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It will probably be conceded that it is desirable people should exer-
ise their understandings, and that an intelligent following of custom,
r even occasionally an intelligent deviation from custom, is better than
blind and simply mechanical adhesion to it. To a certain extent it is
Imitted that our understanding should be our own: but there is not
1e same willingness to admit that our desires and impulses should be
ur own likewise; or that to possess impulses of our own, and of any
rength, is anything but a peril and a snare. Yet desires and impulses
‘e as much a part of a perfect human being as beliefs and restraints:
id strong impulses are only perilous when not properly balanced;
hen one set of aims and inclinations is developed into strength, while
hers, which ought to co-exist with them, remain weak and inactive. It
not because men’s desires are strong that they act ill; it is because
eir consciences are weak. There is no natural connection between
rong impulses and a weak conscience. The natural connection is the
her way. To say that one person’s desires and feelings are stronger
id more various than those of another, is merely to say that he has
ore of the raw material of human nature, and is therefore capable,
rhaps of more evil, but certainly of more good. Strong impulses are
it another name for energy. Energy may be turned to bad uses; but
ore good may always be made of an energetic nature, than of an
dolent and impassive one. Those who have most natural feeling are
vays those whose cultivated feelings may be made the strongest. The
me strong susceptibilities which make the personal impulses vivid
d powerful, are also the source from whence are generated the most
ssionate love of virtue, and the sternest self-control. It is through the

Itivation of these that society both does its duty and protects its

erests: not by rejecting the stuff of which heroes are made, because

xnows not how to make them. A person whose desires and impulses

: his own—are the expression of his own nature, as it has been

veloped and modified by his own culture — is said to have a charac-

. One whose desires and impulses are not his own, has no character,

more than a steam-engine has a character. If, in addition to being his

n, his impulses are strong, and are under the government of a strong

1, he has an energetic character. Whoever thinks that individuality of

sires and impulses should not be encouraged to unfold itself, must

intain that society has no need of strong natures—is not the better

containing many persons who have much character—and that a

h general average of energy is not desirable.

JOHN RAWLS*
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The “Separateness of Persons” Objection
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THE STRIKING FEATURE of the utilitarian view of justice is that it does not
matter, except indirectly, how this sum of satisfactions is distributed
among individuals any more than it matters, except indirectly, how one
man distributes his satisfactions over time. The correct distribution in
either case is that which yields the maximum fulfillment. Society must
allocate its means of satisfaction whatever these are, rights and duties,
opportunities and privileges, and various forms of wealth, so as to
achieve this maximum if it can. But in itself no distribution of satisfac-
tion is better than another except that the more equal distribution is to
be preferred to break ties.! It is true that certain common sense pre-
cepts of justice, particularly those which concern the protection of
liberties and rights, or which express the claims of desert, seem to
contradict this contention. But from a utilitarian standpoint the expla-
nation of these precepts and of their seemingly stringent character is
that they are those precepts which experience shows should be strictly
respected and departed from only under exceptional circumstances if
the sum of advantages is to be maximized.? Yet, as with all other
precepts, those of justice are derivative from the one end of attaining
the greatest balance of satisfaction. Thus there is no reason in principle
why the greater gains of some should not compensate for the lesser
losses of others; or more importantly, why the violation of the liberty of

*From John Rawls: A Theory of Justice, section 5.
'On this point see Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, pp. 416f.
2See J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 1V, last two pars.
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a few might not be made right by the greater good shared by many. It
simply happens that under most conditions, at least in a reasonably
advanced stage of civilization, the greatest sum of advantages is not
attained in this way. No doubt the strictness of common sense precepts
of justice has a certain usefulness in limiting men’s propensities to
injustice and to socially injurious actions, but the utilitarian believes
that to affirm this strictness as a first principle of morals is a mistake.
For just as it is rational for one man to maximize the fulfillment of his
system of desires, it is right for a society to maximize the net balance of
satisfaction taken over all of its members.

The most natural way, then, of arriving at utilitarianism (although
not, of course, the only way of doing so) is to adopt for society as a
whole the principle of rational choice for one man. Once this is recog-
nized, the place of the impartial spectator and the emphasis on sympa-
thy in the history of utilitarian thought is readily understood. For it is
by the conception of the impartial spectator and the use of sympathetic
identification in guiding our imagination that the principle for one man
is applied to society. It is this spectator who is conceived as carrying out
the required organization of the desires of all persons into one coherent
system of desire; it is by this construction that many persons are fused
into one. Endowed with ideal powers and sympathy and imagination,
the impartial spectator is the perfectly rational individual who identi-
fies with and experiences the desires of others as if these desires were
his own. In this way he ascertains the intensity of these desires and
assigns them their appropriate weight in the one system of desire the
satisfaction of which the ideal legislator then tries to maximize by
adjusting the rules of the social system. On this conception of society
separate individuals are thought of as so many different lines along
which rights and duties are to be assigned and scarce means of satisfac-
tion allocated in accordance with rules so as to give the greatest fulfill-
ment of wants. The nature of the decision made by the ideal legislator is
not, therefore, materially different from that of an entrepreneur decid-
ing how to maximize his profit by producing this or that commodity, or
that of a consumer deciding how to maximize his satisfaction by the
purchase of this or that collection of goods. In each case there is a single
person whose system of desires determines the best allocation of lim-
ited means. The correct decision is essentially a question of efficient
administration. This view of social cooperation is the consequence of
extending to society the principle of choice for one man, and then, to
make this extension work, conflating all persons into one through the
imaginative acts of the impartial sympathetic spectator. Utilitarianism
does not take seriously the distinction between persons.

DEREK PARHT*
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Personal Identity and the Separateness of
Persons
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UTILITARIANS REJECT DISTRIBUTIVE principles. They aim for the greate
net sum of benefits minus burdens, whatever its distribution. I shall s
that they maximize.

When our acts can affect only one person, most of us accept maxim
zation. We do not believe that we ought to give someone fewer hapy
days so as to be more fair in the way we spread them out over the par
of his life. There are, of course, arguments for spreading out enjo
ments. We remain fresh, and have more to look forward to. But the:
arguments do not count against maximization; they remind us how |
achieve it.

~When our acts can affect several different people, Utilitarians mal
similar claims. They admit new arguments for spreading out enjo
ments, such as that which appeals to the effects of relative deprivatio;
or to diminishing marginal utility. But Utilitarians treat equality as
mere means, not a separate aim.
_ Since their attitude to sets of lives is like ours to single lives, Utilita
lans ignore the boundaries between lives. We may ask, ‘Why?’

Here are three suggestions:

1. Their method of moral reasoning leads them to overlook
these boundaries.

2. They VW:m,\m that the boundaries are unimportant, because
they think that sets of lives are like single lives.

*From Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons, Chapter 15.



