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Abstract
In the first two volumes of On What Matters, Derek Parfit argues that three major nor-
mative theories – Kantianism, Contractualism and Rule Consequentialism – are, in
their most defensible forms, compatible, and can be reconciled in what he calls ‘Triple
Theory’. This has led many to assume that Parfit does not believe that Act
Consequentialism is a defensible form of Consequentialism. We draw on correspondence
with Parfit to show that this assumption is incorrect. We then consider Parfit’s efforts, in
the third volume of On What Matters, to narrow the differences between Act
Consequentialism and the triple theory, in part by treating impartial rationality as an
external rival to morality, in much the same way that egoism is an external rival to mor-
ality. We argue that Parfit’s attempts to bridge the gap between Act Consequentialism and
Triple Theory meet with only limited success.

Introduction: how Parfit did not reject Act Consequentialism

In the Preface to the first volume of On What Matters, Derek Parfit states that his two
masters are Sidgwick and Kant, an act consequentialist and a deontologist. Though
Parfit is clearly influenced by Sidgwick, the most philosophically sophisticated of the clas-
sical utilitarians, and mentions him a few times in volume 1 (especially with reference to
the dualism of practical reason), Act Consequentialism plays little role in the discussion of
normative ethics in the first two volumes of On What Matters. The normative thread of
these volumes is Parfit’s argument for what he calls the Triple Theory. He examines three
major normative theories – Kantianism, Contractualism and Consequentialism – and
seeks, by examples and arguments, to show that in order to be defensible, Kantian and
Contractualist theories need to be revised. He then turns to Consequentialism, focusing
on the Rule Consequentialist principle: ‘Everyone ought to follow the principles whose
universal acceptance would make things go best’.

Parfit argues that Rule Consequentialism, properly understood, identifies as wrong
the same set of acts that are so identified by Kantianism and Contractualism. These
are acts that are disallowed by principles that (1) would make things go best, (2) are
uniquely universally willable, and (3) cannot reasonably be rejected. At the end of vol-
ume 1 of On What Matters, Parfit indicates that the fact that these three theories con-
verge is important, because it is widely believed that there are deep disagreements
between Kantians, Contractualists and Consequentialists. If there were such deep
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disagreements, adherents of each view would have grounds to doubt their own view, and
even to doubt whether ‘any of us could be right’ – that is, whether there are objective
truths in ethics. But, Parfit tells us, the disagreements are not deep: ‘These people are
climbing the same mountain on different sides’.1

It would be easy to conclude from all this that Parfit believes that the most defensible
form of consequentialism is Rule Consequentialism. That is in fact what we concluded
on first reading volumes 1 and 2 of On What Matters. The omission of any serious dis-
cussion of Act Consequentialism disappointed us. But when Peter Singer sent Parfit a
draft of his review of On What Matters for the Times Literary Supplement, we learned
that our belief that Parfit thought Rule Consequentialism to be the most defensible form
of consequentialism was in error. Commenting on a passage in the review, Parfit
replied: ‘I don’t in fact argue that the most defensible form of Consequentialism is
Rule Consequentialism’. Parfit pointed to a passage in On What Matters, volume 1,
in which he raised an objection to the Rule Consequentialist view that acts are wrong
when they violate the rules that, if universally accepted, would make things go best.
In that passage, Parfit had written:

Some Rule Consequentialists appeal to the claim that
(Q) all that ultimately matters is how well things go.

This claim is in itself very plausible, and is not challenged by any of the arguments
I have given . . . But if Rule Consequentialists appeal to (Q), their view faces a
strong objection . . . We can plausibly object that, if all that ultimately matters is
how well things go, it could not be wrong to do what we knew would make things
go best.2

In his response to Singer, Parfit also commented that ‘on page 418, I deliberately refrain
from saying that we ought to accept the Triple Theory. I write that we ought to accept
(S) and (T), but only that we have strong reasons to accept (R) and (U)’.3

The principles Parfit refers to are as follows:

[(S) Everyone ought to regard everyone with respect, and never merely as a means.
Even the morally worst people have as much dignity or worth as anyone else.
(T) If all of our decisions are merely events in time, we cannot be responsible for
our acts in any way that could make us deserve to suffer, or to be less happy.
(R) Everyone ought to treat everyone only in ways to which they could rationally
consent.

Finally, (U) is the important principle for the Triple Theory. It reads:

(U) Everyone ought to follow the principles, whose being universal laws would
make things go best, because these are the only principles whose being universal
laws everyone could rationally will.

1Derek Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 419.
2Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 1, p. 417.
3This and the following passages are quoted from an attachment to an email sent by Parfit to Singer on 9

May 2011. Note also that, as explained below, in On What Matters, vol. 3 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2017), Parfit returns to the passage just quoted, saying that in it he made ‘a bad mistake’ (Parfit, On What
Matters, vol. 3, p. 419).
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Summarizing what he was doing, Parfit wrote to Singer: ‘What I argue is that, if
Kantianism and Contractualism are revised in ways that are clearly needed, these the-
ories coincide with some forms of Consequentialism’.

Parfit made another comment on the draft review that is important for understand-
ing what he is doing when he discusses Act Consequentialism in the third volume of On
What Matters. Singer wrote that Parfit seemed to assume that the answer to the ques-
tion ‘What ought I to do?’ is to be found by asking what principles would, if universally
accepted, make things go best. Against this, Singer drew on work we had done earlier
defending Sidgwick’s idea of esoteric morality, pointing out that whether it would
sometimes be right to torture (for example when torturing a terrorist is the only way
to get him to reveal the location of a ticking nuclear time-bomb hidden in the midst
of a city), and whether it is desirable for everyone to believe that torture is sometimes
right, are two different questions. Singer then wrote:

We may suspect that Parfit runs these issues together because accepting a form of
consequentialism that requires us to consider the consequences of individual acts,
rather than of rules or universally accepted principles, would make it much more
difficult for him to achieve convergence between consequentialism and its rivals.

To this, Parfit commented:

That’s true. I might reply that this convergence can take a broader form. If Kantian
and Contractualist theories, in their best forms, imply some version of Rule
Consequentialism, we don’t have three kinds of conflicting systematic theory.
We have importantly different versions of the same kind of theory. If this
argument shows that Kantian and Contractualist theories imply Rule
Consequentialism, Act Consequentialists can then argue that we should make a
further move.

Parfit’s discussion of Act Consequentialism in the third volume of On What Matters
should be seen as developing the ‘broader form’ of convergence hinted at in this para-
graph – a form of convergence between Rule Consequentialism and Act
Consequentialism. We shall begin our account of it by discussing the distinction
Parfit makes between Impartial Rationality and Morality.

Impartial reason as morality’s rival

The conflict between egoism and morality is familiar to all of us. Sidgwick used the
term ‘ethics’ in a broad sense to refer to any rational method of deciding what we
have most reason to do. In this sense of ‘ethics’ egoism is a method of ethics, and
the conflict between egoism and universal benevolence is a conflict within ethics.
Parfit takes a narrower view of morality, and regards egoism as an external rival to mor-
ality. There is nothing new about that. But in the third volume of On What Matters,
Parfit suggests that it is not only personal reasons that may be in conflict with morality.
There can also be conflicts, he says, between moral and impartial reasons. ‘We should
ask’, he writes, ‘whether in such cases we might sometimes have sufficient reasons or
decisive impartial reasons to act wrongly’.4 He answers that this view is plausible, not

4Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 344.
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in its strong form, in which we always have decisive reasons to do whatever would make
things go best, but in the form of what he calls:

Weak High Stakes Rational Impartialism: When some wrong act would make
things go much better than all our other possible acts would do, we would some-
times have sufficient or even decisive impartial reasons to act wrongly in this way.

Before we go on to consider an example, we pause to ask why Parfit raises this possi-
bility of a conflict between moral and impartial reasons. The answer, we believe, is that
it serves his goal of reducing disagreements between different normative theories.
Sometimes we think we are disagreeing, but the disagreement is only in appearance,
because we are giving different answers to different questions. So the egoist who offers
an answer to ‘What is the rational thing for me to do?’ may not be disagreeing with the
moralist who is asking ‘What is the right thing for me to do?’ But the same thing may be
true of the impartial rationalist, who does not ask ‘What is the right thing for me to do?’
but rather ‘What do I have impartial reasons for doing?’ As Parfit writes, ‘Impartial
Rationalism may be an external rival to our moral view, since these Rationalists may
believe that, in some cases, we would have sufficient or decisive reasons to act wrongly’.

The advantage of this move, for Parfit, is that it reduces the scope of moral disagree-
ments. If we think of Act Consequentialism as a moral theory, then it is in disagreement
with any moral view that holds that it is sometimes wrong to do what makes things go
best. This disagreement is internal to morality. Parfit will subsequently provide some
considerations for modifying Act Consequentialism so as to reduce the extent of
this disagreement. We will examine these considerations shortly. But Parfit’s other strat-
egy for reducing moral disagreement is to distinguish Impartial Rationalism from mor-
ality, in the same way as we commonly distinguish egoism from morality. Impartial
Rationalists may, he says, ‘agree with [those who are not Act Consequentialists]
about which acts are right or wrong’. They are answering a different question, the ques-
tion of what we have impartial reasons to do. In the ticking bomb scenario, for example,
an Impartial Rationalist might agree that torture is always wrong, but believe that there
are sufficient, or perhaps even decisive, impartial reasons for torturing the terrorist.

If the separation of morality from impartial rationalism has this advantage for Parfit,
however, it has a corresponding serious disadvantage, of which he must have been well
aware. It risks reducing the significance of morality. Parfit distinguishes what he calls
‘The Moralist’s Question’ ‘What ought I morally to do?’ from ‘The Rationalist’s
Question’ ‘What do I have most reason to do?’ and then writes:

The Rationalist’s Question is, I claimed, more fundamental. That can be shown by
supposing that we have decisive reasons to act wrongly, or that we have no reason
to care whether our acts are wrong. Morality would then have a status that is like
that of etiquette, or some code of honour. If we had no reason to do what we ought
morally to do, that would undermine morality. There could be no such truth the
other way round. If it would be wrong for us to do what we have decisive reasons to
do, that would not undermine these decisive reasons.5

For morality to be ‘undermined’, we assume that Parfit means that its importance as a
guide to conduct would be diminished. In the case of personal or partial reasons, Parfit

5Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 177.
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seems to think that morality would not be seriously undermined if we always have suf-
ficient reason to do what morality requires, even if we did not always have decisive reason
to do it. We were critical of this in The Point of View of the Universe, arguing that morality
is still seriously undermined if I often have sufficient reasons to act morally and sufficient
reasons to act self-interestedly, for I may then often choose to act self-interestedly, and I
am not acting contrary to any decisive reasons.6 Now the move to separate impartial rea-
sons from morality undermines the position of morality even more seriously, for I may
reject morality on the basis of impartial reasons as well as on the basis of personal and
partial reasons, and in doing so, I am still not acting contrary to decisive reason.

In addition, we can doubt whether, if Parfit were to succeed in distinguishing a
sphere of impartial reasons, separate from morality, this would help his overall project
of reducing the scope of moral disagreement. Many moral theorists take the fact that
morality provides overriding reasons for action as an important or even essential elem-
ent of the concept of morality. Unless Parfit can convince these theorists that they are
wrong, his separation of morality from impartial reasons seems doomed to – at best –
close one area of disagreement while opening up another.7

Another troubling question can also be asked: when morality is opposed by impartial
reason, why do we even have sufficient reason to act morally? Parfit offers this example
of a conflict between morality and impartial reason:

The US President, we can suppose, can choose between two ways of ending the
Second World War. The President has true beliefs about what would be the
main effects of these two policies. In what we can call

the Nuclear Policy, an atomic bomb would be dropped on one city in Japan, where
it would kill about 100,000 civilians, most of them immediately or very soon.

This policy would swiftly end the war. The Japanese government would soon sur-
render, because the use of this vastly destructive new weapon would give the gen-
erals in the Japanese government what they would believe to be an honourable way
to admit defeat. In what we can call

the Conventional Policy, the US armed forces would instead invade Japan
and would win the war by fighting in conventional ways. These methods
would involve much bombing and fighting in highly populated areas, whose
unavoidable side-effects would be to kill at least 300,000 civilians before
Japan surrendered.8

The Nuclear Policy involves terror bombing, deliberately killing civilians. Their deaths
are aimed at, as a means of persuading the Japanese government to surrender. In the
Conventional Policy, the deaths of the civilians are foreseen but unintended side-effects.
The president therefore has a distinctive deontological reason to choose the Conventional
Policy, but he has an impartial reason to cause 200,000 fewer people to be killed. Parfit
acknowledges the difficulty of comparing such different reasons, but adds:

6Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek and Peter Singer, The Point of View of the Universe (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), pp. 162–63.

7We thank Ketan Ramakrishnan for this point.
8Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, pp. 346–47.
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This impartial reason, we may believe, would outweigh this deontological reason.
On this view, the President would have a decisive impartial reason to act in a way
that was very wrong. That conclusion would be disturbing.9

We agree that this conclusion should be disturbing. To acknowledge that, on an issue
as important as this, one can have a decisive impartial reason to act in a way that is very
wrong must diminish the importance of morality. We would argue that what this move
gains in making it easier to reconcile conflicting moral views is lost in making morality
less important as a guide to conduct.

In a section called ‘Wrongness and Reasons’, Parfit indicates how he would have
responded to this point. He repeats his earlier statement that the question about reasons
is more fundamental than the question about morality, but adds that we have good rea-
sons to go on asking the Moralist’s Question, saying:

We have distinctive beliefs about which acts are wrong, and about what makes
them wrong, and these aren’t beliefs about which facts give us decisive reasons.10

He goes on to say that we can ask, first, whether there are ‘morally decisive reasons
not to act in some way’. If there are, we can then ask the further question ‘whether these
morally decisive reasons are decisive all things considered, by outweighing any conflict-
ing non-moral reasons’.

That may be true, but it invites the question whether these distinctive beliefs about
which acts are wrong and what makes them wrong, and the morally decisive reasons to
which they give rise, are beliefs we ought to continue to hold, if they do not give us
decisive reasons to act.

Parfit concludes the section by writing:

It is better, I believe, to use the word ‘wrong’ . . . so that our beliefs about which
acts are wrong retain their independence from our beliefs about what we have
decisive or sufficient reasons to do. I shall therefore ask whether there are other
ways in which we could avoid or weaken the conclusion that we often have suffi-
cient or decisive reasons to act wrongly. We reach these disturbing conclusions
when it would be best if we or others act wrongly. I shall ask how often that is
true.11

This remark leads to our next section.

Deontic badness

We now turn to Parfit’s discussion of Act Consequentialism as a moral theory, that is,
as an internal rival to all moral views that hold that, in some cases, it would be wrong to
do what would make things go best. This discussion is in chapters 55–58 of On What
Matters, volume 3.

Parfit’s overarching aim is to show that we are able to ‘resolve at least some of the
disagreements between Act Consequentialism and the pluralist moral views that most

9Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 348.
10Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 367.
11Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 368.
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of us accept’.12 This would, of course, bring Act Consequentialism closer to our ordinary
conceptions of morality, and therefore, to the Triple Theory. One way in which Parfit seeks
to advance this aim is through the distinction between deontic and non-deontic badness:
‘Acts are deontically bad’, he suggests Act Consequentialists might say, ‘when and because
these acts are wrong’. All other kinds of badness are non-deontic.13

This view requires Act Consequentialists to hold that it is intrinsically – and non-
deontically – bad to treat people in certain ways, such as deceiving or coercing them,
and when these acts are wrong, because the intrinsic badness of the deceit or coercion
is not justified by other good effects of the act, ‘their wrongness makes them also deon-
tically bad’.14

We accept that this is a possible position for a pluralist consequentialist to hold. But
how plausible is it? Parfit offers two reasons for thinking it plausible. The first, which he
claims even a utilitarian could accept, involves denying that well-being needs to be lim-
ited to conscious states like happiness or pleasure, or to the satisfaction of desires. It can,
Parfit suggests, include our achievements, and also our moral goodness or lack thereof.
The second invites us to imagine two different worlds in which everyone has the same
overall level of well-being, but everyone in the first world is morally good, and everyone
in the second world is morally bad. If we accept that moral badness makes someone’s
life go worse, we can specify that, independently of that, the well-being of those in the
second world is sufficiently better in non-moral ways to compensate for this. Parfit, fol-
lowing Ross, suggests that we might believe that the existence of the morally bad people
would be less good than the existence of the good people. We might even think this to
be the case even if the morally bad people had a higher level of well-being.15

These reasons do not persuade us that consequentialists should include deontic bad-
ness or goodness as intrinsic values. We hold that well-being is limited to conscious
states like happiness or pleasure, or to the satisfaction of desires. In fact, we agree
with Sidgwick that it is ‘Desirable Consciousness which we must regard as ultimate
[or as we prefer to say, intrinsic] Good’.16 Deontic norms are instrumentally valuable
when they conduce to this intrinsic good, and otherwise not.

On Parfit’s second reason for holding that moral goodness and badness are intrinsic
values, we share the intuition on which his example relies. That is, if we are asked to say
whether we feel more positively about the world in which everyone is morally good than
we do about the world in which everyone is morally bad, we acknowledge that this is the
way we feel, even though the level of well-being is the same. But we regard this intuitive
response as a tenuous thread on which to hang a judgement about what is of intrinsic
value. Our moral intuitions are shaped by, among other things, the way in which we are
taught what is right and what is wrong. As we will see in the next section, consequen-
tialists have long acknowledged that the consequences of teaching people to follow sim-
ple moral rules may be better than the consequences of teaching them to calculate, with
each choice they face, which act will have the better consequences. One way to teach and
motivate people to follow moral rules is to inculcate in everyone, from an early age, the
belief that certain acts are right and people who do them deserve to be rewarded,
whereas other acts are wrong and people who do them deserve to be punished. That

12Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 366.
13Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, pp. 400–401.
14Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 401.
15Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 402.
16Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 7th edn (London: Macmillan, 1907), p. 397.
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teaching, we suggest, is why most of us have the intuition that a world with morally
good people is intrinsically better than a world with morally bad people in it, and
why raising the well-being of those who are morally bad beyond the level of those
who are morally good does nothing to assuage the feeling that the world with morally
good people is a better world. (At least, this is likely to be our intuition if we assume
that well-being in these worlds is positive.) Note, though, that this is an explanation
of our intuitions, not a justification of them. The explanation debunks the intuition
that there is intrinsic goodness or badness in certain acts, irrespective of the conse-
quences of those acts.17

Act Consequentialism as self-effacing

In the final chapter of the third volume of On What Matters, Parfit returns to the pos-
sibility of a normative theory being self-effacing, which he first discussed in Part I of
Reasons and Persons. He points out that many Act Consequentialists assume that things
would go best if we always tried to do what could be expected to make things best, but
this assumption may be false:

Our attempts to make things go best would often fail. We would misjudge or over-
look the effects of many possible acts. It is also easy to believe falsely that we could
make things go better by doing what would be better for ourselves, or for those we
love.

Even just being motivated along the lines that pure Act Consequentialism implies
might cut us off from some of the greatest sources of happiness, for ourselves and others:

If we cared equally about everyone’s well-being, we could not strongly love any
particular people, and we would have to lose many of the aims, concerns, and
ambitions on which much of our happiness depends.18

Parfit admits that this is not universally true: if rich people, who are hundreds or
thousands of times wealthier than the poorest people in the world, were to follow
Act Consequentialism, and give away most of their wealth, that would make things
go best. But for many other people, he thinks, acceptance of Act Consequentialism
would, on the whole, make things worse.19

These ideas are not new. Sidgwick thought that:

the Utilitarian conclusion, carefully stated, would seem to be this; that the opinion
that secrecy may render an action right which would not otherwise be so should itself
be kept comparatively secret; and similarly it seems expedient that the doctrine that
esoteric morality is expedient should itself be kept esoteric. Or if this concealment be
difficult to maintain, it may be desirable that Common Sense should repudiate the
doctrines which it is expedient to confine to an enlightened few.20

17For more on debunking explanations in ethics, see Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek and Peter Singer, The
Point of View of the Universe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 179–96.

18Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 414.
19Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, pp. 414–15.
20Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, p. 490.
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This was, he thought, a ‘necessary evil’ given the ‘seductive impulses’ that lead us
away from morality, and the varying degrees of moral and intellectual development
to be found in the world.

Parfit quotes most of the above passage from Sidgwick, and notes that Bernard
Williams objected to Sidgwick’s view on the grounds that it is elitist and paternalist.
He responds that this objection might be justified if, as Williams believed, there are
no moral truths. On that point, Parfit’s claim can be questioned, given that Williams’
objection seems to be a moral one. If there are no moral truths, what significance is
there in objecting to a view on the grounds that it is elitist and paternalist?21 On the
other hand, if there are moral truths, as Sidgwick believed, then we agree with Parfit
when he goes on to say:

It is not elitist or paternalistic to believe that the true moral view implies that it
would be better if most people did not accept this view. This view would be depres-
sing. But we cannot rationally assume that depressing moral beliefs cannot be true.

Parfit immediately follows this, however, with the suggestion that if Act
Consequentialism is self-effacing in this way, that counts against it:

Though Act Consequentialism could not be directly shown to be false by the fact
that it would be better if most people rejected this view, this fact might indirectly
help to show that some other moral view is true.22

As this sentence occurs at the end of a section, it isn’t immediately clear in what way
Parfit thinks that Act Consequentialism’s partial self-effacement might help to show
that some other moral view is true. In the following section [sec 183], Parfit introduces
Rule and Motive Consequentialism:

RMC: We ought to have optimific motives and we ought to accept and try to fol-
low optimific rules.23

Parfit argues that, in part for reasons already mentioned, the optimific motive is not
that of always wanting and trying to act in optimific ways. Instead, ‘things would go on
the whole better if, rather than always wanting and trying to act in optimific ways, we
had certain other motives and tried to follow certain other rules’. Thus Act
Consequentialism and Rule and Motive Consequentialism are incompatible. If things
would on the whole go best if most of us had these other motives – that is, motives
other than the motive of trying to do the most good – and tried to follow rules
other than the rule of doing what can be expected to bring about the most good,
then Rule and Motive Consequentialism would be the optimific moral view. Parfit
then concludes this section with the comment: ‘This fact would give us some reasons
to accept Rule and Motive Consequentialism, but it would not show that Rule and
Motive Consequentialism is true. We should not assume that an optimific view must
be true’.24

21We thank Roger Crisp and Tyler Paytas, each of whom independently suggested this point to us.
22Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 416.
23Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 418.
24Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 418.
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An initial point to make here is that Parfit writes of reasons to accept Rule and
Motive Consequentialism, but accepting a theory is not the same as adhering to it,
and it is possible that we could accept Rule and Motive Consequentialism, in the
sense of believing it to be the true moral theory, without having optimific motives
and without trying to follow optimific moral rules. So from the fact that if we did
have optimific motives we would do more good than if we were Act
Consequentialists, it does not follow that we have some reason to accept Rule and
Motive Consequentialism. This would only follow if the link could be made between
believing the theory to be true, and adhering to it. Similarly, it does not follow from
the fact that we accept that we ought to try to follow optimific rules that we will actually
follow them. So the reasons that Parfit has offered for accepting Rule and Motive
Consequentialism are no stronger than the reasons for believing that these links hold.

If we focus not on what moral view would have optimific consequence if everyone
accepted it in the sense of believing it to be true, but rather on what moral view
would have optimific consequences if everyone succeeded in adhering to it, then it is
not clear that that view would be Rule and Motive Consequentialism. It too might
be partially self-effacing. Perhaps adherence to Common Sense Morality would have
better consequences, overall, than adherence to Rule and Motive Consequentialism,
because if everyone accepted the latter, many of them might persuade themselves
that convenient violations of the common sense rules are justifiable, even when those
violations are not in fact optimific. If Rule and Motive Consequentialism may also be
self-effacing, however, then the fact that Act Consequentialism may be self-effacing can-
not give us any reasons to accept Rule and Motive Consequentialism rather than Act
Consequentialism.25

Moreover, given the distinction Parfit himself makes between a moral theory being
optimific and it being true, we are still lacking an explanation of the final sentence of the
preceding section, where Parfit said that the fact that it might be better if most people
rejected Act Consequentialism ‘might indirectly help to show that some other moral
view is true’.

Parfit begins the next section – section 184 – by referring to the passage in the first
volume of On What Matters that he quoted in his comments on Peter Singer’s draft
review, and which we have already cited, but will cite again here:

Some Rule Consequentialists appeal to the claim that
(Q) all that ultimately matters is how well things go.

This claim is in itself very plausible, and is not challenged by any of the arguments I
have given . . . But if Rule Consequentialists appeal to (Q), their view faces a strong
objection . . . We can plausibly object that, if all that ultimately matters is how well
things go, it could not be wrong to do what we knew would make things go best.

Parfit now says: ‘These claims made a bad mistake. What I called this “strong objection”
applies only to some versions of Rule Consequentialism’.26 Parfit then refers to other
familiar reasons why one might follow Rule Consequentialism rather than try to calcu-
late what would make things go best – for example, detectives in some counter-terrorist
police force might have good reasons to follow the rule ‘Never use torture’ because they
are too ready to believe that the benefits of using torture outweigh the costs. This is still

25We owe points in the preceding paragraph to Jake Nebel (personal communication).
26Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 419.
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compatible with Sidgwick’s defence of esoteric morality, for example with the idea that
it would be best if most people accept some improved version of Common Sense
Morality, while a few accept Act Consequentialism. But Parfit now introduces a new
assumption:

Everyone ought to have the same moral beliefs. Moral truths are not true only for
certain people.27

This enables him to ask whether things would on the whole go better if most of us were
pure Act Consequentialists, or we accepted and tried to follow certain other moral rules.
From here, a path opens towards the latter, Rule Consequentialist, choice. We will not
follow that path in detail. Some of it, for example the valuing of deontic goodness and
badness, we have already discussed. Other aspects, such as the ability of Rule
Consequentialism to overcome the problem of many imperceptibly small effects leading
to great harms, are worthy of more detailed discussion than is appropriate here. Instead,
we want to question the assumption that everyone ought to have the same moral beliefs.
Parfit supports this assumption by saying that moral truths are not true only for certain
people. Indeed, no truths are ‘true only for certain people’. This common phrase is just
a misleading way of putting certain facts. I may say, for example, that it is true for me
(Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek, a philosopher working at the University of Lodz in 2020)
that strawberries are more desirable than raspberries, and true for you (Peter Singer, a
philosopher working at Princeton University in 2020) that raspberries are more desir-
able than strawberries. But it is true for everyone that the specific Katarzyna identified
above likes strawberries better than raspberries and true for everyone that the specific
Peter identified above likes raspberries better than strawberries. Still, what does this
have to do with whether everyone ought to have the same moral beliefs? Parfit has
just been arguing that if most people believe that Rule and Motive Consequentialism,
or perhaps some form of improved Common Sense Morality (which might turn out
to be identical with Rule and Motive Consequentialism), is the true moral view, this
belief is likely to have better consequences than if most people believe that Act
Consequentialism is the true moral view. But we take it that the ought in ‘Everyone
ought to have the same moral beliefs’ is a practical ‘ought’, and a consequentialist
one at that. It is not an epistemic ‘ought’, and it is not supported by the claim that
‘Moral truths are not true only for certain people’. So we think that the path that
opens for Parfit when he makes the assumption that everyone ought to have the
same moral beliefs is a path that leads him away from a discussion of which is the
true moral theory, and into a discussion of which moral theory it would be optimific
for everyone to accept. If his claim is that this is an improved form of Common
Sense Morality, and that this coincides with some form of Rule Consequentialism,
we are not concerned to oppose this claim. But this does not ‘help to show that
some other moral view is true’. Against that claim, we need only to repeat what
Parfit has himself said: ‘We should not assume that an optimific view must be true’.28

27Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 3, p. 420.
28We thank two anonymous reviewers for Utilitas for comments that have improved this article.
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