 

resolution to the situation in Palestine, just as much as the fact that someone else is an anti-

 
on the need for commitments other than to utilitarianism. Therefore, I will set aside this possible 

exception. 

11 Other interpretations of Williams that are similar to mine include Mulgan (2001, 15–16) and Tanyi 

(2015, 502–5). Both of these authors only mention the Integrity Objection briefly, as they focus on the 

demandingness objection from which they (correctly) distinguish it. Another interpretation in the 

neighbourhood is that of Joseph Raz (1986, chaps 11–13). On Raz’s view, it is constitutive of 

commitment that one does not regard that to which one is committed as commensurable with other 

goods. Commensurability and dispensability may be related. However, I see no evidence that 

Williams’s argument depends on incommensurability, or that he thinks that it is the 

commensurability, rather than the dispensability, of projects which condemns utilitarianism. 
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Zionist, rather than my ‘way of seeing the situation’ (Williams 1988, 190) bound up with who 

I am, I would not be a committed Zionist. The agent who looks at things in a utilitarian way 

cannot have such commitments. Thus utilitarians cannot argue that committed agents ought 

to regard their projects impartially and as dispensable, but could (and, I will claim in 

Chapter Four, should) argue that agents ought not have commitments in the first place. 

The psychological problem, then, is this: if we accept utilitarianism then we regard our 

projects in a way (impartially and as dispensable) that is impossible for us insofar as we are 

committed to them. Schematically: 

1. Having a project as a commitment is incompatible with regarding that project 

  impartially or as dispensable. 

2. If one accepts utilitarianism, one regards all projects impartially and as  

  dispensable. 

3. By 1 and 2, those who accept utilitarianism cannot have commitments. 

There is a well-worn response to the psychological problem, which is to argue that accepting 

utilitarianism is not optimific (either for the reasons above or for others). In this case, the 

response goes, utilitarianism would direct agents not to accept utilitarianism: it would be 

‘self-effacing’. Therefore, it is claimed that utilitarianism makes no recommendation that is 

incompatible with commitment, even if accepting utilitarianism is incompatible with having 

commitments. In Chapter Three I cast doubt on this response. I think that utilitarians would 

be better off confronting the psychological problem head-on, and arguing that utilitarianism 

does endorse a psychology incompatible with commitment, but that it is right to do so. An 

argument to that effect is given in Chapters Four and Five. 

 

4. The normative problem 

The psychological problem reconstructs the Integrity Objection in terms of thought: how 

utilitarianism requires us to regard our commitments, and how commitments, according to 

Williams, must be regarded. But commitments require action as well as thought (one cannot 

be an opera-lover without going or listening to the opera, or a friend to someone without 

ever lifting a finger to help them). What I will call ‘the normative problem’ is the allegation 

that utilitarianism is in tension with the reasons that committed people have for action. 

There are of course many situations in which utilitarianism recommends actions which 

are incompatible with the actions required by some commitment. I might have a choice 

between going to see a friend in hospital, which would honour our friendship but not be 

much fun for either of us (he would not be good company for me, and my presence would 
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make him feel guilty) and going to watch a cabaret which would be highly enjoyable. 

Utilitarianism recommends the latter (at least on some accounts of well-being). A committed 

vegetarian, presented with meat by an easily upset host, might be asked by utilitarianism to 

eat it – and to appear to enjoy it. Whilst, as I said above, it is not a blow to utilitarianism that 

it sometimes asks us to perform actions contrary to our desires, it is more worrying that it 

may ask us to act at odds with our commitments. The permeation of character by 

commitments means that actions stemming from commitments are part of how we maintain 

our distinctive selves – our integrity, in the sense of the term associated with wholeness and 

unity. However, once again we can point out that utilitarianism itself could be a 

commitment. There are people, for example in the ‘effective altruist’ movement, of whom it 

can be said that they have built their lives around the maximisation of well-being. For them, 

if utilitarianism asks us to act contrary to another commitment this is a conflict between 

commitments. Not only do such conflicts seem possible without rendering either 

commitment defective, that we may sometimes breach one commitment for the sake of other 

moral considerations is entailed by Williams’s judgment that Jim should accept Pedro’s 

offer, as we have already seen, as well as by Ashford’s argument in her response to Williams. 

The normative problem is not simply that utilitarianism sometimes requires action at odds 

with other commitments. 

Rather, the normative problem is that commitments alter ‘the normative landscape’ 

(Owens 2012) in a distinctive way that utilitarianism is unable to acknowledge. One way of 

thinking about such alteration is along the lines of obligation. That one is obliged to do 

something, many believe, does not merely mean one has a very strong reason to do it. 

Rather, obligations affect the force of other reasons: they might exclude certain kinds of 

reasons from one’s consideration, for instance. As Scanlon puts it: 

 ‘The fact that it would be slightly inconvenient for me to keep a promise should be 

 excluded as a reason for [not] doing so. Even if I am in great need of money to 

 complete my life project, this gives me no reason to hasten the death of my rich uncle 

 or even to hope that, flourishing and happy at the age of seventy-three, he will soon 

 be felled by a heart attack. Against this, it might be claimed that I do have such 

 reasons and that what happens in these cases is that I conclude that an action 

 (breaking the promise or hiding my uncle’s medicine) would be wrong and that the 

 normative consequences of this conclusion then outweigh the very real reasons I have 

 to do it. But this does not seem to me, intuitively, to be correct.’ (1998, 156–57) 

Utilitarianism, it might be thought, is committed to the position that Scanlon rejects. For 

the good my uncle’s money could do, or the minor inconvenience of keeping a promise, may 

well affect the sum total of well-being and are thus weighed against the harms of death and 
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of promise-breaking respectively in the utilitarian calculus. On Scanlon’s view, the fact that 

we are obliged not to kill our uncles or break our promises makes such weighing 

inappropriate. (For slightly different views that accord with this general point, see Raz 1999, 

1975; Owens 2012.) The Scanlonian claim is not that there could never be any reasons to 

breach an obligation. It is that some considerations do not count as reasons, in the light of 

obligation. Utilitarianism, it seems, does count such considerations as reasons, so long as 

they bear on the sum of well-being. 

Something similar could be true of commitment. When some action is required by a 

commitment, this is not simply a strong reason for one to do it. It affects the normative 

landscape. Other reasons – reasons that utilitarianism takes to be relevant – become 

irrelevant. Thus, the actions of a committed person are robust: that is, they are performed 

across a range of circumstances (Pettit 2015). This is because they are not sensitive to small 

changes in the balance of reasons – commitment makes countervailing considerations that 

would ordinarily be reasons irrelevant. This accords with a second meaning of integrity, 

roughly synonymous with incorruptibility; someone is ‘a person of integrity’ insofar as they 

stick to their principles in a range of circumstances. A judge with integrity, for example, will 

deliver fair trials, however much money she is offered to do otherwise. That the money would 

be nice is not a reason that figures in her deliberation (nor even is the good it could do in 

famine relief). Similarly, someone committed to a romantic relationship is prepared to stick 

with their beloved ‘for richer, for poorer; in sickness and in health’ - that their beloved 

becomes sick or poor is not a reason for them to end the relationship. 

This line of thought relates to what Williams called ‘moral incapacity’. This is ‘the kind of 

incapacity that is in question when we say of someone, usually in commendation of him, that 

he could not act or was not capable of acting in certain ways.’ (1992, 59) George, as Williams 

puts it, ‘cannot’ take the job. The idea is not simply that he should not, nor that he will not in 

these circumstances – although both of these are true – but that it is not possible for him. 

The impossibility is not unbounded. If George signed the contract when a gun was put to his 

wife’s head and a pen in his hand, one could not say that this undermines his claim to be 

committed to opposing CBW. Williams writes:  

‘It is plausible to say, with the pessimist, that if having a moral incapacity implies that 

there are no circumstances at all in which the agent would knowingly do the thing in 

question, then there are no moral incapacities. Ingenious coercion or brutal extremity 

can almost always produce such circumstance.’ (1992, 69)  

For Williams, a moral incapacity is at least ‘proof against rewards’ (1992, 69) – if a greater 

salary were offered, George would still refuse the job. Just as inconvenience and money were 
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no reasons, for Scanlon, to breach obligations, rewards are no reason, for Williams, to breach 

commitments. The normative problem is that utilitarianism recognises considerations that, 

in the light of commitment, are irrelevant – and is thus incompatible with the robust action 

that commitment demands. 

I believe that utilitarianism can, contrary to appearances, accommodate the normative 

landscaping of commitment (or at least, the most attractive aspects of it). Utilitarianism 

acknowledges that commitment can make some facts that would otherwise provide reasons 

irrelevant. This is the case when commitment makes responding to those facts impossible. 

Commitments cannot always be disposed of at will. It may be that George really cannot, not 

simply as a matter of moral incapacity, but physical incapacity too, bring himself to accept 

the CBW job simply for the promise of a higher salary. That is not to say that he could not 

physically accept the job, in situations of ‘ingenious coercion or brutal extremity’, and 

perhaps in situations like the one from Williams’s original example, where it is 

unemployment and the prospect of his rival conducting more dangerous research that 

George is asked to regard as reasons to accept. Rather, it is that he could not accept in some 

range of circumstances short of that, where the putative reasons for doing so are things such 

as salary. In these cases it may well be impossible for George to accept, and this would be 

because he has a commitment to opposing CBW. As we saw above, utilitarianism does not 

ask us to do the impossible – and it need not acknowledge any seeming considerations in 

favour of the impossible as reasons.  

In the case of such a commitment, George’s refusal would also be robust: he would refuse 

in any circumstances except those of coercion and extremity. How about cases in which 

George can dispense with his commitment? Then, accepting the job is possible for him. 

However, it is only possible at the cost of his commitment. Fully spelt out, accepting the job 

involves George not only signing a contract, clocking in, performing experiments and 

collecting his salary, but also dropping his commitment.  

This significantly affects the utilitarian calculation regarding the case. The utility costs of 

dropping a commitment are likely to be very high. Firstly, consider the disutility to the agent 

of breaching their commitments. As Railton puts it: ‘Commitments… may be very closely 

linked to the self, and a hedonist who knows what he’s about will not be one who turns on his 

self at the slightest provocation.’ (1984, 142) One aspect of well-being, or precondition for it, 

is a secure sense of identity. The questioning of one’s identity – being told that one is not a 

real philosopher, learning that one was adopted, being misgendered – is distressing. In 

abandoning a commitment, one calls one’s own identity into question, which may be 

similarly painful. Secondly, consider the disutility to the world, given that the commitment is 

conducive to well-being. Commitments determine repeated actions across a long period of 
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time. Some commitments (say, to a spouse) lead us to do things (say, to help her in her 

projects, please her, lessen her burdens, and so on) every day, for the foreseeable future. 

George’s commitment to opposing chemical warfare might not be so frequently active in 

determining what he does. But it will regularly influence him – every election, every protest 

march, every conversation he has in which the subject is brought up – for as long as he has 

the commitment, which could be many decades. If his commitment is conducive to well-

being, then it is highly likely that the actions it leads him to perform are themselves 

conducive to well-being. And if each of these actions is conducive to well-being, then the sum 

of well-being generated by the commitment that leads George to perform them over and over 

again is likely to be very large.12 If utilitarianism were to recommend that he drop the 

commitment for the sake of performing just one action (taking the job), then that action 

must have an even larger positive impact on well-being, outweighing the sum of all the 

possible actions dependent on the commitment. 

So utilitarianism will only recommend that George take the job when (a) he is able to give 

up his commitment, and (b) taking the job has very high benefits for overall well-being. This 

may mean that George can, consistent with utilitarianism, refuse the job in a wider range of 

possibilities than it seems: his action can still be fairly robust. (Recall that Williams’s 

incapacities are not fully robust: they except ‘brutal extremity’. Whether the committed 

utilitarian agent acts more or less robustly than the one with a Williamsian moral incapacity 

depends on what counts as ‘brutal extremity’, and (as it should) on the value of the 

commitment in question.) 

Because utilitarianism can accommodate the ways that commitment changes the 

normative landscape: in making some reasons irrelevant, and in making some actions robust 

– it can also accommodate the notion of normative powers, that is, that agents can 

voluntarily change the reasons they have. For instance, when one makes a promise, one 

places oneself under an obligation, altering the normative landscape accordingly. Likewise, 

for those commitments we choose to take on, when we take them on we change the reasons 

we have according to utilitarianism. If George had no commitment to opposing chemical 

 
12 In the previous subsection I noted that it is possible to dispense with a commitment, in Williams’s 

terms, whilst retaining some of the attitudes and patterns of action associated with it. Thus George 

could take the job and still oppose CBW. That this is conceptually possible is important; however, it 

may not be in actual fact likely. Once he takes a CBW job, George will probably be exposed to more 

arguments for CBW, be barred from engaging in anti-CBW activism, and above all come to have a 

vested interested in CBW. This will likely at least temper his opposition to it, and he could foresee this 

likelihood at the point of deciding whether to accept. As Upton Sinclair found: ‘It is difficult to get a 

man to understand something, when his salary depends upon his not understanding it!’ (1994, 109) 
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warfare he would be directed by utilitarianism to accept the job in a much wider range of 

circumstances, because the costs of dropping a commitment would not feature in the 

utilitarian calculation. And if we can take on commitments that become impossible for us to 

dispense with, this excludes reasons that would otherwise apply to do things that would 

involve dispensing with the commitment. 

Of course, the reasons that utilitarianism takes commitment to make irrelevant, and the 

specification of the extreme circumstances in which utilitarianism recommends breaching 

commitments will differ from the reasons and specification given by other moral theories. 

But now we are just back to trading intuitions. The deeper normative problem, that 

utilitarianism could not acknowledge that commitment shapes the normative landscape, can 

be avoided. 

It is worth mentioning briefly here the view that, in the light of some commitments, 

moral considerations of any kind should not figure as reasons. This is Williams’s famous ‘one 

thought too many’ case (1981a). This is not part of the Integrity Objection – though it is 

related. Williams presents the case as a problem not just for utilitarianism but for moral 

theory in general. Section Four of Chapter Four responds to a similar concern drawing on the 

socialist focus on our connections with others. But for now let me mention two simpler 

points a utilitarian can make in this area. Firstly, that morality is not the whole of 

normativity – this is the lesson Susan Wolf (2012) takes from Williams, and one with which 

the utilitarian can whole-heartedly agree. It may be thought that utilitarianism is less open to 

such a pluralism than many other moral theories; after all, it is supposed to ground all 

reasons on one thing, overall well-being. However, utilitarians must qualify this as all moral 

reasons, and recognise other kinds of reasons. Utilitarians tend to assert that it is rational for 

individuals to maximise their own well-being – indeed, anti-utilitarians often criticise them 

for doing so13 – and use this claim in arguments for utilitarianism, making morality a 

generalised version of prudential rationality (Harsanyi 1977). So they must recognise reasons 

that are not about maximising overall well-being, and are not moral. They may also endorse 

reasons that are neither moral nor prudential, such as reasons stemming from roles, 

identities and projects. The utilitarian need not deny that a footballer has a reason to shoot 

at goal, even if doing so would not maximise overall well-being (or even her own). They 

simply deny that this is a moral reason, or even a prudential one, but one grounded in the 

sport they are playing. Similarly, those involved in a particular project or relationship might 

 
13 Consider Marx’s identification of the marketplace of classical economics with ‘Bentham, because 

each looks only to his own advantage. The only force bringing them together, and putting them into 

relation with each other, is the selfishness, the gain and the private interest of each.’ (1990, 280) 
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have non-moral, non-prudential reason to do certain things. From the perspective of that 

project or relationship it might be inappropriate for moral concerns to be considered. 

Secondly, that there is good utilitarian reason for the agent to sometimes not consider 

morality when acting – doing so could impede other aspects of the act which are conducive 

to overall well-being, such as the joy of someone acting or being acted upon for no reason but 

love. Now we are back into the psychological realm: discussing not what reasons agents have, 

but how they ought to deliberate. The thought that utilitarian agents sometimes ought to 

ignore some reasons will reappear in Chapter Three.  

 

5. The value-theoretic problem 

I noted above that Harcourt takes Williams to be making the objection I have labelled 

‘the psychological problem’. He goes on to make a further argument against utilitarianism, 

which is inspired by, but extends beyond, Williams’s. This objection alleges that 

utilitarianism is unable, by its own lights, to provide verdicts about which actions are right 

and which are wrong. I will call this ‘the value-theoretic problem’. As Harcourt introduces it: 

 ‘If… there were some evaluatively relevant feature of alternatives which utilitarian 

 calculation is necessarily unable to recognise, it would follow… that wherever such a 

 feature was instantiated, the verdict obtained by applying the utilitarian test of 

 rightness was inadmissible by utilitarian lights; that is, applying the utilitarian test of 

 rightness was necessarily unable to tell us which of the alternatives was the 

 utilitarianly right one. It would then follow that the utilitarian test of rightness was 

 incoherent.’ (1998, 192) 

Harcourt then aims to show that there is some evaluatively relevant feature of 

alternatives which utilitarian calculation is necessarily unable to recognise. There are, he 

says, things whose value to people cannot be represented by utilitarianism’s tools. Harcourt 

focuses on a species of utilitarianism, which defines well-being as the satisfaction of 

preferences. As a test of rightness, preference-satisfaction utilitarianism takes all of the 

preference-orderings of affected people over all available outcomes, and commends as right 

the action that satisfies the most preferences (weighted by the intensity with which these 

preferences are had). Harcourt points out that preferences cannot represent certain aspects 

of the way in which people value things – for instance, Williams’s moral incapacities. In such 

cases, it is not that one strongly prefers one course of action to another, but rather that the 

fact that some course of action is available rules all others out. Williams’s cases of George 

and Jim could be cases of this kind, with the fact that a commitment is at stake excluding 

consideration of their accepting their offers. In some such cases, one might not form any 
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attitude towards some course of ruled-out action (and therefore not give it a place in one’s 

preference-ordering). 

Although later I will argue (as Harcourt himself suspects (1998, 198)) that Harcourt’s 

argument only has bite against preference-satisfaction utilitarianism, I think such narrowing 

of scope is not forced upon him at this stage. It seems to me that any ordering – in terms of 

preference, or hedons, or whatever – cannot represent features of practical deliberation such 

as moral incapacities. Orderings compare options, and these sorts of features involve 

constraints on what can be compared. 

But does this mean that utilitarianism is unable to take some aspects of well-being into 

account, and therefore cannot assess what is ‘utilitarianly right’? To show this, Harcourt 

needs the additional premise that the contribution of things that are valued in such non-

ordered ways contributes to well-being, and does so in a way that itself cannot be 

represented by an ordering. Harcourt is close to suggesting this when he posits ‘an internal 

relation between the value which things have to an agent and the shape of the agent’s 

practical deliberation’ (1998, 192). Therefore, if a person’s valuation of a choice cannot be 

represented by an ordering, then neither can the potential effects of their well-being, and 

thus utilitarianism, with its reduction of value to orderings, cannot acknowledge all aspects 

of well-being. But why should this premise hold? 

This premise can be split into two parts. The first is the claim that those things that 

people value in non-orderable ways are conducive to their well-being. This may come from a 

more general thesis that whatever people value is conducive to their well-being. The second 

is the claim that the non-orderable ways in which people value those things are reflected in 

their contribution to well-being being non-orderable. This may come from a more general 

claim that the way in which people value something determines how it affects their well-

being. 

Utilitarians may reject either of these claims. People value things other than well-being, 

and value things that do not contribute to their well-being. Harcourt understands that not all 

of the valuations an agent makes are relevant to their well-being. But he thinks that people 

value commitments in non-orderable ways, and that they do contribute to their well-being. 

He gives as examples political commitments, such as to Zionism, and ‘an athlete’s 

commitment to excel at a sport’ (1998, 197).  

Now, it seems true that people have such commitments, and value them, or things 

connected with them, in non-orderable ways. But it is less obvious that these valuations have 

anything to do with well-being. It seems perfectly consistent to be committed to something, 

to view it as indispensable and build one’s life around it, whilst still thinking that, as far as 
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well-being goes, it is simply one way of living, better for you than some but maybe worse 

than others. You might think that you have to do such-and-such to be a good athlete, or a 

good Zionist, and care deeply about being these things, without thinking that doing such-

and-such will improve your well-being. In fact, most committed people think about their 

well-being very little when considering their commitments (Scanlon 1998, 126–33). Thus, 

the valuations to which Harcourt draws attention are a feature of practical deliberation, but 

not of practical deliberation about well-being.14 

The second claim was that the non-orderable ways in which people value things are 

reflected in their contribution to well-being being non-orderable. Even if we grant that 

whatever people value, including whatever they value in non-orderable ways, contributes to 

their well-being, we may still deny that their contribution to well-being follows the non-

orderable shape of their own valuations. It may be that some commitment is very important 

to a person, and this is reflected in certain practical modalities in their valuations of it, but its 

contribution to their well-being can also be represented by a cardinal or ordinal well-being 

score. An athlete might have a commitment to sporting excellence that leads them to think 

some things must be done, that other options are excluded or incommensurate, but it may 

also be the case that their well-being in a sporting career is directly comparable in a 

straightforwardly orderable way (by a morally motivated outsider, rather than by them), with 

their well-being in another lifestyle.  

So Harcourt’s argument is resistible, if we reject that idea that what people value is what 

matters to their well-being and/or the idea that their well-being is affected by something 

according to the shape their valuation of that thing takes. 

Preference-satisfaction utilitarians might not be able to coherently reject these ideas. 

They are committed to the views that whatever someone prefers is what matters to their 

well-being, and that the intensity of their preferences for something determines how much 

their well-being is affected by it. These views are more specific versions of those that I have 

just said utilitarians should reject to avoid Harcourt’s objection. However, preference-

satisfaction utilitarianism faces other serious problems, such as those that arise from 

adaptive preferences (Elster 1983; Sen 1995, 259–84). I do not defend preference-

satisfaction utilitarianism in this thesis, but rather forms of utilitarianism that escape the 

value-theoretic problem. 

 

 
14 This is not to say that having such commitments may cause one to have greater well-being than not 

doing so. But this doesn’t make the valuations involved in them valuations of well-being.  
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6. The coherence problem 

The psychological problem was this: 

1. Having a project as a commitment is incompatible with regarding that project 

  impartially or as dispensable. 

2. If one accepts utilitarianism, one regards all projects impartially and as  

  dispensable. 

3. By 1 and 2, those who accept utilitarianism cannot have commitments. 

One response to this problem is to argue that utilitarianism is self-effacing; it does not 

require acceptance of itself. I will argue against this response in the next chapter. I believe: 

4. Utilitarianism requires individuals to accept utilitarianism. 

At points, Williams suggests a further problem for utilitarianism. This is that commitments 

are so important for well-being that: 

5. Utilitarianism requires agents to have commitments. 

If this were the case, then, given 3 and 4, utilitarianism would be incoherent. It would 

require agents to both have and not have commitments. Call this the ‘coherence problem’. 

How could 5 be supported? In one section of his Critique, Williams suggests that 

utilitarianism would be nonsensical if people did not have projects, of which commitments 

are a subset. Rejecting hedonism, he takes it ‘that in talking of happiness or utility one is 

talking about people's desires and preferences and their getting what they want or prefer, 

rather than about some sensation of pleasure or happiness.’  (1973, 80). For utilitarianism to 

be meaningful, therefore, there must be preferences to satisfy. Williams assumes that this 

requires people to have projects from which those preferences arise. And this must include 

some projects that are not the utilitarian project itself, since conceived as a project of 

maximising preference-satisfaction, it is ‘vacuous’ unless there are ‘other more basic or 

lower-order projects.’ (1973, 110) Commitments are one class of those projects. 

This argument fails to establish that utilitarianism requires us to have commitments. For 

one thing, the ‘requirement’ in question is more like a presupposition than a moral 

prescription. If utilitarianism would be vacuous without commitments, then the defender of 

utilitarianism might be glad that some people have them, for this makes her theory 

meaningful, but it does not follow that utilitarianism says that agents should adopt 

commitments. For another, even if we grant that utilitarianism requires us to have 

preferences, it does not follow that utilitarianism requires us to have commitments. Imagine 

(with Parfit 2016, 118) a world whose inhabitants had only the drabbest of things in their 
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lives – muzak and potatoes. Suppose that they only have two preferences: that there should 

be muzak rather than silence, and potatoes rather than gruel. It is not that they have any 

deep affection for muzak or potatoes: they desire and enjoy them no more than we do. They 

simply lack the means to form preferences for anything else. They do not have commitments, 

in Williams’s sense. Yet it is obvious what they prefer and therefore what utilitarianism 

recommends for this world: more muzak and more potatoes. Lastly, Williams’s argument 

here, like Harcourt’s, would only apply to preference-satisfaction utilitarianism (or closely 

related alternatives), which is problematic on other grounds. 

Williams makes a better argument for 5. He proposes, as an empirical hypothesis, ‘that 

many of those with commitments, who have really identified themselves with objects outside 

themselves, who are thoroughly involved with other persons, or institutions, or activities or 

causes, are actually happier than those whose projects and wants are not like that.’ (1973, 

113–14) Whether this hypothesis is true or not is an interesting and important question, and 

the answer is not obvious, although the prevailing view is that it is (see Calhoun 2009 for 

dissent). Williams’s hypothesis does not depend on any particular account of well-being, but 

some accounts of well-being – for instance, Joseph Raz’s – make it closer to tautological than 

empirical. Raz writes that that our typical notion of a good life 

 ‘is of a life well spent, of a life of achievement, of handicaps overcome, talents wisely 

 used, of good judgment in the conduct of one's affairs, of warm and trusting relations 

 with family and friends, stormy and enthusiastic involvement with other people, 

 many hours spent having fun in good company, and so on.’ (1986, 306) 

Trusting familial relationships and friendships paradigmatically involve commitments, 

and achieving things, overcoming adversity and wisely using one’s talents may also do so. A 

life without these things might include good company and sound judgment (as well as 

sensory pleasures), but we might resist calling a truly happy life – or at least think that it 

would have been better with respect to well-being had it involved commitments. This tells in 

favour of Williams’s hypothesis. On the other hand, some of the worst lives tend to involve 

commitments as well: loving marriages and friendships break up, dreams are unfulfilled, 

martyrs are made in defence of lost causes. It is likely that those with commitments that are 

fulfilled have happier lives than those without commitments, but this group is sadly only a 

subset of those with commitments. Nevertheless, I will grant that it seems likely there are 

some kinds of commitment such that for most of us, if we adopted them, our lives would be 

happier. 

However, this still does not entail 5. Utilitarianism does not require agents to make their 

lives go as well as possible. It requires agents to maximise overall well-being – that is, to 
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make the lives of everyone, taken as an equally weighted sum, go as well as possible. And it 

could be that whilst it would reduce my well-being for me to reject commitment, doing so 

would free me to do things for others that would maximise well-being overall.  

At this point one might object that if we all rejected commitment, there would be no 

commitment in the world, and this would reduce overall well-being (to zero, perhaps, if 

something like Raz’s account of well-being is true). But as far as utilitarianism is concerned, 

what matters is not what would happen if we all did something, but the marginal effect of my 

doing so.15 And these things can come apart. Consider this case from Feldman (who used it to 

make a different point): 

 ‘Suppose a group of adults has taken a group of children out to do some ice skating. 

 The adults have assured the children and their parents that, in case of accident, they 

 will do everything in their power to protect the children. Each adult in the party is a 

 good skater and swimmer. Suppose, finally, that, while they are out skating, it just so 

 happens that all the adults are spread out around the edge of the pond. A lone child is 

 skating in the middle, equidistant from the adults. Suddenly, the ice breaks, and the 

 child falls through. There is no time for consultation or deliberation. Someone must 

 quickly save the child. However, since the ice is very thin, it would be disastrous for 

 more than one of the adults to venture near the place where the child broke through. 

 For if two or more were to go out, they would all fall in and all would be in profound 

 trouble.’ (Feldman 1980, 171) 

Now, imagine that you are one of the adults and you know that no other adult will go to save 

the child. Utilitarianism then directs you to save the child: this would result in the best 

outcome your actions could produce. This is true even though if every adult did the same, a 

disaster would occur.  

Rejecting commitment could be like going to save the child. That is, it could be that both 

(a) if we all rejected commitment, this would be suboptimal, and (b) that the expected effects 

of my rejecting commitment, given the likely behaviour of others, would be optimal. In such 

cases, utilitarianism would direct me to reject commitment. (Cases with a similar structure 

reappear in the next chapter.) So even if commitment is necessary for well-being, this does 

not mean that utilitarianism requires commitment from agents.16  

 
15 This is what gives rise to the pre-emption problem which we will meet in the next section, and in 

Chapter Six. 

16 Wolf expresses a similar thought: ‘if the utilitarian wants to influence more people to achieve more 

good, then he would do better to encourage them to pursue happiness-producing goals that are more 
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7. The pre-emption problem 

To reiterate, Williams’s Integrity Objection is not an objection to utilitarianism’s 

recommendations for how Jim and George should act. Rather, Williams primarily uses the 

cases to (a) emphasise the importance of commitment, and (b) show utilitarianism’s 

incompatibility with it. However, utilitarianism’s recommendation in cases of this kind do, I 

think, pose a serious problem for the theory. Though this is not the focus of Williams’s 

objection, it is worth mentioning here – and will be discussed in detail in Chapter Six. 

Return to Williams’s description of the structure of his cases: 

 ‘The situations have in common that if the agent does not do a certain disagreeable 

 thing, someone else will, and in Jim’s situation at least the result, the state of affairs 

 after the other man has acted, if he does, will be worse than after Jim has acted, if 

 Jim does. The same, on a smaller scale, is true of George’s case.’ (1973, 108) 

Since not doing so leads to a worse outcome, utilitarianism is bound to recommend that Jim 

and George (and others in similar situations) do the disagreeable thing. We may add to 

Williams’s description that in these cases if nobody did the disagreeable thing – that is, if 

Pedro refrained from shooting anyone, and if George’s rival (and indeed all chemists) 

refused to take the job – the outcome would be better than if Jim or George did so, 

notwithstanding the fact that their doing so would be better than Pedro or George’s rival 

acting as expected. Further, we can generalise such cases so they do not depend on being 

certain about what others will do, to get the following description of cases akin to Jim’s and 

George’s: 

 There is some action available to me that would be the proximate cause of  a bad 

 outcome. However, were I not to take such action, some other individual would 

 probably take a similar action which would be the proximate cause of as bad or worse 

 outcomes. The likelihood with which they would take such an action, and the 

 worseness of the outcomes they would produce are such that the expected value of 

 my taking the action is greater than or equal to the expected value of my not doing so. 

 This is so even though if nobody took the action, a better outcome would result. 

 
attractive and more within a normal person’s reach. These considerations still leave open, however, 

the question of what kind of an ideal the committed utilitarian should privately aspire to himself. 

Utilitarianism requires him to want to achieve the greatest general happiness, and this would seem to 

commit him to the ideal of the moral saint.’ (1982, 427–28) 
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Call cases matching this description ‘pre-emption cases’.  

Pre-emption cases pose a serious problem for utilitarianism. It is not just that 

utilitarianism, as Williams notes, will recommend that agents do disagreeable things in such 

cases. It is also that there is a tension between two intuitive motivations for utilitarianism. 

One guiding light of utilitarianism is that moral requirements are determined by outcomes, 

ranked in terms of overall well-being. But in pre-emption cases, utilitarianism recommends 

actions (George taking the job, Jim shooting a prisoner) which are incompatible with the 

best possible outcomes (CBW is eliminated, nobody is shot). This is a result of 

utilitarianism’s other guiding light, that the difference an action makes to outcomes is 

crucially important to its moral status. ‘What difference would it make?’ is often a very good 

question to ask in moral deliberation. And indeed, this is part of utilitarianism’s appeal: 

many non-utilitarians also consider the degree to which an action would make a difference to 

an outcome significant to whether, and how urgently, it ought to be done. 

Pre-emption cases are widespread. As I explain further in Chapter Six, they are common 

in the workplace and in markets, and are connected with very serious social problems such 

as weapons of mass destruction, climate change, and the exploitation of the global working-

class. It is also worth noting that – unlike in Williams’s cases as he describes them – pre-

emption cases can occur even when every individual involved is trying to bring about the 

best outcome they can.  

I will propose a utilitarian solution to these cases in Chapter Six. This solution 

emphasises the importance of the connections between individuals and others in groups. 

Before we get there, we will see in the next three chapters that a similar emphasis is part of 

the solution to the psychological problem – that is, to the Integrity Objection proper. 

 

8. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have explored Williams’s Integrity Objection, and the diverse range of 

problems it is alleged to pose for utilitarianism. I rejected two interpretations of the 

objection: that it offers counterexamples in which utilitarianism’s recommendations are at 

odds with moral intuition, and that it aims to show that utilitarianism is too demanding by 

making agents abandon commitments. Williams’s objection has to do with the way 

utilitarianism treats the relationship between agents and their commitments. The most 

significant problem that the objection poses is what I called ‘the psychological problem’, that 

agents who accept utilitarianism cannot have the attitudes towards their projects that they 

must if they are to be properly committed to them. There are other problems in the 

neighbourhood: that utilitarianism does not acknowledge that commitments can change the 
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reasons agents have; that it cannot accommodate their special value; that it incoherently 

asks agents to both hold and not hold commitments. I briefly showed how utilitarians might 

respond to these three problems. I also introduced the pre-emption problem, which springs 

naturally from Williams’s cases, though it is not central to his discussion of integrity. This 

problem will be discussed at greater length in Chapter Six. In the next three chapters I offer a 

response to the psychological problem. 
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Chapter Three: Is utilitarianism self-effacing? 

 

0. Abstract 

The claim that utilitarianism is self-effacing offers one response to Williams’s Integrity 

Objection. If utilitarianism is self-effacing, it does not recommend that agents accept 

utilitarianism, and thus makes no recommendation that is incompatible with commitment – 

even if Williams is right that accepting utilitarianism is incompatible with commitment. 

However, Williams believed that being self-effacing is a theoretical vice for moral theories.  

In this chapter I describe and rebut three arguments for the claim that utilitarianism is 

self-effacing for individuals. I then note that they might suggest that utilitarianism is self-

effacing for collectives. If utilitarianism is not self-effacing for individuals the Integrity 

Objection cannot be easily avoided: utilitarianism does direct agents to accept itself, and thus 

makes commitment impossible for them. However, self-effacingness for collectives may 

mitigate some of the problems associated with accepting utilitarianism for individuals.  

 

1. Introduction 

A normative theory T is self-effacing for an agent X iff it implies that X ought not accept 

T. To accept a theory, broadly, is to be disposed to use it in certain ways in practical 

reasoning, and to take certain practical attitudes towards it (for accounts of acceptance along 

these lines see Harman 1986; Van Fraassen 1980; Ross 2006).17 

Utilitarianism is self-effacing for an agent X iff X’s not accepting utilitarianism would be 

more conducive to well-being.18 Williams’s Integrity Objection, as we have seen, holds that 

accepting utilitarianism is incompatible with commitment to one’s projects (Williams 1973). 

If utilitarianism is self-effacing, though, it implies that individuals ought not accept 

utilitarianism, and so cannot be blamed for any problems that arise when they do so. 

 
17 On this notion of acceptance, one can accept a theory by believing it, but acceptance need not entail 

belief. In the next section I temporarily grant that this entailment might hold in the case of moral 

theories. My arguments do not, I think, hang on whether acceptance implies belief. 

18 Parfit holds that a theory is self-effacing iff it tells agents not to believe itself, ‘but some other theory’ 

(Parfit 1984, 40).  Thus, utilitarianism would be self-effacing for X iff X’s accepting some non-

utilitarian theory instead of utilitarianism would result in more well-being. My definition is more 

inclusive. It may be that more well-being is produced if some agent accepts no theory at all: according 

to my definition, but not Parfit’s, this would make utilitarianism self-effacing. Note that Parfit also 

puts self-effacingness in terms of belief rather than acceptance, though this is not a distinction he 

defines or seems to find important. 
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Commitment might be off the table for those misguided souls who accept utilitarianism, but 

they are not problems for the theory itself. Both Parfit (1984, chap. 1) and Railton (1984) 

make arguments of this form. 

Williams believed that being self-effacing is a theoretical vice for moral theories. He 

objects that a self-effacing utilitarianism would ‘usher itself from the scene’ (1973, 134) – 

failing to serve the action-guiding role to which moral theories aspire. So utilitarians seem to 

face a dilemma: if utilitarianism is self-effacing, it may avoid the Integrity Objection but face 

this other objection; if it is not self-effacing, it avoids this other objection but not the 

Integrity Objection. 

In this chapter I describe and rebut three arguments for the claim that utilitarianism is 

self-effacing for individuals. The first is ‘the argument from other motives’, which holds that 

since acting from non-utilitarian motives will sometimes be more conducive to well-being, 

utilitarianism tells agents not to accept utilitarianism. The second is ‘the argument from 

collective self-defeatingness’, which holds that since a world in which we all accepted 

utilitarianism would be suboptimal, utilitarianism tells each of us not to accept 

utilitarianism. I argue that both of these inferences are invalid. The third is an argument 

from the end of Derek Parfit’s last volume of On What Matters. Parfit’s argument suffers 

from similar flaws to the argument from collective self-defeatingness. 

I then note that the argument from collective self-defeatingness suggests that 

utilitarianism may be self-effacing for collectives, and explore the meaning and implications 

of this possibility. I then claim that if utilitarianism is self-effacing for groups but not 

individuals this need not make utilitarianism objectionably ‘esoteric’.  

The upshot is that utilitarianism is unlikely to be self-effacing for individuals, but is more 

likely to be self-effacing for groups. The former means that the Integrity Objection cannot be 

easily avoided: utilitarianism does direct agents to accept itself, and thus makes commitment 

impossible for them. However, self-effacingness on a group level may mitigate some of the 

problems associated with accepting utilitarianism. Foreshadowing the chapters to come, this 

chapter shows how reflection on the distinctions and relations between individuals, 

collectives and groups can help us to make progress in evaluating utilitarianism. 

A preliminary note: all plausible moral theories are self-effacing for some agents in some 

circumstances. Parfit demonstrates this with examples involving Satan (Parfit 1984, 43–45: 

see also Eggleston 2013, and Lazari-Radek and Singer 2010). For any theory, we can imagine 

that the Devil credibly threatens to unleash great amounts of suffering on the world if some 

agents accept that theory. If that theory is plausible, it will tell agents to do whatever it takes 

to avoid this outcome (it is not only utilitarians who care about avoiding disastrous 



48 
 

outcomes). Therefore, it will tell the agents concerned not to accept itself: it will be self-

effacing for them. Objections to self-effacingness, then, cannot rule out moral theories just 

because they would be self-effacing for some agents in some circumstances. This would leave 

us with only implausible theories. But perhaps utilitarianism would be objectionable if it 

were self-effacing for ordinary agents in the actual world, or ones close to it. In this chapter, 

that is what I will take the claim that utilitarianism is self-effacing to be.  

 

2. The argument from other motives 

It is a commonplace that individuals who constantly, consciously attempt to maximise 

well-being are unlikely to be successful. We will sometimes produce better outcomes by 

acting from other motives. In these cases, utilitarianism will recommend that we act on those 

other motives. As Sidgwick said: 

‘if experience shews that the general happiness will be more satisfactorily attained if 

men frequently act from other motives than pure universal philanthropy, it is obvious 

that these other motives are to be preferred on Utilitarian principles.’ (Sidgwick 1884, 

409) 

To act from other motives, one will probably have to accept some moral principles other than 

utilitarianism, including principles that issue, in some circumstances, different 

recommendations. Utilitarianism might tell us to accept such principles. The ‘argument from 

other motives’ holds that this makes utilitarianism self-effacing: it will not only tell us to 

accept those principles, but to not accept utilitarianism.  

Williams seems to make something like this argument, writing that his utilitarian 

interlocutor JJC Smart is right to want to recommend non-utilitarian motives, but that ‘once 

that has started, there seems nothing to stop, and a lot to encourage, a movement by which 

[utilitarianism] retires to the totally transcendental standpoint from which all it demands is 

that the world should be ordered for the best, and that those dispositions and habits of 

thought should exist in the world which are for the best, leaving it entirely open whether 

those arc themselves of a distinctively utilitarian kind or not’. (1973, 134–35) If his 

arguments for the importance of non-utilitarian motives are correct, he says, ‘it is reasonable 

to suppose that maximal total utility actually requires that few, if any, accept utilitarianism.’ 

(1973, 135). I think, however, that utilitarianism is likely to recommend acting from other 

motives much of the time without moving itself ‘to the totally transcendent standpoint’: it 

will still recommend accepting itself. 



49 
 

Before I make that argument, let us look at when utilitarianism might require action from 

non-utilitarian motives. One situation is decision-making under time constraints. We could 

not get by if, as Hare puts it, we had to perform a cost-benefit analysis on the spot each time 

we wanted to make a decision (1981, 36). We would miss opportunities to produce well-being 

simply because we were trying to work out how best to produce it. To effectively fulfil the 

aims of utilitarianism, then, we need to draw on other, non-consequentialist principles that 

are simpler to apply: for instance, general rules such as ‘drive within the speed limit’. The 

generality of such rules is what makes them more useful than utilitarianism in time-

constrained circumstances; it is also what brings them into conflict with utilitarianism in 

exceptional ones. For there will be occasions in which it is optimific to break the speed limit. 

But these occasions being rare, and making constant predictions about the consequences of 

your speed as you drive being inadvisable, it may still maximise well-being for you to accept 

the general rule. Therefore, utilitarianism might recommend, as Railton says, that one 

‘should have (should develop, encourage, and so on) a character such that [one] sometimes 

knowingly and deliberately acts contrary to [one’s] objective consequentialist duty’ (1984, 

159). 

There are also cases in which the fact that one does something from a particular non-

utilitarian motive is itself conducive to well-being. That we do some things out of love for a 

partner, or devotion to a cause, or as an expression of our identity might be a component of 

our well-being – or it might be necessary for the action to have the kind of meaning to 

ourselves and others that makes us all better off. Another example of such motives is those 

involved in competitive games, where the purpose, and thus a good deal of the value of those 

games would be lost if one played them with the aim of maximising overall well-being rather 

than of winning. Acting from these motives might be accompanied by the endorsement of 

non-utilitarian principles such as the general rules mentioned in the last paragraph, but it 

might be more instinctive still, involving no reference to principles. Either way, these are 

actions that are not motivated by reflection on the utilitarian calculus – and may thereby be 

more conducive to well-being. 

I am happy to grant that utilitarianism recommends the adoption of other motives and 

principles.19 But it does not imply that it is self-effacing, as I have defined it. We could accept 

these other principles, and thus act from these other motives, and also accept utilitarianism. 

 
19 For a more detailed argument for this position, see Crisp (1992). Crisp seems to share my position 

that it would maximise overall well-being if agents sometimes acted from utilitarian motives, ‘on 

certain special occasions’ (1992, 154, 156), though he also writes that: ‘Utilitarian moral agency 

requires the sort of insight into what makes life worth living that can be gained only by forswearing 

utilitarianism as a decision procedure’ (1992, 159). This forswearing, in my view, can only be partial. 
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Only if it prevents us doing the latter does the need to act from other motives in order to 

maximise overall well-being show that utilitarianism is self-effacing. 

This would be so if it were psychologically impossible to accept two inconsistent moral 

principles. Williams seemed to think that it is, at least in some relevant cases. He writes of 

Hare’s ‘two-level utilitarianism’, which asks agents to endorse both utilitarianism and non-

utilitarian principles: 

 ‘you cannot combine seeing the situation in that way, from the point of view of those 

 dispositions, with seeing it from the archangel’s way, in which all that is important is 

 maximum preference satisfaction [read: overall well-being], and the dispositions 

 themselves are merely a means towards that.’ (Williams 1988, 190) 

But why can we not make such a combination? There are cases in which we do combine 

different ways of seeing the world, with one way being a means towards the goal of the other. 

Railton gives the case of a tennis player (Railton 1984, 144–45), who has the aim of winning 

as many matches as he can, but is underperforming. He is advised he will play better, and 

hence win more frequently, if he forgets about this aim whilst he played. He should play for 

the love of the sport, rather than to win. In taking the advice, he accepts, on the one hand, 

that winning is of paramount importance. On the other hand, he pushes this attitude from 

his mind whilst he plays, and accepts that the love of the sport is of paramount importance. 

These principles are inconsistent. But their combination seems possible, and similar cases 

are common.20 

As the tennis player does winning, the moral agent could take maximising overall well-

being to be of paramount importance. But she could also push this attitude away in certain 

cases, and act from non-utilitarian motives (acting, perhaps, for the love of her wife, rather 

than the love of tennis). I do not take this to show that we must take such a divided 

approach, accepting incompatible principles. The point is that we do take such an approach 

in other parts of our thinking, seemingly unproblematically, and therefore the burden of 

proof is on Williams’s claim that it is impossible with respect to moral principles. 

Perhaps it is not that it is psychologically impossible to accept both utilitarianism and 

principles that sometimes conflict with it, but that to do so would violate some epistemic 

norm. It may be (at least on some views) that morality does require the violation of some 

 
20 Nagel gives further cases of sophisticated attitudes: ‘The only way to run downstairs is not to try, 

you cannot make her love you by doing what you think will make her love you, you will not impress 

the interviewer unless you stop trying to impress him.’ (Nagel 1970, 132) 
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epistemic norms. But this would be worrying. The epistemic norm that seems threatened 

here is the norm of consistency: one ought not believe both P and not-P.  

Now, that we can accept both P and not-P seems to have been proved by cases like 

Railton’s tennis player. Unless we think this tennis player is epistemically irrational, there 

seems no norm that one ought not accept inconsistent principles. But it is more plausible 

that one ought not believe inconsistent principles. Such a norm seems to be the basis of the 

force of many philosophical and everyday arguments. And accepting a moral principle might 

entail believing it, in a way that accepting a principle to help you win tennis matches does 

not. I do not endorse the claim here that accepting a moral principle entails believing it; but 

I’m happy to grant it for the sake of argument. It is not implausible. It is less obvious that 

Railton’s tennis player must believe that the love of the sport is sufficient motivation for his 

play than that he must simply be motivated by it; whilst Railton’s devoted husband might 

believe in the rightness of non-optimific actions performed out of love for his wife, a belief 

that is inconsistent with a belief in a utilitarian criterion of rightness.  

Could utilitarianism that recommend agents hold inconsistent beliefs? We all have some 

inconsistent beliefs, so it is not psychologically impossible. Nor is it true that it is always 

irrational to hold inconsistent beliefs. Imagine that one has good reason to believe each of 

three propositions. They are, however, jointly inconsistent. One can infer that at least one is 

false, but has no evidence as to which one. There does not seem to be sufficient reason to 

reject any one of the three propositions; since one has good reason to believe each of them, it 

seems rationally permissible to go on believing all of them, despite the inconsistency.21 Now, 

the case of utilitarianism and non-utilitarian principles could be similar. If utilitarianism is 

true, as I have already noted, this would provide good reason to accept certain non-

utilitarian principles: doing so would produce more well-being. There may also be (again, if 

utilitarianism is true) good reasons to accept utilitarianism – I will argue for this below. Both 

being the case, I should accept both. This might lead me to inconsistent beliefs. But this is 

not sufficient reason to reject either. If it were, which should I reject? Utilitarianism, which 

provides the reasons for holding onto the other principles – but then why should I keep the 

latter? Or the other principles, which utilitarianism implies that I should have – but then 

wouldn’t it be more irrational to go on believing utilitarianism whilst not having them? 

If, as I have suggested, utilitarian and non-utilitarian motives can be accepted in 

combination, the mere fact that we need non-utilitarian motives does not imply that 

utilitarianism is self-effacing for individuals. In fact, there is good reason to think that the 

need to act from other motives demonstrates the need for utility-maximising agents to accept 

 
21 Thanks to Mark Kalderon for this example. 
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utilitarianism. Call the set of principles and motives that an agent accepts ‘M’. According to 

utilitarianism, each agent ought to cause themselves to accept the M such that, of all Ms they 

could possibly cause themselves to accept, their acceptance of that M would be optimific. 

How is one to hit upon the optimific M? The obvious way is to try and work out which M 

would be optimific for them to accept, and accept it on those grounds. But only someone who 

accepts utilitarianism would be motivated to do this: if one didn’t think that one ought to do 

whatever is optimific, why would one select one’s principles based on the amount of well-

being that accepting them would produce? 

So even though utilitarianism will recommend accepting non-utilitarian principles and 

motives, in order to establish which of these one ought to accept it may be necessary for 

agents to accept utilitarianism alongside them. Thus, utilitarianism would not be self-

effacing for these agents. However, we might think that it will fast become so. Once an agent 

has used utilitarianism to motivate their acceptance of the optimific M, will utilitarianism 

then suggest that they ought to jettison utilitarianism and accept only M?22 If so, 

utilitarianism is self-effacing for agents who accept the optimific M – that includes, given the 

process above, all agents who have in the past used utilitarianism correctly to find M. I don’t 

think utilitarianism can be jettisoned, however. For M will need updating over time. The M 

such that your acceptance of it produced the best outcomes five years ago probably will not 

be your optimific M today. You might become more able to deliberate accurately with more 

complex principles (consider how the simple rules we were encouraged to adopt as children 

gradually acquire caveats). You might be able to do more things – or fewer things. External 

circumstances might change: perhaps your wife leaves you, so you do not do so much good 

by having the character of a devoted husband. If you do not change your M in the light of 

such changes, what you do will diverge from what produces the best outcomes, that is, what 

utilitarianism says you ought to do. So utilitarianism will say you ought to change your M – 

but again, how? The obvious way is by employing utilitarianism just as before, and retaining 

a standing disposition to employ it in decisions about M. 

Now, it is conceivable that employing some other theory in this role would also cause us 

to firstly accept and then to maintain an optimific M. But given the considerations about 

updating M over time it seems unlikely. No theory substantially different from utilitarianism 

will respond to every possible change by directing us to make precisely the same changes in 

M that utilitarianism will.  And since getting M right, given that M largely determines one’s 

actions and therefore on the well-being one produces, is of great importance to 

 
22 As Wittgenstein says of the propositions in his Tractatus, the reader ‘must, so to speak, throw away 

the ladder after he has climbed up it’ (6.54). 
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utilitarianism, utilitarianism will suggest we use the tool that gets M as precisely right as 

possible – that is likely to be utilitarianism itself.   

A further reason to think that utilitarianism is not self-effacing is that successfully 

guiding one’s actions by the optimific M, though it may be easier than successfully and 

ubiquitously employing utilitarianism itself, is hard. Any plausible candidate for my 

optimific M will demand a significant amount of behaviour that is not in my immediate 

interest, and so it will often be tempting to defect. To keep us on the right path (or at least as 

close to it as possible), we will need to be able to justify this M to ourselves. Why, we find 

ourselves asking, should I follow this set of rules and dispositions? The obvious answer is 

that this is the optimific M. One will only be moved by this answer if one thinks that one 

ought to do what is optimific; that is, if one accepts utilitarianism. Thus, by accepting 

utilitarianism you’ll be more likely to successfully abide by this M, producing better results. 

Now, other principles could play this role. For instance, one might think that one should 

comply with the optimific M not because it is optimific, but because it is commanded by a 

god whose perfection one accepts. Or one could simply wrap one’s identity up in being the 

sort of person who employs M. Both justifications often prove successful at getting 

individuals to stick to some morality. However, there is reason to think that better outcomes 

will result from a utilitarian justification of the optimific M. Firstly, it is necessarily true that 

the employing the optimific M is optimific, whilst it is at best contingently true that doing so 

is commanded by your god or central to your identity - so utilitarianism will provide a more 

robustly effective motivation. Secondly, consider again the need to revise one’s M over time, 

to prevent divergence from optimific-ness as circumstances change. If your justification for 

employing some M is that it is optimific, you will be disposed to make the right kinds of 

revision when it no longer is. This would not be true if your justification of employing that M 

is divine command (why would a perfect god change their mind?) or identification (it is very 

difficult, and costly, to revise principles one has built one’s life around, as contributors to this 

debate frequently note). 

Where does this leave us with respect to the argument from other motives – that one will 

do better at bringing about good outcomes if one acts from motives other than utilitarianism, 

and therefore that utilitarianism is self-effacing? My conclusion is that although each 

individual will likely do better by accepting some other motives, and therefore some non-

utilitarian principles, it is unlikely that they will do better by not accepting utilitarianism at 

all. Without accepting utilitarianism it would be sheer luck if one accepted, maintained, 

revised and justified the other principles that it would be optimific for one to accept. 

Utilitarianism has an important role, then, at a higher deliberative level than many other 

principles it might tell us to accept, as Hare (1981) suggests. This is not to say that 
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utilitarianism will never have a role in determining individual actions as well. Utilitarianism 

is therefore unlikely to be self-effacing for individual agents. 

Holly M. Smith (1989) suggests that utilitarianism will not be able to play this role. As 

Smith puts the objection, it only applies to agents whose need for other motives stems from 

their inability to accurately make the calculations that utilitarianism requires. Wouldn’t it be 

the case that ‘the same empirical misinformation that plagues their application of 

[utilitarianism], now prevents them from seeing that [the optimific M] is the correct code by 

which to guide their actions’ (H. M. Smith 1989, 131)? As the examples of relationships and 

games show, there are reasons other than ‘empirical misinformation’ that agents might need 

other motives to act optimifically. Perhaps Smith’s worry generalises: why should agents who 

need non-utilitarian motives (for any reason) in order to make optimific decisions be best 

able to make decisions about which non-utilitarian motives to acquire and maintain by 

applying utilitarianism? 

There are two ways to answer Smith’s worry, and both are plausible. The first is that 

agents can be more successful with their employment of utilitarianism in some deliberative 

situations than others, so their application need not be equally ‘plagued’ in each. In time-

constrained, stressful or emotional situations, it is very difficult to accurately predict 

consequences. In such situations, we would be more likely to act optimifically by applying 

non-consequentialist principles. But ‘in a cool hour’ (Hare 1981, 52), when we are not being 

forced into a decision on a particular question of action, but rather reflecting upon our 

general policies for answering them, we might do better by applying utilitarianism. To use a 

sporting analogy, players might need to deliberate in different ways on the field than they do, 

alongside their coaches, in a team-talk. Secondly, Smith may be right that similar limitations 

that lead us to need non-consequentialist motives do prevent us from using utilitarianism, to 

hit upon the perfect optimific M. But we have to choose an M somehow: and I have given 

reasons to think that using utilitarianism will help us make a better choice, with respect to 

maximising value, than using any other theory (or not using a theory at all).  

To end this section with another worry: it might be thought that even if the need for other 

motives does not imply that utilitarianism is self-effacing, it is somewhat embarrassing for a 

moral theory that it warns against its own general application, and recommends the 

acceptance of conflicting principles. I think, however, that every plausible moral theory of a 

similar level of abstraction to utilitarianism is in the same boat. Kantians do not tend to 

recommend that we consult the categorical imperative before every decision. If their theory 

requires this, then it is implausible; people are not morally worse for using the sorts of rules 

of thumb we find in M. (Williams (1981a) alleges that sometimes – in his ‘one thought too 

many’ cases, they may be morally better for acting without reference to moral principles at 
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all.)  Moreover, if Kantianism is to permit competitive games, it must not only permit agents 

to not consult the categorical imperative before every decision, but recommend, in some 

circumstances, that they do not, and instead consult other principles (such as ‘one should try 

to win’) that will sometimes conflict with it. The same, I think, will go for all moral theories 

that are general enough to count as rivals to utilitarianism. 

 

3. The argument from collective self-defeatingness 

So much for the argument from other motives. In this section we’ll examine a different 

argument for utilitarianism’s self-effacingness. Before we come to the main argument of the 

section, observe that there seems to be a simple argument from the Integrity Objection to the 

conclusion that utilitarianism is self-effacing. The Integrity Objection showed that accepting 

utilitarianism precludes commitment. We may add the premise that commitment is 

conducive to well-being. If so, utilitarianism will recommend that we bring about 

commitment; therefore, it will recommend that agents do not accept utilitarianism.23 

Again, Williams gestures at something like this argument, or at least the additional 

premise needed for it. He writes: 

 ‘It may even be that the utilitarian researcher will find that many of those with 

 commitments, who have really identified themselves with objects outside themselves, 

 who are thoroughly involved with other persons, or institutions, or activities or 

 causes, are actually happier than those whose projects and wants are not like that. If 

 so, that is an important piece of utilitarian empirical lore.’ (1973, 115–16) 

Let us grant Williams’s piece of lore, and admit that those with commitments enjoy greater 

well-being than those without. Nevertheless, the argument described in the previous 

paragraph fails. 

Utilitarianism does recommend that we act optimifically, and therefore will require us 

not to do things that are not conducive to our well-being, other things equal. But in the case 

of accepting utilitarianism, other things are not likely to be equal. Accepting utilitarianism 

might prevent me from having commitments, and so, granting Williams’s lore, reduce my 

well-being. However, it might also motivate me to do other things which increase overall 

well-being, such as donating large amounts of money to famine relief. Taking this into 

 
23 Readers will notice the similarity of the arguments in this section to those of the ‘incoherence 

objection’ that featured in the previous chapter. If utilitarianism is self-effacing though, it is not 

incoherent in the way mentioned there, since it would not require agents not to have commitments (in 

virtue of not requiring them to accept utilitarianism). 
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account, it might still be that my accepting utilitarianism brings about more well-being than 

my not doing so. 

Just because accepting utilitarianism prevents me from having commitments and the 

associated well-being, then, does not necessarily make it self-effacing for me. It does imply 

something else, however. It implies that if everyone accepted utilitarianism, commitment 

would completely disappear. Now let’s grant another empirical claim: that the complete loss 

of commitment from the world would be disastrous for well-being, such that it could not be 

optimal, even considering other things un-committed people might do. (Donating money to 

famine relief might not do that much good, for instance, if the people it saved went on to 

have lives barren of commitment, or if the people involved in delivering famine relief were 

not committed to their cause.) If so, then given the incompatibility of utilitarianism and 

commitment, utilitarianism is ‘collectively self-defeating’ - if every individual accepted 

utilitarianism, its aims (greater well-being) would be worse achieved. 

In some places, Parfit, Railton and Eggleston seem to suggest that it follows from the 

claim that a theory is collectively self-defeating that it is self-effacing for individual agents. 

(Parfit and Railton are talking more generally about consequentialism, which Parfit labels 

‘C’, but presumably their arguments are supposed to apply to utilitarianism too.) Parfit 

writes:  

 ‘If we were all pure do-gooders, the outcome would be worse than it would be if we 

 had other sets of motives. If we know this, C tells us that it would be wrong to cause 

 ourselves to be, or to remain, pure do-gooders.’ (Parfit 1984, 28) 

Railton imagines someone justifying their non-consequentialist commitments on 

consequentialist grounds by saying:  

 ‘Look, it’s a better world when people can have a relationship like ours and nobody 

 could if everyone were always asking themselves who's got the most need. You’d 

 make things worse in a hurry if you broke up those close relationships for the sake of 

 some higher goal.’ (Railton 1984, 150)24  

Eggleston writes: 

 
24 Both Parfit and Railton, in these texts at least, ultimately express doubt that C is wholly self-

effacing, judging it more likely that it recommends accepting some mix of consequentialist and non-

consequentialist theories. But these arguments are supposed to push us towards the thought that C is 

self-effacing. 



57 
 

 ‘it can be expected that a society of act-utilitarian agents would do worse, in terms of 

 achieving the act-utilitarian aim of maximising happiness, than would a society of 

 agents who subscribe to other moral theories… if happier outcomes result from 

 agents’ subscribing to some other moral theory than act utilitarianism, then—given 

 act utilitarianism’s characteristic insistence on agents’ bringing about the happiest 

 outcomes—act utilitarianism itself will enjoin agents to subscribe to some other 

 moral theory than itself.’ (Eggleston 2013, 31) 

These authors seem to infer from the fact that a theory is collectively self-defeating that it 

is self-effacing – in our case from the fact that less well-being would arise if everyone 

accepted utilitarianism to the claim that, according to utilitarianism, agents ought not to 

accept utilitarianism. But it is not in general true that if the outcome of our all doing 

something would be non-optimific, then utilitarianism implies that each of us ought not do 

it. Recall Feldman’s case from the previous chapter: 

 ‘Suppose a group of adults has taken a group of children out to do some ice skating. 

 The adults have assured the children and their parents that, in case of accident, they 

 will do everything in their power to protect the children. Each adult in the party is a 

 good skater and swimmer. Suppose, finally, that, while they are out skating, it just so 

 happens that all the adults are spread out around the edge of the pond. A lone child is 

 skating in the middle, equidistant from the adults. Suddenly, the ice breaks, and the 

 child falls through. There is no time for consultation or deliberation. Someone must 

 quickly save the child. However, since the ice is very thin, it would be disastrous for 

 more than one of the adults to venture near the place where the child broke through. 

 For if two or more were to go out, they would all fall in and all would be in profound 

 trouble.’ (Feldman 1980, 171) 

Now, imagine that you are one of the adults and you know that no other adult will go to save 

the child. Utilitarianism then directs you to save the child: this would result in the most well-

being that your actions could produce. This is true even though if every adult did the same, a 

disaster would occur.  

Accepting utilitarianism could be like going to save the child. That is, it could be that both 

(a) if we all accepted utilitarianism, this would not be conducive to well-being, and (b) that 

my accepting utilitarianism, given the likely behaviour of others, would maximise well-being. 

In such cases, utilitarianism would direct me to accept utilitarianism: it would not be self-

effacing, even though it is collectively self-defeating. 

The incompatibility of utilitarianism and commitment makes it quite plausible that we 

are in such a case. We have already seen how (a) might be met – that is, how utilitarianism 
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might be collectively self-defeating. If accepting utilitarianism precludes commitment, then a 

world in which everyone accepted utilitarianism would be a world without commitment, and 

this might be disastrous for well-being. 

And (b) could also be met. The vast majority of people do not accept utilitarianism. Many 

non-utilitarian moral principles are so embedded in social norms and education, and so 

much better suited to general biases and the interests of the powerful, that there is little 

prospect of this changing very much in our lifetimes. The observations of Integrity Objection 

give us another reason to be sceptical that utilitarianism will become a consensus position. 

Given utilitarianism’s incompatibility with commitment, and commitment’s important role 

in well-being (which we have granted to Williams), accepting utilitarianism means 

sacrificing a good degree of one’s own well-being. Moreover, the nature of commitments is 

that they are hard to abandon, and largely people do not consider abandoning them – so 

embracing utilitarianism, if it involves these things, will be difficult and rare. Thus, we know 

that few others will accept utilitarianism, just as in my presentation of Feldman’s case I 

stipulated that you know that no others will go to save the child. 

Therefore, it is unlikely that my accepting utilitarianism will lead to a world barren of 

commitment. What is more likely is that I accept utilitarianism and everyone else carries on 

as they are – with commitments and all the well-being they bring. In this scenario, although 

I would be unable to enjoy the well-being that springs from commitment, others would 

continue to do so. Moreover, it is plausible that if I accepted utilitarianism, I would help 

them to do much more of it (for example, by expending my energies on policies that save 

their lives or increase their capacities) than I would if I simply pursued my own existing 

commitments and rejected utilitarianism. Thus it seems that precisely because commitment 

is conducive to personal well-being, and utilitarianism is incompatible with it, that given the 

likely behaviour of others it would be optimific for me to accept utilitarianism – that is, 

utilitarianism is not self-effacing.  

To recapitulate: I am questioning the inference from collective self-defeatingness to self-

effacingness. In fact, the problems associated with commitment that make it plausible that 

utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating also make it unlikely to be self-effacing for 

individual agents. There was a divergence, in Feldman’s case, between what it would be 

expectably best for me to do and what would be best for everyone to do, because I had good 

reason to think that the other adults would not go to save the child. Utilitarianism’s 

incompatibility with commitment gives us good reason to think that most other people will 

not accept it. It means that accepting utilitarianism is hard, as it precludes certain things that 

make one’s life go better. This may be offset, in the person-neutral terms of the theory itself, 

by the good things one can bring into the lives of others. But we know that individuals do not 
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typically sacrifice their commitments for the good of others beyond those commitments. 

Therefore, if accepting utilitarianism amounts to making such a sacrifice, there is little risk of 

everyone accepting it, and each of us has the opportunity to increase overall well-being by 

sacrificing some of our own to help the majority who do not accept utilitarianism to live in 

conditions in which they can enjoy the fruits of commitment. 

The fact that utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating does imply that agents ought not 

(according to utilitarianism) bring it about that everyone accepts utilitarianism. However, 

this is not a relevant possibility for individuals in the actual world, and it is not equivalent to 

the claim that agents ought not bring it about that some agents, and in particular they 

themselves, do not accept utilitarianism. (I suspect that conflating the two is what leads 

Eggleston to endorse the argument from collective self-defeat to self-effacingness (2013, 

42).) Therefore, this claim has no bearing on whether utilitarianism is self-effacing, as I 

define it.  

Interestingly, Parfit and Railton seem aware, in the very works where they suggest the 

argument from collective self-defeat to self-effacingness, of the possibility that it could be 

both non-optimific if we all accepted utilitarianism (or for them, consequentialism) and 

optimific for each of us to accept it. Parfit writes: 

 ‘I know that most of us will continue to have the motives much like we have now. 

 Most of us will love certain other people, and will have other strong desires on which 

 most happiness depends. Since I know this, C may tell me to try to  be a pure do-

 gooder. This may make the outcome better even though, if we were all pure do-

 gooders, this would make the outcome worse. If most people are not pure do-

 gooders, it may make the outcome better if a few people are.’ (Parfit 1984, 30) 

Railton writes that  

 ‘just how demanding or disruptive [complying with consequentialism] would be for 

 an individual is a function – as it arguably should be – of how bad the state of the 

 world is, how others typically act, what institutions exist, and how much that 

 individual is capable of doing.’ (Railton 1984, 161) 

Parfit and Railton seem to recognise that which theories utilitarianism requires one to 

accept depends on what others accept. This being the case, there is a clear possibility that if 

others don’t accept utilitarianism, I should, even if it would ‘make things worse in a hurry’ 

for everyone to do so. The fact that Eggleston, Parfit and Railton seem to suggest an invalid 

argument, and an argument that is invalid for reasons the latter two themselves note, leaves 

us with an interpretative puzzle. One explanation is that they were not, in these pieces, 
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particularly interested in making the argument that utilitarianism (or consequentialism) is 

self-effacing; their focus is instead on what the implications would be if it were. Another is 

that my interpretation of their argument here is uncharitable. Later in this chapter I will 

suggest an alternative interpretation of their arguments. Nonetheless, what I have described 

here as the argument from collective self-defeatingness is flawed, whether Parfit and Railton 

make it or not.  

 

4. Parfit’s later argument 

In later work, Parfit gives a more explicit argument for consequentialism’s self-

effacingness, to which he seems to have become more committed, and which is slightly 

different from the argument from collective self-defeat as described so far. I take it that 

though he directs his argument at act-consequentialism – which he often labels ‘C’, it is 

meant to apply to utilitarianism too. However, this argument suffers from similar problems 

to the argument from collective self-defeatingness. 

Towards the end of Volume Three of On What Matters, Parfit writes that he finds it 

plausible that ‘things would on the whole go better if most people accepted, not C, but some 

improved version of Common Sense Morality.’25 He then says that it may also be true that 

‘since it would be best if everyone had the same moral beliefs, it would be best if everyone 

accepted some improved version of Common Sense Morality.’ He finally claims that if this 

second statement were true, ‘Act Consequentialism would imply that… everyone ought to 

accept, not C, but this version of Common Sense Morality.’ (Parfit 2017, 415) Thus, according 

to my definition, C would be self-effacing. 

Parfit’s argument here is somewhat unclear and has so far received little attention, so it is 

worth unpacking. His first premise, that things would go best if most people accepted 

improved Common Sense Morality (let’s call this theory ‘CSM*’) and not C, is close to the 

claim that C is collectively self-defeating. As I defined it, C is collectively self-defeating if, if 

everyone accepted it, the outcome would be suboptimal. Parfit’s premise is the stronger 

claim that if most people accepted it, the outcome would be suboptimal – because it would 

be better if most people accepted CSM*. For the sake of argument, I will grant this claim. 

His second premise, as stated, is really a collection of claims in some logical sequence. 

The first claim is that it would be best if everyone had the same moral beliefs. Another is that 

 
25 In this work, Parfit uses ‘AC’ to abbreviate act-consequentialism. I have replaced this with ‘C’ for 

consistency. This does not change the meaning, as ‘C’ throughout this chapter, and in Parfit’s earlier 

work, means act-consequentialism. 
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it would be best if everyone accepted CSM* (and not C). To validly infer the latter from the 

former, as the word ‘since’ suggests Parfit is trying to do, we need to add the premise that a 

world in which everyone accepts CSM* is better than any world in which there is some other 

moral view that everyone accepts. This is not entailed, but is suggested, by the very first 

premise – that it would be better if most people accepted CSM* (and not C). (If things would 

be better if most people accepted something, and it is best that either everyone accepts it or 

no one does, then it is likely to be best that everyone accepts it.) Parfit then infers from the 

fact that it would be best if everyone accepted CSM* (and not C) that C is self-effacing.  

This last step suffers from similar problems to the argument from collective self-defeat, 

as I explain below. I would also like to challenge the claim that it would be best if everyone 

had the same moral beliefs (note that Parfit here uses ‘belief’ and ‘acceptance’ 

interchangeably). At this point in Parfit’s book, it seems unmotivated. Later, however, he 

justifies a similar claim (that ‘everyone ought to have the same moral beliefs’) by writing that 

‘Moral truths are not true only for certain people.’ (2017, 420) This suggests that Parfit’s 

motivation for his claim that it would be best if everyone had the same moral beliefs is the 

universal nature of moral truths: they are not true only for certain people. Since they are true 

for everyone, we might think, it would be best if everyone accepted them. If everyone 

accepted them, then everyone would have the same moral beliefs. 

There are a couple of problems with this justification for the claim that it would be best if 

everyone had the same moral beliefs, in the context of Parfit’s argument for C’s self-

effacingness. The first is that it depends on those beliefs being true. Perhaps it would be best 

if everyone accepted the truth about morality, and perhaps the truth about morality is the 

same for everyone. It would follow that when things go best everyone has the same moral 

beliefs. But this is only because everyone has true moral beliefs; it is the truth, not the 

sameness of their beliefs, that makes things better. So this is no argument for the view that it 

would be best if everyone had the same false moral beliefs. If Parfit wants to use this 

justification to support the view that it would be best if everyone accepts CSM*, he is 

assuming that CSM* is true – and therefore that C is false. But Parfit repeatedly says that the 

fact that C is self-effacing does not make it false – but if he motivates his argument in this 

way it seems that he must assume its falsehood to show its self-effacingness. 

The second problem with the justification from universal moral truth is that it seems to 

ignore a distinction to which Parfit himself drew attention: between epistemic or intellectual 

oughts, and moral oughts (Parfit 1984, 43). Perhaps everyone ought to believe moral truths, 

and since they are true for everyone, everyone ought to have the same moral beliefs. And 

perhaps we can hold this in a way that doesn’t make it the case that everyone ought to have 

the same moral beliefs simply because everyone ought to have the true moral beliefs, and so 
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avoid the problem mentioned in the previous paragraph. For instance, we might think that 

because of the universality of moral truths, we should try to align our beliefs with those of 

others, whether their beliefs are true or false, since the fact that many others believe them, 

and they have decent moral intuitions about what is true for them, makes them likely to be 

true for us as well. But the idea that we ought to believe something because it is true, or likely 

to be true, is an epistemic or intellectual ought. It is, as Parfit says, another question what we 

ought morally to believe. Parfit’s Satan examples show how these oughts can come apart: if 

the Devil threatened to unleash great suffering if we continued to believe certain true things, 

it would become immoral to believe them – but they would still be true, there would still be 

arguments and evidence that show that we ought (in an epistemic sense) to believe them.  

To put this in terms of betterness, Parfit seems to have some reason to think that it might 

be best epistemically if everyone had the same moral beliefs. However, if his argument is to 

go through, it must be best morally for everyone to have the same moral beliefs. Parfit is 

trying to secure the claim that it would be best if everyone accepts CSM* and not C. If this is 

true, he says, C is self-effacing, telling everyone to accept CSM* rather than itself. But C is a 

moral theory. The claim that it would be epistemically best if everyone has the same moral 

beliefs, and thus if everyone accepts CSM* rather than C, implies nothing about what C 

requires. Parfit needs the claim that it would be morally best if everyone accepts CSM* 

rather than C. Thus he needs the premise that it would be morally best if everyone has the 

same moral beliefs. But he cannot motivate this by appeal to the nature of moral truths, since 

this could only be the basis of epistemic value. 

Let’s imagine that Parfit does somehow secure the claim that it would be morally best if 

everyone had the same moral beliefs. (Perhaps if everyone had the same moral beliefs there 

would be less conflict, and more time spent on constructive collaboration that improves the 

world.) Further, let’s say that he secures his claim that the moral beliefs it is morally best for 

everyone to have include a belief in CSM* and not in C.  He says that in that case, C would 

imply that everyone ought to accept CSM* rather than C. This inference, I believe, fails – for 

reasons that are very similar to those that invalidated the argument from collective self-

defeatingness. 

This is not surprising, since it is very close to the inference from collective self-

defeatingness to self-effacingness. C is collectively self-defeating iff, if everyone accepted it, 

the outcome would be suboptimal. Parfit’s premise here is that if everyone accepted CSM* 

rather than C, the outcome would be optimal. It follows from this premise that C is 

collectively self-defeating. Parfit’s conclusion is that everyone ought to accept CSM* rather 

than C. This implies that everyone ought not to accept C – that is, that C is self-effacing for 

all individual agents.  
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The inference from collective self-defeat to self-effacingness failed because of the 

possibility that the outcome might be suboptimal if everyone accepts C, but given that many 

people will not, each of us might make things go as well as we can by accepting C. A similar 

possibility defeats Parfit’s inference. Maybe it would be best if everyone accepts CSM* and 

not C. However, not everyone does accept CSM*. Perhaps, since it conforms more with 

common intuitions, more people accept it than accept C. But remember also that CSM*, 

unlike CSM, is a revisionary moral theory – by definition, it is an improvement on what most 

people accept. Since changing people’s moral beliefs is difficult, we are a long way from a 

world in which everyone accepts any revisionary morality, including CSM*. 

In this situation, granting all of Parfit’s premises, what does C tell me to do? It tells me 

that if I had the power to make everyone accept a particular moral theory, I should make 

them accept CSM*. But I do not. I can choose, to some extent, what I accept. C tells me to 

accept the theory such that my acceptance of it would make things go best. But Parfit’s 

argument does not prove that this theory is not C. It is perfectly possible that it would be best 

if everyone accepted CSM*, but also that given that they will not, it would be best if I 

accepted C. This is made most plausible when considering a practical situation Parfit was 

very interested in: charitable giving. Perhaps it would be best if everyone accepted CSM* and 

thus all the super-rich gave enough of their wealth to the poor to relieve global poverty. 

However, since they are not doing this, it is true for many of us that we could have a positive 

effect on the lives of the global poor by increasing our charitable giving above the level that 

CSM* demands. We might do this only if we accept C. If this is the case, it would be best (at 

least with respect to poverty relief) for each of us to accept C. 

 

5. Why utilitarianism might be self-effacing for collectives 

Consider the following case, adapted from Barbara Postow (1977). Fred and Mary have a 

garden that needs attention. Each can weed, or water, or do both, or neither. It would be best 

if one waters and the other weeds simultaneously. It would worst if neither task is done. Both 

of them watering would be disastrous, as it would waterlog their plants. However, if one of 

them does neither, it would be best if the other waters without weeding, since there is no 

time to do both in sequence, and watering is the more urgent task. In this case, it is true of 

each of Fred and Mary that, if the other does neither task, they ought to water without 

weeding. Both Fred and Mary are tired from the working week and reluctant to do either 

task, and each knows this is true of the other.  

In sections 3 and 4 I argued that there was no valid route from the claim that 

utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating to the claim that it is self-effacing for individuals. 
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This was because of the possibility that though it would be worse if we all accepted 

utilitarianism, it might be optimific for each individual, given what others will accept, to 

accept it. In this respect, accepting utilitarianism is like watering without weeding. Whether 

you are Fred or Mary, given that your partner is unlikely to do either task, you should water 

without weeding. This is true even though it would be disastrous if you both watered, and 

best if both watering and weeding were done. The interest of Postow’s case is this: there is a 

sense in which ‘Fred and Mary ought not water without weeding’ is true, even though it is 

false that either Fred or Mary ought not to water without weeding, given what the other can 

be expected to do.26 This suggests that there might be a sense in which (according to 

utilitarianism) ‘people ought not accept utilitarianism’ is true, even though it is false that any 

particular individual ought not accept utilitarianism. That is, there could be a sense in which, 

consistent with my arguments above, utilitarianism is self-effacing. In this section I argue 

that this sense is best understood as utilitarianism being self-effacing for collectives, 

interpreted either as many agents jointly bearing an ‘ought’ or as singular group agents. 

In Postow’s example, ‘Fred and Mary ought not water without weeding’ is true when read 

in what we might call a non-distributive manner. According to Oliver and Smiley, ‘A 

predicate F is distributive if it is analytic that F is true of some things iff it is true of each of 

them separately’ (2013, 3). If ‘ought not water without weeding’ is read as a distributive 

predicate, it implies that Fred ought not water without weeding, and that Mary ought not 

water without weeding, which would be false according to the example. But shorn of this 

implication, the same sentence can be read as true, holding the facts of the example fixed. 

Similarly, the predicate ‘ought not to accept utilitarianism’ may be read distributively, in 

which case ‘according to utilitarianism, people ought not to accept utilitarianism’ would 

imply that utilitarianism is self-effacing for each individual. But it can also be read without 

this implication, that is, non-distributively. This opens the door to a sense in which 

utilitarianism might be self-effacing for collectives even if, as I have argued, it is not self-

effacing for individuals. 

According to Postow, the non-distributive reading of ‘Fred and Mary ought not water 

without weeding’ is true because Fred and Mary form a group agent that ought to see to it 

that the garden is both watered and weeded (see also F. Jackson 1987). But it is not 

necessary to posit a group agent to justify a non-distributive reading. Some philosophers 

believe that the predicate ‘ought to X’ can be borne jointly by multiple agents (T. H. Smith 

2009; Estlund 2020, chap. 12; Mellor, n.d.). There are predicates like this. ‘Beautiful’ is one: 

 
26 By contrast, in Feldman’s case (which is in some ways similar) there does not seem to be a sense in 

which the adults ought not save the child. 
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the multiple dots in Seurat’s pointillist painting Un dimanche après-midi à l’Île de la Grande 

Jatte are beautiful, but this property does not distribute – it is not the case that each dot is 

beautiful (T. H. Smith 2009, 32; for broader discussion see Oliver and Smiley 2013). So we 

have two ways of analysing non-distributive oughts: as applying to a group agent, or as 

applying jointly to multiple agents.27 Both can ascribe moral obligation to a collective without 

ascribing it to individual members of the collective. To return to Seurat: the art critic who is 

the analogue of the group agency theorist says that the painting – a single whole made up of 

dots – is beautiful, though each dot is not; the one who is the analogue of the joint-ought 

theorist says that the dots – as distinct but multiple entities – are beautiful, though each one 

is not. 

Therefore, the claim that utilitarianism is self-effacing for some set of people could have a 

true non-distributive reading if either: (1) according to utilitarianism, a group agent 

incorporating the people in question is such that it ought not to accept utilitarianism; or (2) 

according to utilitarianism the people in question jointly ought not to accept utilitarianism. I 

will now argue that that it is plausible that some such claims are true – especially if 

utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating, as I have been granting. 

This offers an alternative reading of Eggleston’s, Parfit’s and Railton’s inferences 

criticised in Section 3. When Eggleston writes that if utilitarianism is collectively self-

defeating it ‘will enjoin agents to subscribe to some other moral theory than itself’, ‘agents’ 

could be read not as ‘each agent’ – which makes the unwarranted inference to self-

effacingness for individuals – but to ‘agents jointly’ or ‘agents as a group’, which makes the 

inference to self-effacingness jointly or for groups. Likewise, when Parfit writes that ‘[i]f we 

know [that C is collectively self-defeating], C tells us that it would be wrong to cause 

ourselves to be, or to remain, pure do-gooders’ he might mean, not that for each of us, it 

would be wrong to cause our individual selves to accept consequentialism but rather that for 

us, jointly or as a group, it would be wrong to cause ourselves to accept consequentialism. 

Similarly, when Railton justifies Juan having non-consequentialist attitudes towards his wife 

by saying: ‘You’d make things worse in a hurry if you broke up those close relationships for 

the sake of some higher goal’, the ‘you’ could refer to the collective, not any individual. On 

this reading, Juan cannot appeal to the collective self-defeatingness of utilitarianism as a 

reason against his accepting it. But he can appeal to the collective self-defeatingness of 

utilitarianism as a reason for collectives not to accept it.  

 
27 I have a general preference for the group agency analysis: see Chapter Six, Section 4 for further 

discussion. 
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For the notion that utilitarianism is self-effacing for collectives to make sense, 

utilitarianism must be applicable to collectives (either jointly or as groups), and not just to 

individuals. It is, I think, within the spirit of utilitarianism to apply it as such. Many of the 

actions that have the most significant consequences for overall well-being are collective 

actions. Postow’s case is a sanitised philosopher’s example, but others involve climate 

change, structural injustice, and questions of nuclear proliferation. I return to such cases in 

Chapter Six, where I make a more developed case for the need to apply utilitarianism to 

groups – including as an answer to ‘the pre-emption problem’ raised by Williams’s examples. 

For now, grant me that there are good reasons to want to apply utilitarianism collectively, 

either to groups or jointly. 

Given this precondition, the claim that utilitarianism is self-effacing for a collective is 

meaningful. But is it true? The claim can be fully spelt out as ‘according to utilitarianism, 

these people ought not accept utilitarianism’. Now we have the options introduced above, of 

interpreting this ‘ought’ jointly or as belonging to a group agent. I believe that on the joint 

interpretation, utilitarianism is self-effacing for us collectively, and that it is probably is self-

effacing on the group interpretation – given, as I have granted throughout, that it is 

collectively self-defeating. 

On the joint interpretation of Postow’s case, Fred and Mary ought (jointly, non-

distributively) not water without weeding. We can give a utilitarian justification for this: 

watering and weeding would be better for their garden, and therefore more conducive to 

well-being. Now, if utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating, then us all accepting 

utilitarianism is similarly less conducive to well-being than some alternative patterns of 

action. If this is true, it seems that in the same sense that Fred and Mary ought not water 

without weeding, we ought not accept utilitarianism. That is, on the joint interpretation of 

‘ought’, utilitarianism is self-effacing for a collective for which it is collectively self-defeating. 

With groups the answer is less straightforward. This is because the ‘ought’ is applied not 

to the members of the collective, but to a group, and a group’s accepting utilitarianism need 

not entail all of its members accepting it. What is it for a group to accept a moral theory? I 

have so far considered acceptance as something individuals do. However, we do attribute 

attitudes towards moral principles to groups (‘The Church believes that gay sex is sinful’, 

‘Pakistani society has conservative views about gender’, ‘The University of Manchester 

supports academic freedom’). Sometimes we attribute non-acceptance (‘The Church no 

longer accepts that gay sex is sinful’, ‘The proletariat has no ideals to realise’). Whole moral 

theories such as utilitarianism are less often attributed to groups in ordinary speech, but we 

do say things such as ‘America has a Judeo-Christian morality’ or ‘Cuba is a Marxist state’. 

But we might think of anthropologists, historians or sociologists aiming to work out what 
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general moral theories some community accepts. They might look at what some set of people 

seem to believe and observe their practices and from this construct a theory the group can be 

said to accept – see talk of ‘Victorian morality’ or ‘Indian morality’. We might think no 

community is homogeneous enough in this respect for it to be straightforwardly true to say 

that it accepts some theory, but we can make sense of the claim. So ordinary language 

supports the view that groups can accept moral theories. 

On many accounts of group acceptance (‘summative accounts’), a group accepting 

something entails that most individuals who are members of the group accept it. If 

utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating within some group, this means that if every 

member accepted it that would be non-optimific. If this is true, then it is likely that if most of 

its members accepted utilitarianism, that would be non-optimific too. Therefore, on 

summative accounts of group acceptance, the group’s accepting utilitarianism would likely 

be non-optimific, and utilitarianism would likely be self-effacing for the group. 

According to other accounts of group acceptance (‘non-summative accounts’), groups can 

accept something even if most of their members do not. There are cases motivating such 

accounts: a group might defer to a vocal minority, or to a leader; it might accept a 

compromise position that no individual member personally accepts; it might accept 

something simply because it has previously been decided that this is the party line. Such 

views about group acceptance have been used to underpin accounts of group belief (Gilbert 

1989; 1994; Tuomela 1992). However, it is the nature of group acceptance that I am 

interested in here, rather than whether it is a necessary or sufficient condition for group 

belief (for discussion and answers in the negative, see Lackey 2016; 202028). 

On these non-summative accounts of group acceptance, the path from collective self-

defeat to self-effacingness for the group is less certain. It is not entailed by the group’s 

accepting utilitarianism that most of its members do. However, on most plausible non-

summative accounts, utilitarianism’s collective self-defeatingness still makes it likely that 

utilitarianism is self-effacing for the group. What, if not the fact that a majority of members 

accept some view, makes it the case that a group accepts it? Non-summative accounts tend to 

emphasise widespread, conventional and norm-governed behaviour within the group. For 

instance, the willingness of group members to let that view stand as the view of the group, to 

 
28 Lackey also argues that groups cannot be justified in believing something merely on the grounds of 

non-summative group acceptance: rather, it is a necessary condition on justified group belief of p that 

members of the group justifiably believe p. This is not incompatible with the view that a group ought 

to accept p even if its members ought not. Lackey’s justification is an epistemic justification, which 

(crucially to her argument) aims at truth. The ‘ought’ in question for me is a moral ought.  
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publicly defend it, to rebuke group members who dissent from it or be quiet about their own 

dissent from it, and to allow group actions to proceed from it (Gilbert 1989; 1994; Schmitt 

1994; Tuomela 1992). Thus, if a community accepted utilitarianism, the principle of utility 

would be proclaimed, enforced, taught to children and so on. Acting non-optimfically, or 

openly dissenting from C, would make one fit for rebuke or punishment by the community, 

or at least mark one out as ‘letting the side down’. Whether individuals in this group accept 

utilitarianism or not, such a regime incentivises behaviour that is very similar to the 

behaviour of individuals who do. If utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating within the 

group and so it would be non-optimific if every member’s accepted it, then it is likely that 

much of the membership acting as if they accept it would be non-optimific too. Maintaining 

commitment, for instance, would be difficult in such a community, as doing so sometimes 

requires thinking and acting in non-utilitarian ways, but such ways would be discouraged. 

Committed people would face criticism from others. Furthermore, such a system is likely to 

cause more individuals to personally accept utilitarianism. It would be the moral theory to 

which they are most exposed, which best explains the public actions of their community, and 

the costs of complying with it in such a community would be much lower than the costs in 

our community. Thus, the group’s accepting utilitarianism, on this account of acceptance, 

could cause (though it does not entail) that most of its members accept utilitarianism. As 

argued above, if utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating within some group, it would likely 

be suboptimal if most of its members accepted utilitarianism. If the group’s accepting 

utilitarianism would cause the latter, utilitarianism will likely say that the group ought not 

accept utilitarianism.29 

So, if it is true that utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating (as I have assumed for the 

sake of argument in this paper), then it is likely self-effacing for collectives. If we interpret 

self-effacingness with a joint ought, then the members of the collective would not be bringing 

about the most well-being by accepting utilitarianism, and therefore jointly ought not to, 

according to utilitarianism itself. If we interpret it with a group ought, we then have a choice 

as to whether group acceptance should be analysed summatively or non-summatively. On 

summative accounts, if utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating it is probably self-effacing 

 
29 One might worry that if, as I have argued, efforts to persuade individuals to accept C are unlikely to 

be successful, but things would be better if a few individuals accepted C, groups ought, according to C, 

to try to persuade their members to accept it, with the expected consequence that only a few will. My 

response is that a large part of the reason that individuals are unlikely to accept C is that their groups 

do not accept it, and so disincentivise acceptance. If important groups did accept C, this may very well 

lead to many individuals – more than would be optimal – accepting it. Thanks to Joe Horton for 

pressing this worry. 
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for the group, since if all members accepting it would be non-optimific, then most members 

accepting it would probably be non-optimific too. On non-summative accounts, if 

utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating it is probably self-effacing for the group, though 

the story is more complex. People in a group that accepts utilitarianism, even non-

summatively, are likely to think and act in ways very similar to those who accept 

utilitarianism, and many are likely to accept utilitarianism themselves as a result. Such a 

group would produce fairly similar results to one in which everyone accepts utilitarianism, 

which would be, given collective self-defeatingness, not optimific. 

A variant of the argument from collective self-defeat therefore succeeds. So does a variant 

of Parfit’s later argument, or at least that last inference in it: if things go better if most people 

in a group accept CSM* rather than C, then the group probably ought to accept CSM* rather 

than C, according to C. This argument shows that C is likely self-effacing for groups, or 

jointly, even if not for individuals. 

In Section 2 of this chapter, I argued that utilitarianism is unlikely to be self-effacing for 

individuals because of the need for individuals to accept utilitarianism in order to find, 

maintain, revise and justify the other deliberative principles it would be optimific to accept. 

Groups have the same needs, insofar as they are to act optimifically. We might think that, as 

with individuals, this shows that utilitarianism will direct groups to accept utilitarianism. 

Accepting it would help them to hit upon and successfully use the principles that will be most 

conducive to well-being. However, I will now argue that groups have other ways of ensuring 

that they find and reliably employ optimific principles. 

Parfit writes, of a society in which no one accepts C, but rather CSM*:  

 ‘Given changes in the world, and in our technology, it might later come to be true that 

 the outcome would be better if we revised our moral beliefs. But if we no longer 

 believe C, and now believe [CSM*], we would not be led to make these needed 

 revisions in our morality… This suggests that the most that could be true is that C is 

 partly self-effacing. It might be better if most people cause themselves to believe 

 some other theory [having previously believed C], by some process of self-deception 

 that, to succeed, must also be forgotten. But, as a precaution, a few people should 

 continue to believe C, and should keep convincing evidence about this self-

 deception… If the moral theory believed by most did become disastrous, the few 

 could then produce their evidence. When most people learn that their moral beliefs 

 are the result of self-deception, this would undermine those beliefs, and prevent the 

 disaster.’ (Parfit 1984, 42) 
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I will not discuss the details of Parfit’s social engineering here. The important point to note is 

simply that we can imagine political and social arrangements such that most people do not 

accept utilitarianism, and the moral beliefs that are widespread in the community can 

nevertheless be revised so that they are usually optimific. I think that, on either view of 

group acceptance, the society Parfit describes would not count as accepting utilitarianism. 

So, a group can avoid accepting utilitarianism and still solve the problem of revising the 

principles it does accept in an optimific manner. 

It is plausible that this could be done by more realistic and less elitist means than Parfit’s 

caste of consequentialists. A community could reject utilitarianism but accept the narrower 

principle that the community should accept the principles such that their accepting them 

makes things go best. Call this ‘political utilitarianism’. It is not incoherent to accept this but 

reject utilitarianism. Many moral theories are utilitarian in some respects but not in others 

(think, for example, of a theory that says that agents ought to do whatever maximises well-

being, apart from when this would breach a deontological side constraint, or a personal 

prerogative). Many moral theories make different claims about what groups should do to 

those about what individuals should do (think, for example, about Rawlsian theories that 

require states not to act on particular conceptions of the good, whilst permitting individuals 

to do so). Most, or even all, of its members could accept political utilitarianism. When the 

group’s principles need revising to retain optimificness, these members of the group would 

lead it to do so, performing a role akin to Parfit’s ‘few’ who accept C. This is another way in 

which a group might revise its principles in an optimific manner without accepting 

utilitarianism. It also provides a way for groups to justify their acceptance of principles to 

their individual members. Most members (like the group itself) accept political 

utilitarianism, so would understand why the group adopted the principles it did. 

So utilitarianism is more likely to be self-effacing for collectives than for individuals (at 

least, given its collective self-defeatingness). This is in itself an interesting result. Moreover, 

that utilitarianism is self-effacing for collectives has implications regarding the Integrity 

Objection, which mitigate it to some extent. 

If utilitarianism is self-effacing for collectives, it may not ask for social pressure to be 

brought to bear to make people to abandon their commitments for the greater good, even if it 

asks individuals to make such sacrifices. It may not ask for groups or individuals to rebuke or 

punish people for pursuing their commitments when there are mosquito nets to be bought, 

even whilst it asks individuals themselves to pivot to mosquito nets. The group need not 

educate or incentivise people into utilitarian ways of thinking, even if individuals ought to 

adopt them on their own account. It may, to maintain, revise and justify the optimific non-

utilitarian principles it accepts, need to inculcate acceptance of political utilitarianism. But 
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note that political utilitarianism need not conflict with commitment in the way that full-

blown utilitarianism does – for it does not require attitudes of impartiality or dispensability 

from individuals, and if it is conducive to well-being that most people have commitments, 

political utilitarianism will issue principles that encourage or at least permit them to do so. 

 

6. Esotericism 

I have granted for the sake of argument that utilitarianism is collectively self-defeating. I 

have argued that even granting this, it is unlikely to be self-effacing for individual agents, 

given what others will actually do. However, collective self-defeatingness suggests that 

utilitarianism might be self-effacing for collectives, interpreted jointly or as group agents. 

These possibilities might provoke the worry that utilitarianism is ‘esoteric’. A theory T is 

esoteric iff it that implies that some individuals ought to accept T but others ought not. 

Sidgwick thought that his version of utilitarianism was esoteric, and he regarded this as 

regrettable (1884, 484–85). Esotericism seems problematic, I think, because it is 

inegalitarian: it seems somehow in tension with the idea that all individuals are moral 

equals. Williams’s description of esotericism as ‘Government House’, a reference to colonial 

administration, speaks to this worry. Parfit’s proposal mentioned at the end of the previous 

section might be a kind of esotericism. 

We should first note that my objections to the argument from self-defeatingness and to 

Parfit’s later argument do not rely on utilitarianism being esoteric. If utilitarianism is 

esoteric, it might direct some agents to accept it even if it is collectively self-defeating. I 

might be one of the chosen few, whose acceptance of utilitarianism would maximise well-

being even though if everyone, including the un-chosen, accepted it the results would be 

non-optimific. However, even if utilitarianism is not esoteric it could direct me to accept 

utilitarianism, despite being collectively self-defeating. Utilitarianism might direct every 

individual to accept it, even if the universal acceptance of utilitarianism would be 

suboptimal.  

To see this, consider Feldman’s case again. It might be not just that I have good reason to 

think that the other adults will not go to save the child, but that every adult has good reason 

to think that no other adult will go to save the child. Utilitarianism does not direct some of 

them to save the child and some of them to stay where they are: it directs each of them to go 

to save the child, since this would maximise well-being given what the others are likely to do. 

It says this even though if they all do it, disaster will occur. Likewise, we all have good reason 

to predict that very few others will accept utilitarianism, and therefore utilitarianism might 
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direct each individual to accept it, even though if everyone did so, the results would be 

suboptimal. 

Neither does the notion that a theory is self-effacing for groups but not for individuals 

necessarily make it esoteric. It could be that every single individual in the group ought to 

accept utilitarianism but the group ought not. The notion does entail that there is a class of 

agents (groups) whose moral obligations differ from those of another class (individuals). But 

this is not problematic, at least not for the egalitarian reasons that we might find esoteric 

theories problematic. It is not intuitive that individuals and groups have equal moral 

standing; unlike two different individuals, an individual and a group are different in kind in a 

morally salient way. In fact, part of the motivation for applying moral obligations to groups is 

that groups can do things, and be obliged to do things, that individuals cannot. 

If a theory is esoteric – it seems that those who ought to accept are also obliged by that 

theory to keep those who ought not in the dark, to hide the truth from them and manipulate 

them into false but expedient moral beliefs, as if they were colonial subjects. (For instance, 

the British Raj found the four varna caste system expedient as it divided Indian society and 

provided a ruling class who would collaborate with them, and so entrenched and exacerbated 

the principles of caste, even though few, if any, British rulers believed the Laws of Manu to 

be true.) Even if every individual ought to accept utilitarianism – and therefore it is not, 

strictly speaking, esoteric – if it is collectively self-defeating a similar worry persists. For each 

of us, according to utilitarianism, it would be true that although we ought to accept 

utilitarianism, we ought not bring it about that everyone else accept it. In fact, if things 

looked as if they were going that way, we might be obliged to step in and ensure that a 

sufficient number of people went on not accepting utilitarianism. The same goes if 

utilitarianism is self-effacing for groups: we ought not to bring it about that our group 

accepts utilitarianism, and we ought to step in to ensure that they do not, if it seems as if they 

might. To fulfil these obligations might involve the sorts of deceit and manipulation that 

make Government House rule so distasteful. 

Or would it? I have already noted two things about the world we live in. The first is that 

none of us has the power to bring it about that everyone accepts a moral theory. The second 

is that – especially taking utilitarianism’s incompatibility with commitment into account – it 

is unlikely that most people, and most groups, will accept utilitarianism. The first means that 

utilitarianism does not place an obligation on us not to bring it about that everyone else 

accept utilitarianism. Utilitarianism only tells us to bring about the most well-being we can. 

It says nothing about things that are out of our control. Granted, it implies that if we could 

bring about the universal acceptance of utilitarianism, we ought not. But since the 

antecedent will never be true, this obligation is never actually placed upon us. The second 
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means that it is unlikely that we will be in a situation in which everyone, or our group, would 

accept utilitarianism unless we persuaded them otherwise. So we do not have this obligation 

either. Moreover, since most people won’t be persuaded to accept utilitarianism, even if 

universal or group acceptance of utilitarianism would be very bad, we need not stop 

persuading people to accept it. We can sincerely endorse utilitarianism, trying to persuade 

everyone we meet to accept it (remember, in this scenario, it is true of each person that they 

ought to accept utilitarianism), safe in the knowledge that most people will go on rejecting it. 

No manipulation is necessary to encourage people not to accept a truth that it is costly for 

them to accept. 

This response relies upon the claim that most people are unlikely to accept utilitarianism. 

We might think this in itself is cause for concern. If utilitarianism is true, why should it be 

difficult to accept? Not all true theories, of course, are likely to be widely accepted – think of 

true theories in physics or biology, which are accepted only by experts (some true scientific 

theories, of course, may be yet to be accepted by anyone, because they are yet to be 

considered). But the reason that these scientific theories are not widely accepted is because 

they are very difficult to understand without technical training, and because most people 

never think about them or need to use them. We might think that moral theories should not 

be like that. The truth about morality should not be accessible only to experts. Morality is 

something that almost every person reflects on, has opinions about, and uses. Therefore, if 

utilitarianism will never be widely accepted, does this show it is false, or otherwise 

inadequate?30 

I think not. There are explanations for why utilitarianism is unlikely to be widely 

accepted that do not suggest that it is false. One is that accepting it is demanding, including 

by disregarding commitments. People are not disposed to accept claims that imply that they 

ought to do things that are costly to themselves, or that conflict with their commitments. 

This does not just go for moral theories, but empirical facts too. Wealthy people find it hard 

to accept that they are wealthy relative to others: together with widely held moral beliefs, this 

would imply that they ought to forego some of their wealth, and perhaps advocate for 

economic changes that would make them poorer. Scientists (and perhaps even 

philosophers!) find it hard to accept theories that contradict ones they have endorsed 

themselves. The latter example suggests another explanation for why utilitarianism is 

unlikely to be widely accepted: it is not widely accepted now, and moral beliefs are difficult to 

change. We are not educated to be utilitarians. Perhaps, if utilitarianism is collectively self-

 
30 Thanks to Ulrike Heuer for pressing this objection. 
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defeating, this is for the best. But given this education, it is unsurprising that most of us will 

never accept utilitarianism. This in no way suggests that the theory is false. 

It should also be noted that no moral theory enjoys universal acceptance, or is ever likely 

to do so. Certain vague principles might (many of them endorsed, as good heuristics, by 

utilitarianism). But nothing approaching utilitarianism’s level of generality does: not Kant’s 

formulae, nor Scanlon’s principles, nor Aristotle’s virtues. If there is something to the 

thought that a moral theory should be generally acceptable, then all moral theories will have 

to explain why they are not in fact generally accepted. I have just briefly sketched how 

utilitarianism might do that.  

 

7. Conclusions 

I have argued that neither the need for other motives, nor the fact of self-defeatingness, 

nor the premises of Parfit’s later argument secure the conclusion that utilitarianism is self-

effacing for individual agents. In fact, I think it is unlikely to be so, given the need for 

individuals to acquire, update and motivate themselves to follow optimific principles. 

However, collective self-defeatingness suggests that utilitarianism might be self-effacing for 

collectives, interpreted as multiple individuals jointly bearing an obligation or as group 

agents. This raises certain problems associated with esotericism, which I have suggested 

some ways of avoiding. 

As long as utilitarianism is not self-effacing for individual agents, Williams’s charge that 

it ‘ushers itself from the scene’ is not apt. It instead casts itself in a rather important role, as a 

tool of deliberation for individuals. I have admitted that this role will be limited: in many 

cases, individuals would bring about better results by employing non-consequentialist 

principles. But I have argued that utilitarianism will still be useful in some cases: not least in 

selecting the non-consequentialist principles one should accept and use in other cases. One 

can use a moral theory to deliberate without (a) using it constantly, and (b) wanting everyone 

else to accept it. This, I think, is what utilitarianism requires individuals’ attitudes towards 

utilitarianism to be. 

What are the implications of my arguments for the Integrity Objection? Well, as long as 

utilitarianism directs agents to accept utilitarianism, it will make commitment (as Williams 

defined it) impermissible. I will argue in the next chapter that, contra Williams, it is right to 

do so. But this chapter has already suggested how some of the negatives associated with the 

preclusion of commitment are mitigated. Other motives, such as those stemming from love 

and deeply held projects, are permitted and even encouraged by utilitarianism. Moreover, if 

utilitarianism is self-effacing for groups, then even if it holds that individuals ought to accept 
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utilitarianism it does not imply that groups ought to do anything to enforce this acceptance 

amongst its members. Abandoning commitment might be demanding, but no group ought to 

demand it of its members, even if morality does.  
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Chapter Four: Dispensability, Mutual Interdependence and Alienation from Projects 

 

0. Abstract 

Williams condemns utilitarianism for requiring us to regard our projects as dispensable, 

and thus preventing us from being properly committed to them. In this chapter, I argue 

against commitment as Williams defines it, drawing upon insights from the socialist 

tradition as well as mainstream analytic moral philosophy. I show that given the mutual 

interdependence of individuals (a phenomenon emphasised by socialists) several appealing 

non-utilitarian moral principles also require us to regard our projects as dispensable. This 

means that those who endorse these principles cannot appeal to Williams’s argument against 

utilitarianism. It also puts pressure on his thought that moral theories ought to permit 

commitment – in fact, it suggests that they ought not. 

Regarding one’s projects as dispensable may be alienating, and this may motivate us to 

hang onto commitment and reject these non-utilitarian principles along with utilitarianism. 

However, commitment also threatens a kind of alienation – from other people. Drawing 

upon the socialist tradition again, I argue that avoiding this form of alienation is necessary 

for proper engagement with our projects. 

 

1. Introduction 

I argued in Chapter Two that Williams’s Integrity Objection is best understood as raising 

what I called ‘the psychological problem’: utilitarianism requires a psychology that is 

incompatible with commitment. To restate Williams’s objection schematically: 

1. Having a project as a commitment is incompatible with regarding that 

  project impartially or as dispensable. 

2. If one accepts utilitarianism, one regards all projects impartially and 

  as dispensable. 

3. By 1 and 2, those who accept utilitarianism cannot have commitments. 

Since this is supposed to move us to reject utilitarianism as a moral theory, Williams must 

endorse something like that following adequacy condition on moral theories: an adequate 

moral theory should permit agents to have commitments. 

In Chapter Three I examined one way to resist Williams’s objection – claiming that 

utilitarianism is self-effacing, and so requires agents not to accept utilitarianism. This would 

mean that even if 1, 2 and 3 are true, utilitarianism need not fall short of the implicit 



77 
 

adequacy condition – agents would be permitted (or even required) not to accept 

utilitarianism, and so may be able to abide by utilitarianism’s requirements whilst having 

commitments. I argued that utilitarianism is unlikely to be self-effacing for individual agents, 

so this response to Williams’s objection is closed. I also argued that utilitarianism might be 

self-effacing for groups, and this would mitigate some of the problems that might arise with 

the employment of a moral theory that does not respect commitments. This finding should 

reduce the appeal of the adequacy condition, though perhaps to a small extent. 

In this chapter, I make a more explicit argument that this adequacy condition should be 

rejected. Moral theories need not permit commitment – at least, as Williams defines it, 

whereby being committed to a project entails not regarding it as dispensable (I will address 

impartiality in Chapter Five). I show that given the mutual interdependence of individuals, 

several appealing non-utilitarian moral principles also imply that one should regard one’s 

projects as dispensable. Thus, anyone who endorses these principles cannot reject 

utilitarianism on the grounds that it is incompatible with commitment. Insofar as these other 

principles are plausible, this suggests that commitment is likely to be morally impermissible, 

which would make Williams’s implicit adequacy condition mistaken. 

Recall Chapter Two’s explication of what it is to regard a project as dispensable. It is not 

simply that one would dispense with it in some circumstances. It is rather than one 

entertains as alternatives outcomes in which one dispenses with it. Entertaining some 

outcome as an alternative is not merely conceiving of it. It is being willing to conceive of it 

within the constraints set by one’s outlook on life. Commitments set such constraints: a 

committed agent is unwilling to conceive of outcomes in which they dispense with their 

projects. This does not mean they never do, but that when they do, a novel and (to them) 

unsettling mode of deliberation is required.  

In contrast, to a utilitarian agent, all moral decisions call for the same kind of 

deliberation – basically, cost-benefit analysis.31 The only inputs to utilitarian deliberation are 

facts about the well-being that a course of action will produce, and, as the cases of Jim and 

George suggest, there will always be possible alternatives in which dispensing with a project 

maximises well-being. Therefore, the utilitarian must entertain alternatives in which they 

abandon any of their projects. I will argue in Section 3 that moral agents who comply with 

several other moral theories must join them in this, given the mutual interdependence that I 

explicate in Section 2. 

 
31 At least, insofar as they employ utilitarianism as a decision-procedure. I argued in Chapter Three 

that they ought to do this sometimes, though not always. Bracket this caveat for now. 
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Regarding one’s projects as dispensable may alienate one from them, and this may 

motivate us to hang onto commitment and reject these non-utilitarian moral principles along 

with utilitarianism. However, commitment also threatens a kind of alienation – from other 

people. Drawing upon the socialist tradition and again appealing to the facts of mutual 

interdependence, I argue that avoiding this form of alienation is not only important in itself, 

but is also a precondition of properly engaging with our projects. 

Note that I am not arguing that we ought not have the kinds of projects that can become 

commitments. That is, I am not arguing against moral convictions, political struggle, cultural 

pursuits, intimate relationships and so on. I am arguing against pursuing these things as 

commitments – where this implies not regarding them as dispensable – rather than as mere 

projects. I am also not arguing against many of the attitudes that may in ordinary language 

be referred to as ‘commitment’. Williams uses the term in a particular way, according to 

which it is a conceptual truth that committed agents cannot regard projects to which they are 

committed as dispensable. It is against commitment so defined that I argue. 

 

2. Mutual interdependence 

Some of our projects – such as desires for food and water – are naturally determined. 

Williams does not think that such projects can be commitments. They are qualitatively 

identical with the projects of all other humans; they are not, in Williams’s words ‘individual 

and permeated with character’ (1973, 111).32 Thus it does not show admirable robustness, or 

one’s distinctive way of seeing the world, for one to satisfy one’s own desires for food and 

water at the expense of others.  

The projects to which we can be committed are things such as cultural pursuits, careers, 

political causes and moral convictions. They can define us, and we can hold these projects in 

distinctive ways. They do not tend to be naturally determined. Often, we choose them. But 

we do not make the choice in conditions of our own making – and the choices we make affect 

many others. Our projects are mutually interdependent. The core of my argument is that this 

fact, together with some attractive moral principles, supports the view that we should regard 

our projects as dispensable. 

Socialists traditionally emphasise the fact of our mutual interdependence, as have some 

mainstream analytic moral philosophers. Marx describes several aspects of mutual 

interdependence in this pithy sentence from the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts: 

 
32 Typically, at least: the hunger striker’s desire for food has a distinctive meaning, for instance. I 

thank Peter Railton for this example. 
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 ‘Not only is the material of my activity given to me as a social product (as is even the 

 language in which the thinker is active): my own existence is social activity, and 

 therefore that which I make of myself, I make of myself for society and with the 

 consciousness of myself as a social being.’ (1988, 105) 

The material point is the least deniable, but perhaps the most overlooked. To pursue any 

activity one needs certain material resources, and these resources are socially produced. 

Most basically, simply to live, we need food, water, shelter, healthcare and the like. Once we 

are alive, pursuing the projects that make our lives meaningful requires particular resources: 

practising medicine requires drugs and surgeries; birdwatching requires coats, notebooks 

and binoculars; marriage (in the conventional form) requires rings and a place to live 

together. Some projects require other people’s presence (doctors require patients; marriage 

requires a spouse and celebrants at a wedding). Some projects require time; this depends on 

an economy that produces enough (and distributes enough of what it produces to you) to 

permit you to spend some of your waking hours doing more than merely pursuing survival. 

In the modern economy, having these resources depends on the actions of countless others 

across the world.33 

Secondly, regardless of resource constraints, projects depend on the concepts that others 

recognise. What things are available projects for us depends upon which social forms are 

recognised in our society. This is one interpretation of Marx’s parenthetical claim about 

language. Joseph Raz – neither a socialist nor a utilitarian – emphasised a similar point 

(1986; 1996). As he writes: 

 ‘one cannot practise medicine except in a society in which such a practice is 

 recognized. Notice that in principle one may be born into a society with no medical 

 practice or knowledge endowed with an innate knowledge of medicine. One could 

 then cure many diseases, but one could not be a medical doctor, of the kind we have 

 in our society. It takes more than medical knowledge or curing powers to do that. A 

 doctor participates in a complex social form, involving general recognition of a 

 
33 See also Locke, writing centuries earlier in the story of our economy’s increasing complexity and 

globalisation: ‘’Twould be a strange Catalogue of things, that Industry provided and made use of, 

about every Loaf of Bread, before it came to our use, if we could trace them; Iron, Wood, Leather, 

Bark, Timber, Stone, Bricks, Coals, Lime, Cloth, Dying-Drugs, Pitch, Tar, Masts, Ropes, and all the 

Materials made use of in the Ship, that brought any of the Commodities made use of by any of the 

Workmen, to any part of the Work, all which, ’twould be almost impossible, at least too long, to reckon 

up.’ (For recent discussion of the relevance of this fact to a different set of normative questions, see 

Brudney n.d., where Locke’s passage is quoted.) 
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 medical practice, its social organization, its status in society, its conventions about 

 which matters are addressed to doctors and which not… and its conventions about 

 the suitable relations between doctors and their patients.’ (1986, 310–11) 

As for careers, so for other pursuits: 

 ‘Bird watching seems to be what any sighted person in the vicinity of birds can do. 

 And so he can, except that that would not make him into a bird watcher. He can be 

 that only in a society where this, or at least some other animal tracking activities, are 

 recognized as leisure activities, and which furthermore shares certain attitudes to 

 natural life generally.’ (1986, 311) 

Raz’s point is that the kinds of projects which we could adopt as commitments (what Raz 

calls ‘comprehensive goals’) are only on the table for us because of social conditions.34 These 

conditions are made up of the attitudes and actions of large numbers of other people in our 

society: the respect they have for doctors, the way they relate to birds and nature, and so on. 

Without others doing certain things and being certain ways the projects that are available to 

us would not be.35 Moral convictions, such as George’s and Jim’s, may not require material 

resources for their pursuit. But they require certain ways of life, conceptions, institutions and 

recognition, and so depend on society in this second way. Williams himself recognises a 

similar point in later work (Williams 1985a). 

Not only are our lives materially dependent on others, then, but also the range of possible 

lifestyles available to us is determined by the attitudes of others in society. As Bakunin, 

Marx’s factional enemy in the nineteenth-century socialist movement, puts it: 

 ‘Man becomes conscious of himself and his humanity only in society and only by the 

 collective action of the whole society. He frees himself from the yoke of external 

 
34 See also Walzer (1983, 6–10). Walzer suggests, going beyond Raz, that all goods – or at least, all 

those whose distribution is the concern of justice – are social products.  

35 It might be thought that this only goes for a subset of the projects that could be commitments, 

namely, ones that accord with prevailing social norms. But Raz argues that its scope is wider. Even 

when our projects involve transgressing social norms, they can only involve that because those norms 

exist. Raz considers a couple who pursue an open marriage (1986, 309). This is not a social form that 

society normalises. But it is conceivable only because there is a standard social form of marriage, 

which the couple use as a basis for innovation. Even further, we might consider a couple who make it 

central to their identity that they do not marry – as an act of rebellion against patriarchal norms, 

perhaps. Their pursuit of this project still depends on there being an institution of marriage: you 

cannot rebel against what does not exist. Such transgressive projects still depend on social forms, and 

hence on the actions and attitudes of others. 
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 nature by collective and social labour, which alone can transform the earth into an 

 abode favourable to the development of humanity. Without such material 

 emancipation the intellectual and moral emancipation of the individual is 

 impossible.’ (1973, 236–37) 

To the material and conceptual bounty of society we could add the special kind of 

meaning our lives – or at least many of the activities within them – attain from their effects 

on others. As Marx says, I make myself ‘for society’. Scheffler makes a similar point, 

reflecting on what it would mean for us if humans were to go extinct a generation from now: 

 ‘many of the activities that we had previously regarded as worthwhile would no 

 longer seem to us as appealing. We would see less reason to engage in them. Some of 

 those activities might even seem completely pointless. We might see no reason at all 

 to engage in them. To be sure, some activities, such as spending time with family and 

 friends, would almost certainly continue to seem worthwhile to most people. Overall, 

 however, our capacity to find value in our activities would be seriously eroded.’ (2018, 

 43) 

Consider someone who builds their life around producing art, or furthering scientific 

knowledge. If there were no other people to enjoy that art or use that knowledge, their life 

would be less meaningful. Similarly, for Marx, meaningful production in general is 

production for other people (Kandiyali 2020), and it is the tragedy of capitalist production 

that it obscures the others for whom we produce (we produce for our own wage, for our 

employer, for a market – but not usually directly for another) and thus alienates us from our 

own working selves. To sum up, we have three ways in which we depend on others: they 

produce the material resources that make our lives possible; their attitudes determine the 

concepts that determine the lifestyles that are available to us; doing things for them adds 

meaning to our lives. 

Our pursuit of projects, then, is shaped by others. But, of course, I am an other to others. 

The implication is that just as my projects are partly produced by others, I play a role in 

producing theirs. That is to say, as far as the pursuit of projects goes, we are mutually 

interdependent (Marx and Engels 2000b, 185) with respect to one another. I believe that this 

fact makes tenable utilitarianism’s insistence that we regard our projects as dispensable. 

 

3. Dispensability 

In this section I offer three appealing moral principles that imply that we ought to regard 

our projects as dispensable. An agent regards a project as dispensable if they entertain as 
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alternatives outcomes in which they dispense with that project. Agents who accept 

utilitarianism regard their projects as dispensable because, as Williams points out, the 

utilitarian outlook entertains all outcomes as alternatives, applying the same cost-benefit 

standard to each. This will include – as in the cases of George and Jim – outcomes in which 

agents are required by utilitarianism to dispense with their projects. 

In this section, I will describe three other principles, weaker and more appealing than 

utilitarianism, that each also require agents to entertain alternatives in which they dispense 

with their projects. Therefore, they each imply that agents ought to regard their projects as 

dispensable, and hence that commitment, as defined by Williams, is impermissible. 

 

a. Rescue 

In her response to Williams, Elizabeth Ashford (2000) argues that all plausible moral 

theories will ask agents to step aside from their projects in situations when others are in 

serious danger, immediate to the agent, from which the agent could save them at the cost of 

abandoning one of their projects. Though I do not endorse Ashford’s reading of Williams, I 

adopt this element of her response. The principle at stake is something like the following: 

 Rescue: When one is able to save others in one’s immediate vicinity from serious 

 and urgent dangers one ought to consider doing so. 

Rescue should have broader appeal than utilitarianism. It is in fact a less demanding 

principle than Ashford seems to endorse, since it requires agents merely to consider saving 

others: one could in theory comply with Rescue without doing any actual saving. Many 

utilitarians endorse Rescue, since they believe that saving people from serious, urgent 

danger tends to be conducive to well-being, and this makes considering helping in such cases 

a good general strategy (though there may be rare circumstances where this is outweighed by 

countervailing considerations). Utilitarians typically place no weight on the immediacy of the 

endangered to the agent: famously, Singer (1972) extrapolates from the duty to save a child 

from drowning in a nearby pond to the duty to save children on the other side of the world 

from starvation.36 This means that utilitarians will probably endorse a stronger version of 

Rescue, without the ‘immediate vicinity’ clause, as well as endorsing Rescue as written. Many 

 
36 Rescue is not the same as Singer’s principle: ‘if it is in our power to prevent something bad from 

happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, 

to do it.’ (1972, 231) Rescue is weaker in that it does not require doing anything beyond considering, 

and does not apply to all bad things – but it is stronger in that it does not carry Singer’s ‘comparable 

moral importance’ caveat. 
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non-utilitarians think immediacy is morally significant. Many also think that we are not 

obliged to help people whenever doing so would be more conducive to well-being. These 

non-utilitarians could still endorse Rescue, since ‘serious and urgent dangers’ is a narrower 

category than ‘threats to the optimisation of well-being’. Ashford notes that Williams 

himself, in later work, endorses something like Rescue (Williams 1985a, 186). 

Rescue falls foul of commitment for the same reason that utilitarianism does. In some 

circumstances, namely those in which it is necessary to save others immediate to one from 

serious and urgent danger, one ought, according to Rescue, to consider dispensing with one’s 

projects. One ought, for instance, to at least consider missing an interview for a job about 

which one deeply cares to save a drowning child. As noted above, that there are some 

extreme circumstances in which an agent will dispense with their projects is not sufficient to 

undermine commitment. It is rather if such circumstances are entertained as alternatives 

within the constraints set by the agent’s outlook on life, if they do not appear as ‘beyond the 

limits of their moral world’, that commitment is undermined. So the question is whether 

Rescue requires an outlook on life that makes projects dispensable in this way. I think that 

there is enough chance that Rescue suggests considering dispensing with projects with 

sufficient frequency that complying with it requires such an outlook. 

Why think that we are frequently in situations in which we can save others, immediate to 

us, from serious and urgent dangers, at the cost of our projects? There are not children 

drowning in front of us on every commute. But as we saw in the previous section, our lives 

are intertwined with others around the world. This fact, in times of war, natural disaster and 

poverty, connects us to many people who are in serious and urgent danger. Our 

interdependence with them should make them count as ‘immediate’ to us. Ashford quotes 

Williams’s own words: 

 ‘We should be more concerned about the sufferings of people elsewhere…. We should 

 not banish the category of immediacy, but we must consider what for us, in the 

 modern world, should properly count as immediacy…’ (1985a, 186) 

Williams does not go on to propose an answer to the question of what should properly count 

as immediacy. But the way he poses the question implies that what counts as immediate has 

expanded in modernity to cover a wider geographical range. Thus, immediacy cannot be 

fixed by geographical proximity. Moreover, we should expect that the determinants of 

immediacy explain its expansion over time. If mutual interdependence were one such 

determinant, this would be explanatory. Centuries ago, most people were interdependent 

with a small number of others in their local community. Back then, immediacy in the sense 

relevant to moral principles such as Rescue would be geographically limited. Nowadays, 
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there is a global network of social relations that constitute mutual interdependence between 

just about every person on the planet, as I argued in the previous section. This is why the 

category of immediacy is to be expanded.37 We should extend ‘immediacy’ to mean, not 

simply the child drowning in the pond on your own street, but the child scouring the refuse 

heap halfway across the world where your old plastic bags are shipped, and their mother who 

stitched your trainers. Modernity has intertwined our lives with theirs in similar ways to how 

our lives are intertwined with people in our hometown. If immediacy extends so far, then 

every day there are many people facing serious and urgent dangers, who are immediate to us. 

One might worry that extending immediacy so far exhausts it of meaning. If everyone is 

immediate to us, nobody is – or at least, there is no need for an immediacy clause in moral 

principles like the one in Rescue. But though basing immediacy on mutual interdependence 

expands the category, it does not universalise it. We are not in such relations with 

uncontacted tribes, with extra-terrestrial life (should it exist) or with far future generations 

(should they exist). And indeed many of us do think that our duties of rescue towards these 

beings are less, or perhaps non-existent. To serve my purposes here, what is important is 

that immediacy in the modern, interdependent world is likely to put us in touch with people 

in serious and urgent danger. A sad fact about the world is that few of us need to expand the 

concept through many degrees of separation to find such people. 

Can we save them from those dangers? Ashford believes so: for people towards the top of 

the global wealth distribution in particular, she thinks, there are cases in which one’s 

charitable giving could save lives, and these are so frequent that attending to them will often 

mean abandoning one’s projects. As she puts it:  

 ‘the current state of the world is a constant emergency situation; there are continually 

 persons whose vital interests are threatened and, given modern communications, the 

 relatively well-off are continually able to help them.’ (2000, 430) 

For instance, it might mean abandoning your vocation in philosophy to take up a more 

lucrative career that will enable you to donate more money to charity, or, in Railton’s 

example (1984, 159), failing to see your spouse so that you can spend your time fundraising, 

thereby risking your marriage.  

This claim is based on some non-obvious empirical claims about how effective charitable 

giving in fact is (Macaskill 2015 makes the case for giving; see Wenar 2011; and Budolfson 

 
37 It also constitutes an explanation other than moral progress for the phenomenon Singer calls ‘moral 

circle expansion’. 
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and Spears 2019 for qualified dissent).38 If they are right, it would not only be in extreme 

cases, but very often, that we could save others immediate to us from serious and urgent 

dangers. Therefore, Rescue will require us to entertain alternatives in which we dispense 

with our projects on a frequent basis; thus, it precludes commitment to our projects.  

Even if we doubt that the likes of Singer, MacAskill and Ashford are correct about how 

frequently we are in a position to save others at the cost of one of our projects, Rescue may 

still require such attitudes. We ought to have some credence in their pro-giving claims: they 

are sincere, intelligent and well-informed. If we endorse Rescue, then their being right would 

alter our moral duties significantly. So we should at least entertain the possibility that they 

are right, try to evaluate their claims, and be prepared to respond if we become convinced by 

them. Rescue says that we should respond, if they are right, by considering dispensing with 

our projects. Therefore, when we are investigating whether they are right, we should be 

prepared to consider dispensing with our projects, if our inquiry vindicates them. But this 

preparation itself amounts to entertaining as alternatives outcomes in which we dispense 

with our projects; therefore, of regarding our projects as dispensable. To put it another way, 

if you are committed to your projects, in Williams’s sense, then you hold that if Ashford et al 

turn out to be correct you will contravene Rescue, because you rule out in advance that you 

could dispense with those projects to which you’re committed. If you truly endorse Rescue 

and think Ashford’s claims have enough credibility to be worth investigating, this would be a 

strange position to hold.  

So Rescue – a principle with wider appeal than utilitarianism – is also at odds with 

commitment, given our mutual interdependence and at least some chance that the empirical 

claims of people like Ashford are true. But perhaps you wholeheartedly reject those empirical 

claims, or Rescue itself. There are at least two further principles with similar implications for 

commitment. 

 

b. Non-Instrumentalisation 

The next principle has a Kantian flavour: it concerns the immorality of treating others as 

mere means. As Parfit puts it: 

 ‘we treat someone as a means when we make use of this person’s abilities, activities 

 or body to help us achieve some aim… we treat someone merely as a means if we 

 
38 Note too that there may be other ways to save people from serious and urgent dangers, such as 

political activism or scientific research. So even if giving is ineffective, those of us who can be effective 

in these ways might frequently face the demands of Rescue. 
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 both treat this person as a means, and regard this person as a mere instrument or 

 tool: someone whose well-being and moral claims we ignore, and whom we would 

 treat in whatever ways would best achieve our aims.’ (Parfit 2011, 213) 

Parfit rejects the principle that an act is wrong if it involves using someone merely as a 

means. I think he has good reasons for doing so. In a case he gives (2011, 231), a gangster 

who regards everyone but his own family as instruments uses the body of another person to 

save his own child’s life during an earthquake, causing minor injury to this other person. 

This action is not wrong. But Parfit endorses the claim that one ought not to regard other 

people as mere means (2011, 232). There is something wrong with the gangster, but it is the 

attitude he has towards the other person, not the fact that he uses him to save his child. We 

may draw from Parfit this principle: 

 Non-Instrumentalisation: If one makes use of some other person’s abilities, 

 activities or body to pursue some project then one should sometimes be prepared to 

 dispense with one’s project for their sake. 

The gangster violates Non-Instrumentalisation not because he makes use of another person’s 

body to save his child, but because he does so without considering that person’s moral claims 

– the gangster would not have held back from his aim of saving his child, using this person’s 

body, even if that person had a good moral claim not to be so used (for instance, that they 

would have been killed or worse).  

Mutual interdependence entails that in pursuing my projects, I make use of countless 

other people’s abilities, activities and bodies to help me achieve my aims. It implies, 

therefore, that the antecedent of Non-Instrumentalisation is true for all of our projects. We 

cannot avoid treating others as means. Therefore, to comply with Non-Instrumentalisation 

we must, for all projects, sometimes being prepared to dispense with our projects for the 

sake of those on whom our success in achieving those projects relies. If one accepts Non-

Instrumentalisation, therefore, one must entertain as alternatives outcomes in which one 

dispenses with one’s projects for the sake of others – not to entertain such possibilities would 

be to instrumentalise those others on whom one’s pursuit of one’s project depends. 

The thought is this: we use others – this is unavoidable given mutual interdependence – 

but we shouldn’t use them as tools. Avoiding using them as tools means entertaining 

possibilities in which we dispense with our projects for their sake. What those possibilities 

are is left undetermined, and so Non-Instrumentalisation is compatible with a wide variety 

of further moral principles specifying them.  
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Note that Non-Instrumentalisation does not prohibit using others to pursue one’s 

projects; nor pursuing them whenever they are at odds with the interests of those you use to 

achieve them. It simply says that one should sometimes be prepared to dispense with one’s 

projects for their sake. One could comply with Non-Instrumentalisation by simply being 

prepared to dispense with one’s projects when pursuing them would cause very severe, 

irreparable damage to those on whom you rely. One would then only dispense with one’s 

project in extreme situations. But one should have the attitude to others, that they are 

sufficiently important to sometimes consider dispensing with our projects for their sake, as 

part of one’s regular outlook on life – on pain of instrumentalising them. This would mean 

regarding one’s projects, given that they rely on others, as dispensable.  

One clearly does not have to be a utilitarian to accept Non-Instrumentalisation. It has 

Kantian inspiration, and a good degree of intuitive plausibility. Furthermore, since the 

specification of the ‘sake’ of others that we should consider are unspecified, a wide range of 

moral theories could endorse Non-Instrumentalisation. It could ask us to consider other 

people’s needs, interests, rights, or moral claims of any kind. It is consistent with 

utilitarianism, with ‘sake’ read as well-being, as we are likely to perform actions which more 

reliably maximise well-being when we are prepared to forego our own aims to increase the 

well-being of others. It might be thought that there is some tension between Non-

Instrumentalisation and utilitarianism, as the former emphasises the sake of those whom we 

use, whilst utilitarianism weights the well-being of each person equally. However, Non-

Instrumentalisation simply encourages us to consider those whom we use; it does not claim 

that they have greater weight than anyone else’s. That said, given the kind of mutual 

interdependence that occurs in the modern world, Non-Instrumentalisation itself might 

encourage us to consider the claims of every person in the global economy.39  

 

c. Responsibility for injustice 

Iris Marion Young proposes the following principle as part of her ‘social connection 

model’ of responsibility (2006, 102–3). 

 Responsibility: all who contribute by their actions to the structural processes that 

 produce injustice have responsibilities to work to remedy those injustices. 

This principle may be more controversial than the previous two, but many find it plausible. 

Such a principle is necessary, Young argues, given that many injustices are largely 

determined by structural processes rather than the direct effects of action. Young’s central 

 
39 Onora O’Neill (1996, chap. 4) makes an argument that somewhat resembles this last thought. 
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example is the global clothing industry. Many of the workers who manufacture clothes face 

serious injustices, including overwork, precarity, low pay, unsafe conditions and restrictions 

on their rights to organise. Mostly these injustices are the direct effects of the actions of those 

who employ or manage them – usually small enterprises in poor countries, dependent on 

larger exporters, who are in turn dependent on large multinationals who sell to consumers in 

rich countries. However, Young says, 

 ‘In this system, each of the links in the chain believes itself to be operating close to 

 the margin in a highly competitive environment, and usually is under heavy pressure 

 to meet orders at low cost by firms higher up the chain.’ (2006, 110) 

Manufacturers can truthfully say that if they mitigated the condition of the workers, they 

would be outcompeted by a rival who would treat workers more harshly. Multinationals can 

truthfully say that if they paid manufacturers more, allowing them to improve working 

conditions, they too would be outcompeted. Their actions, then, do not generate the 

injustice. What of the consumers to whom they ultimately sell, and whose demand for cheap 

clothing puts downward pressure on costs throughout the chain? Well, these consumers are 

often themselves not wealthy, and are usually just trying to clothe themselves and their 

families in accordance with their own budget constraints and prevailing social norms. 

Furthermore, buying fewer clothes may make things even worse for the workers by putting 

them out of work, and paying more for their clothes may simply increase the profits of 

multinationals. 

There seems to be, in this case, no single agent or agents on whom this injustice can be 

blamed. But, Young notes, we have a lingering feeling that all of the agents mentioned bear 

some responsibility for the injustice. The explanation for this is that structures are not some 

alien force: they are, as noted above, produced by people. Our actions produce structures, 

and this gives us some responsibility to do something about them when they cause injustice, 

namely, to work to remedy it. 

What does this have to do with projects and commitment? If the argument of Section 2 is 

correct, our pursuit of our projects contributes to structures. This is largely how they affect 

(amongst other things) the projects of others. There are, according to any plausible view, 

many unjust structures in the world. Because there are so many plausible views about 

justice, we cannot be confident which these are; nor, given the complexity of the social world, 

can we be confident to which structures our pursuit of projects contributes. Often, as Young 

says, these contributions are unwitting and many degrees removed from identifiable harms. 

(Pursuing a career writing for fashion magazines may contribute to structures that exploit 

workers on the other side of the world, that are enmeshed with local class and gender 
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structures, which affect the political system of that country…). Therefore, if we accept 

Responsibility as a principle, we should acknowledge that our pursuit of our projects will 

give us widespread responsibilities to work to remedy injustices. 

This work to remedy injustices will often involve entertaining as alternatives outcomes in 

which one dispenses with one’s projects. It is not that when we realise that our pursuit of 

some project contributes to unjust structures we ought to give up that project. Young 

emphasises that in cases of structural injustice, the remedy will tend to be collective, rather 

than individual, action. One consumer abandoning their project of trying to keep up with the 

latest affordable fashion will not in itself remove the injustice; this is part of what makes the 

injustice structural. The work of remedying such injustice, therefore,  

 ‘is ultimately political responsibility… [it] involves joining with others to organize 

 collective action to reform unjust structures… Thus, discharging my responsibility in 

 relation to sweatshop workers might involve trying to persuade others that the 

 treatment of these workers is unacceptable and that we collectively can alter social 

 practices and institutional rules and priorities to prevent such treatment.’ (Young 

 2006, 123)40 

However, engaging in that political struggle, I think, will necessitate entertaining 

possibilities in which we give up our projects. If one struggles for a change in the social 

structures to which one’s project contributes, one aims for a world in which one’s project 

would be radically altered. If the clothing industry really did reorganise to remove injustices 

in its supply chain, it is likely that the project of following fashion would be very different to 

what it is today. If the activist fashionista is serious about such change, they will entertain 

the possibility of their project no longer being available to them, as a result of their success in 

the work that Responsibility sets them. Even if one thinks such complete success is unlikely, 

and work to remedy injustices will usually result in piecemeal change compatible with 

retaining one’s project, that it is one’s aim means that one must entertain it as an alternative, 

and a desirable one. 

Therefore, a moral framework including Responsibility, given that the pursuit of our 

projects is likely to contribute to unjust structures (as the fact of mutual interdependence 

suggests), implies that agents ought to entertain as alternatives possibilities in which they 

dispense with projects. Responsibility is, like Rescue and Non-Instrumentalisation, a 

principle with broader appeal than utilitarianism. Utilitarians may agree with it. As long as 

 
40 Pogge (2002) also makes a compelling case for the responsibilities of citizens of wealthy countries 

to engage in such struggles. 
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unjust situations instantiate less than optimal well-being, utilitarians believe that everyone 

ought to do whatever they can to remedy injustice: including those who contribute to the 

processes that cause it. Utilitarians do not believe moral responsibility ends there, of course, 

and this is one reason that it is sometimes thought too demanding. But those who think this 

can endorse Responsibility. Responsibility could be true if nobody has a responsibility to 

remedy injustice apart from those who contribute to the processes that produce it. It could 

also be true on a variety of conceptions of justice, and on a variety of conceptions of what 

remedying such injustices in fact involves – its demands could therefore be much weaker 

than the demands of utilitarianism (although they need not be). 

  

d. The upshot 

In this section I have argued that (like utilitarianism) Rescue, Non-Instrumentalisation 

and Responsibility imply that we ought to regard our projects as dispensable, given the 

mutual interdependence of human lives and projects. This means that any moral framework 

incorporating any of these principles will be inadequate, according to the condition 

suggested by Williams’s Integrity Objection to utilitarianism. Anyone who endorses any of 

those three principles, therefore, cannot dismiss utilitarianism on the grounds of this 

objection. Moreover, insofar as it is likely that at least one of utilitarianism, Rescue, Non-

Instrumentalisation and Responsibility is true, Williams’s view that an adequate moral 

theory should permit commitment is false.  

We do not just have an argument against this adequacy condition for moral theories. We 

also have an argument against the permissibility of individuals having commitments as 

Williams defined them. Williams’s argument showed that utilitarianism made commitment 

impermissible. This was meant as a reductio against utilitarianism. However, we now see 

that three other principles with broader appeal than utilitarianism also make commitment 

impermissible. This strengthens the case for thinking that commitment is indeed 

impermissible: otherwise, not only utilitarianism but also each of these three other principles 

is mistaken. 

There are some ways of modifying the Integrity Objection to respond to the arguments of 

this section. One would be to note that, whilst utilitarianism implies that anyone in any 

context should at least sometimes regards their projects as dispensable, Rescue, Non-

Instrumentalisation and Responsibility only imply that we should regard our projects as 

dispensable contingently, in light of the facts of mutual interdependence. One might hold 

that a moral theory is inadequate if it necessarily precludes agents from having 

commitments, but not if it does so only contingently. Such a view would count utilitarianism 
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as inadequate but not make the same judgment against all theories implying Rescue, Non-

Instrumentalisation or Responsibility. But it is hard to see how such a modified condition 

could be motivated: we are making moral theories for the actual world, after all.41 

Alternatively, one could modify the definition of commitment such that agents could 

count as committed to some project whilst regarding it as dispensable, but not whilst 

regarding it as dispensable for utilitarian reasons. Thus, non-utilitarian theories implying 

Rescue, Non-Instrumentalisation or Responsibility would not preclude commitment, though 

they would have us regard our projects as dispensable. Again, there is a need to motivate this 

definition. It reduces the Integrity Objection to a special version of the claim that 

utilitarianism does not specify the correct moral reasons. That may be so, but it is a more 

general objection to utilitarianism, and it is unclear why Williams would focus his discussion 

on commitments if this were his claim. 

Ultimately, I think that Williams himself would have responded to my arguments so far 

by rejecting Rescue, Non-Instrumentalisation and Responsibility on the grounds that they 

alienated agents from their projects. It is to this challenge that I now turn. 

 

4. Alienation from projects 

After launching the Integrity Objection in his ‘A Critique of Utilitarianism’, Williams went 

on to make somewhat similar objections to Kantianism (1981a), and to morality in general 

(1985a, chap. 10). So he may have been aware that commitment was in tension with a wide 

range of moral theories, and not just utilitarianism. My argument so far has vindicated this 

position, and as such should concern people who are turned against utilitarianism by the 

Integrity Objection, but want (possibly unlike Williams) to hold onto morality. But the 

argument could also be read as a reductio against morality – or at least, against moralities 

that include Rescue, Non-Instrumentalisation, Responsibility or utilitarianism, by those 

want to affirm commitment.  

 
41 Han van Wietmarschen points out that there might be a further important distinction between 

utilitarianism, Rescue and Non-Instrumentalisation on the one hand, and Responsibility on the other: 

the latter implies that we ought to regard our projects as dispensable only in unjust worlds, while the 

others do not. (Though in a more just world it would probably be the case that the other three 

principles less frequently required us to abandon our projects.) One might think that it is most 

implausible that commitment should be precluded in a just world, so that Responsibility is a more 

palatable principle. I am unconvinced about this, largely because a just world is a remote possibility, 

and extremely difficult for me to imagine. 
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One compelling reason to reject such moralities would be that to regard all of one’s 

projects as dispensable, as these principles require, alienates one from them. Williams 

himself uses the language of alienation in his critique of utilitarianism (1973, 131), as does 

Railton in his response (1984, 134–35). In this section I use socialist insights to argue that 

commitment too is a source of alienation: alienation from other people, which, given mutual 

interdependence, prevents proper engagement with our projects. 

Why would regarding one’s projects as dispensable alienate us from them, as Williams 

suggests? The thought, as I understand it, is this. Alienation is a problematic separation 

between a self and other that properly belong together (Leopold 2018). Our projects should 

be close to us, especially those projects so important to us that they could become 

commitments. To regard these projects as dispensable, to make holding them conditional on 

the moral demands of utilitarianism (or Rescue, or Non-Instrumentalisation, or 

Responsibility), is to separate them from oneself. It is to add a psychological distance – an 

extra thought (‘ought I maintain this project?’) – between recognising the project as yours 

and pursuing it.42  

I do not wish to straightforwardly reject this argument. But I will argue that failure to 

regard a project as dispensable, as one must with a commitment, is also alienating in an 

important way. This weakens the position of those who would cling to commitment, in the 

face of my arguments above, due to concerns about alienation. 

The alienation involved in commitment is from our fellow humans. Just as our projects 

ought to be close to us, we ought to be close to other people. Utilitarianism, Rescue, Non-

Instrumentalisation and Responsibility each, in their own way, ask us to entertain as 

alternatives outcomes in which we abandon our projects for other people. Commitment to 

those projects, which would preclude such an attitude, may bring us closer to our projects, 

but drive us further from those others. They do not figure in our thoughts when commitment 

is involved. Commitment therefore alienates us from them. As Railton puts it:  

 ‘because of his very willingness to question his life morally, [the agent who regards 

 his projects as dispensable] avoids a sort of alienation not sufficiently discussed -

 alienation from others, beyond one’s intimate ties. Individuals who will not or cannot

 allow questions to arise about what they are doing from a broader perspective are in 

 an important way cut off from their society and the larger world.’ (1984, 151) 

 
42 Note the similarity with Williams’s ‘one thought too many’ argument. In the case he uses there, a 

man is alienated from his drowning wife by considering whether saving her could be morally justified 

(1981a, 17–19). 
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We thus appear to have two kinds of alienation to choose between. On the one hand, 

regarding our projects as dispensable alienates us from them, by making us think twice 

before acting on them. On the other, steadfast commitment to our projects alienates us from 

others, by pushing them from our thoughts altogether when commitments are involved. 

One might think that it is more important to avoid the first form of alienation than the 

second. It is through pursuing our projects, one might say, that we realise ourselves; it is our 

projects – in particular those projects which could be commitments – that make us who we 

are. It may be good, too, to be part of society, but in distancing ourselves from our projects in 

order to be closer to others we subsume ourselves into the collective. We are primarily, on 

this view, active individuals, most fulfilled when we are authors of our own lives. If the 

opposing view is stated as the inverse of this – that we are primarily mere parts of society 

and therefore must avoid alienation from others at the cost of our individuality – it is not 

particularly appealing. Indeed, as Williams put it in later work, ‘unless I am propelled 

forward by the conatus of desire, project and interest, it is unclear why I should go on at all.’ 

(1981a, 12) 

But there is more to be said for the importance of avoiding alienation from others. There 

is not a simple trade-off between one’s projects and one’s relations with others. I have shown 

that at least one kind of alienation from one’s projects – a conditionality and therefore 

additional distance in thought – falls out of regarding one’s projects as dispensable, whilst a 

kind of alienation from others – absence from thought altogether, when commitments are 

involved – is implied by commitment. But there are other ways in which one can fail to 

engage properly with one’s projects. Firstly, one could misunderstand them. Secondly, one 

could fail to find them meaningful. These failures may be called other forms of alienation, 

but whatever they are called, they are problematic. I will now argue that given our mutual 

interdependence, avoiding both of these problems together requires non-alienation from 

other people. Therefore, it is not that we are faced with a choice between proper engagement 

with our projects, or with other people. It is rather that alienation from other people prevents 

proper engagement with our projects – so that the ideal of an active self-authoring individual 

whose projects provide the foundation for their life is at least as threatened by alienation 

from others as by the alienation from projects that regarding them as dispensable implies. 

As I have already argued, our projects are only possible, and some only conceivable and 

meaningful, because of the actions and attitudes of other people. Therefore, to consider them 

in isolation from others, as one’s own private creation, is to misunderstand them. This is not 

to say that projects come to us as finished social products that individuals simply choose, or 

have thrust upon them, adding nothing of their own. It is rather that each person’s projects 

(unique as they might be) are forged (with differing degrees of creativity) from elements 
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produced socially. If we want to understand our own projects, and thus our own lives, we 

have to understand them in this social context – that is, we have to consider their 

connections with, and reliance upon, others.  

Now, some may experience this realisation as deflating. Some prefer to think of 

themselves as ‘self-made men’43 and their projects as an expression of their private will 

rather than social forces. ‘Why,’ they may ask, ‘should I build my life around projects if those 

projects are so contingent on other people?’ The answer is that other people matter. Recall 

Marx’s dictum that ‘that which I make of myself, I make of myself for society’, and Scheffler’s 

reflections on the meaning afforded to our lives by the supposition that future generations 

will enjoy what we produce. If other people did not matter to us, such motivation and 

meaning would be mysterious. Insofar as we value others, regarding our projects as in part 

their creation should not make those projects less meaningful; on the contrary, we would 

find meaning in our projects belonging to a vast social endeavour. There is something 

powerful in regarding our projects as products of millions or billions of valuable beings, as 

the products of centuries or millennia of history – and as aimed towards having effects upon 

further valuable beings in a future that is the next chapter of an unfolding human tale. We 

feel this power only when we have the value of others before our minds.  

In this way, we can acknowledge our mutual interdependence without destroying the 

motivational importance of our projects. They move us because we care about others. Our 

care for others would be what gives us reason to ‘go on’. It is no accident that socialists such 

as Marx and Bakunin, who emphasise our mutual interdependence, propose that we hold 

others in high regard. By doing so, they can embrace the ideal of the active project-oriented 

self without turning to the individualism of self-made men. Avoiding alienation from others 

becomes a precondition for realising ourselves. Bakunin writes:  

 ‘The liberty of every individual is only the reflection of his own humanity, or his 

 human right through the conscience of all free men, his brothers and equals… 

 I am not myself free or human until or unless I recognise the freedom and humanity 

 of all my fellowmen… 

 Only by respecting their human character do I respect my own. A cannibal who 

 devours his prisoner… is not a man but a beast.  A slave owner is not a man but a 

 master. By denying the humanity of his slaves he abrogates his own humanity…’ 

 (1973, 137) 

 
43 I use ‘men’ advisedly. See Walker (2008, 137–60) for an exploration of the connections between the 

Integrity Objection and gender.  
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Marx makes much the same point in his ‘Comments on James Mill’, a rare glimpse of his 

vision of communism. Characteristically, Marx focuses on production rather than freedom, 

but the thought, like Bakunin’s, is that our individual value is affirmed by recognising the 

value of others.   

 ‘Supposing that we had produced in a human manner; each of us would in his 

 production have doubly affirmed himself and his fellow men… In your enjoyment or 

 use of my product I would have had the direct enjoyment of realising that I had both 

 satisfied a human need by my work and also objectified the human essence and 

 therefore fashioned for another human being the object that met his need… In my 

 expression of my life I would have fashioned your expression of your life, and thus in 

 my own activity have realised my own essence, my human, my communal essence. 

 In that case our products would be like so many mirrors, out of which our essence 

 shone.’ (2000b, 132) 

The metaphor of reflection in both passages suggests a positive correlation between how one 

values others and how one values oneself. The brighter and more vivid an object reflected in 

a mirror, the brighter and more vivid is the image produced. The closer one is to other 

people, the closer – according to these socialists – one is to one’s own projects.44  

To recapitulate: if one is to properly understand one’s projects, one must recognise their 

dependence on other people; if one is to find that this enhances, rather than undermines, the 

meaning of one’s projects one must recognise the value of others. But how is such 

recognition possible when one refuses to allow considerations of other people to enter into 

practical deliberation where projects are concerned, as must be the case with commitment 

(as Williams defines it)? Thus, the alienation from others involved in commitment 

undermines not only our relations with others but our relations with our own projects. 

Moreover, if one does recognise these things when considering one’s projects, it is a small 

step to asking whether one’s project really ought to be pursued – or be given up, for the sake 

of those valued others on whom it depends. Thus, regarding our projects as dispensable 

might be a symptom of understanding them and finding them meaningful, as much as it is a 

threat to our close, unalienated relationship with them. 

 
44 As Marx and Bakunin emphasise, such closeness might not be achievable simply by a change of 

mindset, but might necessitate a change of social conditions. Ideologies and socio-economic 

structures which obscure our mutual interdependence, and which imply that some people’s lives do 

not matter, are significant barriers to each of us properly engaging with our projects. 
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This section began with the thought that regarding our projects as dispensable alienates 

us from our projects, and that this is such a cost that we ought to reject otherwise attractive 

moral principles that imply it. I have argued that commitment also demands a kind of 

alienation – alienation from others. But this latter form of alienation is also a threat to our 

relationship with our projects, since to both understand them and find meaning in them 

requires recognition of others’ role in them, and others’ value. That it is crucially important 

to engage properly with one’s projects, therefore, is not grounds to favour commitment. In 

fact, it may be further reason to regard one’s projects as dispensable. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Williams condemns utilitarianism on the grounds that it requires us to have attitudes 

that make commitment impossible: namely, it requires us to regard our projects impartially 

and as dispensable. In this chapter I have focused on the requirement to regard our projects 

as dispensable. I showed that, given the conditions of mutual interdependence in which we 

live, three other principles, more widely assented to than utilitarianism, also make such a 

requirement. Abiding by such a requirement may alienate us somewhat from our projects. 

But those same conditions of mutual interdependence suggest that there is another form of 

alienation that it is important to avoid – alienation from our fellow people – and it is 

commitment, rather than utilitarianism and these other principles, which leads to it. Given 

mutual interdependence, avoiding such alienation is a precondition of properly engaging 

with the social nature of our projects. 

As such, this chapter has argued against the adequacy condition for moral theories that 

lies behind Williams’s Integrity Objection: that theories must permit agents to have 

commitments. Commitment, as Williams defines it, because it means regarding some 

projects as indispensable, is impermissible according to a range of moral principles applied 

in an interconnected world. It also alienates us from others on whom we depend for our 

projects. Thus, utilitarians have a good response to Williams: our theory is incompatible with 

commitment, but this is no mark against it, as commitment is ethically unattractive. 

A more complete response, however, must tie up some loose ends. Utilitarianism 

precludes commitment not only because it requires us to regard our projects as dispensable, 

but also because it requires impartiality. That we ought to regard our projects as dispensable, 

as I have argued in this chapter, is enough to undermine commitment. But impartiality 

might still be objectionable, for reasons other than its incompatibility with commitment. In 

particular, it is alleged that impartial regard for our projects alienates us from ourselves. In 

Chapter Five, I will attempt to rebut this allegation. 
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Chapter Five: Impartiality and Alienation from the Self 

 

0. Abstract 

Even if we ought to regard our projects as dispensable, and thus not be committed to 

them, it may still be claimed that utilitarianism is defective in virtue of its requirement to 

regard them impartially. Williams and others suggest that adopting the impartiality of 

utilitarianism (and of other modern moral theories) alienates agents from themselves. In this 

chapter I respond to this objection, showing that impartial attitudes can be rationally 

motivated without eliminating the special relationships between individuals and their 

projects, without the detachment from the self that ‘a view from nowhere’ seems to involve, 

and without reducing one’s valuation of oneself. I draw once again on socialist ideas about 

the connections between people, as well as on Buddhist and Afro-communitarian thought. 

 

1. Introduction 

In this chapter I complete my response to Williams’s Integrity Objection. Recall that the 

objection runs like this: 

1. Having a project as a commitment is incompatible with regarding that project 

 impartially or as dispensable. 

2. If one accepts utilitarianism, one regards all projects impartially and as 

 dispensable. 

3. By 1 and 2, those who accept utilitarianism cannot have commitments. 

I accept that this argument is sound. I also argued in Chapter Three (against the self-effacing 

response) that utilitarianism requires agents to accept utilitarianism, and thus that it follows 

from the objection that utilitarianism requires agents not to have commitments, at least in 

Williams’s sense. In Chapter Four I argued that utilitarianism is justified in asking us to 

regard our projects as dispensable, and thus that commitment in Williams’s sense is morally 

problematic. I also argued that commitment alienates us from other people, and thereby 

undermines our relationships with our projects. I thereby made the case that utilitarianism’s 

incompatibility with commitment does not condemn it as a moral theory. 

However, it may still be claimed that utilitarianism’s requirement that one regard one’s 

projects impartially is objectionable, because it alienates one in another serious way: namely, 

from oneself. This objection is suggested by Williams’s charge that asking an agent ‘to regard 

as one satisfaction among others… a project or attitude around which he has built his life’ is 
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‘in the most literal sense, an attack on his integrity.’ (1973, 116–17) In this chapter I respond 

to this claim.  

To repeat some definitions from Chapter Two: to regard projects impartially is to refrain 

from valuing one project more than another simply because of whose it is. Most importantly, 

someone who is impartial does not value their own projects more than those of others simply 

because they are their own. This captures Williams’s description that the projects of a 

utilitarian agent are, to them, ‘one satisfaction among others’.  

Why does utilitarianism require such impartiality? As Scanlon puts it (1998, 95–100), to 

value X is to take oneself to have reasons for certain attitudes and actions towards X. In 

Scanlon’s view these attitudes and actions may be several, and may vary depending on what 

X is. With projects, very generally, we can say that a crucial part of valuing them is taking 

oneself to have reasons to pursue them (when they are one’s own), and to assist in them 

(when they belong to others). To value project Y over project Z, then, would be to take 

oneself to have stronger reasons to pursue/assist in Y than Z. For a utilitarian (as far as 

morality goes) one has stronger reasons to do one thing than another if and only if it would 

result in greater overall well-being. I should do what leads to more well-being, whether that 

involves acting on my projects or those of a stranger. But if I value my own projects more, 

simply because they are mine, I take myself to have more reason to pursue them than to 

assist in others, even when the latter would result in greater well-being. Such an action 

would be wrong, according to utilitarianism. 

Insofar as one employs utilitarianism as a decision-procedure, then, one regards one’s 

projects impartially. Whether one takes oneself to have stronger reason to pursue/assist in 

one project rather than another does not depend on whose projects they are, but simply on 

the well-being that would result from one’s pursuing or assisting actions. 

Utilitarianism’s impartiality with respect to projects is just one species of a more general 

impartiality. For any thing that might attach to an individual – not just projects, but also 

interests, needs, well-being, preferences, and so on – utilitarianism will deny that one has 

stronger reasons to promote that thing simply because of the identity of the person who has 

it. The utilitarian agent does not take themselves to have stronger reasons to satisfy their 

preferences, promote their well-being, guarantee their needs, and so on, simply because they 

are theirs. They recognise stronger moral reasons to promote one thing over another only if 

it is more conducive to well-being. We can express this very general impartiality by saying 

that utilitarianism values each person equally, and thus that agents do so, insofar as they 

employ utilitarianism as a decision-procedure. 



99 
 

The objection is that such impartial attitudes alienate us from ourselves. In the previous 

chapter, I focussed on a specific kind of alienation – a distance in thought – between an 

agent and their projects. In this chapter I do not specify my notion of alienation so tightly, 

but rather use it as a general term for defective engagement, or the absence of proper 

engagement, with the self. I show how such attitudes need not preclude our having projects, 

need not involve taking up a position detached from the self and need not lead us to reduce 

our self-valuation. Each of these is a denial that impartiality is alienating, on some 

interpretation of ‘alienation’.  

The aim of this chapter, then, is to deny that utilitarianism’s impartiality need alienate 

the utilitarian agent from themselves. It is worth clarifying what I am not aiming to do. I am 

not arguing that partial attitudes are impermissible. Neither am I taking a position on a 

related debate which is often characterised in terms of impartiality: whether agents have 

special prerogatives or obligations to favour themselves or those close to them, such as their 

children45 - my focus is on attitudes rather than actions. I am trying to explain, simply, how 

one might adopt utilitarianism’s impartial attitudes whilst avoiding alienation from the self. 

 

2. Can a utilitarian agent have projects? 

The ‘insofar’ clauses in the previous subsection are important. I argued in Chapter Three 

that utilitarianism is not self-effacing. That is, it requires us to sometimes employ 

utilitarianism itself as a decision-procedure. However, it does not require us to do so to the 

complete exclusion of others. Sometimes employing other decision-procedures would bring 

about more well-being. Sometimes the optimific decision-procedure will involve valuing 

one’s projects more than others simply because they are one’s own – and more generally, 

valuing oneself more than others. In these cases utilitarianism permits, and even requires, 

partial attitudes. However, since utilitarianism is sometimes itself to be the decision-

procedure, it requires impartiality too.46  

 
45 For a defence of this kind of impartiality, see Crisp (2018). For attempts to make room for partiality 

of this kind within broadly utilitarian moral theories, see Jackson (1991) and Goodin (1988).  

46 One might worry that utilitarian impartiality is not psychologically possible. If so, the objection to 

utilitarianism that it requires impartiality falls, however alienating impartiality is. Utilitarianism does 

not require agents to do impossible things, but to do the thing, of all things possible for them, that 

maximises well-being. So if impartial attitudes are impossible, utilitarianism does not recommend we 

adopt them. In any case, this is not the objection I am concerned with here. I am concerned with the 

objection that a utilitarian agent’s impartiality, successfully achieved, would alienate them from 

themselves. 
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This caveat helps us to reject one concern about the alienating nature of utilitarian 

impartiality: that it prevents the pursuit of one’s own projects.  

Consider first Virginia Woolf’s description of the supposed ideal of late Victorian 

womanhood, ‘the Angel in the House’: 

‘She was intensely sympathetic. She was immensely charming. She was utterly 

unselfish. She excelled in the difficult arts of family life. She sacrificed herself daily. If 

there was chicken, she took the leg; if there was a draught she sat in it – in short she 

was so constituted that she never had a mind or a wish of her own, but preferred to 

sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others.’ (Woolf 1943, 150; for 

discussion see Driver 2005) 

Woolf claims that women who are like this (or who aspire to be like this) will not be able 

to pursue creative projects, which require their authors to have minds and wishes of their 

own. This would plausibly constitute a kind of alienation from oneself.47 

Utilitarianism need not require us to be Angels-in-the-House. Very often, developing and 

pursuing one’s own projects and passions maximises well-being. One usually has a better 

idea of one’s own needs than those of others. One is usually better able to fulfil one’s own 

needs than those of others, too. And developing one’s distinctive character and skills and 

productive capacities opens up many more opportunities for future beneficence. Self-

sacrifice can expend our reserves of do-gooding before we get the chance to do the most good 

that we can. For all these reasons (and more) utilitarianism will likely recommend that much 

of the time we are partial towards our own well-being, needs and projects (see also Railton 

1984; Driver 2005).  

When we are partial, we are not employing utilitarianism as a decision-procedure, but 

instead other principles and motives. As I argued in Chapter Three, utilitarianism will 

sometimes require us to employ utilitarianism as a decision-procedure, to look at the world 

through the theory’s eyes, which involves impartiality. As Williams defines them, this 

precludes commitments – but, as I argued in the previous chapter, commitments as 

Williams defines them are ethically unattractive. But it does not preclude us from – unlike 

 
47 Note two things about the Angel’s alienation. Firstly, it may not be felt as a problem by its subject. A 

woman raised in the kind of society Woolf describes may well strongly identify with and prefer her 

angelic role. Thus, if there is alienation here, it is ‘objective’ rather than ‘subjective’. Secondly, as 

Woolf describes her it is not quite true to say that the Angel-in-the-House is impartial: she seems to 

value her own interests, projects and well-being less than, rather than equally to, those of others. 
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Woolf’s Angel – having our own projects, and showing partiality to them, and to ourselves 

more generally, some of the time.  

Another way in which utilitarian impartiality might make our projects disappear is more 

conceptual. It might be said that impartiality expunges the special reasons we have to pursue 

our projects, and if A has no special reason to pursue project P, P just isn’t a project of A’s. 

Scheffler writes: 

 ‘to value a project of one’s own is, among other things, to see it as giving one reasons 

 for action in a way that other people's projects do not, and in a way that other 

 comparably valuable activities in which one might engage do not… If I do not see 

 myself as having any more reason to attend to my own projects and goals than I do to 

 engage in other activities or to attend to the projects and goals of other people, then it 

 no longer makes sense to think of them as my projects and goals at all, still less to 

 think that I value them non‐instrumentally.’ (2010, 105) 

One response is that if Scheffler only means it is necessary for agents to see their projects 

as giving them reasons, utilitarianism may have no problem with this, for the considerations 

mentioned above – at least some of the time. If it is necessary for them to live valuable lives, 

it may maximise well-being for agents to sometimes be partial towards themselves and their 

projects, that is, to take themselves to have reasons to pursue them simply because they are 

their own – even though they really have such reasons due to an impartial duty to maximise 

well-being. 

 Utilitarians can in fact go further. They can affirm that agent actually have special 

reasons regarding their own projects. Recall Scanlon’s definition of valuing: to value X is to 

take oneself to have reasons for certain attitudes and actions towards X. I stated above that 

utilitarianism denies that we have reasons to value some project more than another simply 

because it is our own. But as Scanlon emphasises, valuing as he defines it is not simply a 

matter of degree but also of kind: the attitudes and actions constitutive of valuing vary 

depending on what is being valued. It may well be that different attitudes are involved in 

valuing my own projects and valuing other people’s, even when is value them equally. This is 

why, for instance, it felt natural to say that I ‘pursue’ my own projects but ‘assist in’ those of 

others. 

Utilitarianism can also recognise non-moral reasons for each person to value their own 

projects more, simply because they are their own. As we saw in Chapter 2, Section 4 

utilitarians tend to assert that it is rational for individuals to maximise their own well-being 

and use this claim in arguments for utilitarianism, making morality a generalised version of 

prudential rationality (Harsanyi 1977). As Scanlon notes (1998, 126–33), prudent individuals 
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rarely make decisions by working out which option would maximise their well-being; rather, 

they pursue their projects, which usually brings well-being with it. Utilitarians can affirm the 

rationality of this, if not its morality. They may also endorse reasons that are neither moral 

nor prudential, such as reasons stemming from roles, identities and projects themselves. The 

utilitarian need not deny that a footballer has a reason to shoot at goal, even if doing so 

would not maximise well-being (either overall or hers). They simply deny that this is a moral 

reason. Similarly, those involved in a particular project might have non-moral, non-

prudential reason to pursue it. But insofar as utilitarians think morality is important, such 

reasons ought to be revisable in the light of their impact upon overall well-being. 

So, the requirement of impartiality need not preclude utilitarian agents from having their 

own projects, either by making them constantly self-sacrificing or by dismissing special 

reasons for projects. This is one way in which utilitarian impartiality is not alienating. 

My argument has been founded on the premise that utilitarianism does not make it 

impermissible to show partiality. It merely requires that sometimes – in Hare’s ‘cool hour’, 

when one considers one’s life from a moral perspective – one ought to regard them 

impartially (1981, 52). This is important as a wider point about the dialectic of this chapter, 

and the debate about impartiality and alienation more generally. The charge against 

utilitarianism is not that showing partiality sometimes is necessary for proper engagement 

with the self (utilitarianism can permit this), but that taking up impartial attitudes 

sometimes make such engagement impossible. 

 

3. Does impartiality require detachment from the self? 

One allegedly alienating aspect of utilitarian impartiality is that it is impersonal. The 

utilitarian agent cares about persons, it is said, only as receptacles of an impersonal value 

(well-being). On the one hand this charge is odd, since well-being just is what is good for 

persons. On the other hand, if we imagine a utilitarian agent thinking along the following 

lines, their attitudes do seem objectionably impersonal: 

 ‘Bob is in agony. My goal is to maximize utility, i.e., the balance of pleasure over pain. 

 There is some agony (namely, Bob’s) that I am in a position to relieve. Doing so 

 would serve my goal. So I will act to relieve Bob’s suffering.’ (Chappell 2015, 324) 

This seems like a kind of alienation from Bob, and, if the agent in question were themselves 

Bob, they would be alienated from themselves. To my mind, this objection has been well-

answered by Richard Yetter Chappell (2015) and Elizabeth Ashford (2005; 2021). 

Utilitarians need not think in the way described above. Rather, utilitarians may affirm that 
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well-being matters only because it matters for persons, and deny that there is ‘just one thing, 

the global happiness, that is good. Instead, there is my happiness, your happiness, Bob’s, and 

Sally’s, which are all equally weighty but nonetheless distinct intrinsic goods.’ (Chappell 

2015, 328) There is no inconsistency between this view and the claim that the morally right 

option is that which maximises overall well-being, interpreted as the sum of these distinct 

goods. When we conceptualise utilitarianism as asking us to maximise not some abstract 

good, but rather ‘the inclusive combination of each person’s lifetime well-being’, it seems, as 

Ashford puts it, not impersonal but ‘omnipersonal’ (2021, 173).48 

Critics might still think that coming to ‘omnipersonal’ impartiality involves taking up a 

perspective that is detached from the particularities of one’s own life. This perspective is 

variously described as a ‘view from nowhere’ (Nagel 1989), ‘the point of view of the universe’ 

(Sidgwick 1884) or that of the ‘impartial spectator’ (Smith 2002). Sometimes it is held that 

the view from this perspective is necessarily identical with the view of true moral theory. It is 

not this that I criticise here. Rather, it is the thought that in order to reason impartially, 

agents must try to occupy this perspective. This is how impartiality is often introduced – for 

instance, Parfit writes: 

 ‘We have an impartial point of view when we are considering possible events that that 

 would affect or involve people who are all strangers to us. When our actual point of 

 view is not impartial, we can think about possible events from an imagined impartial 

 point of view. We can do that by imagining possible events that are relevantly similar, 

 except that the people involved are all strangers to us.’ (2011, 41) 

From such a point of view, my project (or well-being, etc.) would appear not as mine but as 

some stranger’s, and thus I would value it no more than anyone else’s. 

Such a detached perspective has been criticised as alienating, impossible and ideological. 

As Young puts it: 

 
48 Ashford believes that utilitarianism so described implies – or at least makes room for – different 

conclusions to the ‘classical utilitarianism’ this thesis is about. As far as I can tell this depends on a 

non-aggregative, or partially aggregative, method of ‘inclusive combination’. But such views are 

difficult to specify and sustain. We should, like Chappell, consider aggregation as at least one 

permissible way of doing such ‘inclusive combination’ of each person’s well-being. In that case, we 

arrive at my utilitarian principle without neglecting persons in favour of some abstract overall well-

being, but rather as a way of respecting persons, through valuing their well-being. 
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 ‘the stances of detachment and dispassion that supposedly produce impartiality are 

 attained only by abstracting from the particularities of situation, feeling, affiliation 

 and point of view.’ (1990, 97) 

Drawing on Williams, Young sees such detachment as inappropriate for practical 

deliberation, which is inevitably first-personal – it is you, not some impartial spectator, nor 

every individual in inclusive combination, who must act (1990, 104–5). Because Young 

assumes that impartiality requires this kind of detachment, she concludes that impartiality 

tends to be myth, covering for what is, consciously or not, the partiality of dominant groups 

towards themselves (1990, 107–21). 

But is there a way to motivate impartial attitudes without the kind of detachment from 

the self that Parfit describes and Young criticises? We find an attempt to do just this in the 

Bodhicaryāvatāra of the eighth-century Buddhist monk Śāntideva: 

VIII.90 At first, one should meditate intently on the equality of oneself and others as 

  follows: ‘All equally experience suffering and happiness. I should look after 

  them as I do myself.’ 

VIII.91 Just as the body, with its many parts from division into hands and other  

  limbs, should be protected as a single entity, so too should this entire world 

  which is divided, but undivided in its nature to suffer and be happy. 

VIII.92 Even though suffering in me does not cause distress in the bodies of others, I 

  should  nevertheless find their suffering intolerable because of the affection I 

  have for myself. 

VIII.93 In the same way that, though I cannot experience another’s suffering in  

  myself, his suffering is hard for him to bear because of his affection for  

  himself. 

VIII.94 I should dispel the suffering of others because it is suffering like my own  

  suffering. I should help others too because of their nature as beings, which is 

  like my own being. 

VIII.95  When happiness is liked by me and others equally, what is so special about me 

  that I strive after happiness only for myself? 

VIII.96 When fear and suffering are disliked by me and others equally, what is so  

  special  about me that I protect myself and not the other? 

VIII.97 If I give them no protection because their suffering does not afflict me, why do 

  I protect my body against future suffering when it does not afflict me? 
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VIII.98 The notion ‘it is the same me even then’ is a false construction, since it is one 

  person who dies, quite another who is born. 

VIII.99 If you think that it is for the person who has the pain to guard against it, a  

  pain in the foot is not of the hand, so why is one protected by the other? 

VIII.100 If you argue that, even though this conduct is inappropriate, it proceeds from 

  the sense of self-identity, [our response is that] one should avoid what is  

  inappropriate in respect of self and others as far as one can. 

VIII.101 The continuum of consciousness, like a queue, and the continuation of  

  constituents, like an army, are not real. The person who experiences suffering 

  does not exist. To whom will that suffering belong? 

VIII.102 Without exception, no sufferings belong to anyone. They must be warded off 

  simply because they are suffering. Why is any limitation put on this? 

VIII.103 If one asks why suffering should be prevented, no one disputes that! If it must 

  be prevented, then all of it must be. If not, then this goes for oneself as for  

  anyone else. (Śāntideva 1995, 96–97)49 

Here, Śāntideva seems to be attempting to encourage a kind of impartial attitude similar 

to that of the utilitarian: it is morally irrelevant to whom suffering or happiness accrues; it is 

simply that suffering ought to be eliminated and happiness promoted. The notable thing 

about this passage is that Śāntideva does not propose some external perspective (a view from 

nowhere, from behind a veil of ignorance, from the point of view of the universe or from an 

impartial spectator) from which to adopt impartial attitudes. Instead, he tries to motivate 

them by proper reflection on the self: recognising that the self is similar to others, part of a 

social whole, or non-existent. 

If Śāntideva is right, this is good grounds for rejecting the claim that impartial attitudes 

alienate one from oneself. To be clear, I am not endorsing this passage as an argument for 

impartial attitudes.50 We already have such arguments in the arguments for utilitarianism, 

 
49 I use the Crosby and Skilton translation (Śāntideva 1995; compare Garfield, Jenkins, and Priest 

2015, 59–60). Note also that although I attribute the passage to one author (Śāntideva), parts may 

have been added by later editors. 

50 For one thing, this might not have been Śāntideva’s intention. His passage might be read as a tool 

for meditation rather than a positive philosophical argument. For discussion about the exegesis of this 

passage, see Garfield, Jenkins, and Priest 2015. For a canonical commentary by Prajñākaramati, see 

the appendix to Cowherds 2015. For a broader survey of the connections between Śāntideva and 

utilitarianism see Goodman 2017. 
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and for other impartial moral theories. Rather, I take from Śāntideva that there are 

rationales, based not on impersonal detachment but on engagement with oneself, which can 

motivate agents to adopt utilitarianism’s impartial attitudes. This gives us reason to think 

that such attitudes are, or at least can be, a form of proper engagement with the self, and 

therefore of disarming the alienation charge against them.  

We can extract from this passage three such rationales. The first is that each individual is 

similar: we are all sentient beings, subject to the same kinds of suffering and happiness (90, 

92-95, 103). The second is that each individual is part of a single whole (91, 99). The third is 

that there is no self at all, merely conventionally defined collections, so that there is no deep 

distinction between suffering that accrues to one person and to another (97-98, 100-102). 

The third rationale is based on controversial metaphysics. If it avoids alienation from the 

self, it does so by eliminating selves from the world altogether, and if impartiality relied upon 

such metaphysics it would, as critics allege of utilitarianism, neglect the separateness of 

persons and regard all individuals as mere receptacles for value, not as individuals with their 

own lives to lead. (It is also somewhat in tension with the other two rationales.) That is not to 

say that such a view should be ruled out: Parfit’s Reasons and Persons (1984, pt. III) 

suggests (though does not officially endorse) a position that has been called ‘complete 

utilitarianism’ (Broome 2004, 110) which has much in common with Śāntideva’s view thus 

interpreted. But I will leave this view here. The other two rationales, parthood and similarity, 

have more to recommend them, and I explore these in the next two subsections. 

To reiterate, the point of the arguments in this section is not to provide compelling 

arguments for some requirement to adopt impartial attitudes. It is to show that there are 

ways of thinking that can motivate and maintain impartiality that do not involve flight to a 

detached, impersonal point of view. Thus, to return to Williams, the utilitarian agent need 

not be characterised as ‘stepping aside from his own projects’ (1973, 116), when she considers 

them impartially but rather (as he recommends) ‘trying to understand them’ (1973, 118) in 

certain ways that I will now describe in more detail. 

 

a. Parthood and community 

Śāntideva uses the metaphor of the individual as a part of the body, and others as other 

parts of that same body. There is no alienation in a hand protecting a foot in the same body 

from a painful experience, he says, so why (we might continue) should there be alienation 

involved in my taking another individual’s pain to be as important as my own? 
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It’s not immediately clear what Śāntideva’s line of thinking is, but here’s one possibility. 

A hand is part of the body. A pain in the foot of that same body, though not a pain in the 

hand, is a pain in the body of which the hand is a part. From the perspective of that body, a 

pain is a pain, whether it occurs in the hand or the foot: the body is impartial between its 

hands and feet (things might be different if we consider vital organs). This impartiality is 

demonstrated by the fact that the body will risk a lesser pain in the hand to save the foot 

from a greater one. 

Now, could individual persons be like this – each a part of a wider whole, from whose 

perspective their projects, well-being, etc. matter equally? As with the ‘no self’ justification, it 

may be objected that this line of reasoning depends on controversial metaphysics. Just as 

denying the existence of individuals is highly controversial, so is claiming that individuals 

are parts of a wider whole, as hands and feet are part of the body, such that their projects 

belong to some collective. Moreover, it seems to diminish the individual to reduce them to 

parts of a whole. It has been alleged that this is precisely the view utilitarianism takes. We 

may be reminded of the charge from Rawls that utilitarianism ‘conflates all persons’ (1971, 

26–27), from Gauthier that utilitarians ‘suppose that mankind is a super-person’ (1963, 126), 

of Nagel’s ‘mass person’ (1970, 134) or Nozick’s assertion that, when some person’s interests 

are traded off against another’s:  

 ‘There is no social entity with a good that undergoes some sacrifice for its own good. 

 There are only individual people, different individual people, with their own 

 individual lives.’ (2013, 32–33) 

But there may be something more to be said for these parthood claims, given the social 

nature of persons. We are not Hobbes’s mushrooms, ‘emerged from the earth… and grown 

up without any obligation to each other’ (1997, 102)51. Rather, as the Akan proverb has it, 

when a person is born, they alight in a town. This motivates what Kwame Gyekye calls 

‘communitarianism’: 

 ‘Communitarianism immediately sees the human person as an inherently 

 (intrinsically) communal being, embedded in a context of social relationships and 

 interdependence, never as an isolated, atomic individual… The fact that a person is 

 born into an existing community must suggest a conception of the person as a

 
51 In fact, Hobbes’s metaphor is misplaced: mushrooms often engage in mutualistic relationships! 
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 communitarian being by nature, even though some people insist on the individuality 

 of the person.’ (2010, 104–5)52 

The communitarian nature of individuals could underwrite an analogy with the body. As a 

hand is part of the body, so I am part of the community. Thus, though a pain (or project, or 

need, or joy) of my neighbour may not be mine, it does belong to something of which I am a 

part, namely the community. From the perspective of the community, some pain/project/ 

etc. does not matter more than some other simply because of who has it. Insofar as I can take 

up my community’s perspective – and the communitarian nature of persons suggests that I 

can – I can thereby motivate and maintain impartial attitudes. 

Do communities have perspectives? And if they do, are these perspectives impartial 

between people? Nozick, as we have seen, would deny the former. And even if it were 

accepted, one might associate the good of a community with the good of its king, or its 

military, or its customs and traditions, whatever biases they involved. But remember here 

that I am not making an argument for impartiality. Rather, I am showing how a non-

alienating line of thought might motivate impartial attitudes. Thus, I do not need to rule out 

alternative lines of thought that take us to different places. I just need to show how this one 

can take us to impartiality. 

Here's one way in which it might, based on natural ways of interpreting a community’s 

perspective. A community’s good (we might think) is a function of the good of each of its 

members. This function obeys the constraint known as ‘anonymity’. Anonymity can be 

expressed most easily with respect to a comparison of options. In option A Colin has a good 

of 3, Curtis a good of 2 and Kamil a good of 1. In option B Colin has a good of 2, Curtis a good 

of 1 and Kamil a good of 3. In option C Colin has a good of 1, Curtis a good of 3 and Kamil a 

good of 2. Since each option involves the same amount of good, in the same distributive 

pattern, the only difference being where individuals are placed in that pattern, anonymity 

holds that the good of the three-person community to which Colin, Curtis and Kamil belong 

is equivalent in each option. In general: distributions of goods across members that are 

 
52 Gyekye notes communitarianism’s ties with the African socialism of Nyerere and Nkrumah (Gyekye 

2010, 104). For a European social democrat (as he was then) tying our communitarian nature to 

impartiality (and similarity), consider this definition of socialism from Tony Blair: ‘It is a moral 

purpose to life, a set of values, a belief in society, in co-operation, in achieving together what we 

cannot achieve alone. It is how I try to live my life, how you try to live yours - the simple truths - I am 

worth no more than anyone else, I am my brother’s keeper, I will not walk by on the other side. We are 

not simply people set in isolation from one another, face to face with eternity, but members of the 

same family, same community, same human race.’ (Blair 1995)  
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permutations of one another – that is, that can be reached from one another simply by 

shuffling names – are equivalent, from the perspective of the community. Thus, if a 

community’s good is given by a function of this type, the community’s perspective is 

impartial between people. 

Although utilitarianism is one such function it is far from the only one. The idea of a 

‘social welfare function’, from individual to communal good is a leading way of considering 

the latter, and anonymity is one of the least controversial constraints on it (Adler 2019, 97). 

In any case, I am not arguing that a community’s good is given by this kind of function. I am 

merely arguing that one may think along these lines, and in so doing reach impartial 

attitudes without alienation from oneself, by taking the perspective of a whole of which one 

is a part. 

Now, unlike the hand, I can occupy other perspectives too. It might well be alienating to 

regard oneself (and others) all of the time from the impartial perspective of the community. 

This is because, as Gyekye recognises: 

 ‘besides being a communitarian being by nature, the human person is, also by nature, 

 other things as well. By “other things”, I have in mind such essential attributes of the 

 person as rationality, having a capacity for virtue and for evaluating and making 

 moral judgments and, hence, being capable of choice. It is not the community that 

 creates these attributes; it discovers and nurtures them. So that if these attributes 

 play any seminal roles in the execution of the individual person’s lifestyle and 

 projects, as indeed they do, then it cannot be persuasively argued that personhood is 

 fully defined by the communal structure or social relationships.’ (Gyekye 2010, 112) 

To value our own projects simply in terms of the value they contribute to the community is, 

therefore, an impoverished form of engagement with the self. (Valuing others in the same 

manner may be an impoverished way of engaging with them, too.) Rather than Śāntideva’s 

picture of humanity as one body incorporating (like the frontispiece of Hobbes’s Leviathan), 

each individual as a part, the Akan motif of a crocodile with one stomach but two heads may 

be a more apt illustration of our situation. We do share a common good, but we are 

individuals too. My projects belong to the community but also to me, and valuing myself 

does not simply mean valuing my community. This means that to regard ourselves merely as 

communitarian beings would be a form of alienation. 

But, as stated in the previous section and in Chapter 2, utilitarianism does not ask us to 

adopt impartial attitudes all the time, and will likely recommend partiality towards our own 

projects in many instances. This division between partial and impartial attitudes is a 

reflection on the fact that we are both communal and individual beings. It is not clear that 
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impartiality motivated by such a consideration would be alienating – or at least, if it is, it is 

not clear why it would be more alienating than not adopting impartial attitudes, and being 

partial to one’s own projects, which reflects only the individual but not the communal side of 

oneself. Maybe the best way of engaging with our natures, as both social and individual 

creatures, is to employ, at different times, impartial and partial attitudes. This is exactly what 

utilitarianism asks of us. 

 

b. Similarity 

Śāntideva’s other motivation for impartiality is our similarity with others. He seems to 

invoke the following pattern of reasoning: 

1. I have reason to relieve my own suffering, and promote my own happiness. 

2. I am like other individuals. 

Therefore, 

3. I have equal reason to relieve other people’s suffering, and promote their happiness. 

We could substitute other reason-giving properties for happiness and suffering, such as 

projects, well-being and so on. Like all arguments from analogy, this argument is of course 

defeasible. The fact that I am like other individuals does not prove that others have all the 

same properties that I have.53 However, arguments from analogy can still be informative – 

they can have inductive rather than deductive validity. Moreover, remember that we are not 

looking for arguments justifying impartiality here, but rather rationales that can motivate 

impartial attitudes. It is enough that someone can be rationally led to believe the conclusion, 

without alienation, even if it is not proven. 

Crucially for my purposes, this argument is grounded not in detachment from the self, 

but engagement with it. The premises are about oneself. The first is an affirmation of one’s 

own value. The second is a comparison of oneself with others which, I will argue below, can 

enhance our self-understanding. There is little to suggest that someone who reasons in this 

way is alienated from themselves. 

 
53 In particular, such an argument is no evidence for others sharing my indexical properties – that 

being me, here, associated with this body, this personal history and so on. It can be evidence for others 

having their own corresponding indexical properties – having a body, a self, a place, a personal history 

– but not mine. My assumption is that one’s indexical properties are no more reason-giving than 

anyone else’s. 
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Consider an actual instance of this kind of reasoning: a speech of the socialist politician 

Tony Benn, speaking against the bombing of Iraq: 

 ‘War is an easy thing to talk about; there are not many people [in the current 

 Parliament] of the generation that remember it…  But I was in London in the blitz in 

 1940, living in the Millbank Tower, where I was born… And every night, I went down 

 to the shelter in Thames House. Every morning, I saw dockland burning. Five 

 hundred people were killed in Westminster one night by a land mine. It was 

 terrifying. Aren't Arabs terrified? Aren't Iraqis terrified? Don't Arab and Iraqi women 

 weep when their children die? Does bombing strengthen their determination? What 

 fools we are to live in a generation for which war is a computer game for our children 

 and just an interesting little Channel Four news item.’ (Benn 1998) 

Benn starts with some properties of his own: he found being bombed terrifying, he saw 

people being killed. This grounds the disvalue of that bombing, the reasons there were not to 

do it. Then the argument turns to others: since Iraqis are like him, we can take it as evidence 

that they will be terrified by bombing too, that they will see death. This, therefore, is an 

equally strong reason not to bomb them.  

What is striking about Benn’s speech is that he begins with a portrayal of events in his 

life, and how he felt, and leverages them – through an implied premise that he and Iraqis are 

alike – to motivate sympathy with the situation of others. Nobody could claim, I think, that 

Benn misunderstood, or was not properly engaged with, his youthful memories of war when 

making this speech. (In his last sentence, he indicates that what such alienation might look 

like: a reduction of wartime experience to a game or news item. This might be possible for 

his children – but for him, having experienced war, it would be alienating.) He is not 

adopting a view from nowhere nor rejecting the self nor subsuming himself to a social whole. 

It is his very self-understanding, in conjunction with the premise of similarity with others, 

that leads him to impartiality.  

Moreover, this premise can itself enhance self-understanding. There are some aspects of 

individuals that we can only recognise in others, or at least, that we see in others more clearly 

than we do in ourselves. Thus, reflecting on our similarity to others can help us understand 

ourselves better. Moreover, we can draw a further conclusion from this reasoning: not only 

am I y, but being y is a property I share with others. Understanding this fact may be in 

important part of understanding oneself. 

A parable from the Buddhist tradition makes this point. A young mother is beset with 

grief after her son passes away. In fact, she cannot accept that he is dead. Looking for a 

healer, she turns to the Buddha. The Buddha tells her he will need a handful of mustard 
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seeds – and they must be collected from a household in which nobody has ever been 

bereaved. The mother goes from house to house to find mustard seeds that will meet this 

description, but she cannot. In every house, there is someone who has lost someone close to 

them, and in every house they tell her of their grief. She realises how like them she is. She 

gains neither mustard seeds nor a resurrection of her son but the knowledge that life is 

fragile, bereavement inevitable, and grief both appropriate and universally shared. 

Now, the woman in the story is not alienated from herself by her recognition of similarity 

with others. Rather, she better understands what her own position is: one that is common, 

shared, inevitable, though also fitting to be upset about, and sympathised with by others.  

Thus, by reflecting on our similarity with others we can motivate impartial attitudes; far 

from detaching us from ourselves in favour of a ‘view from nowhere’, this is an engagement 

with and method for better understanding who we are. Of course, it would be odd, and 

perhaps alienating, to consider oneself maximally similar with others, with no uniqueness – 

just as it would be to consider oneself a mere part in the social whole. But utilitarianism, as 

we’ve seen, doesn’t demand that one always treat oneself impartially, just that one 

sometimes does. And when one does, I suggest, this can be achieved by reflection on one’s 

own value-conferring properties and one’s similarity with others. If one never engaged in 

such reflection, one would undermine the self in a different way, missing out on the chance 

to further one’s understanding of oneself. 

 

4. Does impartiality require lower self-valuation? 

One thing aspect of impartiality that we might worry about is that valuing others as much 

as one does oneself necessitates valuing oneself less than our usual, partial attitudes lead us 

to – and this low self-valuation might be a kind of alienation. This would be so if valuing 

people is a zero-sum game: the more we value others, the less we value ourselves. In this 

section I want to push back against this thought. 

 The zero-sum thought is not conceptually necessary. As I stated above, to value 

something more is to take oneself to have stronger reasons for certain attitudes and actions 

towards it. The partiality that most of us have (and that utilitarianism is likely to permit 

some but not all of the time) means that we take ourselves to have stronger reasons to pursue 

our own projects and promote our own well-being than we have to assist others in their 

projects, promote their well-being. Now we could reach impartiality by ‘levelling down’ our 

judgment of the strength of these reasons: taking ourselves to have reasons regarding 

ourselves that are as weak as the reasons we tend to take ourselves to have regarding others. 

But we could also ‘level up’ to impartiality (Chappell 2022): taking ourselves to have reasons 
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regarding others that were as strong as the reasons we tend to take ourselves to have 

regarding ourselves, and leaving the latter untouched. We could even reach impartiality at a 

level where we take both reasons regarding ourselves and those regarding others more 

strongly than we currently tend to do. 

In fact, there are good reasons to think that as we value others more, our self-valuation 

will grow rather than shrink, in at least some ways. Firstly, if one brings oneself to adopt 

impartial attitudes through either of the rationales described above, one takes other people 

to be importantly connected with oneself. Therefore, one might take reasons to do certain 

things with respect to them as also reasons to do certain things with respect to oneself. As 

one takes those reasons to be stronger, one is valuing both others and oneself more. This 

accords with Railton’s observation: 

 ‘When one studies relationships of deep commitment – of parent to child, or wife to 

 husband – at close range, it becomes artificial to impose a dichotomy between what is 

 done for the self and what is done for the other. We cannot decompose such  

 relationships into a vector of self-concern and a vector of other-concern, even though 

 concern for the self and the other are both present. The other has come to figure in 

 the self in a fundamental way or, perhaps a better way of putting it, the other has 

 become a reference point of the self… and that which affects these reference points 

 may affect the self in an unmediated way. These reference points do not all fall within 

 the circle of intimate relationships, either.’ (1984, 166–67) 

More generally, it may be a mode of valuing someone that one takes oneself to have 

reasons to value others in their community. And it may be a mode of valuing someone that 

one takes oneself to have reasons to value others who are similar to them. Once one starts to 

think of oneself as part of a community, or as similar to others, seeing reasons to do things 

for others, then, may be partly constitutive of valuing oneself. As these reasons grow in 

strength, so does one’s own self-valuation. 

Nor does this point simply turn on the degree to which we deny our individuality by 

emphasising our fellow parthood with and similarity to others, as might be feared. Note that 

a large part of what makes us the unique, active individuals we are – our pursuit of projects – 

is also bound up with others. This was the lesson of the fact of mutual interdependence that I 

stressed in Chapter Four. As Marx summed it up: 

 ‘Not only is the material of my activity given to me as a social product (as is even the 

 language in which the thinker is active): my own existence is social activity, and 

 therefore that which I make of myself, I make of myself for society and with the 

 consciousness of myself as a social being.’ (Marx 1988, 105) 
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How does this help correlate self-valuation with the valuation of others? Part of what it is 

to value oneself is to take oneself to have reasons to pursue one’s projects. Now those 

projects depend on others, as we saw in the previous chapter. And the strength of at least 

some of the reasons we have to pursue them depends on the strength of our reasons for 

certain actions and attitudes towards others. The more important we think it is to affect 

others, the more important it is to pursue projects that will affect them. The more we respect 

the work of others, the more we will respect our own projects, which have in reality been co-

created (both materially and conceptually) with others. Thus, the more we value others (in 

certain ways), the more we value ourselves (in certain ways). Recall, then, the passages from 

Marx and Bakunin quoted in the previous chapter: 

‘Supposing that we had produced in a human manner; each of us would in his 

 production have doubly affirmed himself and his fellow men… In your enjoyment or 

 use of my product I would have had the direct enjoyment of realising that I had both 

 satisfied a human need by my work and also objectified the human essence and 

 therefore fashioned for another human being the object that met his need… In my 

 expression of my life I would have fashioned your expression of your life, and thus in 

 my own activity have realised my own essence, my human, my communal essence. 

 In that case our products would be like so many mirrors, out of which our essence 

 shone.’ (Marx 2000b, 132) 

 ‘The liberty of every individual is only the reflection of his own humanity, or his 

 human right through the conscience of all free men, his brothers and equals… 

 I am not myself free or human until or unless I recognise the freedom and humanity 

 of all my fellowmen… 

 Only by respecting their human character do I respect my own. A cannibal who 

 devours his prisoner… is not a man but a beast.  A slave owner is not a man but a 

 master. By denying the humanity of his slaves he abrogates his own humanity…’ 

 (Bakunin 1973, 137) 

Their common theme of reflection suggests that these socialists believe in a positive 

correlation between our valuation of others and valuation of the self. 

Now, this positive correlation only goes so far. There will inevitably be some reasons to 

do things with respect to ourselves that weaken as we increase the strength we find in 

reasons to do things for others. Promoting our own interests, for instance (at least with 

regards to purely selfish interests like consumption). But another lesson we might learn from 

foregoing is that recognising these reasons is not all there is to valuing oneself. One can value 
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oneself in a different – perhaps we should say more ‘solidaristic’ – way, by recognising the 

value of others, who are similar to you, part of your community, and on whom you depend 

for the meaning and necessities of your life. This will provide stronger reasons to pursue 

certain projects of your own, even as other more selfish reasons wane. Coming to see things 

this way need not be an alienation from the self even as it is a reduction in alienation from 

others. 

It might be objected that there is a ‘budget constraint’ on how much valuing we can do. 

The reason that the value of self and other is thought to negatively correlate is because 

there’s only so much valuing we can do, and the more of it you give away the less you can 

keep for yourself. I’m not sure that this is true. Firstly, why couldn’t one just come to see 

more and stronger reasons in the world? We can imagine a nihilist, who takes nothing to give 

him a reason. Now he is persuaded that there is a reason for him to do something. Then 

another one. Then another one – then he is persuaded that one of the reasons he already 

recognises is in fact stronger than he previously thought. At each stage, it seems, the (former) 

nihilist has increased the degree to which the world includes reasons for him: he never had 

to give up one reason to gain another. Now, perhaps the partial person is in a similar 

position, though further along the spectrum than the nihilist. They see more reason to 

promote/pursue their own well-being/projects and so on than that of others. Why can’t they, 

like the nihilist, come to be persuaded of new and stronger reasons involving others without 

their previous judgements about other reasons being affected? 

There is, of course, one kind of inevitable trade-off in this neighbourhood: the trade-off 

with respect to resources. We have a limited amount of time, money, energy, and attention, 

and the more we spend it on others the less we can spend on ourselves – no matter how 

much we value both. This is an actual budget constraint. It is mitigated somewhat by the 

thought captured in the passage from Railton above: many of the things we do for others are 

to a great degree done for ourselves too. But this cannot eliminate the problem. It is often the 

case that of two options, one does more for oneself and one does more for others – even 

within the intimate relationships which best make Railton’s case, and even if, as he notes, it 

is hard to disentangle the vectors and both options necessarily do something good for each 

party. In these cases, it is true that if we adopt impartial attitudes, we will likely choose 

options that do less for ourselves and more for others, compared with the partial agent. This 

would be so even if one valued oneself more than the partial agent valued themselves. 

One might worry that the necessity of such trade-offs makes talk of the absolute strength 

of reasons idle. What does my claim that one could value both oneself and others more 

amount to, if one’s choices when the interests of oneself and others conflict are identical with 
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what they would be if one ‘levelled down’ to impartiality? For an answer consider what 

Chappell has to say about choices that benefit different individuals, but to the same degree: 

 ‘[I]t’s morally perverse for an agent to be indifferent between options that equally 

 benefit distinct people, for that is to disrespect the individuals by treating them as 

 fungible means to the aggregate welfare. But of course we do not want to favour 

 either person over the other, since such bias would constitute disrespect for the 

 person whose equal benefit we counted for less. Instead, I propose, the fitting 

 response to a trade-off between two distinct but equally weighty values is to feel 

 ambivalent about the choice. There are distinct reasons pulling you in either 

 direction, corresponding to the distinct values served by either choice. But these 

 reasons are equally weighty, so the agent is torn rather than pulled without resistance 

 towards one choice over the other.’ (2015, 326–27, his italics) 

The ambivalent agent and the indifferent agent both judge the relative reasons for one 

option rather than the other to be balanced. But they are importantly different: the 

ambivalent agent values each of the individual patients more. Thus their experience of the 

choice is quite different. Presumably, Chappell’s distinction can be extended to cases in 

which reasons are not balanced. The agent who is ambivalent in the balanced case is never 

‘pulled without resistance’ to an option that benefits some more than one that benefits others 

even if the total benefits are greater. They choose it, but with some resistance, some tearing, 

some feeling of loss or regret. 

Return to our choices between options that benefit oneself more and options that benefit 

others more. Which option one chooses will depend on one’s judgment of relative reasons. 

The utilitarian impartial agent will choose the latter insofar as the benefit to others will be 

greater. But if their judgment of their own value is high – if they have levelled up rather than 

levelled down to impartiality – this choice will be experienced as one with costs, with 

accompanying resistance and regret. This may make the choice more painful than to one who 

has reduced their self-valuation. But the pain would indicate that one is not alienated from 

oneself. 

Lastly, note that even if there is a constraint on how much valuing we can do overall, it 

would still be possible to increase both one’s valuation of oneself and of others. This would 

be possible if we were to reduce our valuation of other things. Many value not only people, 

but institutions, traditions, nations, gods, laws, rights, money and so on. It is a striking 

similarity between socialists and utilitarians that they tend to place little value on these 

impersonal concerns. For socialists, particularly Marxists, they are superstructural 

distractions from where the real action is – the material lives of actual people. For 
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utilitarians, their value is incorporated in the value of people: we have reasons with respect 

to such things only insofar as they affect people’s well-being. We may reach impartial 

attitudes without undervaluing the self, then, by generally lifting up human concerns over 

impersonal ones. 

 

5. Are there limits to impartiality? 

I have suggested that the impartial attitudes of utilitarianism can be motivated by, and 

reflect, our nature as parts of a community, similar to others. We might worry that this 

justifies not impartiality but partiality to (a) our own community, (b) people who are like us. 

I respond to these worries in turn. Begin with (a). In the modern, globalised world we 

stand in social relations with almost every other human alive. We participate in many of the 

same economic and political structures. Our individual interests are to a large extent 

connected, and we all stand to gain or lose depending on which collective actions we take as a 

human community in response to problems such as climate change. It is our parthood in this 

global social whole that can motivate impartiality. 

But aren’t we in stronger social relations, or more social wholes, with some people than 

others? And so, wouldn’t this line of thinking lead to partiality based on degree of such 

connectedness? This objection mistakes the argument above. The view isn’t that the degree 

to which we value people ought to be based upon our sharing parthood in a whole. It is 

rather that reflection upon our parthood in the global social whole can motivate impartial 

attitudes in a non-alienating manner. Similar kinds of reflection might motivate, for 

instance, partiality to nation, tribe or family. But this is no problem for my view – in fact, it 

might make it more plausible. One might find it more plausible that I should be indifferent 

between my projects and those of my family members (or fellow tribespeople, or 

compatriots) than that I should be impartial between everyone’s projects. I have suggested 

the same kind of thinking that motivates the former can motivate the latter – insofar as talk 

of ‘the global village’, ‘the human race’, or ‘the party of humankind’ (Hume 1965, 115) is 

appropriate. Note that an important part of the socialist project has been extending the 

moral bounds of family and nation beyond their traditional places: thus, ‘the brotherhood of 

man’ becomes both a motivating identity and an aspiration.  

Now consider (b). It is of course true that we are more similar to some people than to 

others. In the pattern of reasoning I outlined above, then, our evidence for their having 

equivalent value-conferring properties to ourselves is relatively stronger – as is our capacity 

to learn about ourselves from observing them. However, this need not issue in partial 

attitudes towards them over those with whom we share less. The pattern of reasoning issues 
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the same conclusion (albeit with different levels of certainty) insofar as we count others as 

similar to us at all.  

Both parthood and similarity rationales can lead to fully impartial attitudes, then, even 

amongst being to whom our social relations and similarity may vary. Both rationales, 

though, may have limits. There may be beings to whom we have no social relations, or such 

attenuated ones that we cannot consider ourselves as part of a whole that includes them. 

There may be beings so different to us that we cannot treat our value as any kind of evidence 

for theirs. Treating ourselves and our projects impartially with these beings could not result 

from these rationales, and so may well demand detachment from the self (a view from 

nowhere) and thus be alienating. 

Which beings might this include? Much contemporary utilitarian discussion centres on 

non-human animals, and future generations (who may themselves be ‘transhuman’ or 

artificial intelligences). We do of course bear some similarities with such beings: we feel 

pleasure and pain, for instance (which Śāntideva seemed to think was sufficient to motivate 

impartiality through similarity). But it may neglect what makes us ‘us’ too much – to an 

alienating extent – to judge our own value according to such things, and thus to secure an 

impartial valuation of those beings through the similarity rationale.  

We also could conceive of ourselves as standing in some part/whole relationships with 

them. I have focused thus far on the socio-economic notion of ‘community’ as the most 

important whole to which we belong, but one might regard oneself as a part of God’s creation 

(as are all animals), a part of human history (as are all human and transhuman generations), 

and so on. According to the parthood rationale I described, if one did regard oneself in such a 

way, it might be possible to treat oneself impartially with respect to these beings without 

alienation. But whether one can regard oneself in such a way, with enough force, is a 

different matter. If one cannot, and utilitarianism demands such impartiality, utilitarianism 

is indeed likely to be alienating. 

The question, in such circumstances, is whether we adjust morality to fit our self-

conceptions, or vice versa. In some cases the latter seems justified. Imagine some chauvinist 

who could not see the similarities or shared community they had with people of other 

ethnicities. Utilitarian impartiality would be alienating for them; the rationales of parthood 

and similarity would be unavailable. But this would be no reason to dismiss utilitarianism. 

Indeed, insofar we find utilitarianism plausible, it would be reason to encourage this person 

to adjust their self-conception in a more cosmopolitan direction (along with other reasons 

for them to do so, which utilitarianism and common-sense moralities will likely endorse). In 

other cases we find the maxim that ‘morality is made for man, not man for morality’ 
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(Frankena 1973) more appealing. When Bostrom talks of the importance of bringing about 

‘value-structures, such as sentient beings living worthwhile lives’ (2003, 308), I must admit 

that considering the value-structures that are not sentient beings living worthwhile lives (I 

think Bostrom has in mind here some kind of artificial intelligence), thus not like me, leaves 

me utterly cold. This is so even if we stipulate that these structures enjoy a kind of well-

being. I find also a waning sympathy for those sentient beings living millions of years, or 

millions of light-years away, and those of little or no social relation to me, especially if they 

are supposed to be different species, or artificial, or have a well-being that consists in 

something quite different to mine. I find ‘longtermist’ arguments (e.g. Greaves and MacAskill 

2021) more plausible when I consider that future generations will either have lives, hopes 

and dreams, pains and projects quite like mine, and that they will be part of a collective 

human story to which I also belong (see also Scheffler 2018).  

If utilitarianism requires impartial attitudes across strange and distant beings, are we to 

reject it or demand, as we did with the chauvinist, that it our self-conceptions need to change 

such that we can appreciate our similarity and fellow-parthood with them? The latter may be 

too much to swallow. But there may also be a third way. We could accept utilitarianism (or at 

least not reject it on these grounds) whilst holding that it applies only within a limited realm. 

Within that realm, there would be impartiality, but for beings beyond it, some other theory 

may be preferred. Whether that other theory be called a moral theory, or whether morality 

itself only deals with those with whom we share a sufficient amount, is a further question. 

These are big questions, which run far beyond Williams’s Integrity Objection (though he was 

undoubtedly interested in them (1985b)). I will leave them here. 

 

6. Summary of my response to Williams 

I can now summarise this thesis so far. Williams’s Integrity Objection holds that 

utilitarianism is to be rejected because it is incompatible with commitment. This 

incompatibility is the result of utilitarianism’s insistence that we regard our projects as 

dispensable, and impartially. One response to Williams is that utilitarianism does not 

require such attitudes, because it is self-effacing. I rejected the claim that utilitarianism is 

self-effacing for individuals – though it may permit us to use other decision-procedures 

alongside it, and it may be for groups, and this may mitigate some of the problems associated 

with the Integrity Objection. Next, I showed that utilitarianism’s requirement to regard 

projects as dispensable is shared with a number of weaker and more appealing moral 

principles, given our mutual interdependence. I also showed how commitment may alienate 

us from others, and why avoiding such alienation is important. Thus, making room for 

commitment, as Williams defines it, is not a good adequacy condition for moral theories. In 
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this chapter, I argued that utilitarianism’s requirement of impartiality need not alienate us 

from ourselves. It need not preclude us pursuing our own projects, and even showing 

partiality sometimes; it need not require a flight to a detached, impersonal point of view but 

rather a recognition of our communal nature and similarity with others. It also need not 

imply a reduction in our valuation of ourselves: in fact, drawing on socialist insights and 

once again on mutual interdependence, I argued that the value one places on others and on 

oneself may be positively correlated to some degree. These arguments may have limits – that 

is, they support impartiality amongst a group that is less than universal. We might take this 

to be a welcome or unwelcome implication.  
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Chapter Six: Pre-Emption and Collectivist Utilitarianism 

 

0. Abstract 

Though it was not the primary point of the Integrity Objection, Williams’s cases of 

George and Jim raise a further problem for utilitarianism: the problem of pre-emption. 

George and Jim could be the proximate cause of a non-optimific outcome; however, if they 

do not play this role, someone else will, with at least as bad consequences for well-being. In 

such cases, utilitarianism will provide reasons for agents to cause non-optimific outcomes 

themselves, even when, if everybody refrained from such actions, the outcome would be 

more conducive to well-being. I argue that pre-emption is widespread and important, and 

includes the case of capitalist exploitation with which socialists concern themselves. 

Such cases bring into tension two guiding lights of utilitarianism: that well-being matters, 

and that an action’s moral status is determined by the difference it makes to the world. 

Existing attempts to revise utilitarianism fail to do justice to both of these in pre-emption 

cases. I present my favoured solution, collectivist utilitarianism, which is the application of 

utilitarianism to groups as well as to individuals. This view captures the two guiding lights, 

and has the resources to explain other intuitions we have about such cases. It requires a view 

about group agency which I explain and defend, drawing on Marx’s work on class. I then 

distinguish collectivist utilitarianism from a similar view (the ‘joint ought’ view) and show its 

distinctive implications for practices such as blame, praise, guilt and punishment. 

I believe that collectivist utilitarianism, by acknowledging the importance of our 

membership in group agents, invites us to look at moral agency in a more appealing way 

than utilitarians, focusing on individual agency alone, typically have. 

 

1. Introduction 

Williams’s cases of George and Jim are primarily meant to show how utilitarianism is 

incompatible with commitment. But they also raise another problem for utilitarianism (one 

which is also discussed by Williams (1973, 131–34), though with less depth and far less 

influence than his discussion of integrity). This is the problem of pre-emption. In this 

chapter I will show why pre-emption is important, why it poses a problem for standard 

versions of utilitarianism and other theories, and then suggest a version of utilitarianism – 

‘collectivist utilitarianism’ – that can handle it well. 

To grasp the shape of pre-emption cases, recall Williams’s case of George (1973, 97–98): 
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 ‘George, who has just taken his PhD in chemistry, finds it extremely difficult to get a 

 job… An older chemist, who knows about this situation, says that he can get George a 

 decently paid  job in a certain laboratory, which pursues research into chemical and 

 biological warfare. George says that he cannot accept this, since he is opposed to 

 chemical and biological warfare. The older man replies that he is not too keen on it 

 himself, come to that, but after all George's refusal is not going to make the job or the 

 laboratory go away; what is more, he happens to know that if George refuses the job, 

 it will certainly go to a contemporary of George’s who is not inhibited by any such 

 scruples and is likely if appointed to push along the research with greater zeal than 

 George would. Indeed, it is not merely concern for George and his family, but (to 

 speak frankly and in confidence) some alarm about this other man's excess of zeal, 

 which has led the older man to offer to use his influence to get George the job... What 

 should he do?’  

It appears that utilitarianism, given simply the considerations in this passage, requires 

George to take the job. There will be less overall well-being if he refuses it than if he accepts. 

As we have seen, utilitarianism’s treatment of such cases makes commitment incompatible 

with a utilitarian mindset. I suggested that we reject commitment. But there is another 

aspect of this case that ought to worry utilitarians. Research into chemical and biological 

warfare (CBW) is bad with respect to overall well-being.54 Utilitarianism, therefore, ought to 

have something to say for opposing it. But how can it, if it requires people in George’s 

position to take such jobs?  

This chapter investigates such cases and having evaluated other possible responses 

proposes as a solution ‘collectivist utilitarianism’, or the application of the utilitarian 

principle to group agents. Group agency is an important part of the socialist tradition. 

Socialists have often emphasised that production is paradigmatically a collective action, and 

this forms the basis for socialist claims about the permissibility of redistribution and the 

practicability of economic planning. In the Marxian theory of history, it is classes, not 

individuals, who are the agents of change. The importance of group agency to socialists is 

reflected in songs, slogans and creeds from across the tradition: the Industrial Workers of 

the World sang ‘it was we who built the railroads and the cities where they trade’; the UK 

Labour Party has its members carry cards that claim ‘by the strength of our common 

endeavour we achieve more than we achieve alone’; the German social democrats entered a 

recent election with the slogan ‘das Wir entscheidet’ [‘the we decides’]; Bernie Sanders 

 
54 I will simply assume this. If you doubt it, substitute CBW for some other occupation whose 

consequences you believe to be bad. 
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fought a presidential campaign on the basis of ‘not me, us’. According to the argument of this 

chapter, this is no accident. As I will show in the next section, a crucial concern of socialists – 

the exploitation of workers by capitalists – is a case of pre-emption, structurally similar to 

that of George. I will subsequently argue that an attractive utilitarian interpretation of this 

phenomenon (which itself draws on Marx’s work on class) emphasises the importance of 

collective action. 

 

2. Pre-emption cases 

George’s situation is similar to the career choices faced by many people. Should I go into 

this immoral line of work? Well, if I don’t, somebody else will, and they will probably be less 

scrupulous then me. So maybe I should. Similar remarks apply to consumer choices. If I 

don’t buy this chicken, one might think, someone else will. So my purchase has no effect on 

the number of chickens raised and slaughtered – and maybe I’ll enjoy it more, or use it to 

feed more people. Now, this kind of thinking assumes that the supply of jobs and chickens is 

not responsive to additional demand, which isn’t always true.55 Your willingness to take a job 

or buy a chicken might have some effect on supply, rather than just replacing someone else’s 

action – so your actions are not completely pre-emptive. But those effects will often be very 

small,56 so that the harm your action does might still be outweighed by the fact that if you 

don’t do it, somebody else will, and worse. 

Once one takes a job and considers one’s actions within it, pre-emption is often more 

complete. Your boss orders you to do something bad. You can say no, but the work will just 

be handed to someone else, and you may be fired. So what’s the harm, you might wonder, in 

following orders? Nor is this simply a problem for subordinates. Consider the story of Chuck 

Prince, former CEO of Citigroup, as told by John Cassidy (2010). Citigroup had refrained 

from investing in the innovative financial instruments backed by US mortgage debt which 

boomed in the early 2000s, with a result that its profits and share prices lagged behind its 

rivals. Prince’s position was under increasing pressure. So from 2005 he ‘authorised a rapid 

expansion of Citi’s securitization businesses, especially those dealing with subprime 

mortgages’ (Cassidy 2010, 296). As Cassidy points out, Prince had compelling reasons to do 

this even if he had reservations about the risk or ethics of such business. If he had not taken 

this course, either Citigroup would have continued losing market-share to rivals who did, or 

 
55 It also assumes that there are no alternative better uses of your money or labour power. The value of 

these can also be balanced by other people’s use of the product or performance in the job, being worse. 

56 For recent discussions of such effects and their moral significance, see Budolfson (2019) and 

Wilkinson (2022). 
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he would have been replaced by a CEO who would. Prince was merely pre-empting the 

actions of others. (And presumably he could tell himself that it was better that he kept his job 

and his bonuses than some other banker took them: if, for example, he was donating more of 

his income to good causes, or he was more pleasant to work for.) So Prince had some 

utilitarian justification, stemming from pre-emption, for his approach, even though it ended 

up being a large part of the cause of the financial crisis of 2007-8. As he himself put it: ‘as 

long as the music is playing, you got to get up and dance.’ (Financial Times 2007) Pre-

emption is likely to be very common in market economies, because, as Pinkert observes 

agents typically ‘know that were they to stop participating, others would step in and 

compensate by taking over their transactions’ (2015, 978), as long as those transactions are 

profitable. 

The general structure of pre-emption cases is this. There is some individual action 

available to me that would be the proximate cause of a bad outcome. However, were I not to 

take such action, some other individual would probably take a similar action which would be 

even less conducive to well-being. The likelihood with which they would take such an action, 

and the worseness of the outcomes they would produce are such that the expected overall 

well-being of my taking the action is greater than or equal to the expected overall well-being 

of my not doing so. This is so even though it would be optimific if nobody took the action.57 

Why are these cases problematic for utilitarianism? Utilitarians should want their theory 

to encourage the most well-being to be realised. One guiding light of utilitarianism is that the 

amount of overall well-being is of fundamental moral importance. At the same time, a 

second guiding light of utilitarianism is that the difference an action makes to outcomes is 

crucially important to its moral status.58 And indeed, this is part of utilitarianism’s appeal: 

‘what difference would it make?’ is acknowledged by many people to often be a very good 

question to ask when deliberating about what one should do. In pre-emption, the actions 

that would collectively bring about the most well-being seem to be forbidden on the grounds 

that they, individually, would make no or negative difference. Pre-emption cases, then, put 

two of utilitarianism’s most characteristic and appealing features into conflict with one 

another. 

 
57 Compare Williams’s general description of his cases: ‘The situations have in common that if the 

agent does not do a certain disagreeable thing, someone else will, and in Jim’s situation at least the 

result, the state of affairs after the other man has acted, if he does, will be worse than after Jim has 

acted, if Jim does. The same, on a smaller scale, is true of George’s case.’ (1973, 108) 

58 It is important to recall here that in this thesis by ‘utilitarianism’ I mean something akin to act-

utilitarianism and not rule-utilitarianism (which is discussed in the next section). 
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It may be helpful at this point to distinguish pre-emption cases from other cases in which 

what my act makes no positive difference to the outcome. They are often discussed alongside 

– or conflated with – cases of overdetermination (e.g. Tadros 2021). In overdetermination 

cases, the same outcome will occur if I do not act, because of other people’s acts. However, in 

these cases others will act whatever I do – by contrast, in pre-emption cases, my not acting 

results in their acting in my place. In overdetermination cases, if I do not act and all else is 

held equal, the same outcome occurs; in pre-emptive cases, if I do not act all else will not be 

held equal, because someone else will act differently to bring about the same outcome. More 

controversially, there may be cases of what has been called ‘causal impotence’, where some 

set of actions causes an outcome, but at least some individual actions in that set make such a 

small contribution that the exact same outcome would have occurred without them. In these 

cases it is not that the actions of others are sufficient for the outcome, as with 

overdetermination (though they may be) nor that others will respond to my not acting by 

acting to bring about the at least as bad an outcome, as in pre-emption cases. Rather, 

whatever others do, my action is too small to make a morally relevant difference – just as a 

drop in the ocean makes no difference to its currents. Causal impotence is controversial 

because some deny it is logically possible, though it is intuitively appealing in some cases 

(see Nefsky 2019 for discussion). Overdetermination and causal impotence cases pose some 

similar problems for the utilitarian, and I think my collectivist utilitarianism will help to 

account for them too. But they are different from pre-emption cases in various ways; 

generally, I think that pre-emptive cases are both more widespread and hardest for 

utilitarians to deal with. It may also be that many of the cases that have been discussed under 

the heading of overdetermination or causal impotence are in fact pre-emption cases 

(especially if causal impotence cases are logically impossible), so my analysis should be 

useful for dealing with these. 

I have shown how pre-emption cases arise in several mundane contexts: career choice, 

consumption decisions, workplace obligations. This is enough to make them of interest to 

moral theory: we want our moral theories to be able to address everyday moral questions. 

But pre-emption is also important because it crops up in some decision-contexts of the 

greatest social significance. 

One is the exploitation of the global working class. Take Iris Marion Young’s analysis of 

the global clothing industry (2006) – which I take it is representative of many supply chains 

under capitalism. (We already met this case in Chapter Four.) Many of the workers who 

manufacture clothes face serious harms, including overwork, precarity, low pay, unsafe 

conditions and restrictions on their rights to organise. The proximate causes of most of these 

harms are the actions of those who employ or manage them – usually small enterprises in 
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poor countries, dependent on larger exporters, who are in turn dependent on large 

multinationals who sell to consumers in rich countries. However, as Young says: 

 ‘In this system, each of the links in the chain believes itself to be operating close to 

 the margin in a highly competitive environment, and usually is under heavy 

 pressure to meet orders at low cost by firms higher up the chain.’ (2006, 110) 

This is a case of pre-emption. The sweatshop employer takes actions that are the 

proximate cause of ill-being for their employees. But if they were not to do so, another 

employer would step in to perform similar actions. Given the competitive nature of the 

market, employers can be almost certain that such a rival employer exists, and given the 

pressure of the multinationals, it is unlikely they could afford to improve working conditions 

very much. Indeed, the original employer might reasonably think that their business being 

outcompeted by rivals would be worse for their workers, given the costs of being thrown 

from one employer to another, and that if a rival outcompetes them it is probably because 

they have lower costs, and therefore probably sweat their workers even harder. Similar 

remarks go for the multinational buyer: if they paid manufacturers more, allowing them to 

improve working conditions, they too would be outcompeted.59 It seems that even though it 

would be optimific for employment to be less exploitative, each individual exploiter brings 

about better consequences by being involved in exploitation than by not being. 

Capitalist exploitation of workers is, of course, a central concern of socialists. That it has 

the structure of pre-emption is reason enough for socialists to be interested in the ethics of 

such cases. It also explains several claims socialists – in particular, Marxist socialists – tend 

to make. The first is that moral appeals to capitalists to treat their workers better are 

ineffectual and misguided. Under Young’s description of exploitation as pre-emption, a 

capitalist who did treat their workers better risks being replaced by a less scrupulous 

employer. Thus: (1) even if a capitalist does care about the welfare of their workers, they may 

reason that their improving conditions would not improve this welfare; (2) if they did 

 
59 What of the consumers to whom they ultimately sell, and whose demand for cheap clothing puts 

downward pressure on costs throughout the chain? Well, our buying fewer clothes may make things 

even worse for the workers by putting them out of work, or driving prices down further. Signalling 

that we would be willing to pay more for their clothes may simply increase the profits of 

multinationals, and cost us money we could better use elsewhere. This is not exactly a case of pre-

emption, for consumers, but it has similar results: participating in an exploitative industry turns out 

to have better consequences than not doing so, given the behaviour of others. Thus the effective 

altruist William MacAskill, who generally commits to the utilitarianism or something like it, 

recommends buying clothes made under such conditions (2015, 158–63). 
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become convinced of a moral duty to improve their workers’ conditions, their compliance 

with that duty might not in fact help workers in the long run. The pre-emptive structure of 

exploitation also explains the Marxian claim that capitalists, too, are unfree – subject to what 

Marx calls ‘the coercive laws of competition’ (1990, 433). Each individual capitalist is 

severely constrained in the impact they can have upon the world because they know that 

deviation from profit-maximisation risks being outcompeted, and therefore they have little 

choice but to follow the market. Lastly, if pre-emption cases are to be solved, as I will suggest 

they ought to be, through group agency, this explains the common socialist thought that it is 

the capitalist class, not individual capitalists, who are the proper target of critique. 

Climate change might also involve pre-emption. Let’s assume that it would be optimific if 

all of us who could do so without drastically reducing our quality of life reduced our 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. One might think that one’s individual emissions make no 

difference to climate change because they have such a tiny impact on the levels of GHG in the 

atmosphere, too tiny to cause significant climate-associated harms (Kingston and Sinnott-

Armstrong 2018). Broome (2019) counters that even a tiny increase might push GHG levels 

over a threshold at which such a harm is caused. Therefore, emitting any amount of GHG, 

however small, makes a negative expected difference to outcomes – and one ought, other 

things equal, to reduce one’s emissions. 

But perhaps our personal carbon emissions are to a significant degree pre-emptive.60 In 

that case, your individual emissions would not add to the quantity of GHG emitted – they 

just mean that more is emitted by you and less by others. Here are two ways in which 

emissions could be pre-emptive. One is if all carbon that can be emitted will be emitted. 

There’s a finite supply of fossil fuels. Unless some is left in the ground, the peak of GHG in 

the atmosphere is wholly determined by the size of this supply. If it is to be burnt anyway, 

my emitting will not incentivise any more burning. The second mechanism is if carbon 

emissions are regulated by a cap-and-trade scheme. Under such a scheme, firms buy permits 

to emit a given amount of GHG. If I reduce my emissions, the firms that would have supplied 

me with carbon-intensive products will buy fewer permits. This will make those permits 

available to other firms, who will buy them and emit equivalent amounts of GHG.61 

It’s unlikely that pre-emption will render individual emissions wholly inefficacious. Not 

all emissions require permits, and there is a chance that some fossil fuels will be left in the 

 
60 The closest I can find to this argument in the literature is Maltais (2013, 591–97) and Cripps (2013, 

123–25). They do not closely distinguish between the causal impotence, pre-emption and 

overdetermination, which I think leads Broome (2019) to mischaracterise and dismiss their argument. 

61 Some environmentalists buy permits and retire them, showing awareness of this problem. 
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ground. Slowing the pace of emissions may reduce harm. But probably, due to pre-emption, 

reducing your emissions by one tonne will reduce total emissions by less than a tonne, and 

thus reduce the harm done by climate change by a smaller amount than Broome and others 

who ignore pre-emption estimate. Broome estimates that going for a drive in an SUV does 

expected harm worth $1 (2019, 111). If we account for pre-emption, that figure will be even 

less – and emitting GHG as a means to a small amount of personal pleasure would maximise 

expected overall well-being. 

So pre-emption cases are present in most people’s lives, and also in very high stakes 

social problems. This is ample reason to investigate them, and to want our moral theories to 

handle them adequately. As intimated above, utilitarianism seems to struggle to do so. 

However, other views find these cases problematic too. Moreover, there is a version of 

utilitarianism that handles them very well, for which I will argue below. 

 

3. Existing responses 

I have presented pre-emption cases as a problem for utilitarianism. The problem is that 

utilitarianism seems destined to require actions that are not only proximate causes of non-

optimific outcomes, but are incompatible with the collective action that would bring about 

the most well-being. As we saw, this places two of utilitarianism’s most characteristic and 

appealing features – its emphasis on outcomes, and its emphasis on difference-making – 

into conflict with one another. 

These cases also pose problems for non-utilitarians. It is easy to see how non-utilitarian 

act-consequentialists face it: the consequences of chemical warfare, and of George’s research 

job, could be measured by values other than well-being, with similar results. And the 

problem extends beyond act-consequentialism, too. Many non-consequentialist theories 

have an act-consequentialist component, bounded by deontological side-constraints. (For 

instance, those that endorse Otsuka’s ‘Restricted Principle’ (Otsuka 1991).) If act-

consequentialism fails to condone and condemn correctly in these cases, these theories 

would need to include appropriate deontological side-constraints to deal with them, 

increasing their complexity. And a theory like Scheffler’s (Scheffler 1994), which is act-

consequentialism plus agent-centred prerogatives, faces arguably even greater problems 

here than traditional consequentialism, since it would permit (for example) George to take 

the job even if he would push the research in a slightly more dangerous direction than his 

rival, given its importance to his family and if we subtract his commitment to opposing CBW 

from his case, whilst utilitarians and act-consequentialists would require rejection in these 

circumstances (which is why Williams includes the fact that the rival would be more 
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dangerous than George). But for all these non-utilitarian theories, the problem of pre-

emption cases arises insofar as they share with utilitarianism a concern for good outcomes 

and for the moral significance of difference-making. So I will focus primarily on how 

utilitarianism might be revised to accommodate these concerns in pre-emption cases, which 

may then suggest amendments to these other theories. 

I suggest that there are two desiderata for a revised utilitarian theory in its handling of 

pre-emption cases.  

1. The theory discourages outcomes that are very bad for well-being:  

  catastrophic climate change, exploitation, the development of CBW, 

  and the like. These things would not happen if all agents complied  

  with the theory. 

2. The theory acknowledges the importance of difference-making to an 

  action’s moral status.  

Firstly let’s assess standard act-utilitarianism – what I have so far in this thesis referred 

to simply as ‘utilitarianism’ – with respect to each of these desiderata. Standard act-

utilitarianism fulfils (2): the only thing it takes to determine the status of an action is the 

difference it makes to outcomes. But it struggles with (1). As we have seen, it requires George 

to take the job. Now, it could be that enough scientists are in George’s position – able to 

predict that if they don’t take the job, someone else will, with worse consequences – that if 

they all follow the standard act-utilitarian recommendation and take up CBW jobs, CBW will 

be developed. 

There is a stark contrast with rule-utilitarianism. This is the view that an action is morally 

required if and only if it complies with a rule, widespread compliance with which would 

result in optimific outcomes (for discussion see Hooker 2000). In general, rule-

utilitarianism will require individuals not to be the proximate cause of bad outcomes, 

because widespread compliance with such a requirement would be optimific. It would be 

best for well-being if everyone followed the rule ‘do not work in chemical and biological 

warfare’, for instance, because if they did, CBW would be eliminated. Therefore, if everyone 

complied with rule-utilitarianism, CBW would be eliminated. Rule-utilitarianism fulfils (1). 

What can rule-utilitarianism say for (2)? At first, it may appear, very little. It is not what 

will happen if I x in which the rule-utilitarian is interested, but in what would happen if 

everyone (or at least most people) were to x. It makes no difference to the rule-utilitarian 

what would happen if George refused the job given the actual situation – that is, that 

someone else will take it. But the rule-utilitarianism could adjust their theory such that it 
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did. They could argue that the optimific rules include reference to difference-making. It 

might be optimific if everyone followed the rule ‘do not work in CBW, except when doing so 

would make a positive difference to the outcome’, for instance. But if the rule-utilitarian 

endorsed this, their theory would cease to fulfil (1). It may be that they can include 

difference-making caveats to more limited extents (‘do not work in CBW, except when doing 

so would avoid disaster’), but then, by altering the stakes we can always create pre-emption 

cases in which everyone’s following rule-utilitarianism does not bring about the optimific 

outcome. In general, the more they acknowledge the importance of difference-making, 

thereby meeting (2), the rule-utilitarian does worse with respect to (1). It would be nice to 

have a theory according to which both could be secured. 

Theories Julia Nefsky (2015) labels ‘participation views’ pursue a middle way between 

act- and rule-utilitarianism. They combine both ‘act-based’ and ‘pattern-based’ reasons. 

Parfit suggests such a view. His ‘C7’ principle says: 

 ‘Even if an act harms no one, this act may be wrong because it is one of a set of acts 

 that together harm other people. Similarly, even if some act benefits no one, it can be 

 what someone ought to do, because it is one of a set of acts that together benefit other 

 people.’ (1984, 70) 

As the ‘even if’ formulation suggests, C7 belongs alongside other principles which take the 

fact that an act does harm or benefit as morally significant. More recently, Woodard has 

endorsed a similar pluralism, writing that: 

 ‘There is a pattern-based reason for agent S to do action X if and only if and because 

 it is possible for S to do X and doing X is S’s part in an eligible pattern of action P that 

 would be good.’ (2019, 92) 

Woodard also recognises that: 

 ‘There is an act-based reason for agent S to do action X if and only if and because it is 

 possible for S to do X and S’s doing X would be good.’ (2019, 90) 

Since participation views, like rule-utilitarianism, recognise the differences made by 

collections of acts and, like act-utilitarianism, those made by individual acts, and 

acknowledge that these may be in tension, they appear to be good candidates for fulfilling all 

three desiderata. However, I will argue that they fail to do so.62 

 
62 A subtly different theory in this vicinity is Donald Regan’s ‘co-operative utilitarianism’ (1980). This 

holds that what each agent ought to do is to co-operate with whoever else is co-operating, in the 

production of the best consequences possible given the behaviour of the non-co-operators. Co-
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Insofar as such views incorporate standard act-utilitarian reasons, they will fulfil (2). But 

participation views fail, I think, to meet desideratum (1). Let’s see how they work in the case 

of George. Consider three relevant patterns of action: 

a) All scientists refuse jobs in CBW. 

b) All scientists accept jobs in CBW when they know that the alternative 

  is a less scrupulous scientist taking up the role. 

c) All scientists refuse jobs in CBW, except George. 

Now, according to Woodard, (b) might be the only eligible pattern of action here. In 

response to an objection from Dietz (2016), Woodard has come to endorse ‘the willingness 

requirement’ on pattern-based reasons: we only have such reasons for actions that would be 

part of patterns in which others are willing to participate (2019, 99). In George’s case, (a) 

and (c) are ruled out by this requirement since it appears that his rival is unwilling to refuse 

CBW work. In that case, it looks like Woodard’s view cannot fulfil (1). But not all 

participation views need endorse the willingness requirement – and maybe we can avoid it in 

George’s case by changing ‘all scientists’ to ‘all scientists who would be willing to refuse CBW 

work’. Assuming that the latter covers enough scientists that were they all to refuse, CBW 

would be eliminated, the problem retains the same structure. 

The problem is that all three of these patterns would be good, though they give George 

incompatible reasons. Moreover, (c) appears to be the optimific pattern, though it provides a 

reason for George to accept the job. So, in general, participation views don’t seem to 

discourage the production of the bad outcome, the development of CBW. 

Pattern (a) would be conducive to well-being, let’s assume, because it would bring about a 

world free of CBW. George’s part in this pattern would be refusing the job, so it seems that 

he has a pattern-based reason to refuse, as do other scientists in similar positions. If the 

story stopped there, participation views would fulfil (1). But it does not. For pattern (b) 

would also be somewhat conducive to well-being, because it would bring about a less 

dangerous development of CBW. And participating in (b), for George, would mean accepting 

 
operation, for Regan, involves a certain kind of motive and a certain kind of action. With respect to 

action, co-operation requires ‘doing one’s part in the pattern’ that will bring about the most well-

being. Thus Regan’s view is a kind of participation view. Unlike Parfit’s or Woodard’s proposals it is 

not pluralistic; however, it can do justice to our act-consequentialist intuition as in case there is 

nobody to co-operate with, it gives the same recommendation as act-consequentialism. I believe that 

it suffers from a similar problem to that I raise for participation views and Nefsky’s view. 
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the job. So it looks like he has reasons on both sides. Given that there is act-based reason for 

George to accept the job, if pattern-based reasons are undecided it seems that there is 

nothing encouraging refusal, and thus participation views fail to meet (1). 

Now, it might be thought that George’s pattern-based reasons to derived from (a) are 

stronger than his pattern-based reasons derived from (b), since a world without CBW is 

likely to contain more well-being than a world with relatively safe CBW. But if we are to 

weight pattern-based reasons in accordance with the amount of well-being the pattern in 

question would lead to, (c) appears the best of all. This pattern would also lead to a world 

free of CBW (with as much certainty as all scientists including George refusing, since one 

scientist is not sufficient for a CBW programme)63 but would also result in additional well-

being for George and his family. Thus, the strongest pattern-based reasons here seem to 

suggest that George should accept the job. 

It is probably true of all scientists that their accepting CBW work whilst the vast majority 

of others refuse would be better than everyone rejecting CBW work. In both cases CBW is 

ended, but in the former they receive some additional income. The point is not that it would 

be better for them if they accepted such work, and so they will put their selfish interests 

ahead of moral duty. It is that it would be better overall, since it would be good for them and 

no additional harm would come of their accepting the work. So all scientists appear to have 

strongest pattern-based reasons to accept such jobs. And, of course, they often have act-

based reasons, when, like George, they are pre-empting a less scrupulous scientist. But then, 

participation views do not encourage the best outcomes. Following such views, scientists will 

keep accepting these jobs and CBW will go on being developed. They fail to meet 

desideratum (1).64 

How about Nefsky’s own view? She claims that one has reason to help bring about good 

outcomes, and that one can help to bring about an outcome even if one’s action doesn’t make 

any difference to whether it comes about or not. One helps to bring an outcome about, for 

Nefsky, if at the time one acts it is possible that the outcome will fail to occur for lack of acts 

of the type you perform (Nefsky 2017). 

 
63 Thus, it is not the case that George ‘is a member of the smallest group of whom it is true that, had 

these people all acted differently, the other people would not have been harmed.’ This is Parfit’s 

condition for George’s act being covered by C7 – so Parfit’s view, strictly speaking, would not help 

deliver (1) in cases like George’s (Parfit 1984, 71–72). 

64 A similar problem is raised for participation views, in the context of alleged causal impotence cases, 

by Otsuka (1991). 
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Does Nefsky therefore not meet desideratum (2)? Strictly speaking, her view does not 

give difference-making any significance. However, it is possible (as Nefsky herself argues, 

2017, 2766–67) that our attraction to difference-making is in large part an attraction to the 

idea that it matters what an action helps to bring about. Nefsky’s analysis of ‘help’ 

distinguishes it from difference-making, but speaks to the same motivation. So let’s grant 

that she gets close enough to (2), or at least to the intuition behind (2). 

With respect to (1), however, I think Nefsky’s view will suffer from a similar problem to 

that that afflicts participation views. Let’s apply it to George’s case. Consider three relevant 

outcomes, corresponding to the three patterns discussed above: 

a) A world free of CBW. 

b) A world with relatively safer CBW. 

c) A world free of CBW, and George is employed. 

The problem is that all three of these outcomes would be good, though they give George 

incompatible reasons. Moreover, (c) appears to be the optimific outcome, though it provides 

a reason for George to accept the job. So, in general, Nefsky’s view don’t seem to discourage 

the bad outcome that is the production of CBW. 

I take it that the proposal is meant to work like this: at the time George acts, it is possible 

that (a) will fail to occur for lack of scientists refusing CBW jobs. Therefore, George’s refusing 

the job could help bring about a good outcome, and therefore he has reason to refuse. All 

scientists have a similar reason, and thus Nefsky’s proposal seems to encourage the best 

outcome, a world free of CBW. However, there are some problems. 

The first is whether (a) is possible (for it to be possible that (a) could fail to occur for lack 

of scientists refusing jobs, it must be possible that (a) could occur (Nefsky 2017, 2753)). 

George has been told that if he doesn’t take the job ‘it will certainly go’ to his rival. The 

implication is that such jobs will generally find willing takers. But then, is there any chance 

that enough other scientists will refuse to work in CBW that CBW is eliminated? 

If not, then Nefsky’s view will not provide any reason for George to refuse the job, and 

she has no claim to fulfil (1). As she says, ‘there being other people who will or might act in 

the relevant way is necessary for being able to satisfy the conditions for helping, and thus 

necessary for having reason for action coming from how doing so could help.’ (2017, 2755–

56 - this could be read as her version of Woodard’s willingness requirement.) However, she 

also says that ‘the relevant notion of possibility cannot be one that, in general, holds fixed 

what agents will choose to do in the future’ since, in practical reasoning ‘we think of agents 

(both ourselves and others) as typically being able to choose between several different 
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courses of action, where different outcomes can result depending on what they choose to do.’ 

(2017, 2762) So there would seem to be a low bar for Nefsky to consider a set of actions by 

others possible. Let’s grant that on the relevant notion of possibility it is the case that other 

scientists might refuse such jobs. 

Even so, Nefsky’s view will struggle to meet (1). As well as (a), (b) is a good outcome – at 

least, it is much better than many other salient possibilities. And at the time George acts, it is 

possible that (b) will fail to occur for lack of scientists with his scruples accepting CBW jobs 

(thus pre-empting more dangerous research). Therefore, George’s accepting the job could 

help bring about a good outcome, and therefore Nefsky’s view gives him reason to accept, as 

well as reason to refuse. 

Now, it might be thought that the reasons to help bring about a world free of CBW are 

stronger than the reasons to help bring about relatively safer CBW, since the former would 

be a better outcome. Nefsky does indeed say that the strength of a reason to help bring about 

some outcome will correlate positively with how ‘serious’ that outcome will be. But if we are 

to weight help-based reasons in accordance with the value of the outcome in question, (c) 

appears the best of all. The outcome with respect to CBW would be the same as in (a), but 

there would be an additional good, George being able to provide for his family. And at the 

time George acts, it is possible that (c) will fail to occur for lack of George accepting the job. 

So is the strongest help-based reason a reason to accept the job, on Nefsky’s view? 

Nefsky mentions two other factors determining the strength of one’s reasons to help 

bring about an outcome: the size of the causal role one would play and the closeness of the 

chances of the outcome to 50% (2017, 2764). Now, George would surely play a bigger causal 

role in ensuring (c) than (a). And (a) cannot, from the description of the case, have a 

significantly different probability than (c): George’s refusal to take the job would not make a 

difference to the likelihood of CBW existing, and all he has to do to have the job is accept an 

offer that has already been made. So, by Nefsky’s account, George’s reasons to help bring 

about (c) – and thus to take the job – are stronger than his reasons to help bring about (a).  

It is probably true of all scientists that their reasons for helping to bring about (c)-like 

outcomes – with their name substituted for George’s – are stronger, according to Nefsky’s 

view, than their reasons for helping to bring about (a). In both outcomes CBW is ended, but 

in (c)-like outcomes they are employed. The point is not that (c)-like outcomes would be 

better for them but that they would be better overall, since they would be better for them and 

no more harmful with respect to any other value. Moreover, each scientist plays a bigger 

causal role in delivering a (c)-like outcome – no CBW and they are employed – than in 

delivering (a), since one’s role in one’s own employment is bigger than one’s role in a large 



135 
 

collective action. And (c)-like outcomes can fail to occur, in each case, for lack of the scientist 

in question taking a job in CBW. So each scientist appears to have, according to Nefsky, 

strongest help-based reasons to accept such work. But then Nefsky’s view does not 

encourage the best outcomes. Following such views, scientists will keep accepting these jobs 

and CBW will go on being developed. 

Now, Nefsky might respond here that (c)-like outcomes could also fail to occur for lack of 

scientists refusing CBW jobs. Return to George. The second part of (c), his employment, 

might fail to occur for lack of him accepting jobs, but the first part of (c) might fail to occur 

for lack of scientists refusing CBW jobs. So George could help to bring (c) about either by 

accepting or by refusing the job. But the best this could achieve is indeterminacy with respect 

to what George has most reason to do. And note that George’s causal role in bringing about 

the second part of (c) by accepting would be far bigger than his role in bringing about the 

first part by refusing: thus, by Nefsky’s own logic it seems that if one reason is stronger here, 

it is the reason to refuse. 

The general problem for participation views, and Nefsky’s, is this. Firstly, in cases where 

other individuals are very unwilling to participate in the optimal pattern, or bring about the 

best outcome, these theories may have nothing to say. But even if they overcome this, there 

are a variety of good patterns and good outcomes. And the optimific ones appear to be (c)-

like patterns and outcomes, which license agents to do things such as take CBW jobs, burn 

fossil fuels, exploit workers, and so on. Now, Woodard and Nefsky might want to rule (c)-like 

patterns and outcomes from playing a reason-giving role. But it is not obvious how this could 

be done in a way that is justified rather than ad hoc, and will not narrow eligible patterns and 

outcomes too far. (Woodard has a brief discussion of something like this problem himself 

and comes to the same conclusion.)65 

Another view is Felix Pinkert’s ‘modally robust act consequentialism’ (2015). Pinkert says 

that agents ought not only do whatever brings about the best outcome, given the actions of 

others, but also to be such that they would do the whatever brings about the best in possible 

worlds where others acted differently. Let’s apply this to George’s case. The first part of 

Pinkert’s view is shared with standard act-utilitarianism. George should act so as to bring 

 
65 Does rule-utilitarianism not suffer from the same problem? I think not. The notion of a rule 

plausibly precludes (c)-like exceptions (is ‘don’t work in CBW unless you are George’ a rule?), whilst 

the notion of a pattern or (especially) an outcome does not. Moreover, rule-utilitarians will take the 

costs and difficulties of imposing a rule into account in working out what the optimific set of rules is. 

As we will see in the next section it is easier to impose a general rule than one with exceptions, so (c)-

like rules, even if conceptually admissible, are unlikely to be optimific. 
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about the bets outcome he can, and thus should take the job, given the greater threat to 

overall well-being posed by the alternative. This also means Pinkert’s view meets 

desideratum (2) – what George ought to do is determined by the difference his action would 

make to the outcome. Pinkert’s innovation is the second part of his view. This implies that 

George ought to be such that, if it were not the case that another more dangerous scientist 

would take the job if he didn’t, then he would refuse it. This is an intuitive claim. But is it 

sufficient to fulfil desideratum (1)? 

If CBW research goes ahead, on Pinkert’s view, someone is at fault. If George conducts 

the research, then either: George is not such that he would refuse the job if another more 

dangerous scientist would not take it – so George is at fault, or: there is another scientist who 

is such that they would take the job and push the research in a more dangerous direction – 

so that scientist is at fault. If George refuses the job and another more dangerous scientist 

takes it, then George is at fault according to the first, standard act-utilitarian part of Pinkert’s 

view, as is the other scientist unless there is a third more dangerous scientist who would take 

the job if the second scientist didn’t, in which case he is in the same situation as George 

taking the job. 

So someone must be at fault if the bad outcome is realised. However, does modally robust 

act-consequentialism discourage such outcomes? It is the characters, rather than the 

actions, of agents that Pinkert’s view would condemn. If George takes the job, nobody has 

done wrong: the fault lies in the bad dispositions of either George or his potential 

replacements. In fact, as Williams describes the case, it seems that George is modally robust 

in the way Pinkert requires: he would certainly refuse if it weren’t for the threat of a more 

dangerous alternative. If George is like that, and he takes the job on act-utilitarian grounds, 

then the parties at fault for CBW are these scientists who serve as potential replacements for 

George. This is a somewhat strange result. They have not done anything wrong; they need 

not have done anything to further research in CBW. But because of what they would have 

done, they are the guilty parties. Thus it is debatable whether Pinkert can fulfil (1) in an 

appealing way.  

 

4. Collectivist utilitarianism 

a. Introducing collectivist utilitarianism 

My preferred response to pre-emption cases is a version of utilitarianism I will call 

‘collectivist utilitarianism’. Like Pinkert’s, it does not withdraw the standard act-utilitarian 

judgment that in pre-emption cases, individual actions are required solely on the basis of the 

(expected) difference they make. But it applies the same judgment to groups: groups ought 
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to act such as to maximise overall well-being. The factory owners are required to stop their 

polluting actions, albeit as a class of factory owners, rather than as individuals. 

Although I present this as a revision to the standard act-utilitarian view, it is not a 

concessive one, but rather an extension of utilitarianism to group agents. Thus, Postow 

(1977) calls such a proposal ‘generalised utilitarianism’. Furthermore, applying utilitarianism 

to groups is not alien to the utilitarian tradition: Bentham focussed mainly on encouraging 

governments to maximise overall well-being, assuming that individuals were to a large 

extent interested in only their own; contemporary effective altruists first aimed their 

arguments at individuals rather than groups66 but are increasingly – following criticism on 

this score (Srinivasan 2015; Dietz 2019; Collins 2019a) – concerned with social decisions 

(Greaves et al. 2020; Todd 2018). 

Collectivist utilitarianism meets both of our desiderata.  

1. It discourages outcomes that are very bad for well-being; for instance, it will 

 require that scientists as a group eliminate CBW. 

2. It makes the same judgment as standard act-utilitarianism as far as 

 requirements for individuals go. Thus, its requirements for individual action 

 depend entirely on the difference that those actions (can be expected to) 

 make. 

Furthermore, it has the virtue of explaining why, in many cases of pre-emption, 

individuals feel torn between opposing courses of action and justification – why these appear 

as a kind of moral dilemma. In pre-emption cases, what an individual ought to do stands at 

odds with what their group ought to do. Scientists, collectively, ought to refuse to work in 

CBW – but George, a scientist, ought to accept. It is impossible for George to both play his 

part in his group doing what it ought to do, and do what he ought to do. And George, as we 

have seen already in this thesis, is not solely an atomised individual, but a social being, 

whose identity depends in part on the communities to which he belongs. So he faces a choice 

between two aspects of his identity.  

It may be thought that this proposal is vulnerable to a similar objection to that which I 

levelled at participation and Nefskyan views. It seems that an (maybe even the) optimal way 

 
66 As Peter Singer said in a recent interview: ‘Animal Liberation is essentially saying, “Stop eating the 

products of cruelly treated animals. You don’t need a social revolution—or the social revolution is too 

difficult to achieve, and rather we should focus on getting individuals to change their practices.” 

Maybe that’s had some influence on my thinking, and why I think about individual change.’ (Gross 

2021) 
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for the group to discharge its duty is to bring about a pattern of actions that sees George 

accept the job, with all its benefits, but CBW nevertheless eliminated by sufficient other 

scientists refusing similar work. This outcome would be better for overall well-being than 

general refusal. However, it is counterintuitive that the group ought to aim for this outcome, 

and if it did George would not face the dilemma described above. My response is that large 

groups in the real world do not typically have it in their power to bring about such patterns of 

action. Consider the tools that groups have at their disposal. They cannot ensure that each of 

their members performs the action that is part of the set of actions that brings about the 

best; they have no mind-control device. Instead, their main tools are rules backed by 

sanctions, material or moral. In our case, the group of scientists probably has as its main tool 

the instilling of a general norm to refuse such work. So even if a mixed pattern of actions 

such as ‘everyone apart from George refuses CBW jobs’ would be optimal, there is often 

reason for a group not to aim at it. If groups aimed for such outcomes, they would likely fail: 

norms with arbitrary exceptions are very difficult to enforce. The group might expect better 

results by aiming for a general refusal of scientists to take such work by aiming at than 

selective, minimally sufficient refusals. 

Therefore, even if it is possible and optimific for George to accept the job whist CBW is 

eliminated, scientists as a group ought not aim for this outcome, according to utilitarianism. 

They would maximise expected overall well-being by aiming at outcomes in which all their 

members refuse such jobs, including George. When the group does its duty, then, it is highly 

probable that George refuses the job – since it successfully does its duty when it instils a 

norm of general refusal sufficiently well that most of its members refuse. At the same time, 

George’s own duty might be to take it. 

 

b. Group agency 

Now, the foregoing relies on a picture of group agency according to which what groups 

can do differs from what their members can do, and, more fundamentally which holds that 

groups can be treated as moral agents. In technical terms, groups must be subject to non-

distributive moral oughts. To grasp non-distributive predicates, consider the following case: 

the multiple dots in Seurat’s pointillist painting Un dimanche après-midi à l’Île de la Grande 

Jatte are beautiful, but this property does not distribute – it is not the case that each dot is 

beautiful (T. H. Smith 2009, 32; for broader discussion see Oliver and Smiley 2013). 

‘Beautiful’ may therefore apply non-distributively. In the case of George, I claim that 

scientists as a group ought to refuse jobs in CBW, but that it is not the case that each scientist 

ought to refuse jobs in CBW.  
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Some will deny that groups should be treated as moral agents at all. General scepticism of 

group agency – a kind of methodological individualism, whereby the only agents in the world 

are individual human beings – is attractively parsimonious but at odds with common-sense. 

This is evidenced by the ubiquity of group agency in ordinary language. On the Guardian 

website frontpage today I can see that the House of Lords has voted through some 

amendments; that the Israeli police has targeted dissidents with spyware; that a crowd has 

paid respects to a murder victim; that Poland expects 60 000 daily Covid cases by mid-

February; that we must stop imprisoning pregnant women and that we must tackle gambling 

addiction. The individualist will try to analyse these attributions of group agency away, and 

may sometimes be successful: but if there is no need to do violence to a very common feature 

of language, why should we?67 

Moreover, individualist paraphrasing will come up against the problem of multiple 

realisability. The House of Lords voting through an amendment can occur due to any of a 

very large number of actions of individual lords. It happens if any combination of more than 

half of the lords who vote vote for the amendment. This may be reducible to a disjunction of 

possible sets of actions of individual lords. But more problematically for the individualist, the 

House of Lords can vote through an amendment in a world where the composition of the 

House of Lords is entirely different. If every lord resigned and was replaced tomorrow, the 

statement that the House of Lords voted through some amendment the next day would have 

the same meaning as it did yesterday, even though the individuals involved are different. 

What makes it the House of Lords’s vote is not that certain individuals are involved, but that 

those individuals are members of a certain group.  

If there are group agents, are moral obligations applicable to them? Some of the ordinary 

language examples mentioned above suggest so (‘we must stop imprisoning pregnant 

women’, for example) – and it makes sense, prima facie, to say that the House of Lords 

ought not have passed the amendment. Some groups, such as corporations, are held legally 

liable for their actions, which also suggests we take them to be moral agents. Exactly which 

groups have moral agency will be discussed at greater length below, but we have good reason 

to think that some do. 

Suppose then that we are permitted to include group agents in our ontology, and that 

such agents are in some cases morally responsible. Which sets of individuals are group 

 
67 There are more theoretical considerations to permit group agents into one’s ontology: they feature 

in some of our best social scientific explanations (Tollefsen 2002), and on at least one plausible recent 

account of agency, group agency is the paradigmatic form of agency: this is Hyman’s account (2015), 

according to which agency is a matter of various parts of a system acting in an integrated manner. 
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agents? If the collectivist utilitarian solution is to work in the case of George, or of capitalist 

exploitation, scientists and capitalists must count as group agents. One account on which 

they would is Jackson’s. He claimed that ‘any old aggregation or mereological sum of 

individual actions counts as a group action’ (1987, 93) which suggests that any random 

collection of individuals can count as a group agent. Most philosophers reject this claim, 

which Estlund (2020, 217–22) characterises as the ‘easy agency’ view, and Smith (2009, 36) 

as ‘dubious metaphysics’. I also reject it. It is far too ontologically fecund, generating more 

group agents than any respectable social science could contemplate.  

A less fecund alternative is what we might call the ‘corporate agency’ view. Such accounts 

model group agency on individual agency,68 claiming that a group is an agent only if it shares 

certain features common to individual agents. For instance, Collins (2019b) holds that a 

group agent must have a decision-making procedure, and List and Pettit (2011) that it must 

have motivational and representational states of its own, and the capacity to act on the basis 

of these. On such accounts only formally structured groups, such as trade unions, political 

parties and governments, count as agents. Call such accounts ‘corporate accounts’ and the 

kinds of group agents they admit ‘corporate agents’. 

Corporate accounts are compatible with collectivist utilitarianism. It could be that 

corporate agents ought to maximise well-being, as should their individual members, and 

these two oughts can come apart. But the corporate agency view will not cover very many of 

the pre-emption cases in which we are interested.69 In George’s case, is there a corporate 

agent to which George and sufficient other scientists belong? It is not necessitated by 

Williams’s description of the case, but it is also not ruled out. Perhaps George belongs to a 

trade union of scientists, with decision-making procedures, stated aims and policies, an 

outlook on the world. This union ought to see to it that its members refuse CBW jobs, if it’s 

sufficiently powerful that its doing so would end CBW. But we might want our response to 

George’s case to apply even if there were no such union. And there is no corporate agent with 

respect to other pre-emption cases such as climate change, or capitalist exploitation. 

Moreover, if there is no union, we might want to say that scientists ought to establish 

one. ‘Scientists’, in such a claim, could not refer to a group agent according to the corporate 

agency view, since we are prior to the establishment of a corporation. But such establishment 

is, plausibly, a collective action – not something that someone can do on their own, and 

 
68 This is not the only way to go: as mentioned in the previous footnote, Hyman’s account of agency 

models the individual on the group. 

69 Or, for that matter, some of the cases we meet in ordinary language – the House of Lords may be a 

corporate agent, but is Poland? Is the ‘we’ who must tackle gambling addiction? 
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perhaps something that each individual scientist ought not to do (for instance, if the costs to 

them were high and they knew that insufficient numbers of others would join for such a 

union to be effective). Corporate agency views cannot judge that there is a group who ought 

to incorporate. 

We need, then, an account of group agents narrower than Jackson’s but wider than the 

corporate agency view. One prominent option in the literature is that of Margaret Gilbert. 

Gilbert (1989; 2013; 2006) claims that many groups constitute ‘plural subjects’: single bodies 

of whom we can say they do and believe things beyond what their members do and believe – 

that is, non-distributively. On her account, such group agents are formed through the ‘joint 

commitment’ of the members. The difference between two people walking on the same 

stretch of road and two people walking together, as a group, is that the latter have (perhaps 

implicitly) undertaken certain commitments with respect not just to each other, but to the 

group they form.70 

There is much to like about Gilbert’s account, especially for my purposes. It means that 

non-corporate groups – two friends walking along, a crowd, a whole society – can be agents 

in their own right, and thus bear non-distributive oughts. However, it suffers from a similar 

problem to the corporate agency view, with respect to the cases with which we’re concerned. 

In George’s case, part of the problem is that scientists have not jointly committed to 

opposing CBW, thus, on Gilbert’s view, they have not established a plural subject which can 

(or ought) do anything.71 We might want to say that scientists ought to make such a 

commitment, but again, this seems like it should be a non-distributive ought. It need not be 

the case that each scientist, if the costs of doing so were high and the likelihood of others 

joining low, ought to express their readiness to enter into such a joint venture. (This 

observation is not meant as a criticism of Gilbert’s account of joint action, which is not 

supposed to solve the kind of moral problem with which I’m concerned, but rather to 

characterise a set of social phenomena.) 

So: we need an account of group agents that will include less than the easy and more than 

the corporate agency view, or Gilbert’s. In particular, it must permit group agents that are 

not corporate agents, or not jointly committed, but could be. For such an account I turn 

again to Marx. Analysing French society in 1852, he wrote: 

 
70 For a somewhat similar account, stressing collective acceptance of an ‘ethos’ rather than 

commitment, see Tuomela (2013). 

71 It would be different, again, if scientists had established a union – this would involve a joint 

commitment to abide by union rules, and then it might be the case that the union ought to institute 

rules preventing its members from working in CBW. 
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‘The small-holding peasants form a vast mass, the members of which live in similar 

 conditions but without entering into manifold relations with one another… The 

 isolation is increased by France’s bad means of communications… Each individual 

 peasant family is almost self-sufficient; it itself directly produces the major part of its 

 consumption and thus acquires its means of life more through exchange with nature 

 than in intercourse with society. A small holding, a peasant, and his family; alongside 

 them another small holding, a peasant and another family. A few score of these make 

 up a village and a few score villages make up a Department. In this way, the great 

 mass of the French nation is formed by simple addition of homologous magnitudes, 

 much as potatoes in a sack form a sack of potatoes. In so far as millions of families 

 live under economic conditions of existence that separate their mode of life, their 

 interests, and their culture from other classes, and put them in hostile opposition to 

 the latter, they form a class. In so far as there is merely a local interconnection among 

 these small-holding peasants, and the identity of their interests begets no 

 community, no national bond, and no political organisation among them, they do not 

 form a class. They are consequently incapable of enforcing their class interests in 

 their own name… They cannot represent themselves and must be represented… The 

 political influence of the small-holding peasants, therefore, finds its final expression 

 in the executive power subordinating society to itself.’ (2000c, 346–47) 

This is the source of Marxism’s famous distinction between a ‘class in itself’ and a ‘class 

for itself’.72 In Marx’s view, French peasants constituted the former but not the latter (unlike 

the proletariat, which constituted both). A class in itself may have a lot in common: they live 

in similar conditions, with similar culture and interests as Marx says. But only a class for 

itself has agency – the peasantry can have things done to it (‘be represented’) but not do 

things. What distinguishes a class for itself? Such a class has common interests too. But it 

also has the capacity to struggle for them: by, in the examples Marx gives, establishing 

community, bonds, and political organisation. That is, we might say, by establishing joint 

commitments and corporate agents. 

Inspired by Marx’s conditions for a class to be ‘for itself’, I propose that a set of 

individuals constitutes a group agent when it is possible for them to establish a corporate 

agent to represent them or joint commitments between them. This possibility will often 

depend on material circumstances: do they have the means to communicate to make 

corporate decisions; are they in such social relations that they can hold one another to the 

 
72 For a similar distinction in later Marx-influenced literature, see Jean-Paul Sartre’s (2004) 

distinction between series and group – discussed, with emphasis on gender, by Young (1994). 
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norms emanating from joint commitments? It may also depend on their mentality: do they 

identify with one another sufficiently to establish such representatives and commitments; do 

they have any inclination to do so? Typically, we will find group agents where individuals live 

in similar conditions and have similar goals, goals that can only be achieved co-operatively, 

so that they are inclined to work together.73  

On this view not only are corporate agents moral agents, but so too are less organised 

groups which corporate agents may represent. (For instance, not only are trade unions moral 

agents, but so are workers in a particular industry.) The view is not that a potential agent is 

an agent – but it is that a group with the potential to form a corporate agent, or plural 

subject, is thereby a member of the broader class of agents itself. Therefore, the set of moral 

agents is larger than Pettit and List or Collins countenance. This allows us to solve cases like 

George’s, and also to make the kinds of claims narrower accounts of group agency could not: 

that a set of individuals ought to establish a corporate agent, or to jointly commit to 

something. 

The Marx-inspired account makes scientists and capitalists group agents, and so allows 

us to ascribe the moral duty to eliminate CBW to the former, and to reduce exploitation to 

the latter. Scientists have a lot of interests in common: in the ongoing fruitfulness of their 

work, in securing funding for it, in their rights as workers, perhaps in progress towards truth 

or at least understanding. Often, these interests can be fulfilled most effectively by working 

together: establishing unions, research teams, committees and journals; jointly committing 

to norms such as sharing results, and so on. They also tend to identify as scientists and 

recognise other scientists as peers. They can and do communicate with one another (we will 

change this aspect of the case for a less realistic one in the next subsection). Thus, it seems 

likely that they have the capacity to establish representative corporate agents and joint 

commitments. Moreover, through the establishment of such things they could eliminate 

CBW, as we saw with the imagined trade union case above, and doing so would be optimific. 

Therefore, the collectivist utilitarian can say that scientists, as a group, ought to eliminate 

CBW – even though individual scientists, due to pre-emption, cannot, and in fact may have a 

utilitarian duty to accept jobs in it. 

Capitalists – take the factory-owners in Young’s case – meet these criteria for group 

agency too. Although they compete with one another, they share certain interests, most 

 
73 Thus, Elizabeth Cripps’s view is roughly equivalent to the Marx-inspired one: ‘A set of individuals 

constitutes a collectivity [i.e. a bearer of moral obligations] if and only if those individuals are 

mutually dependent for the achievement or satisfaction of some common or shared purpose, goal or 

fundamental interest, whether or not they acknowledge it themselves.’ (Cripps 2013, 28–29) 
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pertinently in profit and property ownership. Individual capitalists cannot defend these 

interests alone: they are a minority in society and thus at risk of expropriation by the 

majority; property rights only persist insofar as they are respected by others; the clothing 

manufacturers of Bangladesh may only be able to attract orders from American 

multinationals by guaranteeing low production costs, and this may only be possible if they 

work together. They also have a degree of class consciousness; identifying with one another if 

not as capitalists as ‘businessmen’, or at least ‘people like us’. Marx and Engels overstated the 

case when they wrote that the capitalist state is ‘but a committee for managing the common 

affairs of the bourgeoisie’ (2000a, 247), but it is certainly true that capitalists do act together 

to create corporate agents (chambers of commerce, centre-right parties, industry bodies, and 

so on) to defend their interests. Thus, capitalists (like scientists) have the capacity to form 

representative corporate agents – and perhaps joint commitments too (think of ‘gentlemen’s 

agreements’ around prices in a cartel). They form, according to my Marx-inspired account, a 

group agent. Capitalists as a group agent have the capacity, which no individual capitalist has 

(due to pre-emption), to improve workers’ conditions in a significant and lasting manner. 

Given that this would be optimific, collectivist utilitarianism will say that they ought to do so. 

As long as they do not, collectivist utilitarianism will find fault with capitalists as a class, 

even if pre-emption means each individual capitalist has an act-utilitarian justification for 

their actions. 

In expanding the set of group agents to include not just corporate agents but also groups 

with the potential to establish them (or other forms of joint action), I am vulnerable to a 

common objection: to be a moral agent an entity must have the capacity to consider reasons 

and perform actions in the light of them (List and Pettit 2011, chaps 1, 7; Tollefsen 2015, 

chap. 6; Collins 2019b, chaps 2–3). Only agents with decision-making procedures – that is, 

corporate agents such as unions and parties – seem to have this; groups such as ‘scientists’ 

or ‘capitalists’ do not. 

I do not agree, however, that group agents must be able to consider and act on reasons in 

order to be moral agents. Consider how Pettit and List support this criterion (List and Pettit 

2011, chap. 7).74 They analogise from the individual case, in which – inspired by Christian 

catechisms and intuition – they hold that morally responsible agents must face morally 

significant choices, be able to understand and assess those choices, and be able to control 

which option they choose. The second and third conditions together are put by other authors 

 
74 Stephanie Collins has a different defence of this condition, stemming from Kant-inspired views 

about moral worth. I leave a full response to this for another occasion, though I am confident that one 

can be provided. The List and Pettit argument seems to be more influential and widespread in the 

literature. 
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in terms of reasons, as the capacity to consider reasons and act in the light of them. Pettit 

and List point out that only group agents with decision-making procedures can be properly 

described as understanding and assessing options (or reasons). As they put it: 

‘A group forms a judgment or other attitude over a certain proposition when the 

proposition is presented for consideration – it is included in the agenda – and the 

group takes whatever steps are prescribed in its organizational structure for 

endorsing it. As we have discussed, these steps may involve a vote in the committee‐ 

of‐the‐whole, a vote in an authorized subgroup, or the determination of an appointed 

official.’ (2011, 159) 

Groups without organisational structure, then, cannot form judgments about options, and 

cannot consider reasons. Non-corporate groups can therefore not be moral agents, on the 

Pettit and List view. They admit that this implication of their account has ‘a distressing 

aspect’, that in cases such as pre-emption, ‘although the individuals do something bad 

together, no one is fully fit to be held responsible.’ (2011, 166) I think we can avoid this 

distress. 

Consider the motivation for the condition on moral agents that they are responsive to 

reasons. Pettit and List give little beyond analogy from our intuitions and Christian doctrine 

about the case of individual agents. Tollefsen (2015, chap. 6) gives a more profound 

motivation. The crucial question, she says, is whether addressing an agent in moral terms is 

futile (2015, 126). The reason that individuals must be responsive to reasons in order to be 

moral agents is that there is no point in offering moral reasons to an individual who lacks the 

capacity to recognise reasons and control their actions in the light of them. Telling such an 

agent – consider a pet dog – that they’ve done wrong has no force, at least, when ‘wrong’ has 

a moral aspect and is not simply registered by the dog as a word that often precedes 

punishment. The same does not go for groups that are made up of reasons-responsive 

members. Telling a group that it has moral reasons to do this or that need not be futile, so 

long as some of its members are responsive to such reasons. And in many cases rational 

individuals are. Economists have shown experimentally, and justified theoretically, that 

rational agents often ‘team reason’; that is, they act in the light of considering what the group 

of which they are a member ought to do (Bacharach 2018; Karpus and Gold 2017; Sugden 

and Gold 2007). Addressing moral arguments to a group, then, need not be futile even if that 

group itself is not able to respond to reasons. Such address is likely to change its members’ 

behaviour. This doesn’t mean that it is reducible to giving reasons to its members as 

individuals. As Tollefsen puts it: 
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‘Normative competency involves the appreciation of norms. This appreciation [in the 

case of group agents] is best understood in terms of the capacities of individual group 

members. But group members will appreciate norms qua group members. Outside of 

one’s group, these norms may not have any force for the individual qua individual.’ 

(2015, 129–30) 

In the case of George and the scientists, we might say that the scientists ought to 

eliminate CBW research, and that individual members like George are capable of responding 

to that moral injunction – including by doing things such as enforcing a norm against taking 

such jobs – since they regard it, in the manner of team reasoning, as applying to them as 

members of the group. At the same time, George as an individual ought to (according to 

collectivist utilitarianism) maximise expected overall well-being, which might mean taking 

the job. 

Tollefsen’s official focus is on corporate agents, but we can see how this argument may 

include non-corporate groups as morally responsible agents. Non-corporate groups such as 

‘scientists’ or ‘capitalists’ have members who are reasons-responsive (or ‘normatively 

competent’), and who at least sometimes are affected by the reasons they take their group to 

have. Pettit and List seem to appreciate something similar. Having officially denied the 

moral agency of non-corporate groups, they then concede that ‘something close to holding a 

group responsible seems more appropriate, even when the group is not an agent in the 

ordinary [corporate] mould.’ (2011, 167) They focus on non-corporate groups that are in 

some way represented by a corporate agent as a ‘spokesbody’ – as a nation might be by a 

government, members of a profession by a union, or a class by a political party. They note 

that ascribing moral responsibility to non-corporate groups has an important point: 

‘To refuse to ascribe responsibility to the group as a whole, on the grounds that the 

evil done was done entirely by the spokesbody, would be to miss the opportunity to 

put in place an incentive for members of the group to challenge what the spokesbody 

does, transforming the organizational structure under which they operate: making it 

into a structure under which similar misdeeds are less likely. By finding the group 

responsible, we make clear to members that unless they develop routines for keeping 

their government or episcopacy in check, they will share in member responsibility for 

what is done by the group...’ (2011, 168–69) 

I do not see, firstly, why the same reasoning cannot be applied to non-corporate groups 

that lack a corporate spokesbody. Ascribing responsibility to such a group could put in place 

an incentive for its members to produce a spokesbody that would alter the structures under 

which each member acts so as to produce better outcomes; it could also make clear to 
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members that they should develop routines for keeping one another in check.75 Members will 

respond to such ascriptions of group responsibilities insofar as they engage in team 

reasoning with respect to the group. Secondly, it is unclear why, having made this point, 

Pettit and List still officially deny that non-corporate groups can be morally responsible 

agents. They admit that they can sometimes be appropriately held responsible. They say that 

this simply means that they are ‘responsibilisable’ rather than ‘fully responsible agents’ 

(2011, 169). But this dispute may be merely verbal. Once we are ascribing moral reasons and 

duties to something, what is to be gained by denying it is a moral agent? For collective 

utilitarianism to make sense, in any case, I think it sufficient that we have a rationale for 

ascribing moral duties to such groups. 

The view is, then, that we can treat an entity as a moral agent even if it is unable to 

recognise and act in light of the reasons that it has, as long as ascribing duties to it is not 

futile. It will not be futile so long as the entity includes members who are able to recognise 

and act in light of the reasons that it has. Non-corporate groups meet this condition by 

having members who engage in team reasoning, or something like it. Thus, non-corporate 

groups may bear moral duties, as the collective utilitarian solutions to the cases of George, 

and of capitalist exploitation, require. 

 

c. Cases without group agents 

In this section so far, I have argued that the most plausible position is that group agency 

exists and that groups such as scientists and capitalists have it. This means that collectivist 

utilitarianism meets our three desiderata in a range of pre-emption cases. But since I reject 

‘easy agency’, I have to concede that it will not do so in all pre-emption cases. If the agents 

involved do not belong to some group agent that maximises overall well-being by 

discouraging the actions in question, collectivist utilitarianism looks just like standard act-

utilitarianism. 

In a case of Jackson’s (1987), drivers on a motorway each drive at 80 miles per hour. It 

would be safer (to an extent that outweighs any costs of slower travel) if all drove at 60 miles 

per hour. However, because it is safer if all cars travel at similar speeds, given that other 

 
75 Thus, by treating the group as a moral agent we help it turn into a corporate agent or plural subject. 

Margaret Little, crediting Mark Lance with the point, notes that we do something similar with 

children, which she calls ‘proleptic engagement’: ‘it is by treating the young as if they already were in 

the next stage that we help usher them into it. It is by treating the infant as a creature capable of 

learning that we help it become more robustly a creature that can learn; it is by treating a young child 

as a fledgling agent that we help it turn into one.’ (2007, 342) 
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drivers will drive at 80 (which can be reasonably expected), any individual driver’s driving at 

any different speed (including 60) would be less safe. This is not strictly speaking a pre-

emption case, but it is close to it. Jackson’s response is along collectivist lines: each driver 

ought to drive at 80, but the group ought to drive at 60. The problem is, it is hard to see how 

Jackson’s drivers constitute a group agent. They all have interests in safe and efficient travel. 

However, each in their own cars, without communication, and thus no way of agreeing or 

enforcing any collective decision, it is hard to see how they could organise: they are more like 

Marx’s peasants than his proletarians.  

Here, an alternative to collectivist utilitarianism suggests itself. Rather than a group 

ought, we might posit a joint ought. The basic idea of the joint ought solution is that the 

predicate ‘ought to X’ can be borne by multiple agents non-distributively (T. H. Smith 2009; 

Estlund 2020, chap. 12; Mellor, n.d.; Schwenkenbecher 2020; Pinkert 2014). Collectivist 

utilitarianism also endorses non-distributive oughts: it can be true that a group ought to do 

something, but false that any member of the group ought to do it. This is key to its approach 

to pre-emption cases. But according to collective utilitarianism there is still a single agent, 

the group, who bears the ought. The joint ought view has the ought borne by individual 

agents, though non-distributively. To return to Seurat: the art critic who is the analogue of 

the collectivist says that the painting – a single whole made up of dots – is beautiful, though 

each dot is not; the one who is the analogue of the joint-ought theorist says that the dots – as 

distinct but multiple entities – are beautiful, though each one is not. 

Since joint oughts do not distribute, the joint ought view provides a very similar response 

to pre-emption cases as collectivist utilitarianism. It could be the case that scientists jointly 

ought to refuse CBW jobs, but George singly ought to accept his offer. But in cases like 

Jackson’s, the joint ought view can issue an ought that collectivist utilitarianism cannot: it 

can hold that the drivers – not as a group, but jointly – ought to reduce their speed. 

 One reason to prefer the joint ought theory over collectivism is that it can get by with a 

sparser ontology; it has no need to posit groups as further entities (perhaps worse, as further 

agents) over and above individuals. But it pays for this, I think, with a more revisionary 

ideology (in Quine’s sense, not Marx’s). Even proponents of joint oughts find them ‘odd’ 

(Mellor, n.d.) or ‘obscure’ (Estlund 2020, 236). Most oddly, I think, they imply the possibility 

of wrongdoing with no wrongdoer. If the drivers do not reduce their speed, who has done 

wrong? No individual amongst them. No group agent either. We could say that they have 

jointly done wrong. But what practical import does this have? There is no agent responsible 

for righting it. Once everyone learns that they are transgressing a joint obligation, are they 

motivated to act differently at all? (Admittedly, most proponents of the joint ought view hold 

that individual obligations derive from joint ones (e.g. Schwenkenbecher 2020, chap. 5). But 
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this view is not available to the utilitarian, as pre-emption cases show.) In contrast, on the 

collectivist view, once everyone learns that they are part of a group that is doing wrong, the 

group can be held responsible, and groups can act to change their ways; furthermore, 

individuals insofar as they identify with the group will be moved to assist in the group doing 

the right thing (even where this is in tension with what they, as individuals, ought to do). A 

joint ought, in short, risks being practically impotent. 

However, if the joint ought view gives a better account of cases where no group agent 

plausibly exists, this might tilt the scales in its favour, vis-à-vis collectivist utilitarianism. As 

stated above, the joint ought theorist can say what the collectivist utilitarian (at least, one 

who rejects ‘easy agency’) cannot – that in such cases there is something morality can say for 

encouraging the best outcome. It thus looks like it meets our desideratum (1) in a wider 

range of cases. 

But perhaps it is intuitive that where there is no group agent, desideratum (1) is less 

important to meet. Is it really the case that Jackson’s drivers ought to reduce their speed? 

(We can answer ‘no’ to this question and still maintain that the government ought to enforce 

a reduced speed limit.) It is telling that in making this case for the joint ought view, Smith 

has to posit the possibility of communication and mutual commitment between the drivers 

(2009, 43). Thus, they become more like a group, before they can bear an obligation. But in 

this case, why insist that it is the drivers separately and a joint ought, rather than the drivers 

as a group and the standard, singular ought? 

Return to George’s case. As argued above, according to the Marx-inspired criteria 

scientists form a group agent. But imagine a possible world in which CBW research is 

conducted by atomised individuals unable to communicate with one another. George, like 

each of them, is simply told to conduct some particular experiments, alone; and he is told 

that success in these experiments will contribute to CBW. He is not told anything about any 

other people doing similar experiments – how many of them there are (if any), how alike 

they are in background and interests, whether they are working on different parts of the 

same research programme or each trying different approaches. The only thing he is told 

about other people is this: there is a very unscrupulous researcher who will be employed in 

his place if he refuses the job.  

Scientists in this case would have no prospect of organising a corporate agent or joint 

commitments. They would thus not form a group agent, on my Marx-inspired view. The case 

is so far-fetched that it is difficult to rely on intuition (demonstrating how much social 

connection is involved in the original case), but my inclination is to think that George’s moral 

obligations in this non-social case are more straightforward: he should simply take the job. 
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This suggests that where no group agent exists, meeting desideratum (1) is less important, so 

amounts to a defence of the collectivist utilitarian response. 

This claim is also strengthened by comparing George’s case with that of Jim. Williams 

himself suggests that the standard act-utilitarian recommendation is ‘probably right’ in Jim’s 

case (1973, 117), though he is more sceptical about its requirement for George. One 

explanation for this is that George belongs to a group agent, whilst Jim does not. Jim, recall, 

is a foreigner who knows nothing of the people involved in his situation. He and Pedro are 

not mutually dependent in any way, so it seems more reasonable for him to treat Pedro as a 

force of nature, and adjust his actions to maximise well-being given what Pedro will do. 

George on the other hand knows the man who is making him the offer; he shares a discipline 

and profession with him and with his rival; the act in question can only be done co-

operatively by members of the group (scientists) to which he belongs. According to 

collectivist utilitarianism, this means there is an obligation for some agent to aim at George 

refusing the job (though the obligation belongs to the group, not to George), no counterpart 

of which attaches to Jim’s refusing Pedro’s offer. If it is more intuitive that Jim ought to 

accept than George, collectivist utilitarianism therefore has a good explanation of this; 

moreover, we have more evidence for the claim that meeting desideratum (1) is less 

important where no group agent exists. 

Collectivist utilitarianism still has some things to say about cases where there is no group 

agent which reduce any advantages which the joint ought view might possess. There might 

not be a group of scientists with sufficient capacity to organise who ought to eliminate CBW 

and so impose norms to refuse such work, but there might be other agents in this position: 

for instance, the anti-war movement, or the state. And it might be that some individual 

agents, possibly including George, have a duty to (a) pressure agents like the state to impose 

such norms (what Cripps (2013) calls ‘promotional duties’) and/or (b) bring into being a 

group agent of scientists who can eliminate CBW into being (the kind of process Marxists 

might refer to as ‘class formation’, or feminists as ‘consciousness raising’). This would not be 

because individuals have such duties as a matter of course, but rather because they are 

plausible means to bringing about well-being. All we cannot say, given that such an agent 

does not presently exist, is that there is an agent, of which George is a member, who ought to 

see to it that George refuses the job. The joint ought view, on the other hand, can say that 

there are agents, including George, who jointly ought to refuse such jobs. Given the obscurity 
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of the joint ought, is this judgment, in these cases, advantage enough to prefer the view over 

collectivist utilitarianism? I do not think so.76 

 

5. Compunction 

But what, to reiterate Williams’s question, should George do? It seems that the 

collectivist utilitarian’s answer is the same as the standard act-utilitarian’s: he should take 

the job. What importance does the group obligation to refuse really have for George, or any 

actual scientist? Collectivist utilitarianism issues non-distributive group obligations: thus, 

George is not obligated to play his part in scientists collectively refusing to work in CBW 

research (in fact, he is obligated to do something that would undermine this group action, 

namely, to take the job). Dietz, who argues for group duties on the grounds of other collective 

action problems, writes that as far as utilitarians and consequentialists are concerned, the 

duties of groups ‘have no implications for what individuals ought to do’ (2016, 980). But I 

now want to argue that, on the collectivist utilitarian picture, there is another sense of ‘ought’ 

according to which what his group ought to do does affect what George ought to do, and that 

this may account for the intuition that he ought to refuse the job. 

Call the sense of ‘ought’ used so far in this paper ‘ethical ought’ (Sidgwick 1884, 33–34): 

the one familiar from contemporary moral philosophy, the one present in conclusive answers 

 
76 Ashford (2007) considers a similar set of cases, based on variations of Parfit’s ‘harmless torturers’ 

example (1984, 80–82). In her first case, there is a Torturers’ Union set up to carry out torture in such 

a way that no individual torturer makes a (significant) difference. She judges that ‘the behaviour of 

these agents should still be classified as torture and as a human rights violation’ (2007, 195). Then she 

imagines the group agent, the Torturers’ Union, does not exist, and the torturers work in atomised 

isolation, with the same effects. She writes that ‘it is still plausible to hold each of them responsible for 

their share of the overall harm they are together causing’ (2007, 196). To what extent does my view 

diverge from Ashford’s? In the first case, collectivist utilitarianism will hold that the Torturers’ Union 

transgresses the ethical ought not to torture, though the individual torturers may not; in the second, if 

the individual torturers have no more optimific options (e.g. because they are pre-empting worse 

torturing by others), then there is no ethical ought transgressed. However, in both cases, I may agree 

with Ashford that it would be better if our legal and moral norms classified what the torturers do as 

torture, and that they hold them responsible – for punishment, blame and so on. These are matters of 

political and compunctive oughts. Below I discuss the distinction between political, compunctive and 

ethical oughts. The difference, if there is any, between my view and Ashford’s is about what the 

individual torturers ethically ought to do – I say, ‘if there is any’, because although Ashford is clear 

about how their actions should be classified she appears to leave open the question of their ethical 

oughts.  
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to the question ‘What should I do?’ (Williams 1981b) – also called ‘the prescriptive ought’. 

According to this ought, George ought to take the job but scientists as a group ought to refuse 

such work. There is another sense of ‘ought’ in the utilitarian tradition, that which Sidgwick 

called ‘political ought’ (also called ‘evaluative ought’). It is familiar to us from everyday 

speech. Using this sense, we might say something like ‘Children ought not be dying in 

factories’ (Humberstone 1971, 8). The meaning of this sentence is something like ‘it would be 

better if children did not die in factories’.  

In the political sense of ‘ought’, it may be true that George ought to refuse the job – in a 

better world (for instance, one in which scientists as a group established a norm of refusing 

such work) he would. But one might object that this is mere wordplay. The intuition that 

Williams’s case brings out is not just that there is an English sentence ‘George ought to 

refuse the job’ which is true under some interpretation, but rather that people in George’s 

situation bear many of the marks of being under an ethical obligation to refuse: they feel 

motivated to do so and guilty if they do not; they are liable to criticism, blame and perhaps 

punishment if they accept such jobs. Political ought doesn’t seem to explain these things. 

Collectivist utilitarianism can, I think, account for these marks of obligation, even whilst 

it sticks to the line that ethically, George ought to accept the job. Consider a third sense of 

ought, ‘compunctive ought’ (this name inspired by Hare 1981). When someone fails to do 

something they compunctively ought to do, they appropriately feel remorse and guilt, and 

are liable to blame, criticism and punishment by others. These things being unwelcome, 

people are generally motivated to follow compunctive oughts. 

Often, compunctive oughts will line up with ethical oughts. Pre-emption cases are 

interesting, I think, for belonging to a small set of cases in which they do not. George 

compunctively ought to refuse the job – and this is well explained by collectivist 

utilitarianism. 

With regard to guilt, blame, criticism and punishment, consider this from Mill (2008c, 

184): 

 ‘We do not call anything wrong, unless we mean to imply that a person ought to be 

 punished in some way or other for doing it; if not by law, by the opinion of his fellow 

 creatures; if not by opinion, then by the reproaches of his own conscience.’  

Mill focuses on cases in which some action would be conducive to utility (thus ethically 

ought to be done), but punishing its absence would not be (thus it is not ‘wrong’, or it is not 

the case that it compunctively ought to be done). But in pre-emption cases, we have actions 

that we ethically ought to do, but compunctively ought not to. Recall that groups may have 
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an ethical obligation to make their members perform some actions, as a means to the 

optimal collective action. For instance, the group ‘scientists’ ethically ought to see to it that 

all of its members refuse jobs in CBW. One tool it has to do this is criticism, blame and 

punishment of those who accept (and praise of those who refuse). It could be justified in 

using this tool, according to collectivist utilitarianism, even if the individuals in question 

have themselves, as individuals, acted as they ethically ought. For instance, George might be 

liable to ostracism from the scientific community, as a warning to others not to go down the 

same route.77  

Moreover, George might be justified in internalising many of these norms and thus 

blaming himself – that is, feeling guilty – for accepting the job. Firstly, it is likely that he, as 

well as his group, ought to blame, criticise and punish other scientists who take such jobs. 

Such blame encourages scientists to refuse. Whilst in individual cases like George’s it would 

not be optimific to encourage refusal, it may well be that as a general policy George would 

maximise well-being by encouraging his colleagues to refuse. (This will of course depend on 

how many of his colleagues George can influence, and by how much.) Moreover, it is very 

likely that he politically-ought to internalise this norm in this way: if the group discharges its 

duty of eliminating CBW, it will likely be by bringing it about that people like George would 

feel guilt for taking these jobs, so in the salient better states of the world, George internalises 

the norm such that he would feel guilt. 

At the limit, these group-imposed norms may solve pre-emption cases entirely – that is, 

make them no longer pre-emption cases by aligning what the individual and the group 

ethically ought to do. Guilt and blame and punishment adversely affect well-being. So where 

these norms are imposed George’s choice is no longer between taking the job and the money, 

and refusing the job to see his rival pursue it more zealously. Rather, it is between taking the 

job and the money minus the costs of punishment, blame and guilt, and refusing the job to 

see his rival pursue it more zealously. The psychic and punitive costs of taking the job could 

become so high that it no longer maximises well-being for George to do so.  

This resolution is not particularly plausible in George’s case, given the high stakes: the 

costs of a rival scientist making CBW more dangerous are likely higher than the costs of any 

guilt George could feel, or punishment he could suffer. But other cases could be resolved in 

 
77 There is an interesting parallel here with Gilbert’s view that parties to a joint commitment have 

obligations (to one another and the group) to abide by this commitment, and that breaches make 

them fit for ‘rebuke’ (i.e. blame, criticism, sanction) by fellow parties, and guilt. On Gilbert’s view 

these obligations are not moral, just as in my Millian account they belong to a compunctive rather 

than ethical ought.  
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this way; for instance, the guilt I feel – or maybe the punitive tax I am made to pay – for 

going for a drive in my petrol car might outweigh the joy I get from it even if the 

environmental costs are to be discounted because I am merely pre-empting others. But note 

that the group may be justified in blaming, criticising and punishing – in imposing a 

compunctive ought – even if these things cannot fully resolve the problem in this way. That 

is because most of us, most of the time, do not perform the optimific action, but are 

motivated disproportionately by the norms we internalise and our own well-being. So a 

group imposing these things on its members could secure the optimific collective action even 

if the individual optimific actions remained counter to it. 

The picture we now get is this. Groups ought to perform optimific actions, and so ought 

individuals. In pre-emption cases, they come apart. This explains the dilemmatic feel of such 

cases. Furthermore, we can explain the attraction of the thought that individuals like George 

really ought to play their parts in optimific collective actions: this is true in two senses of 

ought other than the primary one used in ethics; the latter of these also justifies many of the 

practices and attitudes which often attach to wrongdoers being attached to George, even if he 

correctly follows the utilitarian recommendation.78 

 

6. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown how pre-emption cases are important for a moral theory to 

adequately respond to, and shown how collectivist utilitarianism can make a better response 

to such cases than standard act-utilitarianism and several other possible revisions of it. This 

constitutes a point in favour of collectivist utilitarianism. Since capitalist exploitation is one 

of the pre-emption cases collectivist utilitarianism solves, and it does so in accordance with 

the socialist emphasis on group agency, we also have another point of contact between 

utilitarian and socialist thought. 

Collectivist utilitarianism, by acknowledging the importance of our membership in group 

agents, invites us to look at moral agency in an appealing way. The standard act-utilitarian 

agent is a lone wolf, tasked with making the world as good as possible whilst taking the 

actions of others as given, treating them, as Broome has it ‘as a force of nature, not as a 

group of strategic agents interacting with you.’ (2019, 121) Such an attitude is especially 

 
78 My proposal here is consonant with the project Peter Railton calls ‘valoric utilitarianism’ (1988), 

which also emphasises the different kinds of moral assessment a utilitarian might give, and the 

possible detachment of judgments of rightness from judgments of blameworthiness. Railton, though, 

does not put his proposal in terms of different ‘oughts’, or the interaction between groups and 

individuals. 
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unsettling given the demands that utilitarianism places on agents to treat the well-being of 

others as seriously as their own:79 compared with common-sense morality, standard act-

utilitarianism reduces of the status of others as agents, but increases their status as patients. 

There is something to be said for this picture: when I ask ‘what should I do?’, I want an 

answer that reflects the way the world actually is, including how others actually are, and 

what I can actually do about it. But there is a degree of dissociation from others involved, 

and with it a narrowing of possibilities for joint action. Collectivist utilitarianism, through its 

group agency aspect, recognises our bonds with others. 

Morality, moreover, is at least in part a collective enterprise. As Regan puts it, ‘one of the 

basic facts about the world is that there is a multiplicity of moral agents. I am a moral agent, 

and I have moral decisions to make, but I am not alone. I share that condition, both 

liberating and burdensome, with many other persons.’ (1980, 207) Emphasising collective 

duties and the oughts that spring from them brings others back into the picture as agents, 

and allows individuals to cleave to identities not simply as lone wolves, but also pack 

animals. This, I think, is a fuller understanding of the human moral condition. 

  

 
79 It is also profoundly un-socialist: recently, Gabriel Wollner has argued that a central motivation for 

socialism is that it ‘make[s] it possible for people to really act together’ (2020, 286), regarding one 

another as co-operating agents, and thus avoiding alienation not just from them, but from the actions 

we perform with them. 
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Chapter Seven: Utilitarianism and Egalitarianism 

 

0. Abstract 

This chapter responds to the objection that utilitarianism is insufficiently egalitarian. In 

fact, I argue, utilitarianism will generally favour the kinds of equality that real-world 

egalitarians care about: equality of wealth and of social relations. There are a variety of 

reasons why it should do so, drawn both from recent social scientific work on the 

determinants of health and subjective well-being, and recent philosophical work on 

relational egalitarianism and hierarchy. 

It may be objected that merely favouring egalitarian policies is insufficient for a theory to 

be egalitarian, for instance, if that favouring is contingent. I argue that utilitarianism is every 

bit as egalitarian, in every way that matters, as contemporary egalitarian theories. I also 

show that its attitude towards distributive justice is similar to the one Marx propounds in his 

Critique of the Gotha Programme. Utilitarianism, therefore, should be regarded as an 

egalitarian theory.  

 

1. Introduction 

a. Preliminaries 

Williams writes that utilitarianism is ‘indifferent to issues of justice or equity’ (1973, 137), 

and criticism of the theory from the egalitarian side is widespread (Rakowski 1993, chap. 2; 

Rawls 1971, 22–33; Dworkin 2000, 328–30).80 It is said by egalitarian critics that 

utilitarianism cannot accommodate their concerns: the utilitarian does not care how things 

are distributed, or how we stand in relation to one another, so long as overall well-being is 

maximised. This criticism is one reason for utilitarianism’s low stock in philosophy, and 

amongst socialists. In recent times, it has pushed several philosophers who are relatively 

sympathetic to utilitarianism to revise the theory to accommodate distributive concerns – for 

instance, we have the priority views of Parfit (1991) and Buchak (2017); the sufficiency views 

of Crisp (2003) and Frankfurt (1987); and the sensitivity to distribution that motivates 

Ashford’s non-aggregative individualist utilitarianism (2005). In this chapter I want to 

investigate how far an unrevised utilitarianism can accommodate egalitarian concerns. My 

 
80 More frequently than explicitly rejecting utilitarianism on these grounds, egalitarian philosophers 

neglect it: as Woodard points out, most contemporary discussions of distributive justice often 

overlook or dismiss utilitarianism (Woodard 2019, chap. 7 note 3; he cites G. A. Cohen 1989, and 

Anderson 1999 as examples). 
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conclusion is that it can do so very far indeed, far enough that it may be properly called a 

form of egalitarianism. I draw this conclusion based largely on four things:  

1. A recognition that the demands of active egalitarian political movements tend to 

centre on the redistribution of wealth and the elimination of hierarchies. 

2. Recent social scientific work on the importance of wealth distribution and 

hierarchical social relations to health and well-being. 

3. A recent account of hierarchy that, suitably amended, implies that hierarchy is 

always, other things equal, non-optimific. 

4. A comparison with a leading contemporary egalitarian theory, which shows 

utilitarianism to have equivalent egalitarian credentials. 

So far in this thesis I have discussed utilitarianism as a requirement on individual (or 

group) actions. But it is not actions that may be more or less equal, but social arrangements. 

As a preliminary, we should clarify exactly how utilitarianism applies to these. As a general 

thesis, it holds: 

Us: Society ought to be arranged such that overall well-being is maximised. 

There are practical problems with using Us as a decision-procedure. For one thing, it is 

radically uncertain which, out of all possible social arrangements, are the ones which will 

maximise overall well-being. For another, it may be impossible for any agent – even the large 

group agents discussed in the previous chapter – to execute a complete reform of society. 

Lastly, even if some agent could do so, its aiming for the social arrangements that maximise 

well-being might increase the risk of bringing about arrangements that were very 

suboptimal, such that it would be better to aim for slightly suboptimal social arrangements.  

Acknowledging these difficulties, utilitarians will find the following principle more useful 

for social decision-making: 

 Ut: Out of two social arrangements that one could bring about, one ought to bring 

 about the one that leads to greater overall well-being. 

In this chapter I will argue that Ut  often favours social arrangements that are preferred 

by egalitarians. This is no accident; it is because the features of social arrangements that 

egalitarians value, such as flat distributions of wealth and non-hierarchical social relations, 

are features that tend to lead to more overall well-being. They provide utilitarians with pro 

tanto reasons: other things equal, a more egalitarian social arrangement is more conducive 

to utility. In cases where other things are not equal, such reasons are overridable and 

sometimes overridden, according to Ut, but this is true for all plausible egalitarian theories.  
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b. The distribution of well-being 

It may seem that there is an obvious response available: utilitarianism respects equality 

because overall well-being is calculated by summing each individual’s well-being, equally 

weighted. This means that a unit of well-being (whatever that is) matters equally, for the 

utilitarian, whether it accrues to you or to me or to anyone else. Utilitarianism gives no 

priority to the powerful, the high-born, the fortunate, or the owners of property.  

In its early days, this aspect of utilitarianism certainly put it on the progressive side of 

politics. But it is this very equal weighting that leads utilitarianism – seemingly – to be 

quieter than contemporary egalitarians on distributive questions. Because the theory puts 

equal weight on each individual’s well-being, it cannot hold that it matters if some get more 

than others. A unit of well-being has equal value whether it accrues to Bill Gates or a 

Bangladeshi factory worker. Utilitarianism gives no priority to the weak, the hard-working, 

the unfortunate, or the worst-off.  

Is it true that utilitarians do not care how well-being is distributed? The answer is a 

qualified ‘yes’. Qualified, because it is too quick to say that a unit of well-being matters 

equally, for the utilitarian, whomever it accrues to. Firstly, this is because well-being can 

beget well-being, and does so to varying extents. The mother of five children becoming 

happier has positive downstream effects on the well-being of her children; if a hermit 

becomes happier to the same degree, such effects are less likely. Secondly, there may be 

negative downstream effects on well-being stemming from inequalities in well-being. If those 

around you are much happier than you are, this may become a source of pain for you that 

would not exist if your lives were going equally well. So if a utilitarian somehow had a parcel 

of well-being to hand out, they would not necessarily be indifferent as to who should receive 

it.81 

However, this is only because the parcel could affect overall well-being to a different 

degree than was contained within the parcel itself. For any fixed amount of overall well-

being, utilitarianism is indifferent to how it is distributed. Another way of putting this: 

 
81 There is some evidence that unequal distributions of well-being lead to less well-being overall, 

partly through lower levels of trust in societies with less equal well-being levels (Helliwell et al. 2020, 

chap. 2). If this is true, utilitarianism cares about the distribution of well-being now because it might 

affect the sum of well-being in the future. But it would remain true that holding the sum of well-being 

fixed, utilitarianism is indifferent between distributions of it. 
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utilitarianism will never prefer a state of affairs which instantiates less overall well-being 

than some alternative, no matter what distributional differences there are between the two. 

Here is one sense, then, in which utilitarianism is silent on distributive questions. For 

fixed amounts of overall well-being, it does not care how that well-being is distributed. It 

puts no weight on the distribution of well-being, except insofar as it affects its overall sum. 

This is the form of the most common philosophical criticisms of utilitarianism from equality. 

Philosophers calling themselves egalitarians often make claims such as ‘it is clear that there 

is unfairness when some are better off than others and that this unfairness is absent when 

people are equally well-off’ (Otsuka and Voorhoeve 2018, 68), with ‘better off’ and ‘well-off’ 

conceived in terms of well-being.82 Utilitarianism denies this. As Williams characterises the 

utilitarian view, it holds that: 

 ‘there is nothing to choose between any two states of society which involve the same 

 number of people sharing in the same aggregate amount of utility, even if in one of 

 them it is relatively evenly distributed, while in the other a very small number have a 

 very great deal of it.’ (1973, 142–43) 

Williams takes this position to be obviously false and counter to the egalitarian spirit. But 

when we consider egalitarianism not as some philosophical principle but an aspect of 

progressive political movements this denial does not seem to be a flaw. The distribution of 

well-being is not something that most egalitarians – at least, those active in streets and 

legislatures rather than seminar rooms – care about. Consider the following case: 

 WEALTHY MAN: A wealthy man, respected by all and with great power over his 

 employees, suffers from regular migraines. This severely affects his well-being: aside 

 from the pain itself, he becomes unable to focus on his work and his bad mood strains 

 his close relationships. His life is now worse (in terms of well-being) than that of the 

 woman who cleans his office: although she has one-thousandth of his wealth and her 

 opportunities are restricted by racial and gender discrimination, she is in good 

 health, has a happy and loving family and spends her small amount of free time 

 pursuing an inexpensive hobby which gives her a lot of joy.  

If we care about the equal distribution of well-being, then we should think that it would be in 

some way good to redistribute well-being from her to him. Since money and leisure time 

make a positive contribution to well-being for both of them, it should be an improvement, 

 
82 Temkin (2003) and Arneson (1989) both endorse (roughly) this welfare egalitarian view, with the 

caveat that inequalities in well-being that result from the fault or choice of the worse off are 

unproblematic. 
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from the point of view of equality, for her wages to be reduced and for him to keep the 

difference, or for her to work unpaid overtime doing more chores for him. Now, I take it that 

most of us find such a policy unattractive. That we find it unattractive does not mean that we 

do not care about equality – in fact, it seems to be our concern for equality, in part, that such 

a policy offends. This shows that insofar as we care about equality, we care about something 

other than the equal distribution of well-being. In this we agree with egalitarian movements 

in real-world politics. Feminists, socialists and anti-racists take themselves to be engaged in 

a struggle for equality. But they do not endorse redistribution towards the boss. A boss’s 

headache, however painful, is not a pressing matter for egalitarians, and greater exploitation 

of the poor by the rich is not something they should favour.83 

If egalitarians are not concerned with the equal distribution of well-being, what are they 

concerned about? One thing all egalitarian theories are concerned about is the distribution of 

wealth. We see this in egalitarianism outside the seminar room. The French Revolution’s call 

for ‘égalité’ was a demand for – amongst other things – a redistribution of the wealth of the 

aristocracy and church.84 Socialists characteristically favour redistributive taxation and the 

collectivisation of property. Movements for racial and gender equality draw attention to 

wealth gaps between whites and people of colour, and between men and women. Egalitarian 

philosophical theories also imply that the distribution of wealth is important. Many such 

theories claim that there is a ‘currency of egalitarian justice’: some good such that (as far as 

egalitarianism goes) we ought to all have the same amount of it. Some take the currency of 

egalitarian justice to be wealth itself (M. O’Neill 2008; 2017), or bundles (such as resources 

or primary goods) of which wealth is part (Dworkin 1981; Rawls 1971). Those who take well-

being, freedom (van Parijs 1997), capabilities (Sen 1987), or ‘access to advantage’ (G. A. 

Cohen 1989) to be the currency of egalitarian justice should also be concerned with the 

distribution of wealth, since inequalities in wealth cause inequalities in these things. 

 
83 On the other hand, we ought not be indifferent to the boss’s suffering, and of course utilitarianism, 

with its concern for well-being, holds that his migraines should be relieved (if it is possible without 

significant costs to others). Denying this, I take it, would be extremely counterintuitive. Now it is the 

egalitarian’s turn to be silent. For, given that egalitarians are not interested in equalising levels of 

well-being, it is difficult to see how a concern for equality justifies curing a privileged man’s migraines. 

A plausible egalitarian view, then, will combine concern for equality – which does not mean an equal 

distribution of well-being – with some other concerns, concerns which can justify curing wealthy 

men’s migraines. The point – that egalitarians must be pluralists – will be important below. 

84 Not that it was successful: as Piketty finds, ‘After a slight decrease during the French Revolution, 

the concentration of wealth [i.e. share of wealth held by the top one per cent] increased in France (and 

even more in Paris) during the nineteenth-century to the eve of World War I.’ (Piketty 2020, 128) 
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Some egalitarians deny that there is anything that justice requires us to have equal 

amounts of. ‘Relational egalitarians’ (Anderson 1999; Wolff 1998; Scheffler 2003) point out 

that many of the things condemned and advocated on egalitarian grounds are not matters of 

distribution: consider prejudice, exclusion and disrespect. These do not concern what we 

have, but how we relate to one another. As Elizabeth Anderson puts it: egalitarianism’s 

‘proper positive aim is not to ensure that everyone gets what they morally deserve, but to 

create a community in which people stand in relations of equality to others.’ (1999, 288–89) 

But even relational egalitarians will also be concerned with the distribution of wealth. How 

wealth is distributed affects the relations in which people stand to one another – consider 

how relations between workers and bosses (or men and women, or white and black people) 

would change if they were equally wealthy. 

Political movements for equality seem to agree with relational egalitarians that equality 

means more than can be captured by questions of distribution. The movements for gender 

and racial equality, for instance, ask for respect, representation and inclusion as much as 

redistribution. In a word, these movements, and relational egalitarians, oppose hierarchy. 

And ‘distributive egalitarians’ (those who define equality in terms of some currency) should 

be concerned about hierarchy too. Hierarchies, just like inequalities of wealth, lead to 

unequal distributions of opportunity, access to advantage, freedom, capabilities, resources, 

primary goods and so on. They also tend to lead to inequalities of wealth (causal connections 

between the two run in both directions).  

Thus, the two core concerns uniting the range of contemporary philosophical theories of 

equality and egalitarian movements in real politics are (1) the distribution of wealth, and (2) 

hierarchical social relations. Unlike the distribution of well-being, there is no obvious reason 

why utilitarianism should be silent on such questions. In what follows, I will argue that it is 

not. It will consistently find reasons to favour more equal social arrangements: those with 

flatter distributions85 and less hierarchical relations. 

 

 
85 There are, of course, many different ways to measure the equality of a wealth distribution: Gini 

coefficient, share of income going to the top 10%, etc. Usually, these point in the same direction (that 

South Africa is less equal than the USA which is less equal than Sweden, for instance; and that almost 

all European countries were more equal in the middle of the twentieth-century than they are today), 

and it is intuitive which distributions are ‘flatter’, so I do not provide a precise definition of what this 

means (for discussion see Temkin 2001, pt. II; R. Wilkinson and Pickett 2009, 17–18).  
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2. The distribution of wealth 

We might think that utilitarianism is unconcerned with the distribution of wealth – as 

with well-being, utilitarianism cares about the total rather than the distribution. However, 

this would be so only if total well-being were directly proportional to total wealth, however it 

is distributed. Utilitarianism would then hold that the best distribution of wealth is one in 

which the most wealth exists, and be indifferent between different distributions with the 

same total wealth levels. However, such proportionality does not hold. Different 

distributions of the same sum of wealth generate different sums of well-being. Utilitarianism 

therefore does care about which individuals wealth accrues to – and will prefer more equal 

distributions of it, other things equal.  

It may be true that, typically, the wealthier one is, the happier one is. This relationship 

seems likely on most plausible theories of well-being. Take a hedonistic theory of well-being, 

that defines well-being in terms of pleasurable experiences minus painful experiences. 

Wealth typically increases the prevalence of the former and decreases the latter: certain 

pleasures need to be bought, including not only consumption goods but also leisure time (the 

poorer have to work longer hours merely to survive); furthermore, financial security reduces 

stress. This is one reason that wealthier people tend to have better health in terms of 

longevity and susceptibility to chronic mental and physical illness; on any plausible theory of 

well-being, better health makes one better off. Other theories of well-being place weight on 

the quality of relationships. Compared with pleasurable experiences, this perhaps correlates 

less strongly with wealth, but poverty certainly makes it harder to have good relationships 

(as does ill health which we have already linked to lack of wealth). If one cannot afford to go 

out or take leisure time, or reciprocate in gift-giving, or is ashamed of being worse off than 

others, one cannot establish and maintain good relationships with others. Other theories of 

well-being stress the (successful) pursuit of goals and projects. The extent to which wealth 

aids such pursuits depends on their nature, but it is easy to see how money it would typically 

do so, and hard to think of cases in which wealth would inhibit the pursuit of goals.  

So wealth can be expected to have a positive effect on well-being. But this does not mean 

that the relationship between wealth and well-being is directly proportional. There are 

several reasons to think that it is not. Below, I explore two of these reasons: the diminishing 

marginal utility of wealth and the effects of relative poverty on individuals. 

The main finding of this section is that utilitarianism consistently finds reasons to favour 

more equal distributions of wealth to less equal ones. My claim is not that utilitarians must 

always prefer more equal distributions of wealth to less equal ones, come what may. (As we 

will see, no plausible egalitarianism will do this.) It is rather that they typically will, other 
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things equal – and often when other things are not equal – because a distribution’s being 

flatter will tend to make it more conducive to well-being in certain ways. 

 

a. Diminishing marginal utility 

Something has diminishing marginal utility (DMU) iff an additional unit of it would 

produce more well-being in the hands of someone with fewer units of it to start with, than it 

would in the hands of someone with more. If wealth has DMU, then utilitarians will care to 

whom wealth accrues: they will prefer it to accrue to those who have less of it. Such a 

preference is shared by all egalitarians worthy of the name. 

In fact, for any given sum of total wealth, if wealth has DMU, utilitarianism will prefer a 

perfectly equal distribution of wealth. Of course, we don’t have a given sum of total wealth. 

The production and distribution of wealth are not independent. It could be that permitting a 

degree of wealth inequality increases the total wealth of a society, for example, by providing 

incentives to work hard or take risks.86 In this case, given that overall well-being increases 

with total wealth, DMU of wealth would not mean that utilitarianism mandates a perfectly 

equal distribution. It would, however, mandate a more equal distribution that it would were 

well-being directly proportional to wealth. DMU of wealth implies that a society in which the 

rich are less rich and the poor less poor could have greater overall utility, even if it had less 

overall wealth. 

Does wealth have DMU? Sidgwick thought so (1998, 110), and Hume (1965, 44). It is 

intuitively highly plausible, especially at the extremities of the global wealth distribution. 

Imagine that the total value of Jeff Bezos’s Amazon shares increases by $500. His well-being 

would hardly, if at all, be altered; he very probably would not even notice. Imagine that a 

professor receives a $500 bonus. She might fly first class rather than economy to her next 

conference or stay in a fancier hotel when she arrives. These things would probably make her 

life a little better. Imagine that a Bangladeshi factory worker receives $500. This would 

roughly double their annual income. They would be able to put another child through school, 

 
86 This does not mean that there is, for actually existing societies, a trade-off between reducing 

inequality and increasing growth, at the margin. Reviewing recent empirical studies, which have 

shown effects in both directions, Schmidt and Juijn suggest ‘that it is rational to assign a higher 

credence to believing income inequality reduces growth in developed countries than that it boosts it.’ 

(2021, 9) But it may nevertheless be that hypothetical very equal distributions would inhibit growth 

for the reasons mentioned here. For further discussion see subsection 4e below. 
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eat more nutritious food, pay off the medical debt that has been haunting them or fix the leak 

in their roof that has been making them ill. Their life will be made far better.  

Harry Frankfurt is sceptical of the DMU of wealth (1987). He writes that: 

‘The argument [from DMU to equal distributions of wealth] presupposes: (a) for each 

individual the utility of money invariably diminishes at the margin and (b) with 

respect to money, or with respect to the things money can buy, the utility functions of 

all individuals are the same… In fact, however, both (a) and (b) are false.’ (1987, 25)  

Taking (b) first, he notes that different individuals have different needs and capacities, 

meaning that they derive different amounts of well-being from the same amount of money. 

This is undoubtedly true, and not something a utilitarian can ignore. Utilitarianism prefers 

wealth to go to people who will enjoy it more. Thus utilitarianism is unlikely to mandate a 

perfectly equal distribution. We already saw that it does not, even given DMU, if inequality 

has some positive effect on wealth production. However, unless the rich systematically enjoy 

money more than the poor, Frankfurt’s observation in no way undermines the notion, that 

wealth tends to have DMU, and thus that utilitarianism will tend (other things equal) to 

favour more equal distributions. 

Thus (a) is the real crux of Frankfurt’s disagreement with the argument from DMU to 

more equal distributions. Frankfurt hypothesises that there are ‘utility thresholds’, such that 

at certain points in the scale of wealth, an extra dollar pushes one over the threshold and 

thereby increases one’s well-being to a greater extent than it would were one lower down the 

scale (1987, 27). This directly challenges the DMU of wealth, which holds that the lower 

down the scale one is, the greater the impact on one’s well-being an extra dollar has. 

Frankfurt also notes that the fact that most goods have DMU does not entail that wealth 

does: goods have DMU, typically, because one gets bored of them or simply has enough of 

them; money, though, can be used to buy many kinds of good – once one gets bored of one 

kind, one will buy another kind of which one is not bored.  

The notion of a utility threshold is coherent, and it is not obvious that they do not exist. 

Frankfurt is right, moreover, that the DMU of wealth is not entailed by the DMU of most 

goods. However, this merely shows that we should not assume that wealth has DMU, not 

that wealth does not have DMU. Frankfurt offers not a falsification, but a challenge: can we 

show, rather than assume, that wealth has DMU? 

Empirical studies typically confirm that wealth has DMU within countries, and 

throughout the wealth distribution. Wealth (or, as is more typically measured in such 

studies, income) has a positive but diminishing relationship with ‘subjective well-being’ – 
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that is, people’s self-reports of their well-being (Layard, Mayraz, and Nickell 2008, 1856; 

Clark et al. 2018, chap. 2) – and with health outcomes (Mackenbach et al. 2005, 287; Bueno 

2011; Mortensen et al. 2016; Ecob and Davey Smith 1999).  

Now, a defender of Frankfurt might be sceptical that these empirical studies are to be 

trusted. Are surveys of reported well-being good guides to well-being? There are good 

reasons to think that self-reported well-being is at least suggestive of actual well-being. The 

strongest of these is that well-being (experience machines notwithstanding) should be 

something noticeable to the agent, and something that typically feels good and strikes us as 

worth wanting. These give reasonable constraints on accounts of well-being: one could 

criticise a proposed account on the grounds that it makes well-being something inaccessible, 

or painful, or unattractive. As Railton puts it: 

 ‘it does seem to me to capture an important feature of the concept of intrinsic value to 

 say that what is intrinsically valuable for a person must have a connection with what 

 he would find in some degree compelling or attractive, at least if he were rational and 

 aware. It would be an intolerably alienated conception of someone’s good to imagine 

 that it might fail in any such way to engage him.’ (Railton 2003, 47) 

Given this thought, it is likely that people can assess their own well-being with some degree 

of reliability, if imperfectly. If I notice that I am getting more good feelings in my life, and 

more things worth wanting, I am (a) likely to be getting an actual increase in well-being, 

whatever account of well-being is correct, and (b) likely to report an increase in my well-

being. Secondly, studies have shown that one’s self-reports of well-being correlate strongly 

with how other people in one’s life assess one’s well-being.87 This undermines certain 

sceptical doubts about the value of self-reported well-being, for instance that it is dependent 

on our mood at the moment we are asked, or on idiosyncratic definitions of well-being. 

But perhaps some lives are such that both those living them and others are systematically 

mistaken about their well-being. Take the fact that women typically report their well-being at 

least as positively as men (Blanchflower and Oswald 2004, 1366; Bangham 2019, 13), in spite 

of the well-documented additional obstacles, reduced opportunities and increased pains that 

women suffer. One explanation of this is the phenomenon of adaptation. Our judgments 

about how well our lives are going depend in part on comparison to our judgments about 

how well we can reasonably expect our lives to go. People who cannot reasonably expect their 

lives to be much better might judge their lives to be very good, whilst they are no better than 

 
87 Self-reported well-being is found to be similar to the reports of friends and family members 

(Sandvik, Diener, and Seidlitz 1993), reports of spouses (Costa and McCrae 1988), reports from 

clinical experts (Goldings 1954). 
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lives of people with high expectations who judge their lives more negatively. If men suddenly 

started facing workplace and street harassment, sexual and domestic violence, erasure of 

their contributions and responsibility for domestic work at the rates that women do, can we 

imagine them not reporting this as adversely affecting their well-being? But women have 

come to expect these things and adapted their expectations accordingly. There be a similar 

third-party adaptation effect. Others (men and women) come to expect certain things in a 

woman’s life and judge her well-being against those expectations. That women self-report 

high well-being, and that these reports are corroborated by others, then, need not mean that 

their lives are better than those of men: it could be rather that they are systematically 

mistaken to be so (see the literature on ‘adaptive preferences’, esp. Sen 1995, 259–84; Elster 

1983; Nussbaum 2001; Mitchell 2018).  

Survey data are not a perfect guide to the relationship between wealth and well-being, 

then, but do provide some relevant evidence, and give some support to DMU. And the 

studies showing similarly shaped correlations between wealth and health may be better 

evidence. Any plausible account of well-being, I assume, implies a positive correlation 

between well-being and health. Poor health is a source of pain; it endangers relationships; it 

prevents us from accomplishing goals; it reduces our lifespan. Again, health will not perfectly 

track well-being – there is more to a good life than good health – but health will be 

suggestive of well-being. There is good evidence that wealth has diminishing marginal 

returns to health outcomes, especially at higher levels of wealth. As one study acknowledges, 

this finding provides ‘a powerful argument for income redistribution as a measure to 

improve average population health… one would expect that at the same level of aggregate 

income larger income inequalities are related to lower levels of average population health.’ 

(Mackenbach et al. 2005, 287; see also Bueno 2011; Mortensen et al. 2016; Ecob and Davey 

Smith 1999) Redistribution from rich to poor, if wealth has diminishing returns to health, 

would improve the health of the poor by more than it would damage the health of the rich. If 

well-being, as is highly plausible, tracks health, then wealth has DMU and such a 

redistribution would be a net well-being gain, so utilitarianism would mandate it. 

There is good reason, then, to believe that wealth has DMU. Wealth tends to generate 

more well-being in the hands of the poor. Therefore, for any given sum of societal wealth, 

utilitarianism will mandate a perfectly equal distribution of wealth, other things being equal. 

Insofar as inequalities might increase the sum of societal wealth, utilitarianism will 



167 
 

recommend deviation from perfect equality in distribution, but it will still mandate more 

equal distributions than if wealth were directly proportional to well-being.88  

 

b. Relative wealth and poverty 

In the previous subsection we saw that empirical studies on subjective well-being tend to 

confirm a positive but diminishing relationship with wealth, treated as absolute wealth. They 

also tend to confirm a positive relationship with relative wealth – that is, not simply how 

many dollars you have, but how many dollars you have relative to others in your society 

(either to the mean, median, or the wealthiest group). The differential importance of relative 

versus absolute wealth is not clear, though it is clear that relative wealth is important. 

Blanchflower and Oswald (2004) find that both absolute and relative income have positive 

diminishing effects on reported well-being; Layard et al (2010) find that the whole of the 

apparent effect of absolute income can be accounted for by the effect of relative income.  

Empirical work on health also suggests a connection with relative wealth. There is a body 

of evidence that most aspects of health follow a ‘social gradient’: that is, they are worse for 

poorer people than for richer people (Marmot 2015). This may not be, at first glance, 

surprising – it follows the intuitive thought described above that wealth has a positive 

relationship with well-being. The interesting question is whether poorer people suffer from 

these problems due to their absolute or their relative poverty. There are good reasons to 

think it is the latter. 

Firstly, lack of absolute wealth could explain why those with secure jobs and housing, 

who can afford medical care, education and three meals a day have better health and social 

outcomes than those without those things. But the social gradient for these problems runs all 

the way through society – it is not only that the poor suffer them more than the rich, but that 

the rich suffer more than the super-rich. Absolute wealth cannot plausibly account for 

differences between individuals who all have enough of it to meet these basic needs. As 

Michael Marmot puts it ‘Why should educated people with good stable jobs have a higher 

risk of dropping dead than people with a bit more education or slightly higher-status jobs? Is 

living in a five-bedroom house with three bathrooms better for your health than “crowding” 

the spouse and two children into a four-bedroom house with only two?’ (2015, 1–2)  

Secondly, the hypothesis that poor health is caused by relative, rather than absolute, 

poverty explains Wilkinson and Pickett’s findings from cross-national comparisons (2009; 

 
88 This argument was crucial in motivating egalitarian policies in the mid-twentieth century, as social 

democratic parties drew on utilitarianism and the economics of the time (B. Jackson 2004).  
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see also Babones 2008). Amongst richer countries, inequality correlates with health 

problems better than national wealth: pre-austerity Greece and Spain fared better with 

respect to them than the UK and USA. Despite being significantly poorer, Greece and Spain 

had significantly more equal income distributions. So although poor Greeks and Spaniards 

were poorer, in absolute terms, than poor Britons and Americans, they were better off in 

relative terms. If health and social problems are caused by relative poverty, this would 

explain why Greece and Spain did better with respect to them (for a recent study showing a 

similar correlation in China, see Ting et al. 2022). 

So, as with DMU, we have two reasonable if imperfect indicators of well-being (namely, 

self-reported well-being and health) suggesting that individual well-being is a function of 

relative wealth. The fact that the relatively poor fare worse than the relatively rich does not, 

by itself, give utilitarians a reason to favour flatter distributions of wealth. It could be that by 

closing the gap between the two, one makes the relatively poor better off but the rich worse 

off to a similar or greater extent, thereby doing nothing positive for the overall sum of well-

being. What is needed to provide utilitarian reasons for wealth redistribution is that relative 

poverty negatively affects overall well-being more than the relative wealth that is its corollary 

promotes it. 

Empirical studies show mixed results with respect to the relationship between income 

inequality and levels of subjective well-being across countries. Some suggest a positive 

correlation, some a negative one, and some none at all. One might expect that, if the negative 

effects of relative poverty on well-being outweighed the positives of relative wealth, this 

correlation would be negative. This empirical picture is not fatal to my argument, however. 

Firstly, I do not assume subjective well-being reports to perfectly correlate with actual well-

being. I have assumed in some of my arguments that it is a reasonable indicator of it; for 

instance, the relationship between subjective well-being reports and absolute and relative 

income was taken as evidence for the relationship between these things and well-being. 

There is an important difference between this relationship and that in studies of subjective 

well-being and income inequality, however. The latter studies tend to compare countries; 

therefore, they are affected by differences in how people in different societies respond to 

subjective well-being surveys (Weimann, Knabe, and Schöb 2015, 66–67). Some cultures 

may simply encourage more positive responses to such questions than others – without this 

indicating that they have higher levels of actual well-being. (Wilkinson and Pickett’s 

‘psychosocial effects’ (see 3a) might suggest that more unequal societies might encourage 

this more, as admitting that your life is going badly indicates low status.) This suggests that 

in cross-national studies subjective well-being reports are a less good indicator of well-being 

than they are in within-country studies. Studies using time-series data from within one 
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country (Oishi, Kesebir, and Diener 2011) or comparing cities (Hagerty 2000) or regions 

within one country (Bangham 2019) suggest the expected negative correlation (see Schröder 

2018 for a comparison of between-country and within-country studies; but also Kang and 

Rhee 2021 for a recent between-country study showing that inequality is bad for subjective 

well-being). Secondly, as in an example I give below, in poorer countries inequality might 

indicate rapid economic development, which is likely to have positive well-being effects that 

outweigh the negatives implied by my arguments in this subsection and the last. This would 

explain the lack of robust cross-national negative correlations between inequality and 

subjective well-being.  

Moreover, there is some evidence that relative poverty reduces the subjective well-being 

of the poor more than relative wealth increases the subjective well-being of the rich 

(Blanchflower and Oswald 2004; Clark, Frijters, and Shields 2008). This is consistent with 

the finding (Alesina, Di Tella, and MacCulloch 2004; Oishi, Kesebir, and Diener 2011) that 

the subjective well-being of poorer people is more adversely affected by income inequality 

(see also Buttrick, Heintzelman, and Oishi 2017). Looking at outcomes other than subjective 

well-being reports also gives us reasons to think that the adverse effects of relative poverty 

outweigh any benefits with respect to well-being. Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett find 

that ‘almost all problems which are more common at the bottom of the social ladder are 

more common in more unequal societies’ (2009, 18). In less equal societies, there is more 

relative poverty than in a more equal society: the poor are relatively poorer and the rich 

relatively richer. The social problems Wilkinson and Pickett discuss – violence, 

incarceration, low educational attainment, poor mental and physical health, early pregnancy 

and drug abuse – all plausibly adversely affect well-being, on any reasonable conception of 

well-being. The fact that they are more common in more unequal societies, that is, societies 

with higher rates of relative poverty and relative wealth, suggest that the harm done by the 

former outweighs the good of the latter. 

Considerations of relative wealth and poverty open the utilitarian to more strongly 

egalitarian possibilities than DMU alone does. DMU suggests that redistributing a given 

amount of wealth from rich to poor will increase overall well-being. DMU also implies that in 

some cases egalitarian redistribution increases overall well-being even when it decreases the 

overall sum of wealth. But it could not justify redistribution that made everyone poorer. 

However, if wealth has DMU and relative poverty matters to well-being in the way I have 

suggested, then egalitarian redistribution will increase overall well-being in some such cases. 

Consider the case of an unequal distribution. We make the rich a lot poorer, and the poor a 

little poorer. Making the rich a lot poorer may be bad for the rich, and making the poor a 

little poorer is bad for the poor. But making the rich a lot poorer is good for the poor, 
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because it increases their relative wealth. By doing so it may also improve the quality of 

social relations and reduce the prevalence of social problems. These effects could make for 

an increase in well-being, even though the redistributive policy has made every person 

poorer in terms of wealth. As Goodin puts it (1995, 250): ‘If your stock and use of resources 

actually impinges upon others’ enjoyment of theirs, then it is easy enough to see how 

restrictions on your stock and use of resources might enhance overall social enjoyment - 

what you lose through such restrictions may be more than compensated by what others gain 

through them.’89 

In this regard, utilitarianism may favour more equal distributions than other principles 

which are often thought to be more egalitarian. Firstly, take a maximin principle of wealth, 

which holds that distributions ought to maximise the lot of the worst off.90 Secondly, take a 

principle that says wealth always matters, but matters more the poorer the person to whom it 

accrues, such that there is a positive but diminishing marginal moral value to goods.91 These 

principles will always license inequalities that make everyone wealthier; utilitarianism, as we 

have just seen, will not.  

Far from being indifferent to the distribution of wealth, then, DMU and relative poverty 

mean that utilitarians have reasons to prefer more equal distributions of wealth. Unlike some 

other theories, it can provide such reasons even where this reduces the total stock of wealth, 

and where it makes everyone poorer. Of course, utilitarians may sometimes recognise 

countervailing reasons, and will not always prefer more equal distributions of wealth to less 

equal ones – for instance, if everyone in the latter is much, much better off. But this is as the 

judgments of any plausible egalitarianism must be (see 4a).92 

 
89 Goodin’s argument follows a similar pattern to mine, though he focuses on the distribution of many 

types of goods, not just wealth, and the importance of satisfying needs, rather than well-being. In 

Goodin’s terms, this section has argued that wealth is an ‘instrumental, competition-utilization 

resource’ (1995, 251), such that overall well-being can be increased not only by giving it to those with 

less, but also by taking it away from those with more. 

90 This is similar to Rawls’s Difference Principle, though that takes ‘primary goods’ as its currency, 

rather than wealth (1971). Since primary goods include ‘the social bases of self-respect’, Rawls’s 

Difference Principle may issue in more equal distributions than the maximin principle mentioned 

here, for the same psychosocial reasons that utilitarianism does. 

91 This is akin to prioritarianism (Parfit 1991; Buchak 2017), but takes wealth rather than well-being as 

its currency. 

92 One further reason for utilitarians to favour more equal distributions of wealth has recently received 

treatment from Andreas Schmidt and Dann Juijn (2021). Recently some utilitarians have embraced 

‘longtermism’: the thesis that the most important determinant of the moral status of our actions is 

their effects in the far future. There is a straightforward utilitarian case for this: there are lots more 
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3. Hierarchy 

Here I present reasons for utilitarians to prefer social arrangements with less hierarchical 

social relations. I identify reasons both instrumental – hierarchy causes something that 

adversely affects well-being, and general – the very nature of hierarchy is such that it will 

tend to be suboptimal with respect to overall well-being.  

 

a. Instrumental reasons 

The classical utilitarians were often brave and leading opponents of traditional 

hierarchies. They justified this opposition on instrumental grounds. For instance, Bentham 

argued that the concentration of power in the hands of privileged classes, and the deference 

which they were shown, led to policy being made in accordance with their class interests, 

rather than to maximise overall well-being. This phenomenon, which he termed ‘the sinister 

interest’ and might today be called ‘elite capture’, converted Bentham to the cause of 

universal suffrage and opposition to monarchy, aristocracy, and the established church 

(Schofield 2006, chaps 5–7).93 Mill advocated representative democracy on similar grounds, 

in addition emphasising the improving effect participating in politics had on individuals 

(2008a). Mill was also an outspoken opponent of hierarchical gender relations. Though he 

wrote, in a rhetorical flourish, that ‘’the legal subordination of one sex to the other – is wrong 

in itself’ (2008b, 471), his feminism was largely justified on the grounds that such 

subordination had non-optimific results: women exposed to abuse in marriage; women’s 

talents going to waste; men having a misplaced sense of superiority and an inability to enjoy 

the pleasures of interacting with women as equals. 

 
people in the future than in the present, so there is a lot more potential to affect well-being by focusing 

there (Greaves and MacAskill 2021). There are many complications around this argument, in 

particular how to weigh future people’s well-being and how to evaluate highly uncertain prospects. 

Schmidt and Juijn find that longtermist utilitarians have good reason to favour more equal 

distributions of wealth. This is largely because societies with high levels of wealth inequality tend to 

contribute more to climate change and conflict, and have worse governance: and these things increase 

the risk of human extinction, which would rob the long-term future of large amounts of well-being. I 

do not have much to say to elaborate on this argument here, and my arguments do not assume the 

controversial thesis of longtermism. 

93 Some recent work in comparative political science suggests that Bentham was right: countries with 

more ‘inclusive’ institutions do better than those with ‘extractive’ ones on a range of economic and 

social indicators (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012). 
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Recent work in social science gives further instrumental reasons for utilitarians to oppose 

hierarchy: it tends to reduce the well-being of those subject to it. One route towards this 

conclusion comes from asking: what could explain the adverse effects on well-being of 

relative poverty that we noted in the previous section? 

Marmot (2015), and Wilkinson and Pickett (2009, chap. 3), appeal to ‘psychosocial’ 

mechanisms: relative wealth affects social relations, which affect us psychologically and thus 

affect our health and our assessments of our own well-being. It is easy to see why relative 

wealth would affect social relations. This is true from the most intimate to the more 

structural. It is hard to have close relationships with people who are much wealthier than 

you. They have different expectations about gifts, places to meet, things to do, and time to do 

it in. If you are absolutely poor, you may not be able to afford to take the bus into town to see 

your friends. If you are relatively poor, you may be able to afford the bus, but since your 

friends can all afford cars you feel ashamed to take it. The point is not that you cannot afford 

a car – that is a function of absolute wealth. It is that you cannot afford a car and they can – 

this has to do with relative wealth. Then, because they can afford it, they start taking 

expensive holidays together. You cannot join them, and miss out on gossip and memories. 

The friendship withers. The relatively poor are therefore limited in who they can be friends 

with, and friendships with relatively wealthier people will be more difficult to maintain, and 

likely of lower quality.  

On a more structural scale, relative poverty makes it likely that one will be involved in 

certain bad socio-economic relations. If some have more wealth than others, then it is 

possible for relations of exploitation to emerge between them, with the wealthy able to buy 

up the means of production and the poor having to work for them. Large inequalities of 

wealth can also translate into domination. In the economic sphere, this comes hand-in-hand 

with exploitation: the poor worker has no means to resist or influence the commands of their 

employer. In the political sphere, this occurs when wealthier people can use their money to 

influence the state to a much greater degree than poor people, thus being able to – through 

the state – coerce poorer people in a way that they have no meaningful say over. In the 

symbolic sphere, since money is the primary way our kind of society recognises status, 

inequalities of wealth will lead to growing differences in, and importance of, status rankings. 

So we have various ways in which unequal wealth affects social relations. Relative poverty 

makes one vulnerable to exclusion, low status, exploitation and domination. Now these are 

prominent amongst the relations to which ‘relational egalitarians’ object, the relations I have 

been calling ‘hierarchical’. How could this help explain relative poverty’s correlation with ill 

health and low life satisfaction? 
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Marmot proposes relevant psychosocial effects of two kinds: stemming from control over 

one’s life, and stemming from participation in society. We can see how these align with the 

social relations discussed above: exploitation and domination reduce the control one has 

over one’s life – they put control in the hands of bosses, dictators, abusive partners, or even 

inhuman structures such as markets; exclusion from intimate relationships or from positions 

that society seems to value reduce quantity and quality of social participation. And we can 

see how these things could affect health and self-reported happiness.  

To take health first, people who lack control over their lives suffer from greater stress, 

which aside from being a mental health problem in its own right, is correlated with low HDL 

cortisol levels and thereby with greater risk of coronary heart disease. Stress can be reduced 

with strong social ties, so exclusion from social participation shares these effects. Studies 

have found that people with fewer social connections are more susceptible to diseases (S. 

Cohen et al. 1997) Whilst the causes of serious mental health conditions are less easy to 

pinpoint, empirical studies and common-sense suggest that the stressed, the pushed around 

and the lonely are more likely to suffer from them, too.  

A further strand of research links stress to status. Dickerson and Kemeny (2004) found 

in laboratory experiments that large and reliable changes to cortisol level could be induced 

by exposing people to ‘social evaluative threat’: the prospect of being judged as failing by 

others – in particular, when failure and judgment were unavoidable. Status ranking in 

society is a way in which some people are judged as successful and some as failing, widely 

and generally, and often unavoidably, throughout their lives. Wilkinson and Pickett offer this 

as an explanation for the significant increase in anxiety across American society as wealth 

inequality has increased (Twenge 2000), as well as for their general finding that health and 

well-being are better in more equal societies. The bigger the differences in status, it is natural 

to think, the higher the stakes in being judged by others, and thus the greater the social 

evaluative threat. As they put it:  

 ‘If inequalities are bigger, so that some people seem to count for almost everything 

 and others for practically nothing, where each one of us is placed becomes more 

 important. Greater inequality is likely to be accompanied by increased status 

 competition and increased status anxiety. It is not simply that where the stakes are 

 higher each of us worries more about where he or she comes. It is also that we are 

 likely to pay more attention to social status in how we assess each other.’ (2009, 44; 

 for a more recent restatement see their 2017) 

This claim is supported by Paskov et al (2013), who find an association between income 

inequality and status anxiety, and by recent experimental data (Melita, Willis, and 
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Rodríguez-Bailón 2021). Stressed people are also, we can suppose, likely to report their well-

being as less, because of both stress itself and its adverse impact on other health outcomes. 

Unemployment shows a strong negative correlation with self-reported happiness (which 

cannot be fully accounted for by its effect on income). Marriage correlates positively with 

self-reported happiness, and divorce negatively (Blanchflower and Oswald 2004). Work and 

marriages being sources of both friendship and status, these findings suggest that exclusion 

from social participation and respect has an adverse impact on self-reported happiness. This 

is also an attractive explanation for the effect of relative wealth: the relatively poor occupy a 

less respected position, and are excluded from certain kinds of social participation, and 

suffer great social evaluative threat, and therefore report their well-being less positively.94 

Interestingly, an increase in the rate of unemployment also seems to have an adverse 

effect on self-reported happiness, even for those who do not lose their jobs – although one 

would think it puts more people below them in the hierarchy. This suggests firstly that 

people compare themselves upwards in the hierarchy95; also that control over one’s life, just 

as for health, is important to self-reported happiness. When unemployment is higher, all 

workers are in a weaker bargaining position, so have less power vis-à-vis their bosses. 

Control would also explain why people are happier under more democratic governments. So 

this is also likely to be part of the explanation for the effect of relative wealth on self-reported 

happiness: the relatively wealthier have greater control over their lives. 

In a review taking into account many of the studies cited above, and others, Buttrick and 

Oishi (2017, 1) find that: 

 ‘Living in highly unequal regimes is associated with both increased mistrust and 

 increased anxiety about social status; these psychological mechanisms help explain 

 some of the negative outcomes associated with income inequality, such as lower 

 
94 This could also explain the finding (Blanchflower and Oswald 2004) that African-Americans’ self-

reported happiness has increased over the second half of the twentieth century, as they have been 

permitted to participate in society to a greater degree, and disrespectful racist attitudes have become 

somewhat less prevalent, or at least less expressed.  

95 Blanchflower and Oswald (2004, 1378) find that self-reported well-being seems to correlate best 

with the ratio of one’s income to the top quintile of the income distribution, ‘consistent with the idea 

that people compare themselves more with well-off families, so that perhaps they get happier the 

closer their income comes to that of rich people around them... There is some sign… that individuals 

do not want to be far above the poorest people, that is, those in the bottom fifth of the income 

distribution. Although much remains to be understood, it may be that when people make relative-

income comparisons they look primarily upward rather than downward.’ 
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 happiness, lower social cohesion, weaker morality, higher mortality, worse health, 

 and weaker governance.’  

So it seems that there is social science suggesting that these hierarchical social relations are 

bad for well-being – thus, utilitarians have instrumental reasons to oppose them. 

One might ask with respect to these relations, although they make life worse for those on 

one end of them, do they not make life similarly better for those on the other end? If so, 

utilitarians could not condemn them. There are several responses to this. Firstly, as noted 

above there is empirical research suggesting that relative poverty reduces the subjective well-

being of the poor more than relative wealth increases the subjective well-being of the rich. 

Secondly, for some effects of relative poverty, there will always be more people on the wrong 

end than there could be on the ‘right’ one: there are more of us being exploited and 

dominated than there could be exploiters and dominators, by the nature of these relations, at 

least in any society at all like ours. 

Thirdly, it could be that the dominators and exploiters, whilst they are happier than those 

they dominate and exploit, are not happier than they could be in a more egalitarian society. 

The rich are not immune to status anxiety and alienation from others, for instance, whilst in 

a more egalitarian society these things would be mitigated for everyone. How far this third 

point can be pushed will depend on one’s account of well-being; in particular, how much one 

believes that alienation from others undermines well-being. Many socialists place great 

weight on this. As the Glaswegian trade unionist Jimmy Reid said, talking of capitalist elites: 

 ‘It is easy and tempting to hate such people. However, it is wrong. They are as much 

 products of society and a consequence of that society, human alienation, as the poor 

 drop-out. They are losers. They have lost essential elements of our common 

 humanity. Man is a social being. Real fulfilment for any person lies in service to his 

 fellow men and women.’ (1972) 

 

b. A general theory of hierarchy 

One may worry that the instrumental reasons for utilitarians to oppose hierarchy are too 

contingent: is it mere accident that status anxiety reduces well-being? What if further 

empirical research showed that it did not, or that removing hierarchies brought about other 

pathologies? I think we can give a general account of why hierarchies – or at least those 

which egalitarians oppose – will be suboptimal according to utilitarianism, other things 

equal. There is something in the nature of hierarchies that makes them less than optimific. 

This general claim is less contingent than the arguments of the previous section. 
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So far we have mentioned relations such as status, exclusion, domination and 

exploitation, grouped them under the term ‘hierarchy’ and defined them extensionally as ‘the 

relations with which relational egalitarians are concerned’. It would be useful to have a 

general account of hierarchy, one that explains what unifies these relations and allows us to 

judge whether other relations count as hierarchical. A recent proposal for a such an account 

runs as follows: 

‘a social position A is hierarchically ordered above social position B just when it is 

true for the participants in the relevant social context that if they display the socially 

expected complexes of attitude and behaviour, they thereby and to that extent value 

the occupants of position A more than the occupants of position B.’ (van 

Wietmarschen 2021, 6) 

There is much to recommend this account. It is true that hierarchies characteristically 

involve expectations – following Bicchieri (2017), ‘expectations’ in van Wietmarschen’s 

account is meant in both empirical and normative senses – of behaviours and attitudes. For 

instance, in patriarchies women are expected to defer to men, and men to look down on 

women. The account also explains why hierarchies are important and persistent: people tend 

to care about and conform to social expectations. Thirdly, by specifying that hierarchies 

emerge within specific social contexts, van Wietmarschen’s account avoids overproliferation 

of hierarchies. Compare with accounts on which hierarchies are constituted by mere 

inequalities of power or esteem (e.g. Kolodny, n.d.). Since, as van Wietmarschen points out, I 

am less powerful and less esteemed than the President of Chile but more than a Japanese 

factory worker, such accounts place me in between the two in a hierarchy. But this is an 

unnatural way of talking: if there is no social sphere of which we are all part, then we are not 

hierarchically ordered at all. Insofar as egalitarians are concerned about my relations with 

these two individuals, it will either be on the basis that we in fact do inhabit a shared social 

context (the global economy, for instance), or that we possess different shares in the 

distribution of wealth, opportunity, advantage and so on. Lastly, van Wietmarschen’s 

account promises to explain why hierarchies, unlike other sets of social norms, have a 

valence: it is not just that some are treated differently to others, but that some are placed 

above others. This is accounted for by the fact that occupants of hierarchically ordered social 

positions are valued more and less than one another. 

As well as explaining these general features of hierarchies, van Wietmarschen’s account 

unifies the hierarchical relations we’ve mentioned so far: exclusion, status, domination and 

exploitation. People who suffer from exclusion are on the receiving end of social norms that 

see them disvalued as participants in co-operative activities. The achievements of those with 

higher status are trumpeted, showing their higher value as agents. The dominated are 
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expected to show deference to their dominators, expressing their higher value as decision-

makers.  The exploited are expected to give up resources – time, goods, energy – to 

exploiters, who in turn are valued more highly in the collective enterprise (it is business 

owners who are said to ‘create wealth’, not workers; it is Hadrian’s Wall, not the wall of 

those legionaries and slaves who spent their energies constructing it). 

The unification of these relations is not total, though, and I worry that it is insufficient. I 

will now suggest an amendment to van Wietmarschen’s account that better unifies different 

hierarchical relations, and in so doing make a case for my claim that utilitarianism will 

generally oppose hierarchy. ‘Valuing’, for van Wietmarschen, is valuing in a particular 

respect. As he puts it: 

‘Persons can be valuable in different ways, so the question naturally arises: which 

ways of being valuable are relevant for social hierarchy? My view is that social 

hierarchies can be built around any respect in which persons can be more valuable 

than others. In some social contexts, people are socially expected to treat different 

people as more or less honourable, pure, or courageous; in other contexts as better or 

worse tennis players, dog trainers, and so on.’ (van Wietmarschen 2021, 7–8 his 

italics) 

This is, I think, problematic. It places individuals in indeterminate positions with respect 

to the hierarchies they inhabit. Perhaps Constantine96 is valued less than Warner97 as a 

bearer of human rights because of the colour of his skin, but more than him as a cricketer 

because of his superior technique – both, we are supposing, within the single social context 

of interwar British society. On van Wietmarschen’s account it appears that all we can say is 

that Constantine is placed above Warner in one hierarchy and below him in another. It 

nevertheless appears that there is a hierarchy in this society, and Warner is placed above 

Constantine in it. When a historian writes that in interwar British society aristocratic white 

men like Warner were at ‘the top of the pile’, we know what they mean and we know that it is 

true regardless of how many black men like Constantine were considered better cricketers.  

 
96 Learie Constantine, a black Trinidadian cricketer and grandchild of slaves who played in England in 

the interwar period and later became an antiracist campaigner and politician – and in fact a member 

of the House of Lords, though we are considering his pre-peerage days in this example. 

97 Sir Pelham ‘Plum’ Warner, also born in Trinidad and a great-grandchild of plantation owners, 

educated at Rugby School and the University of Oxford, captain of the England cricket team in the 

early twentieth-century and later President of the Marylebone Cricket Club, the most prestigious role 

in cricket administration. 
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Van Wietmarschen has at least three responses available. The first he discusses in his 

article:  

 ‘in such cases, the full set of operative social norms in the relevant context do not just 

 require that individuals are valued as occupants of their distinct roles, but also that 

 the occupants of some roles are valued more than others. The full set of social norms 

 does not just require that peasants are appreciated as peasants and lords as lords; it 

 also requires patterns of attitude and behaviour that amount to valuing lords more 

 than peasants.’ (2021, 8) 

This may work for lords and peasants. But in the case of Constantine and Warner, it is not 

that social norms encourage valuing bearers of rights more than cricketers. Both Constantine 

and Warner are (and are acknowledged as) both bearers of rights and cricketers. It is rather 

that qua bearer of rights, Warner is on top, and qua cricketer, Constantine. The second 

response van Wietmarschen could make is that we are not talking about a single social 

context. On the cricket field, hierarchies are based around valuing as a cricketer, and 

Constantine stands above Warner. In a court of law, hierarchies are based around valuing as 

a bearer of rights and Warner stands above Constantine. This may well describe those 

contexts. But both are part of a wider social context (interwar British society) – neglecting 

this fact will impoverish our understanding of both cricket98 and courts. In this wider social 

context, according to van Wietmarschen’s account, it seems that Constantine lies both above 

and below Warner. But it is an uncontroversial fact and important explanandum for any 

account of hierarchy that in this wider social context Warner is placed above Constantine, 

and not the other way around. 

In conversation van Wietmarschen has suggested a third response: that naming the 

context as ‘interwar British society’ makes certain hierarchies (such as those of bearers of 

rights) more salient than others (such as those of cricket). Perhaps this can be made to work, 

but we are owed an account of what makes one hierarchy more salient than another in a 

given social context. Maybe van Wietmarschen can save his account of hierarchy as far as 

description goes, avoiding unwanted indeterminacy. However, there is still an issue of 

normative force. Van Wietmarschen is explicit that his account of hierarchy is purely 

descriptive, and does not aim to explain the badness of hierarchies – indeed, he affirms that 

some hierarchies may be justified. However, we are interested in those social relations that 

relational egalitarians find problematic. These will probably be a subset of van 

Wietmarschen’s hierarchies. The example at hand shows this. Relational egalitarians are 

 
98 ‘What do they know of cricket, who only cricket know?’, as CLR James asks (2005). 
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unconcerned with some people being considered better cricketers than others, but they are 

concerned with some people having more rights than others.  

I propose an amendment to van Wietmarschen’s account that will do what is needed in 

such cases. Descriptively, it will give us a determinate answer that Constantine stands below 

Warner in the interwar British social hierarchy. It will also, I think, pick out as hierarchies 

just those relations with which relational egalitarians are (or should be) concerned – in this 

case, it makes the race- and class-inflected hierarchy of rights a hierarchy, but not the talent-

based ranking of cricketers. (It is therefore less capacious than van Wietmarschen’s account; 

it does not aim to describe non-problematic hierarchies.) It will also deliver the verdict that 

utilitarianism is generally against hierarchies. 

The amendment is that one’s valuing the occupants of some social position more than 

the occupants of some other causes one to give their well-being more weight in practical 

deliberation. This understanding of valuing can then be plugged back into van 

Wietmarschen’s definition of hierarchy. The resulting account states that the hierarchical 

relations with which egalitarians are concerned are such that if participants in the relevant 

social context display the socially expected complexes of attitudes and behaviour, they will 

weigh the well-being of those on one side of the relation more than that of those on the other 

side. Note that this is a claim about what hierarchical relations cause, not what constitutes 

them. Hierarchy exists in the social expectations, not in the well-being weights people use. 

The point is that the social expectations of concern are those that lead to the unequal 

weighting of well-being. 

In the racist society of interwar Britain, social expectations determined that Warner’s 

well-being was given more weight than Constantine’s, regardless of how highly Constantine 

might be thought of as a cricketer. White aristocratic men were valued more than black men, 

however talented the latter. Now it might be that van Wietmarschen is right that all valuing 

is valuing in a particular way – Warner and Constantine were valued as bearers of rights, as 

gentlemen, as cricketers, and so on – but the aggregate effect of all these valuations was to 

give Warner’s well-being more weight in most people’s practical deliberation (as expected by 

social norms). This is why we can say he is valued more. This is why we can confidently rank 

Warner above Constantine in the social hierarchy, despite Constantine being his recognised 

superior in one particular field.99 

 
99 Would cricket fans not prefer Constantine to be fit and well, even at the expense of Warner? 

Perhaps. But this would not be as a result of giving weight to Constantine’s well-being, but to that of 

the cricket-watching public. Moreover, the full set of social expectations in society extended far 

beyond those applicable to cricket fans qua cricket fans. 
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This account also unifies the relations of exclusion, status, domination and exploitation. 

When people are excluded from a culture their well-being will be underweighted: they have 

no voice to make their case; their needs are easily forgotten. Those of lower status have a 

voice but one that is discounted relative to those of higher status, and the latter occupy more 

prominent positions and thus their needs are more visible. Those who are dominated are 

limited in how they can press the case for their interests. The exploited must direct a portion 

of their energies towards the profit of another, a situation which would be hard to tolerate or 

justify if norms did not result in the exploiter’s well-being appearing to matter more.100 

One apparent counterexample to my amended version of van Wietmarschen’s account is 

authority hierarchies. In say, a military chain of command who ranks above whom can be 

surmised from who has the authority to give orders to whom. There are social expectations 

that lower ranks obey the orders of higher ranks. But when they do so, does this cause them 

to weight the well-being of those in higher ranks above their own, or those below them? This 

is not obvious. Yet it is obvious that there is a hierarchy here. 

My first response is that very often the norm that A should obey B’s orders does cause B’s 

well-being to be weighted more highly than A’s, even if this is not essential to authority. 

People who give orders often do – even unconsciously – allow their own interests 

disproportionate weight in the orders they give. Subordinates, for their part, find it natural to 

associate the importance of following someone’s orders with the importance of that 

someone’s well-being. The effects can be seen in the more pleasant treatment that is typically 

enjoyed by the higher ranks of authority hierarchies. Now, in some authority hierarchies, 

considerations of anyone’s well-being may be far from most practical deliberation – an army, 

for instance, might simply be trying to achieve a war aim, and neither higher nor lower ranks 

are thinking about the well-being of any soldier. Sometimes, even, a general might give 

orders that undermine his own well-being. Nevertheless, the social expectation that the 

lower ranks obey the higher ones will, in general, cause the well-being of the latter to receive 

more weight than that of the former. 

Now, there may be ‘pure authority hierarchies’, in which A obeys B without any 

implications for the relative weightings of their well-being. These are most plausible where 

B’s orders cover a fairly circumscribed area, in which their own interests are unaffected by 

the orders they give. An example would be a referee in a football match. Their decisions are 

 
100 A prominent relational egalitarian, Samuel Scheffler, espouses a similar view, writing that ‘a society 

of equals is characterized by a reciprocal commitment on the part of each member to treat the equally 

important interests of every other member as exerting equal influence on social decisions.’ (2015, 35–

36). 
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almost always complied with, but nobody takes their well-being to be more important than 

that of the players. Partly this is because whether a referee makes one decision or another 

has no effect on their well-being (unlike an army officer who can order subordinates to clean 

his uniform, bring him food, protect him from the enemy and so on). Therefore players need 

make no association between the importance of the referee’s orders and the importance of 

the referee’s well-being (unlike the officer’s subordinates who will naturally come to think 

that if they ought to look after the officer in these ways that nobody looks after them, this is 

because the officer’s well-being more important than theirs). But the authority hierarchy 

between referee and players is not the kind of hierarchy to which egalitarians would tend to 

object. My amended version of van Wietmarschen’s account does not cover this case, but that 

is as well, since my aim – unlike van Wietmarschen’s – is not to pick out all hierarchies but 

all hierarchies that are problematic from an egalitarian standpoint. It is therefore a virtue 

rather than a failing of the account that it leaves out pure authority hierarchies, insofar as 

these are, like the referee case, unproblematic. 

My amended account implies that utilitarianism will generally favour less hierarchical 

social arrangements. Utilitarianism recommends social arrangements that maximise overall 

well-being, where the latter is the sum of each individual’s well-being, equally weighted. If 

there are hierarchies, people are expected to weigh the well-being of others unequally – 

giving more consideration to that of white people, rich people, men and so on. This will tend 

to lead them to decisions that do not maximise overall well-being, since they are deliberating 

with incorrect weights. For instance, take a decision between increasing Constantine’s well-

being by 5 utils or Warner’s by 4. If the agent weighs Warner’s well-being more heavily than 

Constantine’s they will opt for the latter. But the former would have brought about more 

overall well-being. The most significant effects of hierarchies will be at the level of public 

policy, where policies that benefit groups higher in the hierarchy will be preferred to those 

that benefit groups lower in the hierarchy by a greater amount. As far as the utilitarian is 

concerned, this would be inefficient – and thus morally impermissible. 

This is not to say that utilitarianism requires individuals to always weight each person’s 

well-being equally. It may maximise overall well-being if we each (sometimes, at least) gave 

more weight to the well-being of ourselves or those close to us. This is because we are better 

placed to help them, and will do so more effectively without taking effects on more distant 

others into account. More closely related to hierarchy, it may be that some individuals 

habitually overweighting the well-being of some oppressed groups would lead to more 

overall well-being, given that others will underweight their well-being. But we are concerned 

in this chapter primarily with social arrangements, not individual action. A social 

arrangement in which individuals are expected to overweight the well-being of some and 
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underweight that of others will be suboptimal, even if the best way for individuals to correct 

it involves reversing those valences. 

So utilitarianism has a very general reason to oppose hierarchies, defined according to 

the amended van Wietmarschen account. Hierarchies (or at least those that relational 

egalitarians find problematic), by definition, cause the over- and underweighting of well-

being and thus they will tend to miscalculation and suboptimal decision-making. Sometimes 

hierarchies might be justified, on utilitarian grounds, as the necessary means to a greater 

good. But always, by their very nature, they will be regrettable.101, 102 

 

4. Is utilitarianism a form of egalitarianism? 

I have shown that utilitarianism will typically find reasons to oppose inequalities of 

wealth and hierarchy. This shows it can accommodate the most important egalitarian 

concerns. Ought it then – contrary to common taxonomies – be considered a form of 

egalitarianism? I want to argue that it ought. I will do this by reviewing possible criteria for a 

 
101 This account also explains why the causal connections between hierarchy and unequal wealth 

distributions can be expected to run in both directions. As we have seen, inequalities in wealth lead to 

hierarchy. However, it is also the case that hierarchy, insofar as it causes an overvaluation of the rich 

and undervaluation of the poor, legitimises wealth inequality. As Piketty puts it: ‘Every human society 

must justify its inequalities: unless reasons for them are found, the whole political and social edifice 

stands in danger of collapse. Every epoch therefore develops a range of contradictory discourses and 

ideologies for the purpose of legitimising the inequality that already exists or that people believe 

should exist.’ (2020, 1) An unequal distribution would appear optimal, to a mind biased by hierarchy 

to overvalue the rich, and thus serve this ideological function. 

102 So far I have not tended to make clear whether the inequalities under discussion are within a single 

state or international. It is one of the most significant facts about the modern world, however, that 

inequalities between countries are very large, dwarfing – at least in terms of wealth and income – 

within-country inequality (Milanovic 2015). However, most of the empirical studies cited above take 

within-country inequality as the independent variable, and suggest that lower within-country 

inequality is better for well-being. It is a virtue of utilitarianism, I think, that it can vindicate and 

explain the egalitarian thought that both global and within-country inequality matter. Global 

inequality is suboptimal, as far as well-being goes, because of DMU and the undervaluing of people in 

poorer countries leading to inefficient distributions of resources (consider, for example, Covid-19 

vaccines). But as long as we primarily interact with and compare ourselves to those within our own 

countries, domestic inequalities of both wealth and relations will also have a large adverse effect on 

overall well-being through psychosocial effects.  
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theory to be considered a form of egalitarianism, and either arguing that they are flawed as 

criteria or that utilitarianism meets them. 

  

a. Distribution and pluralism 

One such criterion has already been mentioned: 

 (i) Egalitarian theories favour more equal distributions of well-being.  

This criterion is flawed: it does not capture our intuitive commitment to equality, or the aims 

of real-world egalitarian movements, as is shown by WEALTHY MAN. Those aims and 

commitments, as well as the range of philosophical egalitarian theories, agree that the 

distribution of wealth is more important than that of well-being. This suggests a second 

criterion: 

 (ii) Egalitarian theories favour more equal distributions of wealth. 

This criterion may be read in stronger or weaker forms. The stronger form is: 

 (ii*) Egalitarian theories always favour more equal distributions of wealth. 

Utilitarianism falls foul of (ii*), as some more equal distributions of wealth will instantiate 

less well-being than some less equal ones, for all that has been said above. It could be that 

permitting a degree of wealth inequality increases the total wealth of a society, for example, 

by providing incentives for individuals to work hard or take risks. In this case, given that 

overall well-being tends to increase with total wealth, that increase could in theory be 

enough to outweigh the negative effects of inequality on well-being mentioned in the 

previous section, and utilitarians may prefer to permit such inequality. It might also be that 

some hierarchies are overall beneficial, despite their general tendency to lead to the 

miscalculation of value. 

However, (ii*) is implausible. It is embarrassed by ‘levelling down’ cases: comparisons of 

more equal societies in which every individual is poor and miserable with less equal ones in 

which everyone is much better off. In such cases any plausible theory will favour the latter (at 

least if we ramp up the misery to sufficient levels). And theories that do so are commonly 

called ‘egalitarian’. Such cases are part of the motivation for Rawls’s Difference Principle, 

often referred to as part of the ‘liberal egalitarian’ view, endorses inequalities that improve 

the conditions of the worst-off. Other egalitarian theories are pluralistic: they place some 
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moral weight on distributive equality, but endorse other values as well.103 We saw a slightly 

different motivation for this in WEALTHY MAN. Relieving the boss’s headache does not 

promote any egalitarian value. But such relief of suffering seems justified. So egalitarians 

must endorse some non-egalitarian values, on pain of implausibility. Thus, where a more 

equal society instantiates much less of those other values, such egalitarians may prefer the 

more unequal option.  

A weaker and more plausible reading of (ii) is: 

 (ii**) Egalitarian theories consistently provide reasons to favour more equal  

 distributions of wealth. 

Utilitarianism meets this criterion, as was shown in Section 2. DMU and the effects of 

relative wealth and poverty mean that egalitarian distribution will tend to increase well-

being, other things equal. Thus there are always utilitarian reasons to do so, even if these are 

sometimes outweighed. And as we just saw, such outweighing is inevitable for plausible 

egalitarian theories. 

It might be thought that the reasons utilitarianism gives in favour of more equal 

distributions of wealth are the wrong kind of reasons to count as egalitarian. For instance, 

distributive egalitarians who believe it would be better if every person had the same amount 

of primary goods, access to advantage, capabilities, and so on will also consistently give 

reasons for more equal distributions of wealth. But they do this because they place intrinsic 

value on the distribution of some other good. Utilitarianism places no intrinsic value on the 

distribution of anything – simply on the sum of well-being. This suggests a criterion that 

utilitarianism would fail to meet: 

 (iii) Egalitarian theories favour more equal distributions of something intrinsically. 

Temkin seems to suggest something like this criterion (2001). However, as I mentioned 

above, there are respectable egalitarian theories that do not meet (iii). These are the 

‘relational egalitarian’ theories, which focus on the elimination of hierarchical social 

relations and endorse equal distribution merely instrumentally, as a means to this 

elimination. The clearest statement of the relationship between hierarchy and wealth 

distribution, from a relational egalitarian perspective, is Martin O’Neill’s theory, which he 

calls ‘non-intrinsic egalitarianism’ (NIE). As the name suggests, it falls foul of (iii). In the 

 
103 Sometimes, ‘levelling down’ is held to embarrass even pluralistic egalitarian theories, since they 

hold that there is something good about levelling down, even if it is bad overall. I do not find this 

objection compelling: it seems correct that there is something good but outweighed in such cases. 
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next section I will introduce NIE, and subsequently I will show that utilitarianism meets 

further criteria for a theory’s being a form of egalitarianism at least as well as NIE. 

 

b. Non-Intrinsic Egalitarianism 

O’Neill’s theory is of special interest for two reasons. One is that it acknowledges 

egalitarianism’s connection with the two aspects of wealth distribution and non-hierarchical 

relations. The second, which may be part of the reason for the first, is that O’Neill is not 

simply a philosopher, but also someone in close connection with egalitarian (in particular, 

democratic socialist) political movements. Thus, in keeping with the ideas set out in Section 1 

of this chapter, his theory is a good place to look for criteria of a theory’s being egalitarian. 

For O’Neill, unequal distributions of wealth make for worse states of affairs. This is 

explained by the consequences that usually arise from inequality. (O’Neill uses ‘equality’ and 

its cognates to refer to the distribution of wealth, as I will from here, unless otherwise 

stated.) These consequences are (2008, 121–23): 

(a) the avoidable frustration of basic needs, 

(b) status hierarchies, 

(c) the domination of one group by another, 

(d) weakened self-respect of the poor,  

(e) servility and deferential behaviour, 

(f) the undermining of healthy fraternal social relations and attitudes. 

NIE holds that inequality is bad because it leads to (some subset of) consequences (b)-(f) 

(2008, 123) – which are examples of the hierarchical social relations to which relational 

egalitarians are averse. (O’Neill also believes that inequality is bad because it leads to (a), but 

he does not believe this qua non-intrinsic egalitarian, but rather as an independently 

plausible and not distinctively egalitarian claim.) If inequality occurred without leading to 

such consequences, NIE would find no fault with it. NIE, then, endorses equality conditional 

upon the empirical claim that inequality has these consequences. 

Utilitarianism also holds that inequality is bad insofar as it has certain consequences, 

namely: 

(g) less overall well-being than there could otherwise be. 
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If inequality occurred without leading to (g), utilitarianism would find no fault with it.104 

Utilitarianism’s commitment to equal distributions, then, depends on an empirical claim 

that distributive inequality has this consequence. In Section 2 I showed that this empirical 

claim is well-founded: inequality will lead to (g), at least other things equal.  

So, utilitarianism seems to have the same structure as NIE with regard to unequal 

distributions of wealth: such inequality is bad when and because it leads to a certain 

consequence. Furthermore, the consequences are not entirely independent. O’Neill’s (b)-(f) 

are effectively the hierarchical relations with which relational egalitarians are concerned – 

which are also a large part of the explanation for utilitarianism’s condemnation of 

distributive inequality, since they lead to suboptimal outcomes as shown in Section 3. 

Therefore, both NIE and utilitarianism explain the badness of distributive inequality at least 

in part through relational egalitarian concerns. 

Despite these similarities, O’Neill argues that utilitarianism is only ‘weakly’ egalitarian, in 

contrast to NIE, which is ‘strongly’ egalitarian (2008, 125). In the next two sections, I will 

show that his argument for this conclusion fails: utilitarianism is as egalitarian as NIE. 

  

c. Contingency and reliability 

Like utilitarianism, NIE endorses distributive equality for the sake of other goals, and 

conditional upon contingent empirical claims. This does not, according to O’Neill, make it 

any less strongly egalitarian. He writes: 

‘the connection between distributive egalitarianism and these broader egalitarian 

goals and values [i.e. (b)-(f)], although in some sense contingent, is not a weak one. If 

this connection were weak, then we might… question whether Non-Intrinsic 

egalitarian views are strongly egalitarian at all. Yet it seems plausible to think that it 

is a deep social fact that we can realize the values embedded in the egalitarian 

considerations (b)-(f) only where substantial inequalities of condition have been 

eliminated… If this “deep social fact” really does obtain, then Non-Intrinsic 

egalitarianism will reliably mandate the elimination of inequalities of condition…’ 

(2008, 131) 

 
104 On some approaches to measuring inequality (e.g. Atkinson 1970), it is analytically true that more 

unequal distributions lead to less ‘social welfare’. But the concept of social welfare in such approaches 

is not equivalent to the utilitarian maximand of ‘overall well-being’ (though there is a social welfare 

function that is equivalent to utilitarianism) – social welfare is not simply an aggregate of each 

individual’s well-being, but encodes social values (such as an aversion to inequality) in addition. 
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Utilitarianism, according to O’Neill, is only weakly egalitarian. He seems to be appealing to 

the following criterion for a theory’s being (strongly) egalitarian: 

 (iv) Where egalitarian theories favour more equal distributions contingently, they 

 favour them reliably, in virtue of deep social facts. 

If NIE meets (iv) and utilitarianism does not, then the connection between distributive 

inequality and (g) must be less reliable than that between distributive inequality and (b)-(f), 

and the social fact that equality correlates with overall well-being must be less ‘deep’ than the 

fact that it correlates with improvements with respect to (b)-(f). Is this true? O’Neill explains 

the depth of his deep social fact thus: 

 ‘firstly, reductions in inequality almost always bring about improvements in states of 

 affairs of the sort favoured under considerations (b)-(f); secondly, such 

 improvements are generally possible only where inequalities are reduced, and greater 

 distributive equality is achieved.’ (2008, 131) 

Now, if O’Neill’s claims here are true, there is nothing to stop a utilitarian agreeing with 

them. Furthermore, since (b)-(f) overlap to a large degree with those hierarchical social 

relations whose psychosocial effects are inimical to well-being (see Section 3), improving 

states of affairs with respect to (b)-(f) is one way to improve them with respect to (g). The 

utilitarian can then draw this conclusion from O’Neill’s claims: there is a way in which things 

can be improved with respect to (g) (the increase of well-being via improvements with 

respect to (b)-(f)) which: (i) almost always follows from the reduction of inequality; (ii) is 

generally possible only where inequalities are reduced. 

It might seem that NIE is nevertheless more egalitarian than utilitarianism. For NIE’s 

concerns seem to track distributive inequalities more closely: NIE does not merely say that 

there is a way to improve things that necessitates reducing inequalities, but that this is the 

way to improve things, since well-being could be increased in many other ways but the 

values encoded in (b)-(f) could not. But this appearance neglects the fact that NIE is a 

pluralistic theory. As O’Neill recognises (2008, 143–44), it is not plausible to hold that only 

(b)-(f) matter. NIE, fully spelled out, will have to admit that it is good to (for instance) cure a 

rich man’s headache, although this has no effect on (b)-(f). Thus NIE’s adherents also think 

that there is a way in which things can be improved (improvements with respect to (b)-(f)) 

which usually follows from and is generally only possible where inequalities are reduced. For 

both them and utilitarians this is just one way amongst others in which things can be 

improved. 
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In fact, I do not think O’Neill’s claim that only the reduction of distributive inequality can 

improve things with respect to (b)-(f) is true. There is very likely a strong correlation 

between distributive inequality and (b)-(f). But we can conceive of ways in which 

improvements could be made with respect to (b)-(f) without the distribution of wealth being 

touched. Servility and deference could be reduced by changes to norms and structures which 

could occur whilst wealth distribution is unchanged. O’Neill himself writes, in a review of 

their 2009 book The Spirit Level, that Wilkinson and Pickett’s 

 ‘emphasis… is perhaps excessively on the way in which these policies could lead to 

 greater income equality through compressing wage differentials. An alternative 

 approach that de-emphasized income inequalities to some degree could give more 

 emphasis to the ways in which various forms of economic democracy can act in more 

 direct ways to bolster individual status and self-respect, and to transform the 

 character of social relations at work, through granting more power to individual 

 workers. Thus… their approach prevents them from seeing the full range of 

 egalitarian arguments that might be deployed in favour of such policies.’ (M. O’Neill 

 2010, 405– his italics) 

The implication is that measures such as workplace democracy could improve things with 

respect to egalitarian criteria, though they may not involve any redistribution of wealth or 

income. But then, he should not worry that the possibility of such cases would undermine 

the claim of NIE to be a kind of egalitarianism. It seems that his view is that egalitarians 

should want to eliminate or reduce (b)-(f), and this gives them reason to eliminate or reduce 

distributive inequalities. The fact that it could give them reason to promote non-

redistributive policies, such as workplace democracy, does not threaten the egalitarianism of 

the view. Utilitarianism has the same attitude to such cases. It can endorse improvements 

with respect to (b)-(f), which will almost always lead to increases in overall well-being, 

whether they are associated with changes in the distribution of wealth or not. If this doesn’t 

threaten the egalitarian credentials of O’Neill’s view, then it doesn’t threaten the egalitarian 

credentials of utilitarianism either.  

These cases aside, it seems plausible that one good way of improving things with respect 

to (b)-(f) will be closing inequalities of wealth. This is the grounds of O’Neill’s claim that NIE 

will ‘reliably mandate’ such policies. Will utilitarianism be less reliable on this score?  

There will be circumstances in which utilitarianism does not endorse closing inequalities 

even when doing so would lead to improvements with respect to (b)-(f). Utilitarianism would 

fail to endorse such policies in cases where overall well-being decreases as equality increases 

(that is, ‘levelling down’ cases). We might think that cases of improvements with respect to 
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(b)-(f) without improvements with respect to overall well-being are rare. Anyway, in such 

cases, inequalities typically lead to other values which pluralist non-intrinsic egalitarians 

ought to be concerned with.105 Take, for example, a country that is rapidly industrialising its 

economy. It may be necessary for this transformation that wealth is unequally distributed. If 

this transformation satisfies the utilitarian, it does not lead to (g) – that is, it produces the 

greatest possible sum of well-being. If the pluralist non-intrinsic egalitarian values the sum 

of well-being as well as (b)-(f), they may ultimately endorse this inequality. And even if they 

don’t value the sum of well-being, they could still endorse it. For if the greatest possible sum 

of well-being is produced, this is because other values are met, such as: suffering is reduced; 

and/or people enjoy greater freedom; and/or new technologies are invented; and/or needs 

are better satisfied, and so on. A plausible pluralistic NIE will value at least some of these 

things alongside concern for (b)-(f). In that case, if the value of these things is great enough, 

non-intrinsic egalitarians could endorse inequality in this case – even whilst continuing to 

believe that (b)-(f) are bad. To know how reliably a pluralistic non-intrinsic egalitarian will 

mandate reducing inequalities, one must know their other values, and their method of 

resolving conflicts between them. Without knowing this, we can just say that both 

utilitarians and non-intrinsic egalitarians will agree that reducing inequality is often (but not 

always) all-things-considered good, and that this is largely because of the considerations 

about (b)-(f).  

There are also circumstances in which utilitarianism will mandate the closing of 

inequalities and NIE will not. This is obvious for some versions of pluralistic NIE: consider a 

view that favoured distributive equality on the grounds of (b)-(f), but also respected 

Nozickean entitlements to private property (2013), making redistributive taxation 

impermissible. In a society with large inequalities and in which most resources were held 

privately, this form of pluralist NIE would not mandate very much reduction of distributive 

inequalities; utilitarianism is likely to mandate more. The general point, again, is that there 

is no reason to think that utilitarianism will be less reliable in mandating equality than a 

pluralistic egalitarian theory, and all egalitarian theories must be pluralistic to be plausible. 

Even if NIE were not pluralistic, there are cases in which utilitarianism would mandate 

reductions in inequality that such ‘pure’ NIE would not. Consider a version of the Divided 

World case introduced by Parfit (1991, 6). In this version of the case, there are two groups of 

people who have no interactions and are unaware of each other’s existence, and one group is 

 
105 Avoiding suggesting counterintuitively egalitarian policies in levelling down cases is a major 

motivation for O’Neill’s claim that egalitarians should be pluralists (2008, 143–44). 
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much wealthier than the other.106 As O’Neill says, ‘none of the egalitarian reasons covered by 

(b)–(f) can obtain’ in such cases, so pure NIE does not mandate closing the inequality (2008, 

136). But utilitarianism could. Given diminishing marginal utility, (g) would probably obtain: 

if the better off group had less and the worse off group more, overall well-being could be 

greater.  

It seems, then, that the social fact linking distributive inequality to overall well-being is 

no less deep than that linking it to O’Neill’s concerns for (b)-(f). Furthermore, whilst there 

could be cases in which NIE mandates more equal distributions than utilitarianism, they 

may be rare, particularly if NIE takes a plausible pluralistic form. There are also cases in 

which utilitarianism advocates more equal distributions than pluralist and pure NIE. 

  

d. Distinctiveness and intrinsicness  

O’Neill claims that concern for consequences (b)-(f) is ‘distinctively egalitarian’ (2008, 

124–26). What makes these concerns distinctively egalitarian, for O’Neill, is their connection 

with life in a ‘society of equals’. If (b)-(f) arose in such a society, it would cease to be a society 

of equals. In contrast, if every individual there became afflicted by chronic pain, then it 

would be worse with respect to (g), but no less a society of equals. So, (g) is not a distinctively 

egalitarian concern. O’Neill may be interpreted as suggesting the following criterion: 

 (v) Where egalitarian theories favour more equal distributions contingently, they 

 favour non-hierarchical social relations. 

Does this provide a reason to judge that utilitarianism is not a form of egalitarianism? No, 

because utilitarians also have concerns for (b)-(f), and so do favour non-hierarchical social 

relations. As argued above, improvements with respect to (b)-(f) will tend to lead to increases 

in overall well-being. So, utilitarianism is concerned with (b)-(f), and if these concerns are 

distinctively egalitarian, then utilitarianism shares distinctively egalitarian concerns. For 

sure, utilitarians care about things other than (b)-(f) – for example chronic pain, existential 

risk, and overall well-being itself (i.e. (g)) – that are not distinctively egalitarian. But as 

O’Neill believes that egalitarians should be pluralists, he does not think that having non-

egalitarian concerns compromises one’s egalitarianism.  

 
106 In Parfit’s original case, the inequality is of well-being rather than wealth. Utilitarianism will not 

mandate closing such an inequality, since doing so would alter only the distribution and not the sum 

of well-being. But we have already seen that the distribution of well-being is not a necessary concern 

for egalitarians. Moreover, NIE will not mandate closing this inequality either: since there is no 

interaction between the groups, none of (b)-(f) can follow from it. 
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Perhaps, however, O’Neill would argue not that utilitarianism does not share these 

distinctively egalitarian concerns, but rather that it does not have these concerns in a 

distinctively egalitarian way. O’Neill – despite the name he gives his theory – believes in the 

intrinsic badness of consequences (b)-(f) (2008, 130). Utilitarians do not: they believe that, 

like all consequences, (b)-(f) are bad only insofar as they lead to less overall well-being than 

there could otherwise be. So O’Neill may have in mind something more like this criterion: 

 (vi) Where egalitarian theories favour more equal distributions contingently, they 

 regard hierarchical social relations as intrinsically bad. 

Utilitarianism fails to meet this criterion, since it opposes hierarchy only as a means to 

maximising well-being. (As we saw in Section 3, it may be very generally true that it is such a 

means.) I want to claim that if utilitarianism fails to meet (vi), this is unimportant. The main 

significance of considering some consequences to be intrinsically bad, rather than bad 

because they fail to maximise well-being, is that one can condemn states of affairs that 

instantiate those consequences even when they maximise well-being. For the difference 

between NIE and utilitarianism to be important, then, there must be cases in which 

inequalities lead to (b)-(f) but not to (g). These are the cases such as the industrialising 

country mentioned above. But, as we saw there, given their pluralism, NIE is not necessarily 

committed to more egalitarian policies here than utilitarianism – and there are also cases in 

which utilitarians will condemn inequalities that non-intrinsic egalitarians, pluralistic or 

pure, will not. 

One thing that might be said for the stronger egalitarian credentials of NIE is that in 

cases of levelling down, even where both utilitarianism and (pluralistic) NIE give the same 

answer, the latter always places some disvalue on (b)-(f).107 Thus, O’Neill can hold that it is 

always regrettable that (b)-(f) occur, even in levelling down cases where they ultimately, on 

the grounds of other values, endorse states of affairs where (b)-(f) occur. It might be claimed 

that utilitarians, in contrast, could not regret the occurrence of (b)-(f) when they form part of 

the state of affairs that maximises well-being. Surely utilitarianism cares only about 

maximising well-being – how could utilitarians see any part of an optimific state of affairs as 

 
107 The claim that pluralistic NIE always places disvalue on (b)-(f) depends on how the pluralistic 

structure of the view works. Pluralism need not involve a set of commensurable pro tanto reasons that 

are weighed against one another. Perhaps some values undercut others, so that, for example, a 

pluralistic view that is concerned with (b)-(f) and with property rights places no disvalue on (b)-(f) 

insofar as they are unavoidable consequences of such rights. But let’s grant that concern for (b)-(f) is 

not undercut like this in pluralistic NIE.  



192 
 

regrettable? To put it in other words, it appears that NIE meets the following criterion, and 

utilitarianism does not: 

 (vii) Where egalitarian theories favour more equal distributions contingently, they 

 always find the presence of hierarchical relations regrettable. 

But utilitarianism can, I think, meet (vii). The claim that utilitarians cannot regret any 

aspect of an optimific state of affairs would, if true, cause a problem for utilitarianism across 

a wide range of cases. Consider the trolley problem (Foot 1967). Utilitarianism (with 

common sense) suggests switching the trolley to save five lives at the cost of one. The death 

of the one is surely seen as something to regret – as is typically expressed by utilitarians 

talking of it as ‘a cost’, or something to be ‘traded off’. But the death of the one is part of the 

outcome that maximises well-being. So, if utilitarians cannot regret any aspect of an 

optimific state of affairs, they cannot regret the death of the one. 

I propose that the utilitarian can respond to this worry as follows. One ought to bring 

about the inequality and the death of the one, in the circumstances described, since doing so 

would maximise well-being. However, it would be better if the circumstances were not as 

described. It would be better, in particular, if one could reap the rewards of industrialisation 

(or save the five) without increasing inequalities (or killing the one). Utilitarianism implies 

that these circumstances would be better than those in the original cases because more well-

being could be realised in them: other things equal, saving five people without killing the one 

or industrialising an economy without increasing inequalities would increase well-being 

more than saving the five and killing the one or industrialising and increasing inequalities. 

This is what makes killing the one or increasing inequalities ‘costs’: they are costs relative to 

what we could realise in better circumstances. 

This account also has the virtue of encapsulating a common aspect of regret in cases 

where one does what one ought: the thought that ‘it would have been better if I hadn’t had to 

do that’. In fact, non-utilitarians are likely to share exactly this thought when switching the 

trolley or (as a follower of NIE would) pursuing inegalitarian policies in the levelling down 

cases described above. It is hardly controversial that it would be better if nobody had to be 

hit by a runaway trolley, and if economic development and egalitarian social relations were 

always mutually compatible. This shared intuition, and thus this kind of regret can be 

explained, I have suggested, with the resources of utilitarianism: the reason that it would be 

better if I hadn’t had to do that is that in such circumstances, overall well-being would be 

greater. So utilitarians can regret aspects of what, in their circumstances, is the optimific 

state of affairs. 
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The considerations of the past two subsections show that there is no important difference 

between NIE and utilitarianism with respect to their egalitarian credentials. Both can have 

distinctively egalitarian concerns (b)-(f). Both rely on contingent empirical claims to 

mandate the reduction of inequalities of wealth, and where those claims go through for 

O’Neill they are highly likely to go through for the utilitarian. Both will, sometimes, endorse 

inequality that produces (b)-(f), and both will see this consequence as a cost. The times at 

which they do so might differ, but there is no guarantee that NIE, given its pluralism, will 

endorse inequality less often than utilitarianism does. The fact that one and not the other 

theory values (b)-(f) intrinsically, then, does not seem to issue in important differences. Both 

are equally forms of egalitarianism. 

Furthermore, there may be advantages, from the egalitarian point of view, to not valuing 

egalitarian concerns intrinsically. In particular, if one values them because of their effects on 

well-being, one has a principled way of establishing the degree to which they are valuable: 

they are valuable to the degree to which they affect overall well-being. O’Neill writes that 

‘Any plausible view of the value of equality, which acknowledges the force of considerations 

(b)–(f), will also acknowledge the great significance of those considerations’ (2008, 144). But 

we might want an argument as to why these considerations have such force. This is especially 

pressing for a pluralistic NIE, since it acknowledges other concerns which might conflict with 

egalitarian ones. If he cannot show that (b)-(f) have significant force relative to those other 

considerations, then we might doubt that O’Neill has given an argument for egalitarianism at 

all (Brown 2014). Utilitarians can provide a rationale for the relative significance of 

egalitarian concerns: they can appeal to the arguments of sections 2 and 3 which showed that 

equality has large effects on well-being. Therefore, the utilitarian can say, since overall well-

being is the measure of moral significance, equality is morally significant. The utilitarian can 

also work out how much weight these concerns have relative to others in cases of conflict – 

by assessing the impact on well-being of those other concerns and comparing it with the 

impact on well-being of egalitarian concerns.  

 

e. Marx’s view 

I have argued that, according to utilitarianism there are pro tanto, overridable reasons, 

that is, to favour more egalitarian social arrangements. This implies that (a) inequalities may 

sometimes be justified to produce better outcomes; (b) when this is so, it is a cause for 

regret, in the sense that it would be better if those outcomes could be produced without 

inequality. Karl Marx agreed. In his 1875 Critique of the Gotha Programme (2000a, 614–

15), perhaps the clearest positive proposal for future society he produced, he contrasted ‘a 

communist society… just as it emerges from capitalist society’ (sometimes called ‘low 
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communism’) with ‘a higher phase of communist society’. In low communism, there would 

be inequality – seemingly in order to incentivise work and to enhance the legitimacy of the 

system. As he puts it:  

 ‘the individual producer receives back from society – after the deductions [for public 

 goods, investment, insurance, pensions and so on] have been made – exactly what he 

 gives to it… He receives a certificate from society that he has furnished such and such 

 an amount of labour (after deducting his labour for the common funds), and with this 

 certificate he draws from the social stock of means of consumption the same amount 

 of labour108.’ (2000a, 614) 

By connecting each individual’s possibilities for consumption to the labour they contribute, 

such a system would incentivise work. It would also accord with the moral views of a society 

that has recently been a capitalist one: 

 ‘the same principle prevails as in the exchange of commodity-equivalents: a given 

 amount of labour in one form is exchanged for an equal amount of labour in another 

 form. Hence, equal right here is still in principle – bourgeois right…’ (2000a, 614) 

Thus, the low communist system would not offend capitalistic sensibilities too much. 

However, Marx believed low communism would be imperfect, because of the inequality it 

would involve: 

 ‘But one man is superior to another physically or mentally and so supplies more 

 labour in the same time, or can labour for a longer time… Further, one worker is 

 married,109 another not; one has more children than another, and so on and so forth. 

 Thus, with an equal performance of labour, and hence and equal share in the social 

 consumption fund, one will be richer than another…’ (2000a, 615) 

After low communism has expanded production and done away with class division, Marx 

believed, a better possibility would become available. 

 
108 Marx means by the latter instance of ‘labour’ here consumer products produced by a certain 

amount of labour (which his economic theory holds to be equivalent). The controversial labour theory 

of value is of no importance to the argument as a whole. 

109 This line gives away Marx’s uncharacteristically conservative views about gender (MacKinnon 

1989, chap. 1): if both men and women work equally, why should it make a difference to consumption 

needs that some workers are married? However, the general point, that due to caring responsibilities 

some need more resources than others to achieve the same living standards is surely correct.  
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 ‘In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the 

 individual to the division of labour, and therewith also the antithesis between mental 

 and physical labour, has vanished; after labour has become not only a means of life 

 but life’s prime want; after the productive forces have also increased with the all-

 round development of the individual, and all the springs of co-operative wealth flow 

 more abundantly – only then can the narrow horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in 

 its entirety and society inscribe on its banners: from each according to his ability, to 

 each according to his need!’ (2000a, 615) 

In high communism, then, people’s attitudes towards work and their fellow citizens will 

have altered such that there is no need to incentivise work, or to legitimise the disbursement 

of funds to people by reference to their contribution. We can then distribute according to 

need – and a more equal distribution of wealth will occur. Yes, unequal needs mean that 

some will get more of the social pot than others, but since they will consume this in meeting 

their needs none would end up richer than another, as they would in low communism. 

In low communism we couldn’t have had the desirable outcomes of economic expansion 

and political legitimacy without licensing some inequality of wealth. In high communism, we 

get at least as good economic and political results without wealth inequality. Since Marx 

believed that low communism was a better social form in some circumstances, but that high 

communism, if it were possible, would be better still, it seems that he agrees with the 

utilitarian on points (a) and (b). Inequalities are sometimes justified as necessary means to 

other values, but it would be better if they weren’t necessary. 

Moreover, the abilities/needs principle that Marx endorses for high communism is one 

that utilitarians should also inscribe on their banners in similar circumstances. Utilitarians 

want to maximise well-being. An important part of an individual’s well-being, on any 

plausible account, is their material consumption, and the most important part of that (as the 

phenomenon of DMU suggests) is that their basic material needs are met. So, to a decent 

approximation, maximising well-being will involve maximising the meeting of needs. For a 

given social product, distributing it according to needs looks like a good utilitarian strategy. 

Now, as is often pointed out – by Rawls, by Marx, by Hume (1965, 44–45) and by right-

wing economists (Wanniski 1978) – we don’t have a given social product: distributive 

policies can affect the ‘supply side’ of the economy, and thus the size of the product we have 

to distribute. The most significant mechanism for this is incentives: if the proceeds of your 

labour will be distributed away from you, and your needs met unconditionally, why work? 

This being the case, distribution according to needs may be suboptimal for meeting needs. 
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Marx’s low communism, like Rawls’s Difference Principle, permits less equal forms of 

distribution in order to incentivise the expansion of production.  

However, as G. A. Cohen points out (2008, pt. I), these incentives are necessary only 

because people have a certain pattern of motivation, roughly: self-interested preferences for 

as much consumption and as little work as possible. The important feature of Marx’s high 

communism is that people no longer have such preferences. They enjoy working (because the 

alienation present in work under capitalism has been diminished) and they are not self-

interested in respect of consumption (because wealth is abundant, and so non-rivalrous, and 

because class divisions have been abolished allowing them to respect others as equally 

deserving). Thus in high communism inequality is not necessary to incentivise work. People 

will contribute what their abilities allow them to, that is, as much as they can. 

Why should a utilitarian prefer high communism, with its abilities/needs principle? 

Because needs would be best met in such a society. The social product would be optimised, 

because everyone would contribute to it as far as their abilities could help them. Perhaps 

such optimal contributions could be encouraged through incentives. But if it could be 

encouraged without incentives, the social product could then be distributed in the way 

(according to needs) that, as we saw, best meets needs and thus probably well-being for a 

given social product. Thus this is the distributive policy that maximises utility. It is no 

accident then, that the arch-utilitarian Mill endorses a similar principle: ‘that all should work 

according to their capacity, and receive according to their wants’ (1965, 203).110 Socialists 

have typically defended the Abilities/Needs Principle on the grounds that it embodies the 

values of solidarity, fairness, sensitivity to difference and meaningful work (Gilabert 2015). I 

suggest that it may also be defended on utilitarian grounds. 

Now, I am not saying that utilitarians ought to join the communist movement. It may be 

that high communism is impossible – humans will always be too self-interested and work-

shy. It may be that it is possible but the costs of bringing it about are too high. All I am 

claiming is that a society abiding by the abilities/needs principle would be an optimal social 

 
110 Mill also emphasises that for such a distribution to be optimal, the social ethos would have to 

change in a more solidaristic direction. He writes: ‘History bear witness to the success with which 

large bodies of human beings may be trained to feel the public interest their own. And no soil could be 

more favourable to the growth of such a feeling, than a Communist association, since all the ambition, 

and the bodily and mental activity, which are now exerted in the pursuit of separate and self-regarding 

interests, would require another sphere of employment, and would naturally find it in the pursuit of 

the general benefit of the community… A contest, who can do the most for the common good, is not 

the kind of competition which Socialists repudiate.’ (Mill 1965, 205; for a recent assessment of Mill’s 

socialistic inclinations, see McCabe 2021). 



197 
 

arrangement, with respect to distribution at least. Thus, utilitarians should join Marx in 

regretting that it is not possible in the near term. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Utilitarianism has often been criticised for its neglect of egalitarian concerns. I have 

shown that utilitarians will consistently find reasons to favour what egalitarians (ought to) 

care about: more equal distributions of wealth (Section 2), and less hierarchical social 

relations (Section 3). It is true that these reasons are somewhat contingent, instrumental, 

and sometimes outweighed. But as I have argued in Section 4, this does not make 

utilitarianism any less an egalitarian theory than some leading contemporary philosophical 

theories typically thought of as egalitarian. It is also consonant with Marx’s views on 

distribution and equality. 

In making this case I have emphasised, once again, the importance of social relations to 

individual well-being. How we interact with others affects our well-being, our health, and our 

capacity to affect the very long-term future. Thus utilitarians have good reasons to give 

concerns that have traditionally been the preserve of socialists and egalitarians further 

consideration. 
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Chapter Eight: Conclusions 

0. Abstract 

In this concluding chapter I summarise the thesis and suggest directions for future work. 

 

1. Summary of the thesis 

Utilitarianism currently has a low stock amongst philosophers, despite its prominence. 

That prominence is, I believe, warranted, for utilitarianism is an attractively well-motivated, 

simple and general theory, which offers a standard of moral assessment significantly distinct 

from common sense to issue in radical and interesting conclusions. Its stock amongst 

socialists is if anything lower – and it is prominent largely as a bourgeois ideology attacked, 

in passing, by Marx. This thesis provides considerations that should raise utilitarianism’s 

stock amongst both groups. A thread running through it has been that utilitarianism is more 

defensible when we acknowledge insights emphasised by the socialist tradition; in particular, 

the socially connected nature of persons. 

The primary aim of the thesis was to respond to Bernard Williams’s objections to 

utilitarianism. His Integrity Objection has been very influential and very variously 

interpreted. In Chapter Two I presented a new exegesis of it and compared this with others 

in the literature. In Chapter Three I examined one common response to it, and found that it 

could give at most a partial response. In Chapter Four and Chapter Five I gave my full 

response to the Integrity Objection; a response that emphasised that individuals are 

mutually interdependent, that they identify with communities and shared properties, and 

that alienation from others is a serious problem. In Chapter Six I investigated another 

problem for utilitarianism drawn from Williams’s cases, and showed how a revised 

utilitarianism, which applies utilitarian obligations to groups, could provide a solution. 

Williams also alleges that utilitarianism is at odds with egalitarianism, a criticism that has 

become common sense in philosophy and accounts in part for socialist suspicions of the 

theory. I argued in Chapter Seven that this allegation is false. 

To summarise my key conclusions: 

1. The core of Williams’s Integrity Objection is that agents who accept utilitarianism 

cannot be properly committed to their projects, because they must regard them 

impartially and as dispensable. 

2. Utilitarianism is probably not self-effacing for individuals, but may be for groups. 

3. A moral theory ought not be dismissed on the grounds that it requires agents to 

regard their projects as dispensable; in fact, they probably should. 
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4. The impartiality that utilitarianism requires of agents need not alienate them 

from themselves. 

5. Utilitarianism must be revised to account for pre-emption cases; one attractive 

revision is what I have called ‘collectivist utilitarianism’, in which utilitarianism is 

applied to groups as well as to individuals. 

6. Utilitarianism will tend to favour more egalitarian distributions of wealth and less 

hierarchical social relations. 

7. Utilitarianism ought to be considered a form of egalitarianism. 

As a by-product of arguing for these conclusions, the thesis has expounded a possible 

kind of utilitarianism we might call ‘left-utilitarianism’. Building on a classical act-utilitarian 

picture, it is concerned with avoiding alienation from others; it emphasises our social 

connections with others rather than the point of view of the universe as the root of morality; 

it is applied to group agents and, drawing on social science consistently finds reasons to 

oppose unequal distributions of wealth and hierarchical social relations.  

 

2. Directions for future work 

There are various questions raised by this thesis that deserve further treatment. To close, 

let me mention some of them. 

 

a. Effective altruism 

Many contemporary utilitarians are associated with the effective altruist movement. 

Effective altruists are not all utilitarians (though many are), but they typically endorse 

principles like Rescue, and possibly Responsibility, as well as trying to take an impartial 

approach to their work and charitable giving. Therefore, effective altruism probably does 

preclude commitment, in Williams’s sense. My claim that this is not so problematic as 

Williams thought offers support to effective altruism. 

However, it might also encourage effective altruists to reassess some of their rhetoric. 

They often make their arguments in individualistic terms, and have been accused, not 

unreasonably, of being ‘comfortable with ways of talking that are familiar from the 

exponents of global capitalism’ and thus ‘speak[ing] in the proprietary language of the illness 

– global inequality – whose symptoms [they] propose to mop up’ (Srinivasan 2015). If my 

arguments in chapters Four and Five are convincing, effective altruists might better defend 

themselves by emphasising our mutual interdependence, and being more comfortable with 
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ways of talking that are familiar from the socialist tradition. To what extent would this be 

effective for the movement, in comparison to other ways of dealing with concerns about 

integrity? Can other effective altruist positions be defended in this way? 

The discussion in Chapter Six might have more substantive implications for effective 

altruism. The movement tends to encourage people to think ‘on the margin’, sticking to the 

standard act-utilitarian line that only the difference individuals make matters. They are alive 

to the phenomenon of pre-emption, which effective altruist career consultants often call 

‘replaceability’, and it has been discussed in the case of career choice (if I go to medical 

school, I’m just taking the place of the best applicant who’ll miss out, not increasing the 

supply of doctors (Macaskill 2015; Todd 2012)) and charitable giving (some charities have 

billionaires who will fund any shortfall they have, such that individual donations to them are 

merely pre-emptive (Budolfson and Spears 2019)). However, they tend to recommend the 

standard act-utilitarian behaviour akin to George taking the CBW job, which, as we saw, is 

inadequate on its own at capturing the concern utilitarians should have for well-being.  

If effective altruists were to adopt collectivist utilitarianism, how would their 

recommendations change?111 Their recommendations to individual agents, in terms of ethical 

oughts, should not. But perhaps they should shift their focus towards recommendations for 

groups – in the knowledge that these may not always cohere with those for individuals. And 

if effective altruists began to take groups more seriously as moral agents, they may be more 

ambitious, since groups can do things that individuals cannot. Effective altruism has been 

criticised from the left for placing a low priority on structural change (Herzog 2016; Syme 

2019); this is an understandable implication of focusing on individual actions, given that 

these (for reasons of pre-emption or otherwise) are likely to be ineffective at bringing such 

change about. Groups such as classes and states, on the other hand, can bring about 

structural change – which is why socialists are interested in them. An effective altruism 

aimed at groups may look much more like a political movement – and, as I argued in 

Chapter Seven, insofar as it is a utilitarian political movement it will be one with egalitarian 

concerns. What other concerns might it have, and how would it negotiate the contrasting 

demands of giving individual and group-level recommendations without appearing 

inconsistent? 

 

 
111 For others asking similar questions, see Collins (2019a) and Dietz (2019). 
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b. Longtermism 

Recently many effective altruists have embraced ‘longtermism’: the thesis that the most 

important determinant of the moral status of our actions is their effects in the far future. 

There is a straightforward utilitarian case for this: there are lots more people in the future 

than in the present, so there is a lot more potential to affect well-being by focusing there 

(Greaves and MacAskill 2021). One of the most pressing challenges to longtermism is that 

the effects of individual actions on the far future are likely to ‘wash out’ – what I do today 

will have various effects on the world from now until the end of time, and some will be good 

and some bad, and we have little way of assessing these. Another kind of washing out stems 

from pre-emption: even if I do something that has huge effects on the far future, like invent a 

cure for cancer such that nobody dies from it ever again, it may well be the case that if I 

hadn’t done it, someone else in a similar lab would have done a few years later, so that my 

acting only made a difference in the short term. If I’m right about the prevalence of pre-

emption, should this reduce our credence in longtermism? 

If collectivist utilitarianism is correct, then longtermism might be plausible for groups 

even if it is not for individuals. As mentioned in the previous subsection, groups can bring 

about structural changes that individuals cannot. And structural changes much more 

plausibly have an impact on the far future. Consider: our present society is surely marked by 

the fact that feudalism was the dominant economic system in Europe in 1000 AD, but it is 

less obvious that the actions of any particular European in 1000 AD had a significant, 

predictable effect upon us. So if utilitarianism’s moral obligations apply to groups, the case 

for longtermism might be strengthened – at least, for groups. Is this correct, and if so, which 

groups should longtermists be interested in, and which actions should they recommend they 

take? 

A note of caution about longtermism was raised, nonetheless, in Chapter Five. Insofar as 

worries about utilitarianism’s alienation are avoided by appeal to our interdependence, 

communal relations and similarity with others, it is not obvious how far this could extend to 

future people. As I said there, I find a waning sympathy for those sentient beings living 

millions of years, or millions of light-years away, and those of little or no social relation to 

me, especially if they are supposed to be different species, or artificial, or have a well-being 

that consists in something quite different to mine. I find ‘longtermist’ arguments more 

plausible when I consider that future generations will either have lives, hopes and dreams, 

pains and projects quite like mine, and that they will be part of a collective human story to 

which I also belong (see also Scheffler 2018). Is this a mere prejudice of mine or the start of a 

cogent argument against longtermism?  
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c. Socialism and the good life 

Perhaps surprisingly for a thesis about utilitarianism, I have said very little about what 

well-being is. This is deliberate. Many of my results are such that they hold given any 

plausible theory of well-being, and I would like my arguments to be as ecumenical as 

possible in this regard. However, a further direction for research in the ‘left-utilitarian’ vein 

would be developing a socialist-infused account of the good life.  

Since Parfit (1984, 493–502) it has been traditional to divide theories of well-being into 

hedonistic, desire-satisfaction and objective list theories. Socialists are typically sceptical of 

theories of the first two kinds, I think, given the influence of ideology on what we find 

pleasing and desirable. So which good would be on the socialist ‘objective list’, as constitutive 

elements of well-being? Socialists tend to emphasise (often implicitly) as elements of well-

being: standing in fraternal social relations, the meeting of basic needs, the capacity to serve 

others, being part of a larger societal project, autonomy over productive activities, and 

freedom from domination. They tend to place less weight than others on individual 

advancement and success, on material prosperity beyond the meeting of needs, on meeting 

traditional social expectations, and on supernatural and spiritual connections.  

Working out and defending a socialist account of well-being would be a crucial part of the 

left-utilitarian project. In order to apply utilitarianism, in policy or everyday life, we need to 

have some idea of what well-being is. Different theories of well-being render different 

interventions ‘effective’: for instance, Tyler Cowen (2007) argues that utilitarians who care 

about future generations should maximise the rate of economic growth at the expense of 

other social justice considerations. Would this claim be true given a socialist account of well-

being? Which other social arrangements would be utility-maximising given such an account? 

And if individual well-being involves serving others, how far could this soften the blow of 

utilitarianism’s demands to sacrifice one’s own interests for those of others? 

 

d. What do we want from a moral theory? 

I granted to Williams that a moral theory should not be unreasonably alienating, and 

argued that utilitarianism’s incompatibility with commitment does not make it so. But is this 

a good desideratum for a moral theory? Partly, the answer will depend on one’s metaethical 

view. It seems likely that moral realists who believe in mind-independent moral truths are 

unlikely to dismiss moral theories on the grounds that accepting them might alienate us – 

the truths are mind-independent, after all – whereas those who think that moral theory is 

instead a way of understanding our own minds and philosophical commitments with respect 
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to how we treat one another will be more moved by alienation worries. Are these suspicions 

correct? 

In Chapter Six, I proposed a position that fragmented some of our key moral concepts: in 

particular, what one ought not to do was distinguished from what one ought to be blamed or 

punished for, or feel guilt about. Such a division is controversial amongst philosophers, with 

some holding that rightness and blameworthiness are closely conceptually connected 

(Wallace 2019; Darwall 2013). But how far is this distinction sustainable, and how far is it at 

odds with folk views of morality? What might be the further implications of such a 

fragmentation? Does utilitarianism’s recourse to such revisions of concepts reveal its 

inadequacy, or could it be the beginning of a utilitarian response to a range of other 

objections (Railton 1988)? Again, the answers here will depend on metaethical views: do we 

think of morality as primarily a set of norms for a community, or guidance for individuals in 

specific circumstances, and is there a useful sense of the latter distinct from the former? 

These questions will continue to occupy my mind, though it will be on another occasion 

that my answers occupy space on the page. 
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