Scalar Consequentialism

Scalar consequentialism is the view that “actions should be evaluated purely in terms that admit of degrees” (Norcross 2006: 217).  Scalar consequentialists do not make claims about rightness, duty, or what one ought to do.  They simply provide rankings of actions in terms of goodness.  In this they differ from traditional maximising consequentialists, who hold that the action that produces the most good is right, one’s duty, and what one ought to do.  Scalar utilitarianism is suggested by Michael Slote and Francis Howard-Snyder; its main proponent is Alastair Norcross.       

Norcross argues that a consequentialist should be indifferent between convincing A to give $10 rather than $9 or convincing B to give $9 rather than $8.  But “if the difference between right and wrong is at all significant, it must be possible for it to offset at least some differences in goodness.”  It must, for example, be better to convince A to give the $10 (where $10 is the threshold for rightness) than to convince B to give $9 rather than $7.90.  But no consequentialist would agree (Norcross 2006: 220-1).

One worry is that this argument does not work against a maximising all-or-nothing theory of rightness.  The reason I should convince B to give $9 rather than $7.90, instead of A to give $10 rather than $9, is that doing so maximises goodness.  The difference between A doing a right action and B doing a wrong action may not matter to me, but what does matter is that I perform the action that brings about more goodness.  There is no argument here against the view that I act wrongly if I convince A rather than B.  Indeed, Norcross is relying on that judgment.

Norcross does consider maximising.  He argues that picking maximising as the threshold for rightness is arbitrary.  This seems false.  If I maximise, I could not have done better.  No consequentialist can complain.  Neither of these properties are true of a non-maximising choice.  Of course there are special properties true of non-maximising choices.  If, say, I bring about the third-most good possible, I could have done only two places better, and only two outcomes would justify less complaint.  But the distinction between “none” and “some” seems more significant than these other distinctions.  

Norcross also motivates scalar consequentialism as a reply to the objection that maximising consequentialism is too demanding.  Scalar consequentialism makes no demands.  One worry is that making no demands might be not demanding enough.  If I could with no cost to myself prevent great pain to many others, many will demand that I do so.  But there is a more serious objection.  Rather than being a radical alternative to maximising, scalar consequentialism may be no different.

Norcross proposes to distinguish scalar consequentialism from deontology by noting that for the scalar consequentialist, “the better the action, the stronger the moral reason to perform it” (Norcross 2006: 231).  The deontologist denies this, since there can be duties that forbid bringing about the action that brings about more goodness.  This way of distinguishing the positions relies on (plausibly) taking the deontologist’s talk of duty as equivalent to, or as justifying, talk about what one has most reason to do.  This raises the worry that when the scalar consequentialist claims that there is the strongest moral reason to perform an action, this is no different than claiming that there is a duty to perform the action.

This conclusion can be reached by a different route.  If I fail to do what I have most reason to do, Norcross says only that.  The maximising consequentialist adds that I have failed to do my duty.  But it is not clear that this is an important difference.  There are not, for example, differences in blame or punishment.  Whether either scalar or maximising consequentialists would blame or punish those who fail to do what there is most reason to do depends on whether blaming or punishing is what there is most reason to do.              

Norcross’s view that there is more moral reason to perform actions which produce more good also makes trouble for his charge that picking maximising as the rightness-point is arbitrary.  A choice is non-arbitrary if there is more reason to make it than there is to make any alternative choice.  For Norcross, and consequentialists generally, there is more reason to make the choice that maximises goodness than there is to make any alternative choice.  If so, making the maximising choice is not arbitrary.
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