
Consequentialism



Last time we discussed Singer’s argument that we are morally obliged to give most of our money to help 
alleviate third world poverty. The key premise of (one version of) that argument was the following:

The Strong Singer Principle

One always ought to prevent something bad from happening if one can do so without sacrificing 
anything with moral importance comparable to the thing to be prevented.

There is no doubt that this principle can seem intuitively true. But why does it seem to be true?

The background idea is this: we measure our actions by their consequences. More specifically, we can consider 
the following thesis:

Consequentialism

Whenever we consider two possible courses of action, we ought to perform the one which will bring 
about the better consequences. 

If Consequentialism is true, then the Strong Singer Principle seems to follow. After all, that principle just says 
that (all things being equal) if you can prevent some state of affairs which is bad without also causing some state 
of affairs which is at least as bad, you should do it.



Consequentialism gives rise to two questions: (1) What makes one state of affairs better than another? and (2) Is 
Consequentialism true?

Let’s focus on question (1) first. One simple answer to this question might seem to emerge from Singer’s 
discussion. He clearly thinks that what is bad about the sorts of situations he discusses is that they involve 
massive suffering. But what is suffering? Presumably, a certain amount and kind of a particular sensation, pain. 
This might suggest the following view:

One state of affairs is better than another if and only if it involves less pain.

If this sort of principle were true, it would support Singer’s argument. But this is not a very plausible principle. 
Can you see why not?

A better view about what makes one state of affairs better than another is the following:

Hedonism

One state of affairs is better than another if and only if it involves the best overall distribution of pleasure 
and pain.

The worry that this account of “better than” is circular, and a response to the worry.

If we combine hedonism with consequentialism, we get hedonistic consequentialism. The characteristic thesis of 
the hedonistic consequentialist is that we should always perform the action which will lead to the state of affairs 
with, overall, the most pleasure and least pain.



Hedonism in general, and hedonistic consequentialism in particular, are the target of Nozick’s example of the 
“experience machine” in the reading for today:



Nozick’s example raises a few questions:

• What must the hedonist say about the relative goodness of the state of affairs in which everyone (or 
almost everyone) plugs in and the state of affairs in which no one does?

• Suppose you face the decision whether or not to have everyone plugged in to an experience machine. 
What must a hedonistic consequentialist say about what you ought to do?

• Is Nozick right that these consequences of hedonism, and hedonistic consequentialism, are incorrect?



It is important to see that, even if you agree with Nozick, his example does not show that Consequentialism is 
false, but only that a particular version of that view - hedonistic consequentialism - is false. One might agree with 
Nozick, and be a Consequentialist, if one holds that what makes one state of affairs better than another can 
sometimes depend on facts other than sensations of pleasure and pain.

What might make one state of affairs better than another, if not the overall distribution of pleasure and pain? This 
is a difficult question, to which many different answers have been given. Some relevant facts might include:

• The extent to which the desires of agents are satisfied.

• The extent to which the states of affairs contain beauty, or love, or friendship, or something else taken to 
be of objective value.

• The extent to which the states of affairs maximize the well-being, or welfare, of agents.



Let’s leave aside the question of what makes one state of affairs better than another, and assume that we have 
some satisfactory account of this. Remember Singer’s key premise:

The Strong Singer Principle

One always ought to prevent something bad from happening if one can do so without sacrificing 
anything with moral importance comparable to the thing to be prevented.

To derive this principle, we do not need to assume that hedonistic consequentialism is true; it is enough if some 
version of Consequentialism is true. So let’s ask: is Consequentialism true? This is the question taken up by 
Bernard Williams in the other piece we read for class today.



The element of Consequentialism on which Williams focuses on the following principle (p. 95):

The Strong Doctrine of Negative Responsibility

I am just as responsible for things that I allow or fail to prevent as I am for things that I actively bring 
about.

Williams thinks that the Consequentialist is committed to accepting this principle. 

Why does he think this?

Is he right?



Williams thinks that the Doctrine of Negative Responsibility is false, and that this is a serious problem for 
Consequentialism. He tries to show this by two examples; the first is the example of George the chemist:

What does Williams think the Consequentialist must say about this case?



Williams’ second example is the example of Jim and the Indians:



In each of these examples, Williams thinks that we should find the view of the Consequentialist implausible; and 
in each of these cases, it seems that what makes trouble for the Consequentialist is the fact that we are inclined 
to find the distinction between doing something and letting it happen morally relevant --- which is what the 
Strong Doctrine of Negative Responsibility denies.

At least two other worrying sorts of cases for consequentialism are worth considering:

• Cases which involve our intuitions about the rights of others. The example of the transplant.

• Cases in which, if Consequentialism is true, we seem to have a moral obligation to deceive ourselves 
about what we ought to do.



Consequentialism is one very general framework about how to think about what we ought to do. As the above 
makes clear, there are many different versions of Consequentialism. 

But, as the above also makes clear, whether or not Consequentialism is true has very concrete consequences: 
for example, it seems to have the Strong Singer Principle as a consequence, and that Principle seems to have 
as a consequence that you are morally obliged to give almost all of your money to help suffering people around 
the world.

As we have seen, Consequentialism also faces some serious problems. One might wonder: if Consequentialism 
is false, what does that entail for Singer’s argument? To answer this question, we need to understand how one 
might think about what we ought to do in a non-consequentialist way. We will begin our discussion of this topic 
next time.


