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Abstract and Keywords
The Doctrine of Double Effect [DDE] states roughly that it is
harder to justify causing or allowing harm as a means to an
end than it is to justify conduct that results in harm as a side
effect. This chapter argues that a theory of deontological
constraints on harming needs something like the DDE in order
to avoid the charge that it reflects a narcissistic obsession with
the cleanliness of our own hands. Unfortunately, the DDE is
often interpreted as maintaining that we must avoid acting
with certain intentions, which, this chapter contends,
embodies an equally narcissistic obsession with the purity of
our own hearts. The chapter argues that the DDE is better
interpreted as a denial of the Machiavellian idea that
beneficial ends justify harmful means. On this view, the
objective fact that our conduct will secure benefits for some
individuals at the expense of other individuals weakens the
extent to which those benefits count as reasons to engage in

Page 1 of 33

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2017. All
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber:
University of Alberta; date: 15 June 2017

Objective Double Effect and the Avoidance of
that conduct. This version of the DDE provides a plausible,
Narcissism
non-narcissistic foundation for deontological constraints.
Keywords: double effect, dde, deontology, narcissism, intention, reasons,
objective, benefit at someone’s expense, weakening considerations, ends justify
means

The Doctrine of Double Effect [DDE] states roughly that it is
harder to justify causing or allowing harm as a means to an
end than it is to justify conduct that results in harm as a side
effect. The DDE is typically interpreted as maintaining that
there are stronger moral reasons against causing or allowing
harms with the intention of doing so than there are against
causing or allowing harms that we foresee but do not intend.
Let us call any such reading of the DDE, according to which
our moral reasons and permissions depend upon our
intentions, a subjective reading.
Over the past several decades, various authors have argued
convincingly that our moral reasons cannot depend upon our
intentions in the way that subjective readings allege.1 It is,
however, possible to interpret the DDE as maintaining that it is
harder to justify causing or allowing harm as a means because
of something about the objective explanatory relationship
between the effects our conduct has on those it harms and the
effects it has on those it benefits. Such objective readings
have, however, been largely dismissed as absurd.2
In this essay I defend an objective reading of the DDE. I argue
that a theory of deontological constraints on harming needs
something like the DDE in order to avoid the charge that it
reflects a narcissistic obsession with our personal moral purity
instead of an appropriate concern for the welfare of others.
But, I contend, the central problem with subjective readings of
the DDE is that, by making our own intentions more (p.261)
important than the welfare of others, they embody exactly this
kind of implausible narcissism.
I believe that objective readings of the DDE have been
dismissed primarily because they have been construed as
claiming that the explanatory relationship between an act’s
harmful and beneficial effects is a reason against performing
it. But I suggest that we should instead interpret the DDE as a
denial of the Machiavellian dictum that the ends justify the
means. On this reading, the DDE holds that the benefits of our
conduct for some individuals do not count (as strongly) in its
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favour if they come at the expense of others. This, I argue,
Narcissism
makes best sense of the original motivations for the DDE and
provides a plausible foundation for deontological constraints.

11.1 Why Double Effect?
The DDE is often invoked as a justification of two kinds of
intuitions about particular cases. The first are intuitions about
the permissibility of collateral damage. Many intuit that it
could be permissible to engage in tactical bombing that one
knows will destroy enemy military installations and kill
civilians as a side effect, yet wrong to target civilians in a
terror raid that one knows will result in identical benefits and
harms. Many also intuit that it would be permissible to divert a
trolley from a main track on which it will hit five people onto a
side track where it will hit one, but wrong to stop a trolley
from hitting five people by pushing a fat man into its path.
Since the terror bomber and fat man pusher seem to cause
harm as a means while the strategic bomber and trolley
diverter seem to cause harm as a side effect, the DDE appears
to provide a natural justification of these intuitions.3
The other kind of intuitions the DDE is invoked to justify
concern certain kinds of wrongful omissions. It seems
permissible to withhold a supply of life-saving drugs from one
individual who needs the entire supply in order to give it to
five others who each need only 1/5.4 But it seems wrong to
withhold life-saving drugs from an individual infected (p.262)
with an old strain of a disease in order to observe its fatal
progression and learn how to cure five people infected with a
newly mutated strain. A plausible justification of these
intuitions is that failing to give the drugs to the one allows
harm to her as a means of saving the five in the second case
(where they would not be saved unless her disease
progressed), but as a side effect of saving them in the first
(where her affliction plays no role in saving them).5
I am, however, quite skeptical of our intuitions about
permissible collateral damage. If the salvation of five
individuals can justify inflicting harm on one as a “side effect,”
we would seem justified in driving over one trapped on a road
if that was the only way to save five from drowning, but this
seems about as abhorrent as pushing the fat man into the
trolley’s path. To many it also seems wrong to save five by
performing a surgery that will release lethal fumes into a room
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in which one is trapped, or by destroying a trolley headed
Narcissism
towards them with an explosion that you know will envelop a
bystander.6
Moreover, I do not believe that we should in any event treat
our intuitions about what it is wrong or permissible to do in
particular cases as a kind of data that our moral theories must
fit. Our moral judgments are subject to a host of distortionary
factors, such as indoctrination, the asymmetric salience of
different considerations, and confusions in understanding and
reasoning. The only way in practice to determine whether our
convictions reflect these biases is to determine whether they
can be supported by general ideas and principles that are
directly plausible, or seem true independent of inference.7 Our
reasons to accept general principles have more to do with
whether their plausibility can survive critical clarification and
integration with other plausible ideas than whether they
match our pre-theoretical intuitions about cases. (p.263)
What is most important about the DDE is, I believe, that it is
essential to a defensible theory of deontological constraints on
harming.8 If there are any deontological constraints on
harming, I take it that they must explain why it is permissible
to do things such as saving five drowning swimmers rather
than one, but wrong to push a fat man in front of a trolley to
save five. Perhaps the most intuitively obvious account of this
is the Doctrine of Doing and Allowing [DDA], according to
which there are stronger moral reasons against inflicting harm
than there are against failing to prevent harm.9 To many of us,
this seems directly plausible.
But there is a major threat to the plausibility of the DDA. As
Kai Nielsen (1972, 330) suggested, it can seem to be telling us
simply to retain our own “moral purity” by avoiding “dirty
hands.” Consider:
Alastair and the Fat Man. A trolley is headed toward five
people. You see a utilitarian named Alastair sneaking up on an
oblivious fat man, ready to push him onto the tracks in order
to stop the trolley. You can keep quiet while Alastair pushes
the fat man, or call out to warn him of Alastair’s approach.
By itself, the DDA seems to entail that you are forbidden to
push the fat man yourself, but allowed, out of concern for the
five, to keep quiet and let Alastair do the dirty work. It seems
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to permit you to benefit the five at the fat man’s expense by
Narcissism
staying out of Alastair’s way, just not by taking Alastair’s
place. As such, the DDA threatens to embody a narcissistic
obsession with your personal purity instead of an appropriate
concern with how you treat others. Call this the dirty hands
objection.
To avoid the dirty hands objection it seems that a theory of
deontological constraints on harming must explain why it is
wrong, not only to push the fat man, but to let Alastair do it.
You might think that this is because Alastair’s pushing would
be wrong, and you would be complicit in this wrong if you fail
to prevent it. But this seems incorrect. First, suppose that you
could save 1,000 people from being killed by a murderer or
1,001 from being killed by a natural disaster. If failing to
prevent wrong (p.264) was so much worse than simply failing
to prevent harm, you would be required to save the 1,000, but
surely you are permitted to save the 1,001.10 Second, it would
not make a moral difference if Alastair were replaced by a
humanoid robot, a giant Roomba, or even a moving steel rod.
The claim that it is permissible to let these things do the dirty
work of pushing the fat man onto the tracks but wrong to do it
yourself is equally vulnerable to the dirty hands objection.
It appears that a plausible account of the why it is wrong to let
something push the fat man must make reference to
something like the fact that you would be passively using his
death as a means of saving the five. It must, in other words,
invoke the basic idea of the DDE.11
There is, of course, a famous problem with the idea that in
saving the five by allowing the fat man to be pushed, you use
his death as a means of saving them. For what saves the five is
simply the collision of the trolley with his body; the fact that
this injures him, and certainly the fact that he suffers the harm
of death some moments later, plays no role in their salvation.
As several authors have pointed out, harm itself is almost
never a means in cases to which the DDE is applied; what is a
means is only something intuitively “close to” harm.12 The
problem of closeness for proponents of the DDE is to give a
plausible and principled clarification of the (p.265) Doctrine
according to which it is difficult to justify using as a means not
only harm but the relevant sort of thing “close to” harm.13
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There are several proposals about how to solve the problem of
Narcissism
closeness, a detailed discussion of which is beyond the scope
of this essay. For now I wish only to indicate that (1) anyone
who wishes to give a plausible response to the dirty hands
objection is in the business of solving the problem of
closeness, and (2) the problem is not utterly hopeless. To
answer the dirty hands objection we must explain why it is
wrong to allow something to push the fat man into the path of
the trolley to save five. But to explain why it is wrong to do
this it seems that we must appeal to the idea that this would
involve something like harmfully using the fat man as a means,
saving the five at the fat man’s expense, or sacrificing the fat
man to save the five.
The best solutions to the problem of closeness identify the
DDE’s root idea with the claim that it is particularly difficult to
justify treating individuals in one of the foregoing ways, and to
seek to make the idea precise. Warren Quinn’s (1989b)
“harmful involvement” solution is an excellent example. Quinn
argued that we should interpret the DDE as claiming that it is
particularly difficult to justify harmfully using someone as a
means. His precise suggestion was that we harmfully use
someone just in case we involve her in our plans—or use as a
means her instantiation of some property—which involvement
or instantiation in fact causes her to be harmed. Thus, when
you save five swimmers rather than one, the one’s
instantiation of properties that harm him (being in the water,
slipping beneath the waves) are completely immaterial to your
salvation of the five. But when you save five from the trolley by
allowing the fat man to be pushed in front of them, you use as
a means the trolley’s striking him, and this does in fact harm
him. (p.266)
An alternative solution can actually be derived from what
Quinn (1989a) misleadingly characterized as a version of the
DDA. On this view, it is particularly difficult to justify not only
actions that produce harm, but deliberate failures to prevent
“actions of objects or forces over which we have control” that
produce harm.14 Quinn’s idea seemed to be that it is difficult
to justify benefitting some by deliberately producing or
allowing events that produce harm to others.15 Thus, when
you save five swimmers rather than one, the events that
produce the one’s death (his remaining in the water, his
slipping beneath the waves) play no role in saving the five, so
you need not intend them. But saving the five on the track by
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allowing the fat man to be pushed requires events that
Narcissism
produce his death (his moving in front of the trolley, his being
struck by it), which you must intend as means. While Quinn
presents this as a version of the DDA, it does not seem that in
allowing the fat man to be pushed you inflict harm on him in
any familiar sense. Quinn (1989a, 300) notes that in
deliberately allowing an event that produces harm, your
agency seems implicated in the harm, but this seems more like
a Double Effect idea than a Doing/Allowing idea. Indeed, I
think it is plausible that our intuitive distinction between:
(i) benefitting some at the expense of (or by sacrificing)
others, and
(ii) simply benefitting some instead of others can be
made precise by something like Quinn’s distinction
between
(i') saving some in virtue of ensuring the existence of
events that produce harm to others, and
(ii') saving some simply in virtue of failing to prevent
events that produce harm to others.16
Since a plausible root idea of the DDE is that it is harder
to justify (i) than (ii), precisifying this as a moral distinction
between (i') and (ii') seems like a promising solution to the problem
of closeness.
(p.267)

While these Quinnian solutions to the problem of closeness are
certainly controversial, they are, I believe, promising enough
to provide hope that the problem is tractable.17

11.2 Against Subjective Readings
I have thus argued that, in order to avoid the dirty hands
objection, proponents of deontological constraints must
explain why it is wrong to save five by allowing something to
push a fat man in front of a trolley, that to explain this we must
appeal to something like the ideas of harmfully using or
sacrificing the fat man as a means, and that these are best
interpreted as “root ideas” of the DDE, precisifications of
which will constitute solutions to the DDE’s problem of
closeness. I believe, however, that there are at least two sound
arguments against the most common understandings of the
DDE, which read it subjectively as the claim that there are
stronger moral reasons against causing or allowing harmful
effects with the intention of doing so than there are against
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causing or allowing these effects with the foresight but
Narcissism
without the intention of doing so.
The first, which I will call the volitional argument, runs
roughly as follows:
(P1) What there is stronger or weaker moral reason to do
must be something we can voluntarily choose to do.
(P2) We cannot voluntarily choose to have certain
intentions. So we cannot voluntarily choose to perform acts
with certain intentions.
(C1) Therefore, acts performed with certain intentions
cannot be what there is stronger or weaker moral reason to
do. (p.268)
(C2) Therefore, it cannot be the case that there are
stronger moral reasons against causing or allowing harmful
effects with the intention of doing so than there are against
causing or allowing these effects without this intention
(subjective readings of the DDE are false).18
(P1) seems to follow simply from the practical nature of deontic19
assessment: what we are asking about in trying to determine what
there is moral reason to do is, well, what to do: the sort of thing we
can choose or will. (P2) also seems obvious, and is illustrated by
Kavka’s (1983) toxin puzzle, in which an eccentric billionaire will
pay you $1 million if at midnight tonight his completely reliable
brain-scanner detects that you have an intention to drink a toxin
tomorrow morning which will make you sick for a day. Try as you
might, you will not be able to form the intention simply in response
to the consideration that having it will get you $1 million. But if
intentions were, like movements of our limbs, under our voluntary
control, we could form them simply in response to the fact that they
will make us rich in the same way that we can extend our arms (to
catch $1 million) in response to the fact that it will make us rich.20

While it is important, I think the volitional argument fails to
get to the heart of what is wrong with subjective readings of
the DDE. First, the fact that we cannot choose our intentions
is probably a contingent fact. We can choose to move our limbs
because the neurons responsible for moving them are wired in
the right way to the neural correlates of (p.269) voluntary
choice. It seems that we can conceive of the neural correlates
of voluntary choice being wired to the neural correlates of
intention in such a way that we could, on the basis of the good
consequences of forming an intention (that it will make us rich
in Kavka’s puzzle) form it in the same way we can move our
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arms on the basis of such considerations. But it does not seem
Narcissism
that this change in our neural wiring would alter whether a
subjective reading of the DDE were true.
Second, the volitional argument leaves open the possibility
that something very much like a subjective reading of the DDE
is true, namely, a
Modified Subjective Reading of the DDE: There are
stronger intrinsic moral reasons against letting yourself
cause or allow harmful effects with the intention of doing
so than there are against letting yourself cause or allow
harmful effects that you merely foresee.21
Even if we cannot make moral decisions about what to intend, if we
foresee that we will do something with certain intentions, we can
decide to take action to alter those intentions, or decide not to
perform the act at all if that is the only way to avoid performing it
with problematic intentions. Suppose you are about to save five
swimmers rather than your rival, and you suspect that you will do
so not only out of concern for the five but in part out of a desire
that your rival die. Suppose you then learn that you are being
monitored by the Purity Police—a group of demented mind-readers
who you know will kill six others if you let your rival die with any
intention of his dying. Clearly you have very strong reasons in this
case to make sure that you do not let your rival die with any
intention of his dying; before saving the five you should try to talk
yourself into thinking that your rival does not deserve death, or
take any mind-altering substances that might remove the intention
that he die. If none of this will work, there is a strong case to be
made that you should save your rival to minimize the number of
deaths.

Modified subjective readings claim that there are powerful
intrinsic reasons against acting with the intention of harm
coming to someone, so we do not need the Purity Police to
provide instrumental reasons. On these views it is wrong not
to save the fat man because saving him is the only way to
avoid allowing him to be pushed with the intention (p.270) of
his being harmfully impacted.22 While this is a coherent
position, it seems obviously false. It is plausible that not acting
with the intention of someone dying is more important than
saving five if it is the only way to save six. But how could it be
so intrinsically important to avoid letting someone die with the
intention of her dying that avoiding it per se is more important
than saving five lives? Suppose you faced the prospect of
saving five swimmers or your rival, without any method of
purging your propensity to act with some intention of your
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rival dying if you do not save him, but also without any Purity
Narcissism
Police to kill six if you do this. Far from being morally
required, saving your rival instead of the five on the grounds
that you would otherwise be intending his death looks morally
dubious. Even if Taurek is right that you are permitted to save
one rather than five, doing so because you would otherwise be
intending his death looks like morally bad decision-making.
You would be settling a life-or-death question on the basis of a
narcissistic obsession with your personal purity rather than an
appropriate concern for the welfare of others.
But upon reflection, unmodified subjective readings of the
DDE seem to face an identical problem. Unmodified readings
differ only in that, instead of telling us not to let ourselves
cause or allow harmful effects with the intention of doing so,
they tell us simply not to cause or allow harmful effects with
this intention.23 Assuming for a minute that we can voluntarily
control our intentions, why should it be so morally important
that, in doing something that results in harm, we choose to do
it without rather than with the intention of a harmful effect
occurring? Suppose, for example, that in the foregoing case I
saved the five rather than my rival, but I forgot to choose to do
it solely out of an intention to save them and ended up
choosing to do it in part with the intention of my rival dying. Is
this really such a big deal? Is it really wrong in anything like
the way failing to prevent something from pushing a fat man
into the path of a trolley is wrong? (p.271)
If it is wrong to allow the fat man to be pushed into the path of
the trolley to save five (four more than your alternative), it
must be wrong to allow him to be pushed in front of it to save
two (one more than your alternative). So if what is wrong with
allowing him to be pushed is your acting with the intention of
a lethal effect on him, it cannot be permissible to choose to act
with the intention of a lethal effect on someone to save an
additional individual. But consider:
The Impurity Police. You are about to face the situation of
saving the five swimmers or saving your rival, and this time
you know that your mental states are being monitored, not by
the Purity Police, but by the Impurity Police. The Impurity
Police credibly promise that they will recue an additional child
from being killed by the Purity Police if and only if you choose
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to save the five rather than your rival in part with the intention
Narcissism
of your rival dying.
If it is wrong to choose to act with the intention of a lethal
effect on someone in order to save an additional individual,
then it must be wrong to choose the option of saving the five
with the intention of your rival dying over the option of saving
the five without this intention. But surely it is not wrong to
choose to act with the intention that your rival die in order to
save the child. Who cares if you have this intention? Surely not
your rival, who is going to be allowed to drown either way.
Assuming as we have been that you can choose your
intentions, how could you refuse to choose to save the five with
the intention of your rival dying? How could you explain this to
the child’s parents? You would have to say: “I’m sorry, but the
only way for me to save your child would have been for me to
allow someone to die with the intention of his dying. It is true
that I allowed him to die anyway. But you see this way I was
able to choose to allow him to die without intending it.” That
would be absolutely monstrous. You would betray the fact that
you cared more about the purity of your own intentions than
you did about their child’s very life.
Of course, you might try saying: “It is not that I care about my
intentions considered in isolation, but you see if I chose to
allow my rival to die with the intention of doing so I would
have disrespected him, and that is, you know, even worse than
just allowing him to come to harm.” While this might not be
selfish, it is, I think, no less monstrously narcissistic to think
that your intentions per se have this kind of importance. At
this point we should bring in your rival’s parents, who should
tell (p.272) you: “Rubbish. Our son is dead, and you were
going to let him die anyway. He never even knew what was in
your heart and would hardly have cared if he did know. It had
no tangible effect on him whatsoever. Considered in
themselves, insults and disrespect are nothing compared to
someone’s life. If you could have saved this other child by
screaming racial slurs at our son or mocking him as you saved
the five it would have been wrong not to do so. Instead, you
refused to save this child on the grounds that you would have
had this inner state, which our son never even knew about,
that was so disrespectful to him that it was more important not
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to have it than to save this other child? You are seriously sick
Narcissism
in the head!”
It seems, then, that both modified and unmodified subjective
readings of the DDE are subject to the same central objection:
by understanding deontological constraints as moral reasons
to be concerned about the intentions with which we act
(whether by allowing or simply choosing these intentions),
they embody narcissistic obsessions with our personal purity
of heart rather than an appropriate concern about what we do
to others. I shall call this the dirty heart objection. I think the
dirty heart objection is particularly damning because, as its
name recalls, one of the main attractions of the DDE is its
promise to save a theory of deontological constraints from the
dirty hands objection that, in forbidding us to push a fat man
but allowing us to let other things push him, it embodies a
similarly narcissistic obsession with our personal purity.24

11.3 Resistance to Objective Readings
I have thus argued that a theory of deontological constraints
on harming is implausibly narcissistic without the DDE, but
that it is also implausibly narcissistic with the DDE given its
most common (subjective) reading. One reasonable conclusion
would be that there are no deontological constraints on
harming. But I do not believe that the DDE’s bid to save
deontology from narcissism has yet been given a fair trial. For
I believe that there is a better way to understand the Doctrine.
(p.273)

Return to the “root idea” behind the DDE that it is particularly
difficult to justify benefitting some at the expense of others.
Whether the benefits that some individuals derive from your
conduct come at the expense of others is actually an objective,
intention-independent matter, about which you could be
misled. Suppose you thought that by purchasing Soylent Green
rather than cheaper food, you were simply benefitting yourself
instead of the children you could have saved by donating the
price difference to Oxfam. Conveying such trivial benefits on
yourself instead of vitally needed benefits on others is opposed
by weighty moral reasons, and I believe that there are
conclusive arguments to the effect that it is wrong.25 But
suppose you were to learn that (1) Oxfam has been destroyed,
and (2) Soylent Green is manufactured by killing children and
processing their bodies into the stuff.26 Somehow this seems
Page 12 of 33

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2017. All
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber:
University of Alberta; date: 15 June 2017

Objective Double Effect and the Avoidance of
to constitute a discovery of an even weightier moral case
Narcissism
against purchasing it. That such consumption benefits you, not
just instead of, but at the expense of children would seem to
make your past consumption even more unjustifiable and
ceasing consumption even more urgent than you had thought.
If Soylent Green were the only food available, it would seem
permissible to purchase it if it were not manufactured at the
expense of the children. But given that it is so manufactured,
there is a strong case to be made that you may not purchase it
even if you will thereby starve.
In such a case it would seem crazy to think, as subjective
readings of the DDE suggest, that it is unfortunate that you
have obtained your new evidence, in the absence of which you
could have consumed Soylent Green in peace without
intending a harmful effect on the children. If there is
something distinctively problematic that you are doing to the
children given your evidence, it seems that you were doing it
to (p.274) them even in your ignorance. Given the
unjustifiability of what you were doing, you should be glad to
have obtained your evidence, so you can prioritize stopping it
at once.
These considerations support an understanding of the DDE
according to which it is harder to justify acts which, as a
matter of objective fact, benefit some at the expense of others
than it is to justify acts that simply benefit some rather than
others. Some authors have considered such objective readings
of the DDE, but have tended to dismiss them as absurd. There
are at least three reasons for this—two of which are not
compelling, but one of which is very important.
The first reason some authors dismiss objective readings is
that they simply conflate the criteria of objective wrongness
and reasons in which these readings are framed with aretaic
criteria and criteria of subjective wrongness. Alastair Norcross
(1999, 116–17) considers a case such as:
Misleading Evidence. On Friday you have excellent evidence
that to your right is one drowning swimmer and to your left
are five. So you omit to save the one swimmer and instead pull
from the water what you take to be five drowning swimmers.
On Saturday there is a party for you at which the Pope gives
you a Seal of Approval for gallant action permitted by the
DDE. But, just after the Pope awards you the Seal, a hospital
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official informs you: “You know, it was funny. Those five things
Narcissism
you pulled from the water turned out to be convincing
inanimate robots. But all was not lost: the organs of the
swimmer who drowned turned out to be a unique match for
five patients who were dying from organ failure, so we used
them to save the five.” Hearing this, the Pope angrily snatches
the Seal from you and remarks: “Ah ha! So the benefits your
act generated actually depended on the harm it allowed to the
one! You should have saved the one instead! I denounce you,
and will have no further part in this celebration!”
Norcross’s suggestion is that objective readings of the DDE
would entail that the Pope’s obviously inappropriate reaction
would be appropriate. But this is false. By way of comparison,
consider a case in which you have excellent evidence that you
are helping many when you are in fact harming many. Bad
criticisms of actual-consequence formulations of
consequentialism similarly charge that the theory must be
wrong because it entails that in such a case you should have
practically reasoned (p.275) your way to doing otherwise and
that others are justified in blaming you. But as has been
pointed out repeatedly, these falsehoods are in no way entailed
by consequentialism so understood. Such versions of
consequentialism give us a criterion of objective rightness,
which we are to try to approximate by using our evidence to
determine the likelihood that our acts will be supported by the
considerations that the theory identifies as reasons.
As we lack omniscience, these subjective assessments of
wrongness and reasons in light of our evidence are all we can
use in practical reasoning. Whether an agent behaved rightly
in the objective but not the subjective sense is completely
irrelevant to the quality of her reasoning and aretaic
assessments of her blameworthiness or estimability, which are
tied to rewards and punishments like denunciations and
snatchings of Seals. Objective readings of the DDE, like actualconsequence formulations of consequentialism, are theories of
objective moral reasons. It is understood that they will of
course be implemented as theories of subjective reasons
through reasonable expectations of which courses of action
will benefit some at the expense of others. Since in Misleading
Evidence you did what your evidence told you the objective
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DDE permitted, it will entail that you blamelessly did right in
Narcissism
the subjective sense.
A second reason some authors dismiss objective readings is
that they consider versions of the Doctrine that are dubious in
ways that are independent of its being read objectively. Frey’s
(1975, 279–83) early criticism of an objective reading focused
on all the implausible features associated with the Catholic
tradition: that the DDE prohibits using harmful effects on
ourselves as well as others, that its force cannot be attenuated
by the wrongdoing or culpability of those who are harmed, and
that masturbation is intrinsically immoral. More importantly, I
think there can be interactions between the plausibility of
objective readings and the ways we assume the problem of
closeness should be solved.
It is, I believe, distinctly plausible to say of my Misleading
Evidence case that because the benefits of not saving the one
swimmer came at her expense, the facts of your case did not
justify your failure to save her, although you reasonably
thought they did. But suppose your evidence told you that the
only way to save five innocents was to throw a grenade into a
room containing both a sixth innocent and a weapon that
(p.276) would otherwise be used to kill the five. In fact, the
weapon is not in the room and the grenade saves the five by
killing the one and consequently demoralizing those who
would otherwise have killed them. Here it does not seem to me
plausible to say that because the benefit to the five came at
the one’s expense, the facts of your case did not justify
chucking the grenade, though you reasonably thought they
did. This, however, is because it seems to me that in saving the
five by chucking the grenade, you would have saved the five at
the one’s expense even if your evidence had been accurate.27
A third reason why authors have dismissed objective readings
of the DDE is, however, that they have accurately perceived
the absurdity of the most simple-minded understanding of
what these readings are saying. On this understanding,
objective readings are telling us to make sure that our acts do
not have beneficial effects that depend upon their harmful
effects. That is, they are saying that it is particularly difficult
to justify acts that benefit some at the expense of others
because the fact that an act benefits some in virtue of causing
or allowing harmful effects on others is itself a weighty reason
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not to perform the act. But as Bennett (1995, 199) points out,
Narcissism
“There is no evident reason why morality should forbid the
[benefit-on-harm dependence] structure” itself.
That is actually an understatement: as Norcross (2008, 76)
observes, the view really amounts to the ridiculous claim that
it is worse to cause or allow a harmful effect if it does any
good. Consider:
The Other Three. You can save two drowning swimmers to
your left or one drowning swimmer to your right. You also
know that there are three totally different people in hospital
dying from organ failure, for whom the organs of the one
swimmer are a unique match. So if (but only if) you save the
two rather than the one, the one will drown and his organs will
be used to save the other three as well. (p.277)
On the simple-minded understanding, objective readings of the
DDE hold that it is wrong to allow something to push a fat man
into the path of a trolley in order to save five because
(i) the fact that your act will save some in virtue of
allowing a lethal effect on others is a reason against
performing it, that
(ii) decisively outweighs the fact that your act will save
five.
But this means that although it is permissible to allow one swimmer
to drown rather than two where this is all that happens, it is wrong,
given the presence of the other three, to allow the one swimmer to
drown rather than the two because your act would (i) save some in
virtue of allowing a lethal effect on others, which (ii) counts
decisively against your act despite the fact that it would save five.
It would, in this context, be permissible to let the one drown so
long as it does not do any good. This, of course, is preposterous.

11.4 How “The Ends Do Not Justify the Means”
To avoid the dirty hands objection, a theory of deontological
constraints must, I have been saying, explain not only why it is
wrong to push a fat man in front of a trolley to save five but
wrong to let something push him as well. Subjective readings
of the DDE say it is wrong to let the fat man be pushed
because you would be letting him die with the intention of his
dying. But this faces the dirty heart objection that it amounts
to a narcissistic obsession with the purity of your intentions.
Simple-minded objective readings of the DDE say it is wrong
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to let the fat man be pushed because your conduct would
Narcissism
benefit some individuals in virtue of allowing harm to others.
But this seems to entail, preposterously, that it can be
permissible to allow harmful effects as long as they do no
good.
So why is it wrong to let the fat man be pushed into the path of
the trolley in order to save five, assuming that it is? It would
seem that the reason it is wrong, the feature that makes it
wrong, and your reason not to do it is actually the same reason
you should not let the fat man be pushed into the trolley’s path
when the five are not present: if you allow him to be pushed he
will die, and you can easily prevent this. That, I believe, is the
most natural and unforced explanation. It appeals to nothing
more than his welfare, and the fact that you could easily
promote it. (p.278)
But how could the fact that the fat man will die if you don’t
save him make it wrong to fail to save him, when the fact that
one swimmer will die if you don’t save him doesn’t make it
wrong to fail to save him? In both cases our reason to save the
one seems opposed by the same reason not to save him: that
by doing so we can save five others. So how can that reason be
a sufficient justification for failing to save the one swimmer
but not for failing to save the fat man? The assumption
common to both subjective and simple-minded objective
readings of the DDE is that this explanation must cite some
additional reason, beyond just the effect on the fat man’s
welfare, against pushing him into the trolley’s path. But this, I
fear, is exactly where theories of deontological constraints go
wrong.
It is often suggested that in addition to failing to save the fat
man, you disrespect him, or somehow offend against his
autonomy in a way you do not disrespect or impose upon the
swimmer.28 But because your effect on how things are for the
fat man is identical to your effect on how things are for the
swimmer, it is very difficult to believe that there is any such
difference in treatment that could be more important than
your reasons to save the five. As we saw with the Impurity
Police, it is preposterous that the fat man or his
representatives should care significantly about any secret
“disrespect” allegedly embodied in your intentions towards
him in acting. In the same way, it seems absurd to think that
you have offended against the autonomy of the fat man in any
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way in which you have not offended against the autonomy of
Narcissism
the swimmer. In both cases you allow effects that interfere in
identical ways with their ability to live their own lives as they
see fit.
Of course, if it is for independent reasons wrong to allow the
fat man to die but not wrong to allow the swimmer to die, then
the former or his representatives might justifiably complain of
the deprivation of a good where the latter might not, for you
owed the good in the one case but not the other. They might
even put their complaint in terms of your failing to “respect”
the fat man by giving him what you owed him. But, obviously,
it is then the antecedently greater difficulty of justifying the
failure to save the fat man that explains the disrespect, not the
disrespect that explains the greater difficulty of justifying your
failure to save him. (p.279)
How, then, could it be wrong to fail to save the fat man but not
the drowning swimmer if there are no moral reasons that
count against doing the former that do not equally count
against doing the latter? Consider the Machiavellian dictum
that ‘The ends justify the means.’ In context, the idea seems to
be that if the only way to promote a beneficial end is to use
harmful means, the benefit counts as a perfectly good reason
to use them. It is, however, plausible to understand
deontological constraints on harming as, fundamentally, a
rejection of this idea. It is not that we have some special kind
of reason against using harmful means. It is rather that when
an act will benefit some only by having harmful effects on
others, the benefits simply do not count in the same way as
reasons to perform it.
Jonathan Dancy has emphasized the distinction between
considerations that favour and oppose acts on the one hand
and considerations that strengthen or weaken the force of
other reasons on the other. For instance, while the fact that
you promised to go to the store is a reason to go to the store,
the fact that the promise was given under duress weakens this
reason without itself counting against going. If you had no
other reasons for or against going to the store, the fact that
the promise to go was given under duress would move your
situation in the direction of both options being permissible; it
would not by itself tend to make going to the store something
you positively should not do.29
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This is, I believe, exactly how we implicitly think about the fact
Narcissism
that our conduct will have beneficial effects on some in virtue
of its harmful effects on others: it weakens the status of the
benefits as reasons to engage in the conduct without counting
positively against the conduct. Consider the following pair of
cases suggested by McMahan (1994):
Accident Victim 1. An accident victim will die if you do
not help him, but your risk of contracting a fatal disease
is so great that it is supererogatory to help.
Accident Victim 2. The same as before, except you know
that if you fail to help and the victim dies, his organs will
be used to save five people in hospital.
The fact that in the second case the five will benefit at the
expense of the accident victim is not a new reason to help him. The
presence of the five in the second case cannot make it obligatory to
help the accident victim where it was supererogatory to do so
before. But neither, deontologists should say, does the presence of
five in the second case (do much to) add to the case against saving
the accident victim. What justifies (that is, permits) your not saving
the accident victim in the second case is, as in the first, simply the
risk to yourself, not the benefit to the five in the hospital. The fact
that not saving the accident victim will benefit the five simply does
not count (very strongly) in favour of not saving him, because these
benefits would come at the expense of the victim.
(p.280)

Along these lines, I suggest that we read the DDE objectively,
but as a claim about the weakening or undermining of reasons
to cause or allow harm rather than some new set of reasons
against doing so.
The Preferred Objective Reading of the DDE: All else
held equal,30 the fact that an act or omission will result
in benefits for some individuals at the expense of other
individuals weakens the extent to which those benefits
count in favour of the act or omission.31
The preferred objective reading is not saying that there is anything
particularly objectionable about the fact that an act has benefits in
virtue of having harmful effects; it is not saying we should try to
make sure that our acts do not have this property. According to this
reading, there is absolutely nothing wrong with saving two
swimmers rather than one (p.281) when three others will benefit
from the one’s death by receiving his organs. Here the omission to
save the one is fully justified by the fact that it is the only way to
save the two. As in a case when the other three are not present,
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your act simply benefits the two swimmers rather than the one; it
Narcissism
does not benefit the two at the one’s expense. All the preferred
objective reading insists is that because they come at the one
swimmer’s expense, the benefits to the five in hospital do not count
very strongly in favour of allowing the swimmer to drown.

According to the preferred objective reading, allowing the fat
man to be pushed in front of the trolley to save the five is
wrong, not because its beneficial effects depend upon its
harmful effects, but—just like allowing him to be pushed when
it does no one any good—because it allows him to die when
you could easily prevent it. This is the reason not to do it and
the fact that makes it wrong. The fact that the five would
benefit at the fat man’s expense merely explains why the
benefits to them do not count very strongly in favour of
allowing his pushing and why they fail to make this omission
permissible. This is why allowing the fat man to be pushed
differs from saving five swimmers rather than one. Since
saving the five swimmers simply benefits them instead of the
one and does not benefit them at the one’s expense, there is
nothing to prevent the benefits to the five from counting fully
in favour of not saving the one and rendering that option
permissible.
The assumption that relationships of dependence between
beneficial and harmful effects would have to be reasons
against acting or wrong-makers is, I believe, the primary
reason why people have thought it absurd that they could
matter morally. By way of analogy, suppose you made a
promise to go to the store that would, under ordinary
circumstances, oblige you to go there rather than stay where
you are and provide costless help to someone who needs it.
But suppose that the promise was made under duress, and
that absent these reasons to go it is wrong not to stay and
provide help. It is, in particular, wrong to go to the store
rather than stay. If someone asked you why it was wrong to go
to the store rather than stay, you would not say, “In going to
the store, I would be doing what I promised to do under
duress.” That would be crazy! How could there be anything
morally objectionable about doing what you promised under
duress to do? Surely the view is absurd on its face! This is not,
however, because the fact that a promise was given under
duress is morally irrelevant. It is simply because, in answer to
the (p.282) question of why an act is objectionable, you have
cited a consideration that explains why something that could
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have made it unobjectionable did not, rather than what made
Narcissism
it objectionable in the first place.32
I believe that the preferred objective reading of the DDE gives
us a plausible way to rescue a theory of deontological
constraints from the charge of narcissistic obsession with the
cleanliness of our hands, without running into the charge of
narcissistic obsession with the purity of our hearts. Whether
you push the fat man yourself or allow him to be pushed, the
benefits to the five come at his expense, so according to the
preferred objective reading, they fail to count very strongly as
reasons to do or allow the pushing. Consequently, pushing the
fat man yourself or letting something else do the dirty work
are wrong for the same reason: they result in harm to the fat
man (which you could avoid at trivial cost to yourself). This is
a powerfully important fact about the effect of your conduct on
the welfare of another individual rather than a dubiously
relevant fact about the beauty or ugliness of your internal
states.
The preferred objective reading’s explanation of why this
consideration makes it wrong to let the fat man be pushed,
and how this case differs from that of the six swimmers, also
looks appropriately focused on how your conduct affects
others. On this view, the benefits your conduct would generate
for some lose their force as reasons to engage in that conduct,
not because of anything about your internal states, but
because these benefits would be generated at the expense of
others. (p.283)
It is important to be clear about how the preferred objective
reading makes the reason-giving force of benefits to some
dependent upon facts about others. For each individual, we
seem to have standing reasons to treat her in general kinds of
ways, the strength of which are affected only by facts about
her (such as the extent to which the treatment will benefit her)
and facts about us (such as whether we are specially related to
her as a family member or friend). The preferred objective
reading does not maintain that the strength of these general
reasons to benefit someone depends on facts about others;
what it does is place constraints on the extent to which these
general reasons to benefit her can support specific courses of
beneficial action or omission. The fact that an act or omission
will benefit an individual at the expense of others does not
affect the strength of our reasons to pursue the general end of
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helping her; it merely makes it difficult for this end to justify
Narcissism
its pursuit by means of that act or omission. This, I believe, is
a directly plausible constraint on our reasons to pursue
morally important goals in particular ways, which does not
make the moral importance of the general goal of helping an
individual implausibly dependent upon facts about others.33
Because of its appropriate focus on how our conduct affects
others, the preferred objective reading enables proponents of
agent-centered deontological constraints to give an adequately
non-narcissistic justification of their refusal in certain
situations to bring about the most good. Suppose a
deontologist saves the fat man from falling onto the track, and
the parents of the five object: “How could you do this to our
children, who otherwise would have been fine? Were their five
lives less valuable than the fat man’s one?” “Certainly not,”
the deontologist should reply, “it is just that, under the
circumstances, my reasons against allowing the fat man to be
pushed outweighed my reasons to bring about the most
valuable outcome by means of allowing him to be pushed.” The
parents inquire: “And what reasons were those?”
At this point, most subjective readings of the DDE would tell
our deontologist to make the unacceptably narcissistic reply:
“My reasons not to allow the fat man to die with the intention
of doing so.” But the preferred objective reading allows her to
say simply: “My reasons to save the fat man, at trivial cost to
myself.” “But how,” the parents ask, “could those outweigh
your reasons to save our five children, simply by minding
(p.284) your own business?” “Because,” our deontologist can
explain, “under the circumstances the benefits to your
children were not very good reasons against intervening.” The
parents demand to know “WHY NOT?!?” Our deontologist
could not look them in the eye and say: “Because to save your
children I would have had to allow harm with the intention of
doing so.” But she need feel no embarrassment in saying what
the preferred objective reading entails: “Because the benefits
to your children would have come at the fat man’s expense;
the only reason non-intervention would have saved your
children is that it would have ensured the fat man’s
smashing.”
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11.5 Conclusion
Narcissism
It is quite plausible in the abstract that it is harder to justify
benefitting some individuals at the expense of others than it is
to justify simply benefitting some individuals instead of others.
According to the preferred objective reading of the DDE, this
is true because, if doing or allowing something will generate a
benefit for some individuals at the expense of others, the
benefit loses (much of) its status as a good reason to do or
allow that thing. On reflection, I think that there is a great
deal of direct plausibility to this idea. In fact, it seems to me no
less clearly true or self-evident than the Principle of
Beneficence that underlies impartial consequentialism,
according to which there is intrinsic moral reason to promote
the welfare of others. Unless said of situations in which harm
to some is the only means of preventing radically greater
harms to others, the Machiavellian dictum that beneficial ends
are perfectly good reasons to use harmful means looks
implausible on its face.
While the apparent plausibility of a general ethical principle
does not guarantee its truth, we should accept the principle if
its plausibility survives critical scrutiny and harmonious
integration with other plausible ideas. The best arguments
against deontological constraints acknowledge the initial
plausibility of something like the DDA or DDE, and attempt to
show that critical scrutiny undermines this plausibility. In this
essay I have considered what I take to be one of the most
powerful such arguments—that, on reflection, deontological
constraints seem to embody an implausibly narcissistic
obsession with the purity of our hands and hearts. I have
argued that this argument fails to undermine an objective
reading of the DDE according to which the benefits of our
(p.285) conduct do not count as strongly in its favour when
they come at someone’s expense. If I am right about this, and
the plausibility of this view survives other forms of scrutiny,34 I
believe we should accept it.
Ethical justifications must give out somewhere, and ethical
theories need to take certain principles as fundamentally
axiomatic or constitutive of the deepest theoretical
justifications there are. Like most impartial consequentialists,
I think that the Principle of Beneficence is an axiom of this
kind. Scrutiny will reveal, I believe, that nothing could be
more clearly or basically true than the idea that there are
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moral reasons to promote the welfare of others. But the idea
Narcissism
that the benefits of our conduct for some do not count as
strongly in its favour when they come at the expense of others
looks to me to be equally axiomatic. Like Beneficence, it does
not seem to need any further justification. I think that
deontological theories will be on far firmer ground if they
acknowledge this idea, rather than anything about respect,
rights, or autonomy, as the fundamental axiom underlying
constraints on harming.35
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(1) See especially Thomson (1991, 292–6) and Scanlon (2008).
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(4) Or at least to flip a coin to decide what to do (Taurek
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1977). In what follows, Taurekians can replace my talk of the
permissibility of benefiting a greater number with talk of the
permissibility of flipping a coin.
(5) See Foot (1967, 24–5) and Quinn (1989b, 336).
(6) See Foot (1984, 179, and 1967, 29). Principles have been
suggested that would permit “diverting threats” without
permitting these acts (see Thomson 1976, 216–7—who has
(2008) renounced her proposal—and Kamm (2007, 147). But
these principles attribute intrinsic moral relevance to such
factors as the identity of the material with which you harm
someone (was it the same as that which would have harmed
the five?), how close it was to her (was it “in her context?”),
and how “directly” it harmed her, which—like your victim’s
skin color—seem obviously devoid of intrinsic moral relevance.
It thus seems to me highly unlikely that our intuitions about
permissible collateral damage reflect defensible moral ideas. I
suspect that they reflect instead the greater salience of the
good we are doing in relation to the harm we are inflicting,
and the fact that in real life acts that risk harming as a sideeffect are more likely to secure goods and less likely to inflict
harms than acts of inflicting harm as a means.
(7) See Singer (1974, 515–17).
(8) That is, a theory according to which certain ways of
causing or allowing harm are in themselves or intrinsically
harder to justify than others, in a way that does not simply
reflect which acts or policies would bring about the best states
of affairs.
(9) Where the reasons against inflicting harm are sufficiently
stronger that they decisively outweigh the reasons to save five.
When I speak of ‘the DDA’ and ‘the DDE’ I have in mind
versions of this kind.
(10) See Quinn (1989b, 347) and McMahan (2009, 358). To
explain why it is wrong to let Alastair push the fat man,
reasons against allowing wrongful death would have to be so
important as to make it wrong to prevent four more nonwrongful deaths instead (and thus certainly wrong to prevent
only one more non-wrongful death instead).
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(11) In his attempt to justify intuitions about wrongful
Narcissism
omission without the DDE, Scanlon (2008) considers exactly
one very special kind of case, where to save five you must
allow a victim to die, after which others will harvest his
organs. Scanlon simply assumes we have an obligation not to
take (or, evidently, allow the taking of) a living person’s organs
to save five, and notes that it would be crazy to think “the
advantages of our being relieved of this obligation by his
dying...justify an exception to the principle requiring us not to
kill that person, or to save [his] life when we can easily do
so” (33–5). But the question is why, if we could save five others
by not saving the single person, there is any principle
“requiring us...to save [his] life when we can easily do so.”
There is no principle that requires this in the case of saving
five drowning swimmers rather than one, so why would there
be such a principle in the case of saving five by not saving the
one whose organs will be used to save them? The DDE (unlike
Scanlon) offers a principled answer to this question, which
applies to other cases of wrongful omission, like allowing
someone’s disease to progress or allowing her to be pushed in
front of a trolley, where Scanlon’s remarks about “allowing
someone to die to relieve ourselves of an obligation we have
while she is alive” are obviously inapplicable.
(12) See Foot (1967, 21–22), Bennett (1981, 98–116; 1995,
201–13), and Quinn (1989b, 336–44).
(13) Some authors (Fitzpatrick 2006, Shaw 2006) seek to solve
the problem of closeness by maintaining that in the relevant
cases events that constitute harm would be means, so harm
itself is a means. It is, however, preposterous to maintain that
the event of the fat man’s dying is identical to or constituted
by the event of his being impacted with the trolley. The former
could take place several minutes or hours after the latter and
at a completely different location (if he were rushed to
hospital). And it is preposterous to claim that the moral
barriers to using as a means a “harm” like mere violent
impacting, quite independent of death, are anything like the
moral barriers to using death as a means. If you could quickly
anesthetize the fat man before pushing him and, after the
trolley had hit him, quickly reassemble his body so he awoke a
few minutes later without noticing a thing, I venture that
everyone should agree that you would be required to do so.

Page 28 of 33

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2017. All
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber:
University of Alberta; date: 15 June 2017

Objective Double Effect and the Avoidance of
(14) Ned Hall (2004) suggests that there are at least two
Narcissism
concepts of causation: counterfactual dependence and
“production.” He characterizes “production,” in the actual
world, as obeying transitivity, locality, and intrinsicness;
perhaps it is something like conserved-quantity transfer (Dowe
1995) or trope-persistence (Ehring 1997). I use “production”
to refer to what Hall would call “production and dependence.”
(15) More precisely, it is difficult to justify “most proximate
contributions” or effects of one’s conduct on the whole that
have these effects (Quinn 1989a, 301–2).
(16) There are, however, reasons to broaden (i') to include
saving some in virtue of ensuring certain events that result in
harm through what Hall (2004) calls “double-prevention.”
Whether certain acts that double-prevent harm are morally
akin to inflicting harm is debated (see McMahan 1993 and
Hanser 1999). A satisfactory specification of (i') would require
a resolution of these difficult issues.
(17) For excellent criticism of Quinn’s (1989b) proposal, see
Bennett (1995, 218–21). Using Quinn’s (1989a) proposal for
the DDA as an understanding the DDE would violate the
assumption that there is an intrinsic moral difference between
terror raids and tactical raids that are known to have the same
consequences (as well as the assumption that it is permissible
to divert the trolley—though Quinn mistakenly thought
otherwise). But as I indicated in fn. 6, I suspect that no
credible principles can support these assumptions.
(18) See Ross (1930, pp. 4–6), Bennett (1981, pp. 96–8; 1995,
pp. 194–6), and Scanlon (2008, chapter 2).
(19) Deontic assessments of moral reasons for and against
doing things, and how they stack up to make acts wrong or
permissible, are forward-looking, action-guiding judgments
about what to do in a situation. They stand in contrast to
aretaic assessments that look back upon the quality of an
agent’s reasoning and motivation in acting, and assign esteem
and blame accordingly (see Frankena 1963).
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(20) I state the volitional argument in terms of the relative
Narcissism
strength of moral reasons because that is, I believe, what the
DDE is fundamentally a thesis about. But most responses to
the volitional argument (McMahan 2009, Wedgwood 2011)
have been to versions couched in terms of moral permissibility
and impermissibility. By ‘permissibility’ and ‘impermissibility’ I
mean assessments inextricably linked to moral reasons:(P3)
Something is morally permissible iff it is not decisively
opposed by moral reasons, and morally impermissible or
wrong iff it is so opposed. So something can be morally
permissible or impermissible only if it is something that there
can be stronger or weaker moral reason to do.(P1)–(P3) entail
the conclusion directly challenged by critics of the volitional
argument:(C3) Therefore, causing or allowing harmful effects
with or without the intention of causing or allowing them
cannot be what is itself permissible or impermissible.
(21) Bennett (1995, 195–6) makes exactly this point.
(22) You might also allow this pushing out of sheer
indifference, but presumably proponents of modified
subjective readings would hold that, so long as you can avoid
acting with the problematic intention of someone’s being
harmed, it is unacceptable not to save someone at trivial cost
to yourself.
(23) Wedgwood (2011, 468–9) makes essentially this point. I
believe Thomson and Scanlon put their “looking inward”
arguments in terms of modified versions because they also
accept the volitional argument.
(24) The dirty heart objection is, I believe, what gives force to
Thomson’s (1991, 291–2) observation that (modified)
subjective readings of the DDE implausibly tell us to “look
inward” and decide what to do on the basis of the intention
with which we would be acting. (Unmodified subjective
readings tell us to look inward only to make sure we act with
the right intention—but given the dirty heart objection this
does not seem much more plausible).
(25) While Singer’s (1972, 231) talk of “comparable moral
significance” and “moral insignificance” can sound
unpersuasive or obscure, I believe that his weakened principle
is best interpreted as saying something like: “All else held
equal, if you can prevent someone from suffering serious harm
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by incurring only costs that are absolutely trivial in
Narcissism
comparison to what she would suffer, it is morally wrong not to
do so.” This principle has an enormous amount of direct
plausibility, and as Unger (1996) has discussed at length, the
intuitions it contradicts are extremely dubious.
(26) Assume that these children were not going to die at the
same time without your help anyway. (Otherwise their being
killed might not harm them, or make them worse off than they
would have been. See Williams’ “Jim” who can prevent the
execution of twenty innocents by killing one of them himself—
but see also McMahan’s (2009, 249–52) “altruistic killer”).
(27) Importantly, Norcross (1999, 116–17) and McMahan
(2009, 368–9) consider cases that are more like this than
Misleading Evidence. Of course, counting both kinds of
grenade chucking as benefiting some at the expense of others
makes trouble for the distinction some try to draw between
tactical and terror bombing. But as I mentioned in fn. 6, I
think harmful tactical bombing is difficult to justify, and is
typically more easily justified by our evidence than terror
bombing only because it is much less likely to inflict harm and
much more likely to produce benefits.
(28) See Quinn (1989a, 1989b).
(29) Dancy (2004, especially 38–52). See also Kagan’s (1988)
distinction between features that “additively” make an
independent positive or negative contribution to an act’s
deontic status and features that “multiplicatively” affect the
contributions of other features.
(30) The all-else-held-equal clause is required because there
are plausible factors that attenuate or undermine the
applicability of the DDE (these will be weakeners of
weakeners). Such factors include consent to be harmed,
culpability, and a duty to bear the harm. Candidate attenuators
must not be ad hoc, but it is, I believe, directly plausible that
these considerations undermine the DDE’s applicability.
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(31) I speak of the weakening of the strength of the reasons
Narcissism
constituted by the benefits rather than the total disabling of
their status reasons in order to allow a non-absolutist
formulation of the DDE. Since the DDE is intended to apply to
sub-lethal upshots, an absolutist formulation would be
intolerable (it would entail that it is wrong to simply push
someone down to save someone else’s life). Of course, the
weakening must be substantial if it is to explain why it is
wrong to push or allow the pushing of the fat man, and nonabsolutists need a plausible, non-arbitrary account of its
degree. For serious harms, I think we should start with the
vague idea that the weakening is “massive” or, given the
weakening, only “an absolutely ridiculously crazily greater”
amount of good could justify the benefit.
(32) The fact that the relationship between our conduct’s
harmful and beneficial effects works as a weakener of the
status of its benefits as reasons rather than a reason not to act
should help clarify (if it really needs clarification) how this
relationship matters morally without a similar relationship
between natural events’ harmful and beneficial effects
mattering axiologically. Clearly, we should not care whether an
avalanche kills one rather than five because it simply lands on
the one rather than the five or because the one shields the
five. Neither outcome is better nor worse than the other
(Tadros 2011, 219–20). Of course, this kind of axiological
evaluation seems irrelevant to proposals about deontological
constraints (as opposed to strange consequentialist views
according to which we should save the fat man because it is
intrinsically bad for the world to contain instances of some
benefiting from the misfortunes of others). But the preferred
objective reading helps clarify why this is so: it is a basic,
agent-relative deontic fact that the beneficial effects of your
conduct do not count (as strongly) as reasons to engage in it if
they come at the expense of others. Apart from the harms to
those others, no reason against engaging in that conduct—like
the alleged intrinsic badness of some benefiting from the
misery of others—is needed to explain why it is wrong.
(33) I am grateful to a referee at Oxford University Press for
raising this issue.
(34) Such as whether it can be combined with a convincing
detailed solution to the problem of closeness.
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(35) This essay has benefited from conversations with and
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feedback from too many people to remember or name. I am
particularly indebted to John Ku for many valuable
discussions. Special thanks are also due to Tom Beauchamp,
Stephen Darwall, Allan Gibbard, Alastair Norcross, Drew
Schroeder, Steve Sverdlik, Ralph Wedgwood, and an
anonymous referee at Oxford University Press. I am also
grateful for helpful feedback from audiences at the Third
Annual Rocky Mountain Ethics Congress, the 2009 Eastern
Division Meeting of the American Philosophical Association,
and the Third Annual Arizona Workshop in Normative Ethics,
as well as the students in my fall 2011 seminar on
Deontological Ethics at the University of Alberta.
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