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Question 06

Outline Ayer's verification principle.
[3 marks]
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Commentary

This is a question where maximum marks require both aspects of one version (strong or weak) of
Ayer’s verification principle, which he used to determine the meaning, truth-aptness, or factual
content of propositions. There is no need to apply the principle to moral statements to get
maximum marks. This response has both necessary dimensions — expressed precisely and without
redundancy.

3 marks
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Commentary

This student has both elements of the verification principle, but it is directed at knowledge rather
than meaning, truth-aptness, or the factual content of propositions. It is substantively correct but
certainly not precise.

3 marks
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Commentary
There are fragments of relevant knowledge and understanding here (eg the student knows

‘meaning’ is important), but the response is not substantively correct.

1 mark
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Question 08

Explain Moore’s ‘open question argument’.
[5 marks]
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Commentary
This is a clear, correct and sufficiently full answer for maximum marks. Although the student

connects the argument to ethical naturalism specifically at the end, the irreducibility of the ‘good’ to
non-moral properties is clear and has already been explained.

5 marks
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Commentary
This answer is correct in substance on the open question argument but narrowly focused on
pleasure, and not fully developed.

3 marks
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Commentary
A couple of relevant points are made on the indefinability of the good and the importance of
intuition in Moore, but the logic of the argument is not clear or fully developed.

2 marks
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Question 10

Are utilitarians correct when they say that it is morally right to maximise utility?
[25 marks]
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Commentary

The student argues with intent towards a clear conclusion, and the logic of the argument is
sustained. Relevant philosophical language is used consistently and correctly. There was room for
more integration (eg on act and rule versions of utilitarianism mentioned earlier on), and the
student could have done more to show why the calculation issue weighted more heavily than the
other considerations. But this is a top band answer.

Although many of the best students will answer the question exactly as phrased, others will just
treat it as an invitation to assess the merits of utilitarianism (in various forms), and that’s fine. This
student begins by identifying two strengths of utilitarianism (it is simple and it is universal), and
three problem areas — narrow focus on utility, applicability, and rights. None of these are developed
in any detail yet, but already the stage is set for a critical study of the issues which will be engaged
with the strengths and weaknesses of utilitarianism.

This student decides to attack the basic principle of utility (understood in hedonistic terms), which
is exactly what they said they were going to do in the introduction. Nozick’s thought experiment is
relevant and applied directly at the hedonic principle. The student briefly but accurately elaborates
on the nature of preference utilitarianism, and shows how a different conception of utility is able to
incorporate the insights from Nozick’s thought experiment and expand on the range of ‘ends’ that
utilitarianism concerns itself with. This is integrated evaluation. The balance now seems to be
tipping in favour of utilitarianism, as the student indicates.
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Preference utilitarianism is now critiqued by raising the issue of ‘bad’ preferences. The example
used is crude, but it is perfectly serviceable. The balance of the evidence is now moving away from
utilitarianism, as the student indicates, but it is by no means decisive. The student notes that they
are attacking here a specific version of utilitarianism rather than utilitarianism ‘as a whole’. So now
they turn to a more important issue.

The student now takes up the issue of ‘rights’, as they indicated they would, and they have
Bentham in their insights with his famous/infamous ‘nonsense on stilts’ claim. They use the vivid
example of throwing Christians to the lions for public entertainment, and correctly note that it is the
‘aggregate’ happiness which is significant for Bentham, which can breach human rights. Good
knowledge and understanding here as well as evaluation.

The student now explores whether the ‘rule’ version of utilitarianism can save the position, whereby
we could ‘respect human rights as a secondary principle’. But this does not satisfy the student, who
makes the point that rights have intrinsic value. The student might have questioned the intrinsic
value of rights from a utilitarian perspective, charging the critic with begging the question, but few
students attempt this move.

A third issue is raised which is concerned with the unforeseen ‘consequences’ of actions when one
can never be sure if utility will be increased: the example of saving ‘a young boy from drowning’
(apparent utility) who grows up to be Adolf Hitler (utility deficit) makes this point clearly. One might
object (on technical grounds) to actions having ‘infinite consequences’, the point they are making is
perfectly intelligible.

Rule utilitarianism is again invoked, with the distinction made between strong and weak versions.
On either case, the moral good is focussed on following the rules rather than calculating the
(infinite) conferences of every action. A more integrated piece of evaluation might apply rule
utilitarianism specifically to the drowning boy/Hitler example, but the student leaves that implicit.
Rule utilitarianism is said to collapse ‘into act’, which the student has already rejected; while ‘strong
rule utilitarianism’ is ‘no longer utilitarianism’ because by following rules which produced utility in
the past, one might commit oneself to allowing terrible consequences in the future (the ‘axe-man’
example).

The conclusion brings together key arguments from within the essay and affirms a stance against
utilitarianism. We really did not need the references to ‘Kantian deontological ethics’, but offering
this as a reasoned (albeit brief) alternative at the end is preferable to an essay which has spent
half the time and space discussing Kant’s moral philosophy rather than evaluating utilitarianism.

23 marks
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Commentary

There is clear and sustained argumentative intent. Detail is sometimes lacking, especially on
utilitarianism itself. Argument and counter-argument is evident throughout, however, and the
evaluative points are mostly integrated. The conclusion is well supported by the balance of
discussion, and weighting is accorded to the different objections, albeit the rationale for the
weightings could have been developed in more detail. This belongs safely in the 16—-20 band as an
atypical but legitimate response which foregrounds critical evaluation of the moral principle at
stake.

The student begins by defining utilitarianism in both general and particular terms. They also
indicate very clear intent to argue against any form of the theory, and for a range of reasons (eg
calculation problems, ignoring human rights etc).

The student goes straight into a criticism here regarding the intrinsic good of human rights. It would
have been to the student’s credit to have said more about utilitarianism before launching this
objection, but knowledge and understanding of utilitarianism is implicit in the critical evaluation,
which is clearly illustrated. The student responds to this objection with ‘rule utilitarianism’, but this is
rejected because it is instrumental: not recognising rights as ‘ends in themselves’.

The next criticism focusses on problems of calculation. This objection is clearly stated and
illustrated, and then briefly countered by ‘rule utilitarianism’, which is not as vulnerable to this
criticism. Rule utilitarianism (strong and weak) is also rejected, although this evaluation is not as
well integrated with the supposed issue at hand (calculation). For example, the ‘strong rule
utilitarian’ is committed to maximising utility in the long term, and so it is not clear how specific
cases of a loss of happiness (or indeed life) counts against this. The problem with ‘weak rule
utilitarianism’ is clearly stated, and better integrated with the general criticism.

The student now moves on to discuss hedonic utilitarianism: based on pleasure. No argument is
offered from the standpoint of utilitarianism to suggest why the theory was ever thought plausible.
Instead, the student applies Nozick’s ‘experience machine’ thought experiment. This is accurate
but it lacks detail and development.

The student responds to Nozick’s ‘experience machine’ hypothesis from the standpoint of
preference utilitarianism, which allows for such preferences as ‘truth’. This is also rejected,
however, because of the nature of some ‘crazy preferences (eg for torture).

The conclusion summarises all the reasons utilitarianism is rejected, with ‘human rights’ emerging
as the principal objection.

19 marks
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Commentary

This is a clear response in the form of an argument. Much of the content is detailed and it is mostly
integrated. There is argument and counter-argument. There is also a weighting of argument, but
not in a way that fully supports the conclusion. There is a lack of clarity in places, particularly in
relation to the rationale for some of the judgments that are made. It belongs high in the 11-15
band.

The student’s position is clear from the outset: they will be defending a ‘preference’ approach to
maximising utility over a ‘hedonic’ approach. The charge of ‘incoherence’ is not precisely
formulated here, but the objection to ‘utility as happiness’ is very clear.

Bentham’s quantitative approach to maximising happiness is explained, accurately enough, and to
their credit the student brings out its strength/appeal (eg it favours ‘equality’). The problem of
calculating utility in everyday situations is raised, and responded to from a Benthamite perspective
(eg we only need to keep the calculus ‘in view’). There then follows a considered paragraph which
comes back to the problem of measuring things like ‘intensity’, although the alleged ‘incoherence’
of the position is still not clear.

Rule utilitarianism is introduced via Mill, and is said to avoid some of the problems faced by
utilitarianism, and to provide an even better model for the justice system. There is some
imprecision in the discussion of Bentham v Mill on the quantitative/qualitative forms of pleasure.

Nozick’s ‘experience machine’ thought experiment is applied to the fundamental assumptions of
any form of hedonic utilitarianism. Human beings, so this argument goes, desire other things, such
as ‘cognitive contact with reality.’

The preference utilitarianism of Singer is introduced as solving the problems posed by the
‘experience machine’ (we prefer to ‘earn’ our positive experiences) and calculation (although this is
not so well explained). No objections at all are considered in relation to preference models of utility
before a conclusion is reached.

In the conclusion, all hedonic conceptions of utility maximisation are rejected, while the conception
of utility as preference satisfaction is affirmed. The reason this student did not score significantly
higher (and they easily could) is because their affirmative position on utility emerged so late in the
essay, and was subject to no critical evaluation.

14 marks
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Commentary

Here is a response in the form of an argument. Relevant points are raised, but there is a lack of
detail throughout in terms of knowledge, understanding, and evaluation. There is also imprecision/
lack of clarity in some of the points raised. A conclusion is reached, but it is not particularly well
supported. This belongs high up in the 6-10 band.

The student briefly indicates their intention to reject the maximisation of utility as the correct right
moral principle, and they raise two objections — that it is a ‘consequentialist theory’ and encourages
the ‘tyranny of the majority’.

Utilitarianism is characterised accurately but very generally: ‘realist’, ‘naturalist’ etc. The student
focusses on the imperative to maximise ‘pleasure’ and minimise ‘pain’. There is an attempt to
engage in positive evaluation, but the student initially does little more here than restate the nature
of the theory in approving terms. The point about the ‘cross cultural’ applicability of utilitarianism is
clear, however.

The problem of ‘calculation’ is briefly raised, before a distinction is made between Bentham and
Mill on quantitative and qualitative pleasure. There is an attempt to sympathetically evaluate Mill’s
qualitative approach, but the supposed strengths are not clearly stated.

Two objections are then considered: 1) overlooking the importance of intentions; 2) the subjective
nature of happiness. Both are clearly stated, but only the second receives a response, which
speaks in favour of maximising majority happiness. This, however, raises the spectre of the
‘tyranny of the majority’, which is clearly illustrated. No response is offered.

The conclusion identifies a strength (the ‘hedonic calculous’) and a weakness (‘tyranny of the
majority’), and asserts that utilitarians are ‘incorrect’. Any weighing of the arguments in this
conclusion is implicit.

9 marks
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