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Mill’s Utilitarianism, MT 2012. C Fabre.

Lecture 8. Mill’s utilitarianism as a theory of the right – III

Must we always promote the greatest happiness for the greatest number?
Handout

1. Introduction

· Focus: the mandatoriness claim, whereby we are under a moral duty to promote the greatest happiness for the greatest number. A further feature of the claim: a requirement of impartiality, whereby ‘as between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires [the agent] to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested benevolent spectator’. (II-18).

· Two related objections: (a) the integrity objection, and (b) the demandingness objection – both of which are shaped by the thought that persons must be seen, and treated as, separate from one another. According to the integrity objection, the mandatoriness claim threatens the integrity of the person; according to the demandingness objection, the claim imposes on us obligations which are too burdensome. 

2. The integrity objection
· Jim and the Indians. (Williams, 1973, 93-118. See Crisp, 1997, ch. 6 and Scheffler, 2003, ch.3 for good discussions.) Nb: fanciful perhaps, but recurrent scenario in war (child soldiers, etc).

· Negative responsibility: Williams’ critique: U yields the conclusion that Jim must kill one Indian in order to save 19. Whilst the conclusion may be right, U’s reasoning for reaching it is flawed: it holds Jim equally responsible as Pedro for the Indians’ death.

· From the problem of negative responsibility to the integrity objection. Why is that unacceptable? Because it is tantamount to saying that from Jim’s point of view, it really should not matter who brings about those deaths. But clearly it does matter: it matters to us whether or not we, as opposed to other agents, cause harm to others. By regarding them as equally responsible, from an impersonal point of view, for the Indians’ predicament, U (Williams says) fails to treat Jim and Pedro as separate persons. And the reason, in turns, why that is objectionable, is because in so treating Jim (as not separate from Pedro), U fails to take into account the fact that Jim has plans, values, and beliefs, which matter to him as such irrespective of the fact that they contribute to the maximisation of happiness. Put differently: U divorces a person’s goals, plans and commitments from who he is. It only sees them as part of the overall calculus. Personal integrity (which here does not mean moral integrity such as behaving honestly, etc) consists in there being a certain degree of coherence and identification between who one is, and one’s commitments and goals seen as one’s. U severs that connection, and in so doing relies on a very odd conception of agency: ‘people do not typically view the world from the impersonal perspective, nor do their actions typically flow from the kinds of concerns a being who actually did inhabit the impersonal standpoint might have.’ (Scheffler, 2003, 62.)

· Evaluating the integrity objection: there is a strong point to it. But we should be careful before we rush to condemn the idea of negative responsibility. Surely there are demands of Pedro’s with which Jim surely must comply: e.g., singing a song, or giving 1 pound (‘if you don’t sing a song, or give me a pound, I shoot the 20.’) In other words: it seems that the integrity objection derives a considerable amount of support from the way the example is structured, where Jim is asked to kill one person. Killing is a morally portentous thing to do, and many in fact would argue that one can never be under a moral duty to kill an innocent person for the sake of saving the many (back to constraints, in fact.) The integrity objection is thus tightly linked to the issue of demandingness. (In fact, Williams at times seems to merge the two issues together.)

3. The demandingess objection and the personal prerogative.
· Recall Scheffler: it is a crucially important fact about the nature of agency that ‘people do not typically view the world from the impersonal perspective, nor do their actions typically flow from the kinds of concerns a being who actually did inhabit the impersonal standpoint might have.’ And further: a moral theory does justice to this fact only if it grants people a personal prerogative to attach more weight, and give more importance, to their own projects and attachments, ‘than impersonal optimality by itself would allow.’ (Scheffler, 2003, 62.) (See Railton, 1982.)

· Mill’s U: it does not, on the face of it, allow for personal prerogatives. Cf impartiality: ‘as between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires [the agent] to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested benevolent spectator’. Example: Oxfam
· Demandingess objection I: the weight of one’s own project: if we are to treat persons as separate from one another we have to recognise that each agent’s projects are particularly weighty for him – have a weight for him that they do not have for other agents’ and vice-versa, and we must allow him to pursue those projects, even if he would in so doing deprive others of something of greater importance to them than his own projects are to him.

· Demandingness objection II: the weight of one’s loyalties. The demandingness objection seems even stronger when taking into account, not simply the demandingness for the agent of foregoing his own projects, but the demandingness of foregoing opportunities to foster special relationships to his relatives and friends – to give special weight, out of proportion in the overall calculus, to our loyalties.

· How decisive is the objection? Does M’s U have the resources to deal with it?

· Utilitarian prerogatives: A U, indeed Mill, could attempt to show that giving individuals the prerogative to confer greater weight on their own projects and attachments would in fact  promote happiness. Ex: I am the best placed to know what my son’s happiness requires. (cf V-18, ll.8-10 for a passage that we may perhaps so interpret.
)Pb: the prerogative would remain shakily contingent on it being the case that it promotes overall happiness. And in any event, the integrity objection rears its head again. (Rk: same type of criticisms as levelled against attempts to integrate rights in utilitarianism.)
· Demandingness: what does it mean, to say that an obligation to do x is too demanding? A standard interpretation: Individuals are not able, psychologically, to do what it stipulates. So what? Ex: slavery in ante-bellum South, women’s liberation…We ought not to take the claim at face value; and in any event, it shows at best that we ought not to force people to do x; but that is compatible with the claim that doing x is morally wrong. Moreover, whether or not individuals find something too demanding is v. often a function of what other people, around them, are willing to do. The answer is a proper moral education: cf Mill’s points on this at II- 18 (and see Crisp, 1997, 143, for commentary). Finally, morality is not supposed to be easy. 
· Impartiality and loyalties. Even if Mill errs in asking for strict impartiality (except in those cases where partiality would promote happiness), the idea retains some appeal. Modified cases of rescues: hair colour; skin colour; gender; nationality; species. Mill says that impartiality, as a matter of justice, consists in being ‘exclusively influenced by the considerations which it is supposed ought to influence the particular case in hand’ (V-9). His critics would agree, but the difficulty, then, consists in outlining the bounds of acceptable and unacceptable partiality.
5. Conclusion.

� Here Mill says: if you have a choice between giving a good job to a relative and giving it to a stranger, and if you would not decrease overall happiness by giving it to your relative, then you should do it (you would in all likelihood be blamed for not doing it.) Though Mill does not say it, perhaps that might indeed be the best way to promote happiness.





