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Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy:  

For and Against Utilitarianism and Deontology

Topic: You are an anthropologist exploring the very remote jungle of Eastern Canada.  Unbeknownst to you, during your expedition you broke some of the local laws.  As a result, a bounty has been placed on your head.  One morning, while you and your 5 research assistants are busily exploring a new part of the forest, a bounty hunter approaches you with guns drawn.  He says “Either you tell me which one of you is the leader of this expedition, or I kill these other five people.”  You realize that although the bounty hunter knows that one of you is the leader, he is uncertain about who it is exactly.  Thanks to the Introduction to Philosophy class you took, you realize that you have several options.

On one hand, you could apply Mill’s utilitarianism.  Explain what course of action this theory would endorse.  On the other hand, you could apply Kant’s deontology.  Explain what course of action this theory would endorse.  Assuming you had to choose one of these two theories, which theory would you choose and why?  What are the problems with the other view?


What would you do philosophically if someone points a gun to your head? As humans, many of us tend to realize that life is more about sex, game, and money – it is rather more about the decisions you make, the choices you choose, and the desires you embrace.  This simple phrase about the choices we make can be described as “ethics” or “morality”. The word “ethics” derives from a Greek word meaning custom, more, or disposition while the word “morality” derives from a Latin word meaning custom, more, or disposition. Both of these words are interchangeably, and that it involves the analysis of ethical concepts and language (Perry). Ethics is known for us to describe our own feelings, thoughts and well-being, both now and in the future. It is necessary for our society to function in an orderly manner - it reflects life experiences, successes and failures, as well as the influences of parents, teachers, and friends. Its basic job is to formulate acceptable principles of behavior, to attempt to justify those actions, and to defend what’s right and what’s wrong against those criticisms. But if a hunter points a gun directly to your face, then what ethical decision should one make in order to convince the hunter to put not kill anyone? Are there any philosophical options one could choose from if he or she is in this type of situation today?   
One of the philosophical choices we learned in class would be John Stuart Mill theory of ‘utilitarianism’. It is a theory founded by British philosopher Jeremy Bentham toward the end of the 18th century. Webster’s dictionary defines ‘utilitarianism’ as the “Normative theory that human conduct is right or wrong because of its tendency to produce favorable or unfavorable consequences for the people who are affected by it.” It is the ideal that all moral judgments ought to do whatever promotes the greatest happiness of the greatest number of values (Palmer). This is known as the basic principle of ethics, and the foundation of morality, which consists of happiness, pleasure, and preference satisfaction. Bentham truly believes that all human actions are motivated by a desire to obtain pleasure and avoid pain. When faced with a moral dilemma, utilitarianism helps us identify the appropriate ways of which we can attempt to solve difficulties through experience (Solum). The ‘principle of utility’ states that “Actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness and wrong in proportion as they tend to produce the inverse of happiness.” Mill argues that by “happiness,” he means pleasure both intellectual and sensual. He believes that the principle of utility involves only the evaluation of an action's consequences, and not the motives or character traits of the agent performing the action (Johnson). He also argues how the principle of utility should be seen as a tool for generating secondary moral principles, such as, “don't steal” or “don’t lie,” which both of course promote general happiness. Suppose, for example, I had the desire to go out and feed the homeless, and later realize that I was hungry on the way while feeding the homeless. I realize that I do not have enough money and food to do both. This then leaves me with an ethical decision whether my general happiness would be served best by feeding the homeless or by feeding myself. Utilitarianism can also be seen as a form of consequentialism, which refers to those “moral theories that hold the consequences of a particular action of any valid moral judgment to that action.” Though utilitarianism may sound like an appropriate action to perform, some critics have argued that the ideal of utilitarianism seems to be incompatible with human rights. Mill believes that a person faced with making the ethical decision cannot always get the information he or she desires right away. Even through experience, it is hard to judge how much effect the course of action will do beforehand (Kay). Though utilitarianism may help us identify the right and the wrong through certain types of situations, one must recognize that it really does not offer any resolution to the problem it procreates.
Aside from utilitarianism, another philosophical option one could choose from would be Immanuel Kant theory of ‘deontology’? It is a theory that illustrates how the ‘right’ is usually good in itself, and not usually from the consequences thereafter. Webster’s dictionary defines ‘deontology’ as the “Ethical theory concerned with duties and rights; it holds that moral worth is an intrinsic feature of human actions, determined by formal rules of conduct.” It is the ideal that actions are made from the acceptance of moral right and away from the utilitarian approach (Perry). Kant also believes that the only thing worth pursuing in life is the good will. He claims that such a will is good “not because of what it effects or accomplishes, but because it is good in itself.” Kant uses this ideal of the good will to emphasize the way how moral life is centered on duty; more specifically, duty from pure practical reasoning’s. He defines duty as something “What we ought to do; an action that people are required to perform, and the practical content of a moral obligation.” Kant mentions the word duty to show that there is a huge difference between acts that are performed out of duty and acts which are performed for the sake of duty (Palmer). This brings up Kant’s philosophical concept of maxim, of which is defined as the “subjective rules that guide actions.” All actions have maxims, such as, never lie to your  friends, never act in a way that would make your parents ashamed of you, always watch out for number one, it is okay to cheat, etc.. Kant uses his theory of maxim to outline his two foundations of categorical imperative: universal and humanity. The ‘universal’ categorical imperative states that we should “Always act in such a way that the maxim of your action can be willed as a universal law of humanity” while the ‘humanity’ categorical imperative states that we should “Always treat humanity, whether in yourself or in other people, as an end in itself and never as a mere means.” He develops the ideal of the categorical imperative (x must always be done) in a way that we should always treat humanity, whether in any moral given situation, with high respect and courtesy no matter how bad the situation occurs. Kant encourages us to apply his theory of the categorical imperative into four simple steps: 1) Identify your maxim; 2) Universalize your maxim; 3) See if such a world leads to a contradiction in conception (if yes: stop and you have a ‘perfect’ duty to not perform the maxim); if no, then  4) See if such a world leads to a contradiction in will (if yes, you have an ‘imperfect’ duty to perform the opposite of your maxim) (Gillis). The step allows us to acknowledge which actions are compulsory and which are not allowed. But if the action of the good simply means something else, then it wouldn’t be called categorical imperative, but rather a hypothetical imperative. A hypothetical imperative (if you want x, you must do y) is defined as “A command that applies only to conditional moral demand.” It is the ideal that requires us to exercise our wills in a certain way of form. For instance, if I wish to satisfy my thirst with a drink, then I must drink this lemonade. This is a type of command that if I want to not be thirsty (x), then I must drink lemonade (y). It is an ideal that if I want to satisfy myself, then I must do this or that in order obtain that satisfaction I desire. Consequently, if I am left with an ethical decision of whom should the hunter kill in this remote jungle of Eastern Canada, then what philosophical answer would I choose and apply? 
After thoroughly examining the significant difference between Mill’s theory of utilitarianism and Kant’s theory of deontology, I must say that it really all depends on the type of situation it occurs. In some cases, Mill’s theory of utilitarianism might be better than Kant’s theory of deontology. In other cases, it may be the other way around. But in this type of particular case, I believe that Kant’s theory of deontology would work better than Mill’s theory of utilitarianism. Why? Let me explain briefly. In Mill’s theory of utilitarianism, it raises the question of whether or not it is better to kill all 5 innocent people in hope that the hunter doesn’t kill the anthropologist or to let the hunter kill the anthropologist in hope that the other 5 will survive. Obviously this is a very tough and difficult decision for the anthropologist to decide. To answer that question, the anthropologist should probably first reevaluate the ages of these 5 innocent people and the age of the anthropologist with a gun in my head. If all 5 innocent people are over than 60 years and the anthropologist is 20 years old, then it probably might be best to kill all 5 of these innocent people than killing the anthropologist. But if I was 60 years old and the 5 innocent people were younger than 60, then it would probably be best to kill the anthropologist than to kill the other 5. Other factors, such as, the person’s sex, whether or not they have kids, their mental health state, their occupation, and who is the group leader also plays an important consideration to who dies and who doesn’t die in this remote jungle of Eastern Canada. Although we do know that the bounty is uncertain who exactly the group leader is on this trip, the anthropologist/the decision maker must realize that a utilitarian really attempts to solve difficulties through “experience”, and not through actions. With a gun pointed directly in my head, a utilitarian does not have enough time to perform a quick and simple action to the hunter; rather, the utilitarian must evaluate the current situation of the 5 innocent people quickly, and to determine who should be killed and who will be deeply effected most from the action taken by the hunter, and the consequences of the action taken thereafter. A utilitarian also requires that all individuals must be considered “equally”. So for the anthropologist to not inform the hunter of who the group leader is and to let the hunter kill all 5 innocent victims is probably not a wise choice for the utilitarian to choose upon. It is both not “equally” fair that all 5 has to die just because the anthropologist won’t tell who the group leader is, and vice versa, the anthropologist has to die just because the doesn’t know who is the group leader in order to protect the 5 innocent people on this trip. Simply put, an action that encourages happiness and delivers pain is considered immoral. Unlike a utilitarian, a deontology is a choice based purely on obligation or duty. A deontologist has the ability to use “pure reason” as opposed to “empirical reason.” Any conclusion made through sense experience is empirical, whereas any thought using only reason is called pure reasoning (Solum). Empirical philosophy, for the most part, can become subjective with their own responses while pure reason is solely objective. So for the anthropologist, a deontology examines the question of what would be the best possible choice that will benefit the significance of the good will and why is the will always good in itself. For a will to be good, it cannot be used in the pursuit of any end. Any action that appears to be moral, but is taken because it will achieve a certain end, is not a demonstration of the good will (Johnson). So for the anthropologist to inform the hunter who is actually the group leader is in fact a better choice than to not tell the hunter who the group leader of the expedition really is. Kant believes that preserving one’s life is in fact a duty. This means that the anthropologist has a duty to inform the hunter who the group leader is since we know that to not tell the hunter would a risk the lives of 5 innocent people. 
In closing, I believe that Kant’s theory of deontology is a better course of action to take than Mill’s theory of utilitarianism. Giving in to hunter’s demand (especially if it deals with life and death) is far much safer than to not give in to the demand of the hunter. Mill believes that it is much better for us to approach morality by placing happiness as the ultimate goal while Kant believes that everyone has the ability to determine a just, universal law as long as they possess the good will. Though Mill might have rejected Kant’s claim that we should separate morality and happiness, I believe that any rational person, no matter what type of situation they are in, who possesses a good will usually follow the categorical imperative because it mandates actions that are good in themselves and not for others.
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