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Abstract

Peterson presents a new hybrid ethical theory in his paper “Dutilitarianism.” As the
name suggests, the theory is a mixture of Utilitarianism and Duty ethics. Its main
motivation is that it will improve on both. In my commentary, I raise some doubts
about this idea. One problem is that Dutilitarianism will not have morally acceptable
implications: it will classify some wrong acts as right. Another problem is that it
cannot provide any plausible explanation for its verdicts: a believable combination
of utilitarian and Kantian explanations for why right acts are right does not seem to
fit dutilitarian verdicts. A third problem is that the formula that Peterson suggests
for calculating dutilitarian degrees of rightness is unhelpful: it cannot be used to
compare acts that are partly right in different ways. A fourth problem is that Dutili-
tarianism is needlessly complex: it uses degrees of rightness, rather than the stand-
ard binary rightness, but this invention neither reflects the potential complexities of
rightness grounds nor helps us decide what to do.
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1 Introduction

Martin Peterson is known for his many reinterpretations of consequentialism, most
notably his multidimensional version.! His latest version combines Utilitarianism
with Kantian duty ethics in a hybrid ethical theory called Dutilitarianism. Unlike
his earlier versions of consequentialism, which were based on the idea of accom-
modating different moral aspects, such as utility, equality, and risk, the new version
is directly based on two extant ethical theories. Later on in his new paper, Peterson

! See, for example, Peterson (2010, 2012, 2013, 2022, 2023).
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generalizes the idea and discusses the possibility of incorporating further ethical
theories into the mix, such as a Natural rights theory.

Although Peterson’s paper on Dutilitarianism contains several different themes,
in my commentary I will focus on the question of whether Dutilitarianism is a viable
ethical theory. I will argue that it is not. Before I present my arguments, however, let
me present the theory in more detail.

2 Dutilitarianism

Dutilitarianism is a hybrid ethical theory, which here means that its moral verdicts
are based both on Utilitarianism and on Kantianism. Peterson presents different ver-
sions of Dutilitarianism in his paper, but I will focus on the version that he himself
prefers.

In any choice situation, there will be several possible acts that we can perform.
According to Dutilitarianism, these possible acts will either be completely right,
completely wrong, or simultaneously somewhat right and somewhat wrong. All
verdicts are ultimately based on utilitarian and Kantian verdicts. Utilitarianism will
classify an act as right if and only if it maximizes utility relative to its alternatives,
whereas Kantianism will classify an act as right if and only if it follows a maxim
that can be willed as a universal law of action. If an act is judged to be right accord-
ing to both theories, it is deemed to be completely right. If an act is judged to be
wrong according to both theories, it is deemed to be completely wrong. And if an
act is judged to be right according to one theory but wrong according to the other,
it is deemed to be right only to a degree, and wrong to an inversely proportional
degree.

If an act ¢ is wrong according to Utilitarianism, its dutilitarian degree of right-
ness is calculated as the fraction of the utility realized by doing ¢ and the utility
realized by doing an act that maximizes utility. If an act ¢ is wrong according to
Kantianism, its dutilitarian degree of rightness is calculated as the fraction of the
deontic value realized by doing ¢ and the deontic value realized by doing an act of
maximal deontic value. (The notion of deontic value is somewhat hazy, and not a
Kantian idea, but it is supposed to be measurable on an ordinal scale. Utility is sup-
posed to be measured on an interval scale.)

After all the available acts in a choice situation have received a moral verdict, a
choice should be made, but Peterson does not say how this is to be done in his new
paper. However, in previous work he has advocated a method that uses randomiza-
tion.> Applied to Dutilitarianism, it would work something like this: we ought to do
acts that are completely right, if such acts are available. If there are no completely
right acts, we should randomize between the somewhat right acts, with probabili-
ties reflecting the degree of rightness of each act. (Note that an act ¢ that is right to
degree 0.8 and wrong to degree 0.2 should not simply be done with a probability of

2 See, for example, Peterson (2013: 115-119).
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0.8. The assignment of probability also has to take the degrees of rightness of the
alternative acts into account.)

Now, it does seem promising to try to accommodate moral insights from different
ethical theories, as Dutilitarianism does. However, I have a few doubts about Dutili-
tarianism as a viable ethical theory, which I will discuss here. The doubts relate
to some standard requirements on an ethical theory: that it should tell us whar we
should do, that it should explain why we should do what we should do, and that its
recommendations and explanations should be reasonable. An ethical theory should
not give recommendations that we find appalling or give far-fetched explanations for
our moral duties.

3 First doubt

My first doubt regarding Dutilitarianism as a viable ethical theory is simply that it
does not give acceptable moral verdicts.

In the introduction to Peterson’s paper, we are told that Utilitarianism has horrify-
ing, immoral implications, and that Kantianism has too. A horrifying implication of
Utilitarianism is that it might recommend killing a baby to please a million psycho-
paths, and a horrifying implication of Kantianism is that it might recommend tell-
ing a murderer where their would-be victims are hiding. Utilitarians and Kantians
would surely dispute these implications, but let us grant them for now. Since Kan-
tianism would not recommend killing a baby to please psychopaths, and Utilitarian-
ism would not recommend telling the truth to a would-be murderer, a natural idea is
that we could avoid these unacceptable moral recommendations if we combine the
two theories, as in Dutilitarianism.

This is not the case, however, at least not the way Dutilitarianism is presented in
the paper. First of all, Dutilitarianism would not say that it is simply wrong to kill
babies to please psychopaths or to tell the truth to would-be murderers. It would say
that such acts are mostly wrong, but also a little bit right. This is hardly an accept-
able verdict, since both acts seem altogether wrong.

It is also not the case that Utilitarianism gives correct moral verdicts whenever
Kantianism fails, and vice versa. Sometimes the two theories give the wrong verdicts
in the exact same cases. And when they do, Dutilitarianism gives the wrong verdicts
as well. Thus, even if Dutilitarianism could at least say that it is mostly wrong to kill
babies and guide murderers, it has to say that it is entirely right to tell the truth to a
would-be murderer if the would-be murderer intends to kill a baby to please a mil-
lion psychopaths. Such a heinous act would be right according to both Kantianism
and Utilitarianism, and thus it would be completely right according to Dutilitarian-
ism as well.

Now, Peterson might reply that if it turns out that Dutilitarianism does not work,
that would not be a disaster. He has a solution proposed in his paper already. The
trick is to add some other ethical theories into the mix. A suggestion in the paper
is to add Natural rights theory. Unfortunately, Natural rights theory includes abso-
lute prohibitions, just like Kantianism, so the resulting Natural rights dutilitarian-
ism might not allow us to physically hinder a person from telling the truth to a
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would-be murderer who intends to kill a baby to please a million psychopaths. But
maybe we could add Contractualism as well? Or Virtue ethics? Yes, why not add
all ethical theories that have ever been seriously proposed? Perhaps Super-virtue-
contractualistic-natural-rights-dutilitarianism can escape all horrid implications?

At this point, we might justifiably wonder what we are doing. Which theories
should be mixed in, and when should we stop mixing? We are mixing theories
because we think that all existing ethical theories are flawed and that a mixture
of theories would cancel out these flaws. But why should a compromise between
flawed theories result in something perfect, rather than in something that is also
flawed? When a theory fails, we do not normally try to combine it with other flawed
theories. Instead, we try to figure out why the theory has failed. What is it about the
theory that allows for unacceptable implications? What considerations has the the-
ory failed to take into account? Dutilitarianism starts with compromises, rather than
analysis. But we need to analyze what went wrong with Utilitarianism and Kantian-
ism in order to solve their problems. And the flaw that allowed Utilitarianism to
prescribe murder was plausibly not failing to consider Kantian prohibitions, just as
the flaw that allowed Kantianism to prescribe helping would-be murderers was plau-
sibly not failing to consider utilitarian prohibitions.

A utilitarian confronted with the example where Utilitarianism is supposed to
endorse killing a baby to please a million psychopaths would, in the first case, prob-
ably just oppose the example: realistically, it cannot possibly be the case that there
is no better act to choose than this one. But if the example is granted, a utilitarian
might concede that something was lost when formulating Classical utilitarianism.
A lot of hypotheses could be put forward, such as: that there are more things that
are intrinsically good than just pleasure and pain (conscious life, for example); that
pain is lexically more important than pleasure; that insignificant pleasures cannot be
aggregated across many individuals in a way that outweighs significant pain; that
taking pleasure in pain is not an intrinsically good kind of pleasure; that the value
of pleasure and pain depends on their objects, a.s.o. What a utilitarian would not
concede, however, is that they have forgotten to take absolute Kantian prohibitions
into account. Such prohibitions would not fit with the general utilitarian idea that we
should maximize the good.

Similarly, a Kantian confronted with the example where Kantianism is sup-
posed to endorse telling the truth to a would-be murderer would probably just say
that Kantianism has internal resources to flatly deny the alleged counter-example.
For example, a Kantian could say that we would not respect either the victim or the
would-be murderer if we assist a murder, or that the would-be murderer does not
deserve truth-telling respect. Whatever a Kantian would say, however, the need to
compromise with utilitarians would not be part of it. Plausibly, a Kantian would say
that since Kantianism includes a duty of beneficence, Kantianism already has all the
happiness-endorsing elements that it needs to be a viable ethical theory.

Peterson might reply to these comments that he has no intention of convincing
either utilitarians or Kantians to become dutilitarians in order to escape putative
counter-examples. It is rather people who are not already committed to either the-
ory, and find both theories somewhat attractive, that might consider a compromise.
However, a compromise between Utilitarianism and Kantianism faces an additional
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challenge, which tweaked versions of Utilitarianism and Kantianism do not: it has to
find a unified explanation for why both utilitarian and Kantian elements have moral
importance.

4 Second doubt

My second doubt regarding Dutilitarianism as a viable ethical theory is that it does
not provide any plausible explanation for its verdicts. An ethical theory should not
just tell us what acts are right or wrong, but also why they are right or wrong. Peter-
son’s only explanatory remark is that “what makes right acts right, and wrong ones
wrong, depends on consequences and duties.” This is rather uninformative. Presum-
ably, every ethical theory postulates a duty to do what is right, so it is unclear how
rights can depend on duties. Also, what Kantianism classifies as duties cannot really
be duties, if Dutilitarianism is correct. According to Dutilitarianism, there is no duty
not to lie, even though Kantianism says so. But perhaps this is just nitpicking. More
importantly, it is difficult to see how Dutilitarianism can combine the moral explana-
tions that are given by Utilitarianism and Kantianism, since their explanations are so
very different.

Kantianism tells us that we ought to act so that we can consistently will that the
maxim of our act becomes a universal moral law (on one formulation). A right act
is an act motivated by respect for our moral duty. The explanation for this is the
dependence of duty and rightness on rational agency (and rational agents). Utilitari-
anism tells us that we ought to act so that we maximize intrinsic value, relative to all
alternative acts. A right act is an act that maximizes intrinsic value. The explanation
for this is the dependence of duty and rightness on comparative degrees of intrinsic
value among all available acts. Both theories thus provide us with clear explanations
of why we should do what the theory in question tells us to do (whatever one might
think of the explanations in question).

But what is the dutilitarian explanation for why we should act dutilitarian? Dutili-
tarianism says that we should either act as Kantianism tells us to do or as Utilitari-
anism tells us to do, with a certain probability, if their verdicts differ (at least if we
combine Dutilitarianism with Peterson’s favorite theory of moral decision-making).
But why? No simple combination of utilitarian and Kantian explanations seems to
fit the verdicts of Dutilitarianism. It is clearly not the case that an act becomes right
when it is motivated by respect for our moral duty to act utilitarian or when it maxi-
mizes our respect for duty, or something like that. But it is also difficult to see how a
more complex combination could leave the Kantian and utilitarian explanations suf-
ficiently intact to recommend randomizing between the two theories.

Perhaps we should rather say that there are two kinds of rightness that arise in
two different ways, and that Dutilitarianism is a theory of a third kind of overall
rightness. This story is quite difficult to believe, though. We would have to believe
that there is a Kantian kind of rightness grounded in rational agency, and a utilitarian
kind of rightness grounded in intrinsic value. These beliefs might create some inter-
nal tension. Why would Dutilitarianism accept that rational agency grounds Kantian
rightness, when utilitarians would rather claim that it is rational to act utilitarian?
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And why would Dutilitarianism accept that intrinsic value grounds utilitarian right-
ness, when Kantians would rather claim that what have intrinsic value are rational
persons? This is at least unclear.

But maybe we can just skip the explanatory part of an ethical theory and just set-
tle for verdicts? At least at times, Peterson has expressed the idea that there is no
ground for ethics other than our considered moral intuitions.”> Maybe there are no
explanations to give. However, then one might wonder why we should accept Dutili-
tarianism rather than just go by our considered moral intuitions. Even if we regard
Dutilitarianism as a moral theory designed only for verdicts, it seems to give worse
verdicts than our considered non-theoretical ones—at least in some baby-killing and
murder-helping cases.

Perhaps Peterson could reply that Dutilitarianism does have an advantage over
considered moral judgements: its verdicts are much more precise, since they are cal-
culated by a mathematical formula. This leads me to yet another doubt.

5 Third doubt

My third doubt regarding Dutilitarianism as a viable ethical theory is that the for-
mula used to calculate degrees of rightness is unhelpful. One problem is that it
allows for some implausible verdicts, just because it uses an interval scale to meas-
ure utility, rather than a ratio scale. Another problem is that it gives incomparable
verdicts between acts that are somewhat right, although for different reasons.

A first concern is thus that the use of an interval scale rather than a ratio scale
to measure utility allows for some unacceptable verdicts. A ratio scale has a non-
arbitrary zero, unlike an interval scale. This is important because utilitarians usually
think that there is a significant difference between pleasure and pain, and between
utility and disutility (understood as a balance between pleasure and pain). In order to
represent this significant difference, utility should be represented by positive num-
bers, whereas disutility should be represented by negative numbers. Between the
two, neutral utility should be represented by an absolute zero. If we do not honor
this absolute zero by measuring utility on a ratio scale, the utilitarian idea of maxi-
mizing utility could have absurd consequences. For example: if we were to represent
immense suffering as a small positive number and immense happiness as a large
positive number, interval-scale Utilitarianism would sometimes recommend real-
izing a future with a large number of suffering people rather than a future with a
smaller number of happy people. This is even worse than the repugnant conclusion.

Of course, Peterson could easily solve this problem by requiring a ratio scale
instead of an interval scale to measure utility (he even has a suggestion for con-
structing such a scale for preference utility).* Unfortunately, this only partly solves
the measurement problems.

3 See, for example, Peterson (2013: 16).
4 See, for example, Peterson (2009: 106-110).
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A second concern is that the use of an interval (or ratio) scale to represent util-
ity and an ordinal scale to represent Kantian deontic value makes normative com-
parisons between some possible acts meaningless. When an act ¢X is right accord-
ing to Kantianism, but wrong according to Utilitarianism, Dutilitarianism measures
the degree of rightness of @X by using an interval scale measure of utility. When
an act @Y is right according to Utilitarianism, but wrong according to Kantianism,
Dutilitarianism measures the degree of rightness of @Y by using an ordinal measure
of deontic value. Thus, if we want to compare dutilitarian degrees of rightness for
an act that is wrong only according to Utilitarianism and an act that is wrong only
according to Kantianism, we must compare two kinds of numbers: one calculated
with interval scale numbers, and another calculated with ordinal scale numbers.
Such comparisons are meaningless. If we are to compare dutilitarian degrees of
rightness for an act that is 0.2 right, estimated using an interval scale, and 0.2 right,
estimated using an ordinal scale, we would not know which act that is more right of
the two. The numbers do not give us any comparable information.

But what if we could get comparable numbers for dutilitarian degrees of right-
ness? Would there be an advantage of Dutilitarianism that it provides numbers for
degrees of rightness, rather than just categorical verdicts of right and wrong? I have
doubts about this too.

6 Fourth doubt

My fourth doubt regarding Dutilitarianism as a viable ethical theory is that it seems
needlessly complex. The idea of degrees of rightness adds a complication to the for-
mal structure of ethics, but seemingly without any benefits.

Let us first put the idea of degrees of rightness in the context of a formal struc-
ture of ethics. A metaphysically generous formal structure of ethics might be the
following: value makers, such as pleasure and pain, ground values of possible out-
comes; values ground reasons for and against possible acts; reasons ground norma-
tive properties, such as rightness and wrongness, and normative properties ground
ought-properties of possible acts, such as ought-to-be-avoided and ought-to-be-
performed. Within this formal structure, values and reasons are usually regarded
as quantitative properties, whereas normative properties and ought-properties are
regarded as binary properties. The reason for this difference, it seems, is that the
different ethical properties have different roles. It is important to accommodate the
quantitative nature of values, since it matters whether an outcome is slightly good
or very good (for example). It is also important to accommodate the quantitative
nature of reasons, at least if we have the view that what we ought to do should be
based on weighing reasons of different strength. But once we have reached the level
of ought, there is no ethical role for quantitative oughts. When we ask ourselves
what we ought to do, we need one and only one answer. If we receive more than one
answer, we do not know what to do. As far as rightness is concerned, the standard
idea is that we should do what is right, period. This is useful, because when a pos-
sible act is judged as right, in a binary sense, we immediately know that it is the act
that we ought to do.
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The question is then: is there an ethical role for quantitative ethical properties
at the level of normative properties? Is it useful to say that some acts are some-
what right and somewhat wrong, rather than just either right or wrong?

Peterson argues that his non-binary concept of rightness better reflects the
complexities of ethics.” An argument for using a non-binary concept of right-
ness might be that it better reflects the non-binary grounds of rightness. However,
degrees of rightness cannot reflect all the potential complexities of its grounds. It
cannot, for example, reflect a plurality of quantitative reasons, such as a quantita-
tive truth-telling reason, a quantitative avoid-assisting-murder reason and a quan-
titative people-pleasing reason. In order to reflect such complexities, Dutilitarian-
ism would have to involve kinds of rightness and their degrees, rather than just
degrees of rightness. It would have to say that an act is right in terms of truth-
telling (to some degree), but wrong in terms of murder-helping (to some other
degree), for example.

However, another argument for using a non-binary concept of rightness
is that it can be used to defend a certain decision procedure, which is to rand-
omize choices among acts that are right only to some degree, with probabilities
that reflect their degree of rightness, as compared to their alternatives. I cannot
see that there is any advantage to such a decision procedure, however. In fact, it
strikes me as irresponsible. Dutilitarianism promises an escape from the horrible
implications of Utilitarianism and Kantianism. But when I roll my dutilitarian
dice, I might find out that I am to kill babies and help murderers. Thus, the hor-
rible implications are just a dice roll away.®
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