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In his "An Outline of a Utilitarian System of Ethics,"
J.J.C., Smart discusses what seem to be three different
cases of rule-worship. The first case is the kind of

rule-worship shown to be peculiar to "ethical deontologies,*

7 -wltlny praint — Yo Ll ALY

such as that of Sir David Ross, once they are stripped of

their "cognitivist metaphysics." The second case is the

kind of rule-worship’involjgd in a rule-utilitarianism that
isfheither reduciblev ;ﬁﬁgéfgoextensivg)with act-utilitarianism,
The third case of rule-worship is associated with the belief

in taboos in "primitive" societies, and with any customary
practices or ordinary moral convictions in "civilized"

societies, As we consider each of these cases of rule-

worship in turn, we shall see that Smart's view of them is

NY not consistently pejorative, L/ — AL {jf?éy”‘”%%¥Z% ?'ézzgﬁ’é%ézéié
_&ﬁ‘g; In his attack on the deontologist form Jf rule- /

§§\§ worship, Smart is mainly concerned with rejecting a non-

2
Tﬁghg% utilitarian principle as the ultimate principle of morality.
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Q&;“ The ,utilitarian principle for Smart is the following: "the
‘iﬁ\;s rightness or wrongness of an action is to be judged by the
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conseguences, good or bad, of the action itself."1
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f @(f"Maximize probable benefit"® is another form of the same

principle. The deontologist, however, claims as an ultimate
moral principle that certain kinds of actions are right or
wrong no matter what the consequences. This "no matter what

the consequences" principle is based on a Ycognitivist
-
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metaphysics, " which ignores the "consequential" questions

of human happiness and welfare, Smart argues that after

this metaphysics has been peeled away from the deontological

ethical theory, "the obligation to keep promises," for
example, "seems to be too artificial, to smack too much

of human social conventions, to do duty as an ultimate

4

principle."3 In other words, the deontologists have

Pttt

attempted merely to provide a rational foundation for
traditional moral rules; but, Smart thinks, unless the
actions fallinguwder these rules can meet the test of
utility, any foundation for the rules is irrational.
Smart directs most of his criticism at the rule-
worship of the rule-utilitarians., Given the role of the
principle of utility in exposing the deontologists' rule-

worship, Smart admonishes that the utilitarian should

know better than to try to reconstitute the same rules

on a utilitarian foundation., The rule-utilitarian says
that "the rightness or wrongness of an action is to be
Judged by the goodness and badness of the consequences of
a rule that everyone should perform the action in like
cJ'.r'c:mns’caances."LL That a rule may be in agreement with the
principle of utility, Smart admits; but in cases where the
particular action required by the rule is in conflict with
the ultimate principle, any utilitarian worthy of the name
should either break the rule or revise it on the spot to

take account of the exception:

to refuse to break a generally beneficial
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rule in those cases in which it is not most
beneficial to obgy it seems irrational and

5

to be a case of rule worship.

For Smart rules are Jjustifiable under the utilitarian
principle only as "rules of thumb," If Smart adopts the
rule of keeping promises, he follows the rule only because
the time saved in applying the rule is a greater benefit
than would be the time lost in calculating the ultimate

. ’ . 6
consequences of keeping any particular promise, However,

N\ é‘keeping promises contributes no benefit over and above

this time saved})and appeal to the principle of utility .
is always open in particular cases., Thus, the only
absolutely beneficial rule is the ultimate rule, the
principle of utility itself; and "an adequate rule=-
utilitarianism would be extensionally equivalent to act
utilitarianism."7
Smart's third kind of rule-worship affects the
largest class of people (and perhaps includes the first .,
two classes also): the "many sympathetic and benevolent
people" who "depart from or fail to attain a utilitarian
ethical principle only under the stress of tradition,
of superstition, or of unsound philosophical reasoning."8
In contrast to those who should know better, this class y :
of rule-worshippers must be led gradually (quwigﬁsqme 4?@@?Q?i¢z?
cases, not at all) to an awareness of the utility M Lo 22 AL
principle; otherwise, the act-utilitarian reformer [QQZZZ’%ﬁﬁ ;Q?
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might find himself in a pot of boiling 0il, after the Aalﬁu ‘
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y community that he has been trying to "enlighten" has

" harm, on the whole the tendency of the taboo

Lambert - 4

.
777

77

7L

collapsed into moral anarchy. In direct contrast to

his attack on the rule-worship of rule-utilitarianism,
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Smart warns us not to interfere with the rule-worship of

ordinary folk 1n a non-utllltarlan 8001ety.
_x7 =1
_Stﬁbugh on occasion the keeping to taboos does

ethics is more beneficial than the sort of
moral anarchy into which these people might

U sy 2

Ve
L e
Jiaﬂ’

fall if their reverence for their taboos was §§§k
weakened.9 \ §

If the act-utilitarian can affirm and even encourage _7$¢ N\

/ '\\\ QQ

the belief in traditional moral rules in this case of b\ e

rule-worship, why does Smart deny the same affirmation ané ‘§§%§§’
N\

encouragement to the class of deontologists and rule- / ~¥§ [

utilitarians? Smart claims that the act—utilitarianyigﬁ 3:§§

somehow support the traditional practices of non-utilitarian

socleties on act-utilitarian grounds. Short of the 1\{§9
utilitarian value of saving one's own skin, the grounds ‘;\3@

for the act-utilitarian strategy in this situation are
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none too clear, If the act-utilitarian must continually

affirm the status quo rules to keep the non-utilitarian

society from collapsing into moral anarchy, one wonders at

what point he will ever be able to fulfill his mission of

=7
reforming the moral consciousness of his audience, Presumably,

by some sort of subtle subversion, a very- gradual "withering

away" of taboos will be accompanied a development of

"rules of thumb” to take their f i )97
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We can say in conclusion that Smart's overall view
of rule-worship is tied to his overall view of social
development. Some form of rule-worship is apparently
necessary at certain stages on the ladder of social
evolution, while the prolongation of rule-worship beyond
a certain point in a more or less utilitarian society
would inhibit further moral progress. However, the way in
which the transition from rule-worship to rule of thumb is
made in the concrete context of a non-utilitarian society

is by no means clear,

Notes

All references in this paper have been taken from :; bt

Utilitarianism for and against by J.J.C. Smart and

Bernard Williams (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,

1973).
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