Consequentialist Theories of Obligation

3 Consequentialist Theories of Obligation:

1. ethical egoism—Each person should always do what will (is most likely to) produce the best consequences over the long run for himself/herself.

2. act utilitarianism—Each person should always do what will (is most likely to) produce the best consequences over the long run for everyone.

3. rule utilitarianism—Each person should always follow rules that, if generally followed, would (be most likely to) produce the best consequences over the long run for everyone.

“best consequences”—consequences having the greatest possible

                                     intrinsic value (goodness)
2 Types of Value (Goodness):

· intrinsic value—value that something has intrinsically (not derived from or in relation to other things)

· instrumental (extrinsic) value—value that something has because of its relationship to other things (e.g., money)

Important Question: What thing(s) have intrinsic value?

Theories of Intrinsic Value—

· hedonism—Pleasure alone has intrinsic value.

· eudaemonism—Happiness alone has intrinsic value.

· pluralism—A variety of things (e.g., pleasure, knowledge, beauty) have intrinsic value

Some Standard Objections to Consequentialist Theories

Objections to Ethical Egoism—

· We do not know how our actions will affect our future well-being.

· We often admire individuals who sacrifice their long-term interests in order to serve the interests of others.

· For someone to advocate ethical egoism as a standard of conduct would not serve his/her long-term interest.
Objections to Act Utilitarianism—

· We do not know all the consequences of our actions for everyone affected by them.

· Act utilitarianism ignores how intrinsic value is distributed among individuals who are affected by our actions.

· Act utilitarianism ignores whether the individuals who are affected by our actions deserve the shares of intrinsic value that they receive.

· Act utilitarianism ignores important ethical considerations—e.g., whether actions involve lying, cheating, stealing, etc.

Objections to Rule Utilitarianism—

· We do not know which rules would produce the greatest long-term intrinsic value if they were generally accepted in society.

· There is no assurance that actions that obey the “best” rules would satisfy other important ethical considerations—e.g., justice, honesty, nonmaleficence, etc.

· Rule utilitarianism collapses into act utilitarianism.
