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Abstract 

 

 

 

The most important objective of this paper is to provide a clear and detailed 

overview of Consequentialism and to show one way in which it is mistaken in its moral 

prescriptions. While there may be many criticisms of Consequentialism, our focus here 

will be on the apparent problem it has when dealing with issues of Special Relationships, 

namely the obligations one may have to family, friends, and any promises he may have 

made. This criticism will simply be called the Problem of Special Relationships. I must 

first introduce Consequentialism, explain what it entails, show what the Problem of 

Special Relationships is, and finally go through two replies from Act-Consequentialism 

and one from Rule Consequentialism. 
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Introduction 

 

 

 

The most important objective of this paper is to provide a clear and detailed 

overview of Consequentialism and to show one way in which it is mistaken in its moral 

prescriptions. While there may be many criticisms of Consequentialism, our focus here 

will be on the apparent problem it has when dealing with issues of Special Relationships, 

namely the obligations one may have to family, friends, and any promises he may have 

made. This criticism will simply be called the Problem of Special Relationships. I must 

first introduce Consequentialism, explain what it entails, show what the Problem of 

Special Relationships is, and finally go through two replies from Act-Consequentialism 

and one from Rule Consequentialism. 
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Chapter 1 

Consequentialism 

 

 

 

It is especially important to recognize Consequentialism as a large family of 

moral theories each primarily concerned with the promotion of value or good. Perhaps 

the most popular form of Consequentialist theories is Act-Consequentialism. When 

evaluating right action, Act-Consequentialists claim the right action is the one that 

produces the most good over any other alternative action (Brink 2006: 380). So, if one is 

faced with two alternative actions, one of which brings about more good than the other, 

then Act-Consequentialism would prescribe the agent to perform the act from which the 

most good results.  

A major distinction between Consequentialist theories is seen in the question of 

whose value matters. Impartial Consequentialism emphasizes the equal consideration of 

all sentient beings. An agent ought to promote the good of all beings he possibly can, 

with equal concern, regardless of any personal projects or interests. This must be done in 

order to achieve the best or most valuable state of affairs. Conversely, Partial 

Consequentialists argue that an agent should be primarily concerned with the promotion 
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of his own welfare, and gives no consideration to the welfare of others (Brink 2006: 382). 

Some authors consider Ethical Egoism to be another form of Partial Consequentialism, 

which claims the right action is the one which results in the most good for the agent 

himself. However, many disagree whether Ethical Egoism and Partial Consequentialist 

theories in general ought to be considered moral theories at all, since they are purely self-

interested and give no consideration to the benefit of others  (McNaughton & Rawling 

2009: a1).  As a result, Consequentialism should be taken here as the view that an act is 

right if and only if it results in the greatest amount of good for all equally considered 

sentient beings over any alternative action that could have been performed, i.e. Impartial 

Consequentialism.  

 The broadness and complexity of Consequentialist theories in general can often 

be burdensome. Consequentialism may or may not allow for actions to have intrinsic 

value, or value in their own right, and also places no limitation as to what sort of things 

may qualify as ‘good’ (McNaughton & Rawling 2009: a). These qualifications alone are 

undoubtedly ambiguous. However, one relatively straightforward Consequentialist theory 

is Classical Utilitarianism, which may be a useful illustration to avoid potential 

confusion. Classical Utilitarianism specifies that acts have no intrinsic value, with only 

consequences being of importance, and limits the good to the welfare of sentient beings. 

So, according to Classical Utilitarianism, the right act is the one whose consequences 

result in the greatest good for sentient beings (Brink 2006: 393). Because of this 

simplicity, Classical Utilitarianism will be used as the primary example of a 

                                                           
1 The notation ‘a’ will hereby refer to McNaughton & Rawling’s chapter on Consequentialism. ‘b’ will 
refer to their chapter on Deontology.  
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Consequentialist theory. It is also important to note that many use Classical Utilitarianism 

as the primary example of Act-Consequentialism, often using the two synonymously. 

Impartial Consequentialism claims the right act is the one which promotes 

goodness in general, rather than the good for oneself. The right act ought to promote the 

goodness of the overall state of affairs rather than what is good for any particular 

individual, so the value to individuals must be considered equally (Brink 2006: 394). As 

our example of an Impartial Consequentialist theory, Classical Utilitarianism can be 

called a Hedonistic Welfarist theory. Welfarism asserts the only variables capable of 

affecting the value of a state of affairs are the benefits and injuries that accrue to sentient 

beings, whereas Hedonism states the only benefit is pleasure and the only injury is pain. 

Although Hedonism is a species of Welfarism, it is not necessary to further develop 

Hedonism in this paper since the definition of what is beneficial and injurious has no 

bearing on the Problem of Special Relationships. Any sort of Welfarism is vulnerable to 

the Problem of Special Relationships. 

Thus, Classical Utilitarianism is an Impartialist Welfare Consequentialist theory 

which holds the right action is the one that maximizes the value or good of a state of 

affairs, with all alternatives being weighed equally and impartially, and only benefits and 

injuries to sentient beings are able to change the value of any given state of affairs. This 

version of Consequentialism will be used to demonstrate the Problem of Special 

Relationships. Therefore, ‘Consequentialism’ will henceforth be assumed as Impartialist 

Welfare versions of Consequentialism, or simply Classical Utilitarianism.  
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It is important at this stage to note that Consequentialism can be divided into two 

groups. Firstly, as already briefly discussed, Act-Consequentialism evaluates individual 

actions and deems the right act to be the one where value or goodness is maximized. Act-

Consequentialists do not simply wish to promote the goodness or value of a state of 

affairs, but instead they wish to maximize it. However, the consequences of the act may 

not be the only measurable goodness, as some Act-Consequentialists hold that an act 

itself may have some intrinsic value. It is important to note here that many use Classical 

Utilitarianism as the primary example of Act-Consequentialism, often using the two 

synonymously. In such cases, ‘Act-Consequentialism’ would not allow for acts to have 

some intrinsic value, because the author is really discussing Classical Utilitarianism 

where only consequences have measurable value. Second, Rule Consequentialism 

evaluates rules and deems the right acts to be those permissible under a set of rules or 

laws whose general acceptance would result in the most goodness (Hooker 2000: 2). Here 

it seems plausible that an individual act may not produce the most goodness, but 

collectively the governing rules or laws produce the greatest good. 

The next chapter will discuss the simplest version of Act-Consequentialism, or 

Simple Act-Consequentialism, which focuses on not only promoting, but maximizing the 

good or value of any given state of affairs. 
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Chapter 2 

Simple Act-Consequentialism 

 

 

 

In order to elucidate any shortcomings of Consequentialism, we should begin by 

developing the simplest version of Welfarist Act-Consequentialism, or Simple Act-

Consequentialism. One ought to perform the act which maximizes the goodness of any 

given state of affairs, and the value to individuals must be weighed equally and 

impartially (McNaughton & Rawling 2009: a). The total benefit minus the total injury to 

all sentient beings must be greater than any other possible act. Thus, an act is morally 

right if and only if the performance of such results in the greatest good for all sentient 

beings. Moreover, according to Simple Act-Consequentialism, any act which does not 

maximize the good for all sentient beings is morally wrong.  

An example here may prove helpful. Suppose act X leads to 20 units of benefit 

and 8 units of injury, ultimately a net result of +12 units of benefit. However, act Y leads 

to 16 units of benefit but only 7 units of injury, ultimately a net result of +9 units of 

benefit. Simple Act-Consequentialism would require one to perform act X, as it results in 

greatest sum of benefit over injury, thus the greatest amount of good. The goal here is to 
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both maximize benefit and minimize injury at the same time. Obviously, if one act results 

in 1,000,000 units of benefit and 999,999 units of injury, while another results in 3 units 

of benefit and 1 unit of injury, then it would be right to do the latter. Clearly the first act 

results in the most benefit, but it also has a lower net benefit compared to the second. An 

act merely resulting in the most benefit is insufficient for rightness. The sum of benefit 

over injury is what must be considered. 

Furthermore, distribution of benefit is irrelevant in Consequentialist deliberation. 

If one act A results in three individuals receiving 5 units of benefit each, and no units of 

injury are incurred, then the act would result in a net +15 benefit. However, if act B 

results in 20 units of benefit to one individual and 2 units of injury to each of the other 

two individuals, then the act would result in a net +16 benefit. So, according to 

Consequentialism, act B is to be performed, since it results in the greatest sum of benefits 

over injuries. Thus, even if an act may result in some harm to oneself or others, the 

balance of benefit over injury produced in general is what must be evaluated.  

Such a standard is a product of the Impartiality clause of Consequentialism, which 

demands one to have no preferences or favors when evaluating alternative acts. The 

agent’s interests are given weight, but only as much as everyone else’s interest. The 

benefits and injuries to any one person are just as valuable as the benefits and injuries to 

all others, including oneself (Brink 2006: 393). Accordingly, when one is considering a 

course of action, he must simply evaluate the resulting goodness to all sentient beings of 

alternative actions and simply pick the best. Under no condition should oneself or anyone 

else be given an unequal preference over another.  
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Now let us look at a practical example in order to show where Consequentialism 

seemingly gives the right prescription. Most parents as a rule of thumb instruct their 

children to not lie2, and perhaps for good reason. To look at lying from a Consequentialist 

point of view will show that it is generally best for one not to lie. In most cases, lying 

may bring about more injury than benefit. If one lies to another, then he injures that 

person perhaps by deceiving them, betraying their trust, and disrespecting them. All of 

this may be viewed as bad and injurious, and in most cases this outweighs any good that 

may come from lying. If the balance of benefits over injuries of lying is less than the 

balance of benefits over injuries of telling the truth, then Consequentialism would 

prescribe us to tell the truth. So, when lying does not result in the greatest good out of any 

alternative, then it is wrong to do it.  

However, while the prescription to not lie may be the general and often correct 

principle, Consequentialism may also permit lying in special circumstances. Almost 

everyone agrees that there are occasions where lying may be justified, but what makes 

Consequentialism distinctive is that it simply weighs the sum of benefits and injuries 

done by lying against the sum of benefits and injuries done by not lying. Again, 

Consequentialists seek to maximize benefit and minimize injury, and the act which 

results in the greatest amount of benefit and least amount of injury is to be prescribed.  

Suppose one Saturday Robert hears a knock on his door and goes to answer it. 

Upon opening the door, Robert sees a deranged man in blood-soaked clothes. The man 

inquires about the whereabouts of the nearest children, and explains that he wishes to kill 

                                                           
2 When I was a child, I can remember being told quite often by my parents “Don’t lie to me!” or “Lying 
will only get you in trouble!” 
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them. He reasons that his religious beliefs command him to kill as many children as 

possible every Saturday. Robert is not in any direct danger himself, and he does indeed 

know where a few children live nearby. So it seems Robert has two options: tell the 

deranged child killer the whereabouts of all known children, or lie to him. Lying to the 

child killer would perhaps injure him by deceiving him, betraying his trust, and 

disrespecting him, but it seems reasonably clear that these do not outweigh the benefits of 

lying; namely, preserving the lives of the children. While the benefits and injuries to the 

child killer are taken into equal consideration, they are outweighed by the benefit of 

preserving the children’s lives. Thus, when lying results in the greatest good out of any 

alternative, then it is right to do it.  

Such conclusions may seem practical and appealing when they align with our 

moral intuitions. However, opponents often attack three areas of Consequentialism where 

the prescriptions may conflict with our moral intuitions. Foremost, critics claim 

Consequentialism is far too demanding. As seen in the first example, a fair bit of sacrifice 

may be required from time to time. But in some cases, such as charity, self-sacrifice 

would be demanded by Consequentialism to a near limitless degree. One could be 

required to relinquish all of their property in order the benefit the poor, as long as the 

benefits resulting from the sacrifice do not outweigh the injuries to oneself or others 

(Brink 2006: 416). A second criticism is that in some cases Consequentialism seems to 

permit terrible actions. The common example is where a doctor may have one healthy 

patient and several dying ones. The doctor here may have two options, either treat the 

healthy patient and allow the dying patients to die, or kill the healthy man in order to use 

his organs to treat and save the dying patients. If the sum of the benefits over injuries for 
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killing the healthy man is greater than the sum of the benefits over injuries for allowing 

the dying patients to die, then it seems Consequentialism would allow, if not require, the 

doctor to kill the otherwise healthy patient for the betterment of the several dying patients 

(McNaughton & Rawling 2009: a). The last type of criticism is the Problem of Special 

Relationships. Though the aforementioned objections may be equally important and 

compelling, the proceeding chapters will focus entirely on the Problem of Special 

Relationships.   
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Chapter 3 

The Problem of Special Relationships 

 

 

 

Many think Consequentialism often leads to the appropriate moral prescriptions. 

Indeed, almost everyone agrees that one should generally abstain from lying, or cheating, 

or stealing, as all of these usually result in more harm than good. But there are certain 

circumstances where Consequentialism seemingly leads one to the wrong moral 

prescription. Special Relationships are a good example of how Consequentialism may go 

awry.  

People often feel that they have duties to family, friends, associates, and those to 

whom they have given promises. These duties will be called Prima Facie
3 duties, or 

duties that hold at least some weight in one’s deliberations. This includes the Prima 

Facie duty of fidelity, the duty to uphold promises; gratitude, the duty to return favors; 

and beneficence, which can roughly be equated to the Consequentialist goal of producing 

as much good as possible (Ross 2001: 377-378). While not necessarily decisive, Prima 

                                                           
3 I will adopt Ross’ term Prima Facie rather than the more contemporary Pro Tanto to describe an 
additional weight to be considered. This is simply a preference for the Latin meaning of Prima Facie, 
namely, at first face or at first sight, which implies the extra weight may be outweighed by other 
considerations at a later time. 
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Facie duties require us to give at least some additional weight in our consideration, 

though such weight may be offset by alternative duties that are of even greater weight 

(McNaughton & Rawling 2006: 432). Thus, the duty of beneficence may be relevant in 

many situations, but can be outweighed by other Prima Facie duties. Because the duty of 

beneficence can be outweighed, it can sometimes be wrong to do the act which results in 

the most good. However, the greater the good produced generally leads to a heavier 

weight of the duty of beneficence, which may then outweigh other Prima Facie duties 

such as fidelity and gratitude.  

 In this paper we shall consider the Prima Facie duties pertaining to Duties of 

Special Relation, which involve the giving of at least some moral consideration to family 

members, friends, coworkers, neighbors, clients, and perhaps even countrymen. Prima 

Facie duties arise from some sort of interaction one may have with another (Ross 2001: 

377-378). Such interactions include promises or commitments one makes to another, 

favors and provisions given to and from others, sacrifices made by or for the sake of 

others, and more (Scheffler 1997: 190-191). If I make a promise, then I have a Prima 

Facie duty to fulfill that promise – I must be willing to give the keeping of the promise 

itself a preference over options that may ultimately produce more good. Likewise, if 

someone has done a favor for me that was not required of them, then I seem to have a 

Prima Facie duty of gratitude. Their favor for me, however small, creates an obligation 

to repay them. The maximization of goodness cannot be the only consideration when 

deciding the morally right action. We have obligations to others, and those obligations 

have at least some moral significance. Some preference must be given to those with 

whom we are obliged. If I make a promise, then I bear the responsibility of upholding 
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that promise, and must be willing to give that promise at least some weight when 

considering an action.  

Suppose a neighbor agrees to check Joe’s mail while he is out of town for a week. 

The neighbor routinely collects Joe’s mail throughout the week, and the neighbor gives 

Joe his mail upon his return home. Because of this favor, it seems Joe has a duty of 

gratitude to repay his neighbor for his loyal service. Indeed, the neighbor was not 

required to collect Joe’s mail, but did so generously and freely. Thus, Joe now has a 

Prima Facie duty of gratitude to his neighbor. It seems fair that when the neighbor should 

next go out of town, he can reasonably expect Joe to check his mail for him. Moreover, 

even if Joe had not asked his neighbor to check his mail, and the neighbor did anyway, 

then it still seems Joe is indebted to his neighbor in some small way. Interactions such as 

these are what lead to Prima Facie duties one has with others, even if they are 

insignificant in nature.    

Now consider this example of the requirements of Consequentialism’s 

Impartiality clause. If two houses are burning, House A having two occupants and House 

B having only one occupant, with only enough time for a rescuer to save the occupants of 

one house, then Consequentialism would require the rescuer to make the decision of 

choosing House A in this unfortunate circumstance. This would clearly result in the most 

good out of the two possibilities, as two lives would be saved and only one lost rather 

than two lives lost and only one saved, thus goodness is maximized. Ultimately, this 

would seem to be the correct decision, though difficult. But suppose there is only one 

occupant in both House A and House B, with the occupant of House A being an unknown 
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and unrelated individual and the occupant of House B being the rescuer’s spouse4. 

Consequentialism would here be indifferent as to which occupant one chose to rescue and 

the results are morally equivalent, allowing no special consideration for the rescuer’s 

spouse. Furthermore,  if saving the spouse resulted in slightly less good than saving the 

unknown and unrelated individual, then Consequentialism would require the rescuer to 

save the stranger and it would be morally wrong for the rescuer to save his spouse. Yet, 

as a spouse, it would seem the rescuer has made a promise and a commitment to his 

spouse which results in a Prima Facie duty of fidelity. The rescuer seems to have a duty 

to give his spouse some greater weight over anyone else. But if saving the spouse resulted 

in slightly less good than saving the unknown and unrelated individual, then 

Consequentialism would require the rescuer to save the stranger. Likewise, common 

sense morality tells us that a spouse should have a higher preference than an unknown 

and unrelated individual. Such a relationship should be given some greater weight when 

deliberating upon an act.  

Thus we see in Consequentialism the Problem of Special Relationships. 

Consequentialism does not allow for any preferential treatment whatsoever, though it 

seems reasonable to most that we are obligated to prefer our family, friends, and 

acquaintances more than any unknown and unrelated being (McNaughton & Rawling 

2006: 442-443). Since every sentient being must be weighed equally, Consequentialism 

denies any such duties which may assign a greater weight to one particular individual and 

not to all other individuals. The principle of Impartiality here seems misguided to one’s 

                                                           
4 I chose here to use one’s spouse as the primary example over one’s children.  This is motivated by the 
Biblical passage Ephesians 5:21-33, which instructs husbands and wives to consider each other one flesh. 
“So (also) husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For 
no one hates his own flesh but rather nourishes it and cherishes it, even as Christ does the church (…).” 
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common sense. It seems apparent to most that we do in fact have some special 

relationship with family, friends, acquaintances, and those to whom we hold promises. 

Moreover, most would agree these relationships have at least some moral weight. Thus, 

the problem is clear: the Impartiality clause of Consequentialism is incompatible with 

generally acknowledged Prima Facie duties. 

Consequentialism fails if considerations other than maximizing the good are 

relevant in determining which action is right, because Consequentialism holds that 

maximizing the good is the only requisite for determining what action is right. Thus it is 

plain that Consequentialism faces two challenges. Foremost, as seen above, it tells us to 

not favor those with whom we have Special Relations, contrary to our intuitions. 

Secondly, even when Consequentialists try to account for our intuitions, their 

explanations are for the wrong reasons. The motivation for upholding our Special 

Relationships, whether they are keeping promises or favoring spouses, should not merely 

be that doing so will result in the greatest good. Rather, it seems I am obligated to do so 

by Prima Facie duties. Beneficence ought not be the only consideration, rather it is only 

one Prima Facie duty among many, all of which must be considered. 
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Chapter 4 

Reply from Act-Consequentialism 

 

 

 

The most straightforward reply from a Consequentialist would be that Impartiality 

is morally right, and we are no judge to say whether or not Special Relationships, or 

anything else, changes what is right. It may appear preferable – even obligatory – that we 

should favor family, friends, associates, and those to whom we hold promises, but 

nevertheless, Impartiality is in fact morally right. One must bite the bullet and accept 

Consequentialism, regardless of what he thinks or intuits. To this nothing can be said. 

The debate here ends in a stalemate.  

But many Act-Consequentialists are unsatisfied with using the above argument, as 

it leads to no real agreement. The two sides simply agree to disagree. Instead, many Act-

Consequentialists assert that Consequentialism is misunderstood by the Problem of 

Special Relationships, even further saying the two are compatible. Frank Jackson argues 

that Consequentialism should not say we ought to maximize the actual utility resulting 

from an act, because doing so may not always be the best option. Indeed, it may be riskier 

to strive for the best possible outcome. Instead we should maximize the expected utility 
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based on probability and our knowledge of the situation (Jackson 1991: 464). This can be 

seen in a quick example. If option A holds a fifty percent probability of resulting in 10 

units of benefit, with no chance of injury, then the expected utility can be calculated by a 

simple formula: multiply the value of act A by its probability. 10 multiplied by fifty 

percent. Thus, the expected utility for option A is 5. If option B holds a twenty percent 

probability of resulting in 20 units of benefit, with no chance of injury, then the expected 

utility for option B would be 20 multiplied by twenty percent, or 4. Since 5 is greater than 

4, we can see option A has a greater expected utility, even though option B could result in 

greater benefit. So, according to Jackson, while Consequentialist theories measuring the 

actual utility would tell one to choose option B, the measure of expected utility leads one 

to choose option A.  

Suppose James is given two investment options. The first is he has a fifty percent 

chance of doubling his life savings, with no negative consequences. He has an equal 

chance of either doubling his savings, or keeping the original amount. The second 

investment option is he has an equal chance of either tripling his life savings or losing it 

entirely. Jackson claims that when Consequentialism is taken to be simply the 

maximization of the good, then James would be compelled to take the second investment 

option, as it could lead to the greatest result. However, Jackson argues this option is far 

too risky, as James could lose everything. The maximization of expected utility considers 

one’s context and probability of an option producing the most good. To show this, let us 

assume James’ life savings amounts to $1,000. The expected utility of the first 

investment option is: 

[($1,000 x 2) x .5] + ($1,000 x .5) 
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James has a fifty percent chance of doubling his life savings and a fifty percent chance of 

keeping the original amount. Thus, the expected utility of the first investment option is 

$1,500. Furthermore, the expected utility of the second investment option is: 

[($1,000 x 3) x .5] + (-$1,000 x .5) 

 James has a fifty percent chance of tripling his life savings and a fifty percent chance of 

losing the entire $1,000. Thus, the expected utility of the second investment option is 

$1,000. As a result, in accord with this qualified definition of Consequentialism, James 

should take the first investment option since $1,500 is greater than $1,000.  

Jackson then applies his view of Consequentialism to the Problem of Special 

Relationships and begins with his Crowd Control analogy (Jackson 1991: 473-475). A 

police department is given the responsibility of crowd control and must take one of two 

strategies. First, they can utilize the ‘scatter plan’ which requires all officers to treat every 

individual as equal in value. Each officer has the responsibility of combing through the 

entire crowd and maximizing the happiness of as many people as possible. The 

alternative would be the ‘sector plan’ which would assign officers the responsibility of 

specified sections of the crowd. If each officer is assigned to favor a finite number of 

people, then the officers can become more comfortable with their surroundings, and also 

ensures the entire crowd has an officer nearby. While the officers are generally told to 

stay in their own sections, a dire situation in another section may take the precedence of a 

neighboring officer’s attention. In this analogy, it is clear that the scatter plan is a version 

of Act-Consequentialism, where an agent’s aim is for the maximization of goodness 

directly, while the sector plan resembles a life with Special Relationships. Moreover, in 
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the police analogy, it seems more good comes about the sector plan. To explain why, 

Jackson gives five circumstances in which the sector plan may be expected to result in 

more good than the scatter plan: when intimate knowledge of individuals is needed for 

achieving goodness; when a series of coordinated actions together result in more good 

than a single act; when mutual trust and respect are necessary for achieving goodness; 

when two or more squad member’s actions cancel out each other when both are directed 

at the same person; and finally when the assignment of a certain sector fits with the 

natural inclinations of each squad member (Jackson 1991: 474-475). Jackson believes 

these five circumstances reflect how humans operate in their daily lives, and we prefer 

the sector plan over the scatter plan because it is simply common sense. 

Thus, the Special Relationships we have with others can be viewed as a sector 

plan. Holding Special Relationships will result in more good than going around one’s 

community and trying to maximize the good of everyone you can possibly run into. The 

sector plan allows one to limit his responsibilities to a manageable group of people, with 

whom he can have intimate knowledge, plan out a series of actions in the future, and have 

mutual trust and respect, resulting in goodness. Consequentialism avoids the Problem of 

Special Relationships because it is indeed more beneficial for one to act in accord with a 

sector plan than with a scatter plan. There is more utility in the sector plan than the scatter 

plan. The good is maximized locally to a greater extent than it would be if one were to 

spread himself thin across the entire world. Instead of being obligated to maximize the 

good for everyone impartially, one should choose the action with the greatest expected 

utility, with situation, personal knowledge, and probability of goodness being taken into 

consideration. By acting through the sector plan, according to Jackson, Special 
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Relationships are consistent with the Consequentialist goal of generating the greatest 

expected utility.  

Jackson’s qualification of Consequentialism greatly narrows the burden one has 

of compiling considerations when calculating the goodness resulting from alternative 

acts. Instead of being expected to consider every possibility, Jackson limits the scope of 

what an agent is responsible for when considering what act is right. The context of the 

agent’s situation, including his personal knowledge and ignorance, and the probability of 

an act producing the greatest good are the main deliberating points. But Jackson simply 

labels Special Relationships as another vehicle in which to produce the most goodness, 

which may appear too impersonal of an account. He does not account for the common 

sense moral intuition that we have Prima Facie duties to those with whom we hold 

Special Relationships. Indeed, Consequentialists deny these duties exist. Jackson claims 

that trying to locally maximize the good is more likely to have a greater beneficial 

outcome than trying to maximize good impartially everywhere, which explains why 

Special Relationships are valuable. So it seems our relationships are merely a product of 

our trying to maximize the expected utility of our actions. Since one cannot maximize 

happiness in the entire world, he must settle for a smaller group. However, this is simply 

a case where Consequentialism leads us to the right answer but for the wrong reason. We 

do not feel obligated to family and friends because we know being so will result in the 

greatest expected utility. These obligations are from the interactions we have with them. 

We do not favor our friends because doing so will result in the most good. Rather, we 

favor our friends because of our interactions with them. The promises and deeds we have 
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done and received result in Prima Facie duties and the Special Relationships one 

develops with others. 
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Chapter 5 

Second Reply from Act-Consequentialism 

 

 

 

Many Act-Consequentialists concede that the theory may be too demanding by 

itself. Some, like Peter Railton, agree that Consequentialism often takes away from one’s 

ability to hold personal projects and relationships. Such moral theories are what Railton 

calls “alienating,” and he shows how this is so through his first two examples: John and 

Anne, and Lisa and Helen (Railton 1984: 135-136). 

John is the ideal husband to his wife Anne, and explains that he feels all people 

should help others when they are able to. Since John is most familiar with Anne, then he 

is clearly in a position to help her in any way he can. Moreover, he achieves great 

satisfaction by caring for Anne and imagines the misery in a world where loved ones did 

not care for each other. Similarly, Helen is a good friend of Lisa, even through a rough 

time in Lisa’s life. Helen has persisted with Lisa through the worst of times, but credits 

her devotion to their friendship and the meaning of such. Helen says Lisa deserves 

Helen’s dedication, and knows Lisa would do the same for her if ever a time came. After 

all, friendships are made for a reason.  
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Railton points out with both of these examples that there seems to be something 

missing. Both John and Helen have very similar outlooks, though John is noticeably more 

charitable and consequential whereas Helen is more deontological, with hints of duty and 

reciprocity (Railton 1984: 136-137). Yet both seem to be missing a more personal 

emotion. John seems to be strictly worried about the consequences of his actions, by 

deciding his acts from an objective point of view, rather than with a close, personal or 

intimate desire. The reasons for his actions are not for the sake of Anne, but rather for the 

sake of good consequences. When viewed in this light, John’s actions seem very 

impersonal and cold, entirely programmatic. Likewise with Helen, who credits her 

actions to desert and a duty to a covenant of friendship. Both John and Helen exhibit the 

kind of alienation Railton is discussing, where a noticeable cutoff has been made between 

an agent’s personal emotions or feelings and his or her moral point of view.  

But not all alienation is necessarily bad or wrong (Railton 1984: 146). Alienation 

should not entirely be considered a negative attribute of one’s personality or moral point 

of view. According to Railton, there are examples of too much non-alienation, or too 

little distance and objectivity in one’s actions. Such may be the case where one is over-

guided by duties and obligation. One may be overprotective, allow harmful pleasures to 

manifest, or grossly favor a single individual. It seems reasonable to say there are 

instances where one may be burdensome in his tendency to act purely out of a 

deontological moral perspective. Indeed, it may seem a bit of impersonality seems 

appropriate in order to prevent this from happening. The goal, according to Railton, 

should be to avoid too much and too little alienation (Railton 1984: 147-148).  
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Furthermore, Railton criticizes some Consequentialist theories, such as Classical 

Utilitarianism, as being too alienating. These theories often limit the scope of goodness to 

one thing, namely, as discussed earlier in this paper, the accruement of benefits and 

injuries to sentient beings so that we are left with the best possible alternative. Thus, 

everything other than benefits is only instrumentally good (Railton 1984: 149). Family 

and friends, knowledge, well-roundedness, etc. are all instrumental in bringing about the 

most good, or are helpful only through their consequences, but are not themselves 

intrinsically good. This is where Railton departs from traditional Act-Consequentialists in 

his response to the Problem of Special Relationships. 

Railton begins by proposing a new approach which he believes will encompass all 

human value. Rather than claiming there is only one good, namely the accruement of 

benefits and injuries to sentient beings, Railton proposes a “pluralistic approach” that 

allows for many goods to be intrinsically valuable (Railton 1984: 149). These intrinsic 

goods would include happiness, knowledge, autonomy, solidarity, beauty, etc. which are 

to be weighed. Thus, the right action is the action that has the greatest weighted sum of 

each intrinsic good. However, even this account may still be considered alienating from 

one’s friends and family, as the ultimate goal is still to produce the greatest balance of 

benefit over injury. Simply expanding what has value will not change one’s motivations 

for being in a relationship, namely the maximization of goodness.  

In order to address this, Railton divides Consequentialist theories into two kinds. 

Subjective Act-Consequentialism is much like our standard account of Consequentialism, 

where one must determine which act will result in the most goodness, and thereby act 

accordingly to execute it. Here, the decision-making guide is clear and straightforward: 
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decide and follow through. Objective Act-Consequentialism evaluates the alternative acts 

available to an agent by whether or not it would indeed result in the most good. It simply 

looks at the outcomes resulting from alternative acts (Railton 1984: 152). With these two 

kinds of Consequentialism in mind, Railton then introduces Sophisticated Act-

Consequentialism, or where one leads an Objectively Act-Consequentialist life by aiming 

to promote the most good in his actions, without necessarily being a Subjective Act-

Consequentialist who calculates the value of his every move. Thus, the Sophisticated 

Act-Consequentialist is not tied to any particular method of decision making, provided 

his act or sets of acts ultimately lead to the promotion of the most good over any 

alternative act or sets of acts (Railton 1984: 153).  

It seems things go better if one develops certain habits and dispositions that 

conveniently cut time spent on deliberating which act to follow through. Calculating 

every potential act for their value is burdensome and considerably slows one’s decision 

making, and dispositions eliminate much of this waste. Such dispositions consistently 

lead us to the right sets of acts, namely the sets that promote the good in general. 

However, suppose one does tediously calculate each possible alternative and finds his 

character to be one that occasionally leads him to act in such a way that does not promote 

the most good. Railton argues that such instances are permissible under Objective Act-

Consequentialism, and reveals this through his Oxfam example. Husband Juan and wife 

Linda live far apart and must travel often to see each other (Railton 1984: 159). If one 

week Linda is depressed by the distance between her and her husband, Juan seems to 

have a few options. One possibility is that he can take an extra costly visit to cheer Linda 

up, or he can donate the extra trip money to Oxfam and help poor individuals in a 
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developing country. A traditional Act-Consequentialist response would likely prescribe 

the latter option, as donating the trip money would lead to more good than satisfying his 

wife. Here Railton disagrees, and considers possible implications that may have arisen if 

Juan had a different character. If Juan took the extra trip to see his wife rather than 

donating the money to Oxfam, then Objective Act-Consequentialism would say he did 

the wrong act. But if Juan had a character that led him to donate to Oxfam, then he would 

also be less devoted to his wife. However, Juan’s ability to produce goodness overall may 

be impacted if he had had a character of less devotion. It may be the case Juan should 

prefer his actual character over one of less devotion to his wife, as it may lead to a greater 

ability to produce goodness. Juan’s character may entail that he knowingly does not act in 

accord with Objective Act-Consequentialism, but it may be the best available character 

for him to perform acts that result in the most good (Railton 1984: 160). Thus, it may be 

acceptable for Juan to make the extra trip and not donate the funds to Oxfam, if holding 

such a character is the best possible character Juan can have.  

It seems with this last example that Railton is placing more emphasis on the good 

resulting from sequences of acts rather than the good resulting from a single act alone. It 

is not that Juan should give preference to his wife over people in a developing country for 

the sake of his wife. Rather, it seems he is trying to produce the most good for a series of 

actions. Instead of evaluating the good resulting from each individual action, Railton 

widens the scope of consideration to include many sets of actions. But to me this does not 

seem to fix the Problem of Special Relationships. After all, the end goal of Juan still is to 

act in accord with what will result in the most goodness over any alternative (sets of) 

acts. If it were the case that the most good would result from  any sequence of acts that 
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includes Juan abstaining from visiting his depressed wife, then even Sophisticated Act-

Consequentialism would prescribe him to abstain. Therefore it appears no preference is to 

be given to those one holds dear, unless such preference will lead to the most good 

possible of any alternative state of affairs.  

So it seems Railton’s Sophisticated Act-Consequentialism is merely an extension 

of traditional Consequentialism: rather than evaluating the good that results from each 

individual act, one ought to evaluate the good that results from a set of acts in their 

context when deliberating what to do. It appears Sophisticated Act-Consequentialism, 

despite Railton’s efforts, is equally alienating from one’s friends and family as Classical 

Utilitarianism. In both cases the rightness of an act is still contingent upon the amount of 

good resulting from any single act or set of actions. 
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Chapter 6 

Reply from Rule Consequentialism 

 

 

 

The final Consequentialist response to the Problem of Special Relationships 

considered in this paper is from Rule Consequentialism, set forth by Brad Hooker. Rather 

than analyzing the consequences of every individual act and tying the rightness of an act 

to the amount of good resulting from that individual act, Rule Consequentialism 

prescribes that we take a more general view of our actions. The evaluation of rightness 

should not be based on the consequences of a single act. Instead, rightness ought to be 

contingent on the resulting goodness of a moral code. The right actions are those in 

accord with the set of rules or laws whose universal acceptance would result in the 

maximization of benefits to individuals over any alternative set of rules or laws (Hooker 

2000: 2). Moreover, Hooker promotes the version of Rule Consequentialism that 

evaluates the expected value of consequences resulting from possible moral codes. Thus, 

according to Hooker, the rightness of an act is determined by its adherence to the set of 

rules or laws whose consequences have the greatest expected value to individuals. In the 

event of having two or more moral codes whose consequences are roughly equal in 
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expected value, then the code that ought to be universally adopted is the one that can be 

most easily internalized by society (Hooker 2000: 3). 

 Hooker agrees the Special Relationships one may have with others are especially 

important, namely relationships with friends and family (Hooker 2000: 136). It seems 

intuitively reasonable to prefer one’s own child over a complete stranger. However, even 

small instances of preferential altruism violate Consequentialism’s Impartiality 

requirement. Hooker believes such a strict requirement of Impartiality is unrealistic, and 

asserts that selfishness is a pervasive feature of human nature that disables us from being 

universally altruistic. This self-interestedness of humans leads to the desire for a good life 

for oneself, and Hooker claims necessary components of such a life are 

“accomplishments and deep friendships” (Hooker 2000: 138). Humans strive for such 

personal achievements to fulfill their self-interest and doing so takes away from one’s 

ability to act for the impartial good.  Humans are incapable of having strong concern for 

everyone, and Hooker claims this is simply an empirical fact. But the desire for 

accomplishments and deep friendships allows humans to be sufficiently unselfish that we 

can show limited preferential altruism to those close to us. Thus, humans cannot by 

nature be universally altruistic, but are capable of displaying limited preferential altruism 

for a select few through the desire for accomplishments and deep friendships. 

 Furthermore, Hooker argues that partiality to a select few is a great source of 

pleasure in life for those involved. A life focused on Impartiality is likely to be less 

pleasurable than a life with special relationships and personal projects. So, the fact that 

both parties are gaining a benefit when acting partially with one another is a good thing, 

which can somewhat account for the neglect of others. Moreover, people need others to 
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have special concern for them. The assurance that family and friends will act partially in 

their favor is another good resulting from Special Relationships, and Hooker argues the 

internalization of such a rule will satisfy an important need of humans to feel secure. To 

act with Impartiality would eliminate these pleasures and the sense of security humans 

may desire, which Hooker argues would both be in themselves losses (Hooker 2000: 140-

141).  

Lastly, Hooker rather fleetingly mentions the “transitional costs” of changing the 

selfishness of human nature to be more equally concerned with all (Hooker 2000: 141). If 

it was indeed better for all to act impartially, the process of internalizing a moral code of 

Impartiality would lead to costs outweighing any potential benefit of adopting such a 

code. Society’s current moral code is so deeply rooted that attempting to implement such 

a radical change would simply be too costly.  

It appears Hooker is content believing the current moral code may be an 

indication of the limit of human moral capacity. The empirical evaluation of society’s 

actual moral code has been assumed by Hooker to be a part of human nature, 

unfortunately being almost impossible to effectively change. Hooker’s description of the 

human desire for accomplishments and deep friendships gives the impression that these 

‘needs’ are instead habits having been so deeply developed that they may now be too 

difficult to break in favor of a better moral code. Thus, Hooker argues we ought to keep 

our current moral code, because the costs of changing this would outweigh the benefits, 

and the best rules are the ones that result in the most good for the least amount of cost.  

Humans enjoy accruing as much pleasure and security, and because pleasure and 

security are goods, they are morally significant. However, the Special Relationships 
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individuals come to have are not always for the sake of pleasure or security alone. They 

do not always lead to accumulation of personal good. For instance, there are periods of 

every friendship where it would be more pleasing to one party that the relationship end. 

Perhaps the friend is too needy, overwhelmed with work, or cannot reciprocate at the 

immediate time. So, if friendships were strictly for pleasure and a sense of security, in 

this case it may be more beneficial to all for one to abandon this friendship and seek 

another. Likewise, even if there is no other merit for ending the friendship, if doing so 

would result in more good for all parties then it seems better to end it. However, it does 

not seem right that a rule should be in place allowing such tumultuous friendships to 

occur. The Special Relationships one has should not merely depend on the amount of 

good that may result. 

Hooker could presumably address this concern by stating there are two rules 

needed in the best moral code. The first may be a rule permitting us to form relationships 

with others, and the other may tell us to be loyal to those relationships we form. This 

would allow for people to be in Special Relationships and would not permit one from 

leaving his friendships for a more appealing prospect. For if one was permitted to do so, 

then widespread unease and suspicion of friendships would be about, and this likely 

would not result in the most good. Herein lie two problems. Foremost, this would seem 

mistaken as we do not seem forced or obligated to stay loyal to our Special Relationships 

purely because a rule requires it of us. Indeed, currently no rule requires us to remain 

loyal to our close family and friends, yet the feelings of obligation persist. Secondly, we 

again see the problem detailed throughout the two other Consequentialist replies 

addressed. The reason for one to be loyal to his friends is not because of a commitment or 
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Prima Facie duties he holds with his friend, rather it is only because rules requiring 

Special Relationships and loyalty would result in the most good. This would be, in 

Railton’s words, yet another alienating response. 

Lastly, Hooker also seems to be misguided in the “transition costs” reply. He 

gives up trying to change an imperfect moral code merely because it would be too 

difficult. So, rather than attempting to find and implement the best moral system, Hooker 

appears to be satisfied with keeping a bad moral code if the cost of having a better moral 

code is too burdensome and inconvenient. It seems the only reason one is permitted to 

have Special Relationships is because the costs of instituting a rule requiring Impartiality 

are too excessive. To me, this is a weak justification, and one that I am uncomfortable 

accepting as ‘good enough.’ 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

 

 

 

Consequentialism, in its most plain sense, can most often be described as Act-

Consequentialism. When one evaluates his options, he ought to look for the act that will 

result in the most good over any other option. But many complications arise from this 

juncture. What has value? Who ought to be considered? What is good? Ultimately, 

Impartial Welfarist Consequentialism was selected as the overarching theory that would 

be used to represent Consequentialism in General. Remember, Impartiality is where 

everyone, including oneself, is given equal consideration. Welfarism holds that only the 

accruement of benefit and injuries are to be given weight. So, the right action is the one 

that maximizes the good, with every alternative being given equal and impartial 

consideration, and only benefits and injuries being capable of altering the value of a state 

of affairs.  

But herein lay three potential criticisms of Consequentialism. Many consider it to 

be too demanding, requiring limitless charity and self-sacrifice. Others find unfavorable 

outcomes prescribed by Consequentialism, such as heinous actions being permissible for 
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the betterment of the world. But the criticism discussed in detail here was the Problem of 

Special Relationships. Consequentialism requires one to be impartial in his deliberation 

of which act to choose. The only goal is to do the act that will result in the most good for 

the whole world. But it seems Impartiality would disallow anyone from favoring anyone 

at all, including their closest family and friends. This, at the very least, goes against our 

moral intuitions.  

Indeed, it seems we have obligations to some individuals; obligations that require 

us to be partial to them. These obligations or Prima Facie duties to family and friends 

require at least some extra weight be given to those with whom we hold near and dear. 

But according to Consequentialism, this is strictly prohibited. Most will agree they feel a 

sense of obligation to prefer family and friends over complete strangers, so 

Consequentialism’s Impartiality clause can be seen as misguided. It simply goes against 

our common sense moral intuitions.  

Three replies to the Problem of Special Relationships were considered here, but 

all three were refuted. Jackson tried to narrow the burden of what one is responsible for 

taking into consideration. Rather than evaluate every possible scenario, Jackson limited 

the scope of one’s deliberations to those acts which result in the most expected utility. 

Rather than being responsible for producing good for the entire world, Jackson claimed 

we should each focus on a small group with whom we can develop close personal 

relationships for the sake of producing the most good. But this again left no room for our 

intuition that we have Prima Facie duties to favor some people. We are partial because 

we are obligated to those individuals. It is not the case that we should be partial in order 

to promote the most good for everyone.  
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Railton has also failed to provide an adequate solution to the Problem of Special 

Relationships. Rather than evaluating every single act, Railton argues that we should 

evaluate sets of acts. So it may be the case where one act alone may not result in the most 

goodness, but the set of acts we perform ought to result in the most goodness over any 

other alternative sets of acts. This Sophisticated Act-Consequentialism, as Railton labels 

it, is compatible with Special Relationships. But as with Jackson, the fundamental reason 

we hold these Relationships is for their results. Railton holds that being a Sophisticated 

Act-Consequentialist, and thereby having Special Relationships, will promote the most 

goodness. So, again, the relationships one has with family and friends would be artificial, 

only serving as an instrument in achieving the goal of promoting the most good for all.  

Finally, Hooker introduces Rule Consequentialism, which differs from the 

versions presented by Jackson and Railton. Instead of evaluating acts or sets of acts, 

Hooker advocates for the evaluation of rules. The best rules are those whose general 

acceptance would result in the most good. Because Hooker argues that partiality is a 

fundamentally rooted aspect of human nature, it seems Special Relations are valuable, 

and we ought to have a rule permitting us to engage in them. Allowing this rule in the 

ideal moral code will ultimately result in the most goodness over any alternative moral 

code, thus it is right. But, again, the deficit of Hooker’s strategy is the same as the others. 

The Special Relationships one has with others has again been made a vehicle to promote 

the good in general, but it is intuitive for us to feel obligations to the individuals with 

whom we hold the Special Relationships.  

It seems these responses have been misguided. All three have tried to incorporate 

Special Relationships as permissible in Consequentialism, but have done so for the 
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intuitively wrong reasons. Ultimately, their goal is to promote the most good over any 

alternative. But the Prima Facie duties we have with others are obligations to those 

individuals, not necessarily for anyone else. The promotion of good, or beneficence, 

alone must not be the only consideration. Rather, we hold obligations to other 

individuals, and those obligations must be given at least some consideration. 
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