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Course:    PHI 2604 Critical Thinking & Ethics 

 

Topic:       Ethical Theory:  Utilitarianism 

 

Goal: Students will apply the utilitarian standard to determine what ethical obligations the 

current generation has regarding our impact on the environment and to whom (or what) 

we are obliged in this context. In doing so, treatment of MDC learning outcomes 3, 7, 

and 10 will be incorporated. 

 

 

Instructional Objectives: 

 

 Distinguish consequentialist from nonconsequentialist ethical theories 

 Articulate a consequentialist ethical theory: utilitarianism 

 Apply the utilitarian standard to determine obligations regarding the environment  and 

natural resources 

 Determine who/what must be factored into utilitarian calculations in this context 

 

 

Content Outline: 

 

 Consequentialism: judges actions according to outcomes 

 Utilitarianism: considers outcome as relevant to all concerned 

 Utilitarian justification of environmental responsibility 

 Question for discussion: How far do utilitarian concerns extend? 

 Question for discussion: To whom/what are we obliged? 

 Consider multicultural and religious perspectives on such moral obligations 

 

 
 
 

Lecture Abstract: 

 



As opposed to nonconsequentialist ethical theories that judge actions as good or bad in 

themselves, consequentialist theories judge actions based upon the results, or consequences, they 

produce. An example of consequentialism is ‘utilitarianism.’ This ethical theory tells us that the 

right thing to do is the action that maximizes ‘utility.’ Utility is understood as happiness for the 

greatest number or minimized suffering for the greatest number. It seems clear that 

environmental responsibility is indicated by utilitarianism. What is not clear, though, is why, 

exactly.  To the extent that environmental responsibility benefits us more than it costs us, the 

justification is clear. However, if environmental responsibility asks us to modify our behaviors in 

ways that do not produce benefit for the current generation, then the justification seems less 

clear. 

 Many support the green movement because they feel obligated to future generations – but 

what does this amount to? What does it mean to say that we have obligations to people who do 

not exist and further, who are these ‘people’? Clarification of how far and to whom our ethical 

obligations extend is needed. Further, philosophers such as Peter Singer believe that utilitarian 

consideration should be extended to members of other species as well. But again, the same 

metaphysical questions arise when we extend this obligation beyond living individual members 

of other species.  

A possible strategy for avoiding the metaphysical problem of future persons or 

individuals is to claim our obligation is primarily to the planet. However, it does not seem that 

the planet is the sort of thing that can be said to experience happiness or suffering in the 

traditional utilitarian sense. But perhaps definitions can be expanded to overcome this concern. 

For instance, our understanding of ‘happiness’ and ‘suffering’ could be broadened as well as our 

understanding of ‘the planet.’ In addressing these issues and others, we will consider 

multicultural and religious perspectives, such as Buddhism, and whether they might be 

instructive. In addition, we will consider the work of Derek Parfit, a western philosopher who 

appeals to Buddhist philosophy in arguing that we do, in fact, have ethical obligations to future 

persons. 

 

 

Assessment plan: 

 

In a short essay, students will articulate the utilitarian standard and explain how it judges actions. 

Essays will use the impact of humans on the environment as a topic and will identify specific 

areas of concern such as water management, the importation of invasive species, waste 

management, pollution, etc. Students will apply the utilitarian standard to evaluate specific areas 

of concern and will consider what problems exist when articulating ethical obligations in this 

context. Finally, essays will consider theoretical solutions to these philosophical problems. 

 

Accepted MDC learning outcome 3 and/or 7 rubric will be used in order that this assignment 

could be a learning outcomes assessment. 


