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Abstract

Utilitarianism and deontological ethics offer contrasting frameworks for addressing moral
dilemmas in public decision-making. Utilitarianism, as articulated by Bentham and Mill,
emphasizes maximizing overall happiness, often guiding public policies that prioritize outcomes
over individual right. In contrast, deontological ethics, rooted in Kantian philosophy, insists on
adherence to duty and moral principles regardless of the consequences. Public policy, from
healthcare to criminal justice, frequently moves between these ethical paradigms. For instance,
utilitarian-driven policies may endorse cost-benefit analyses in environmental regulation,
prioritizing efficiency and collective well-being over environmental justice. Conversely,
deontological approaches resist such trade-offs, instead emphasizing the inviolability of human
rights, as seen in international human rights frameworks. Despite the strength of utilitarianism in
policy flexibility, it often faces criticism for justifying morally questionable actions, such as
sacrificing minority welfare for the greater good. On the other hand, deontology's strict adherence
to principles can hinder pragmatic decision-making in public contexts where outcomes cannot be
ignored. This study critically appraises both ethical frameworks comparatively, arguing for a
broader analytic approach that considers the merits of each in modern public decision-making,
especially in the face of complex social justice issues.

Keywords: Utilitarianism, Deontological Ethics, Public Decision-making, Moral Philosophy,
Public policy, Social Justice, Consequentialism.

Introduction

Utilitarianism and deontological ethics represent two major schools of thought that offer distinct
approaches to moral reasoning in public contexts. Utilitarianism, first articulated by Jeremy
Bentham and later expanded by John Stuart Mill, advocates for maximizing the overall happiness
or well-being of a society, emphasizing the consequences of actions as the key determinant of their
moral worth. This consequentialist approach has been widely applied in public policy, especially
in areas such as healthcare and environmental regulation, where cost-benefit analysis plays a
critical role in determining resource allocation (Mill, 1861:45). In contrast, deontological ethics,
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rooted in the works of Immanuel Kant, focuses on the intrinsic morality of actions, independent of
their outcomes (Kant, 1785,:30). Kantian ethics argues that certain actions are morally obligatory
regardless of their consequences, as they conform to universal moral laws or duties. This
perspective has been influential in areas such as human rights and legal frameworks, where
principles like justice and fairness often take precedence over utilitarian considerations (Beitz,
2009:102). For instance, deontological principles underpin international human rights law, which
mandates respect for individual rights even when broader societal benefits might be compromised.

The study aims to appraise the strengths and weaknesses of utilitarianism and deontological ethics
in public decision-making. This appraisal will explore how these ethical theories interact with
complex moral dilemmas in policy contexts, where the welfare of the many must be weighed
against the rights of individuals. Through the method of comparative analysis, the study assesses
whether utilitarian approaches that prioritize collective outcomes can justifiably supersede the
rigid moral duties emphasized by deontological ethics. Furthermore, the study will critically
examine whether a synthesis or hybrid model of ethical decision-making is feasible or desirable in
modern public policy. The following research questions will guide this inquiry: How do utilitarian
and deontological ethics influence public decision-making processes, particularly in sectors such
as healthcare, environmental policy, and social justice? What are the practical implications and
potential challenges of applying these ethical frameworks in real-world public contexts? By
addressing these questions, the study aims to provide a foundational understanding of the ethical
dimensions of public decision-making, identifying both the opportunities and limitations posed by
these theoretical approaches.

Theoretical Framework

Utilitarianism and deontological ethics represent two of the most influential moral philosophies in
public decision-making. These frameworks offer distinct approaches to ethical reasoning, shaping
policy decisions in ways that prioritize either the consequences of actions or the inherent morality
of those actions.

Overview of Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism emerged as a dominant ethical theory in the late 18th and 19th centuries, with its
foundational ideas rooted in the works of British philosophers Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart
Mill. Jeremy Bentham, is often considered the father of utilitarianism, and first articulated the
Principle of Utility, which evaluates the morality of actions based on their capacity to produce
pleasure or prevent pain. Bentham proposed that the right action is the one that results in "the
greatest happiness of the greatest number” (Bentham, 1789:2). His utilitarian calculus involved
measuring the intensity, duration, and extent of pleasure or pain resulting from a particular action
(Bentham, 1789:29). John Stuart Mill expanded on Bentham’s ideas and refined utilitarianism by
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distinguishing between higher and lower pleasures. Mill argued that intellectual and moral
pleasures are superior to physical pleasures, asserting that "it is better to be a human being
dissatisfied than a pig satisfied” (Mill, 1863:9). This qualitative approach aimed to address
criticisms that Bentham’s version of utilitarianism reduced morality to a mere calculation of
pleasure and pain.

The Principle of Utility, central to utilitarianism, posits that the best course of action is the one that
maximizes overall happiness and minimizes suffering. In public decision-making, this principal
guides policymakers in pursuing the greatest good for the greatest number of people. For instance,
cost-benefit analyses in economics reflect utilitarian thinking, where decisions are based on the
net benefit to society. As Mill stated, "Actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote
happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness” (Mill, 1863:2). Utilitarianism
has been widely applied in public policy, especially in areas such as healthcare, economics, and
environmental regulation. In healthcare, policies like resource allocation or the distribution of
vaccines often follow utilitarian logic by prioritizing interventions that save the most lives or
improve the health of the majority. Similarly, environmental policies that aim to reduce pollution
by balancing economic costs with long-term environmental benefits reflect utilitarian thinking.
Critics, however, have argued that utilitarianism can justify sacrificing the rights of minorities or
individuals for the sake of the majority, as it focuses primarily on the aggregate welfare.

Overview of Deontological Ethics

Deontological ethics, grounded in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant, emphasizes the importance
of duty and adherence to moral laws, independent of the consequences of actions. Kant's moral
theory, outlined in his seminal work Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, argues that actions
are morally right if they are motivated by duty and conform to universal moral laws. Kant rejected
consequentialist theories like utilitarianism, asserting that morality is determined by the inherent
righteousness of an action, not by its outcomes (Kant, 1785:12). At the heart of Kant’s
deontological ethics is the principle of duty, which posits that individuals are bound by moral
obligations that apply universally. Kant introduced the concept of the categorical imperative to
articulate these universal moral laws. The categorical imperative, in its first formulation, states:
"Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a
universal law" (Kant, 1785:30). This principle requires individuals to consider whether their
actions could be consistently applied as a general rule for everyone. Actions that fail this test are
deemed morally impermissible.

Kant’s second formulation of the categorical imperative, known as the principle of humanity,
asserts that individuals should "act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your person
or the person of another, always at the same time as an end and never merely as a means™ (Kant,
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1785:45). This principle emphasizes the intrinsic worth of individuals and prohibits using people
as mere instruments to achieve other goals, a direct challenge to the utilitarian notion of sacrificing
the few for the many. In public decision-making, deontological ethics plays a crucial role in
defending individual rights and justice. Policies grounded in deontological principles focus on
respecting individual autonomy and upholding moral duties, regardless of the consequences. In
legal contexts, for example, deontological ethics is often invoked to argue against actions that may
harm individuals, even if such actions could benefit the majority. O'Neill (1996:124) explains that,
"Kantian ethics provides the foundation for modern conceptions of human rights, ensuring that
individuals are treated as autonomous agents deserving of respect”.

While deontological ethics offers a robust defence of individual rights, it faces challenges in public
decision-making where conflicting duties may arise, or where strict adherence to moral laws may
seem impractical. For instance, in emergencies, rigid application of deontological principles might
hinder swift, outcome-based solutions that could save lives. Nonetheless, Kantian ethics remains
influential in contexts where justice, rights, and duties are prioritized over mere consequences. Let
us now do a comparative analysis of Utilitarianism and deontology.

Comparative Analysis of Utilitarianism and Deontology for Public Policy

Utilitarianism and deontologism offers contrasting perspectives on how to assess the morality of
actions and guide decision-making. While both frameworks aim to provide clear guidelines for
ethical behaviour, they approach moral reasoning from fundamentally different angles:
utilitarianism emphasizes the consequences of actions, whereas deontology prioritizes adherence
to moral rules or duties, regardless of outcomes. These differing approaches shape how they
address moral dilemmas, conflicts of interest, and issues related to public welfare and justice. At
the core of utilitarianism lies the principle of utility, which posits that the moral worth of an action
is determined by its ability to maximize overall happiness or minimize suffering. This approach to
moral reasoning is inherently consequentialist: the rightness or wrongness of an action is judged
by its outcomes. In public policy, this can be observed in practices such as cost-benefit analyses,
where decisions are made based on which course of action yields the most favourable overall
consequences. For example, in healthcare, utilitarian reasoning is often employed to allocate
resources efficiently by prioritizing interventions that offer the greatest public health benefits, such
as distributing vaccines to achieve herd immunity during a pandemic (Daniels, 2008:85).

In contrast, deontological ethics, asserts that morality is not contingent on outcomes but rather on
adherence to duty and universal moral laws. Kant's categorical imperative, which serves as the
foundation of deontological ethics, demands that individual "act only according to that maxim
whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law" (Kant, 1785:30).
This principle emphasizes the intrinsic morality of actions, meaning that some actions are morally
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obligatory or forbidden regardless of the consequences they produce. In practical terms, this leads
to a moral framework in which principles such as honesty, fairness, and respect for human dignity
are upheld even when they may not lead to the best outcomes for the majority. For instance, legal
protections against torture or discrimination are often rooted in deontological reasoning, as these
actions violate the inherent rights and dignity of individuals, regardless of whether they might
serve broader societal goals (Beitz, 2009:113).

The divergent approaches of utilitarianism and deontology become particularly evident in
situations involving conflicting interests and moral dilemmas. Utilitarianism, with its emphasis on
outcomes, resolves such conflicts by weighing the potential benefits and harms of each option and
selecting the course of action that maximizes overall utility. This is often evident in resource
distribution scenarios, such as healthcare rationing, where decisions are made based on who stands
to benefit the most from limited resources. For instance, during medical emergencies, utilitarian
reasoning might justify allocating scarce medical treatments to those patients most likely to
recover, even if this means denying care to others with lower chances of survival (Persad et al.,
2009:424). However, this focus on maximizing utility can lead to moral dilemmas, particularly
when it results in the marginalization of vulnerable groups or the sacrifice of individual rights for
the greater good.

Deontological ethics, on the other hand, resists resolving conflicts through a simple calculation of
interests, insisting instead on the inviolability of certain moral duties. Kantian ethics holds that
individuals must always be treated as ends in themselves, not as means to an end, and this principle
often conflicts with utilitarian approaches that might justify violating individual rights to achieve
broader societal benefits (Kant, 1785:45). For example, in debates over counterterrorism practices
such as the use of torture, utilitarian’s might argue that such measures could be justified if they
result in saving many lives. Deontologists, however, would reject this argument, maintaining that
torture is inherently wrong because it violates the dignity and autonomy of the individual,
regardless of the potential outcomes (O'Neill, 2013:63). This can create tensions in policy-making,
especially in scenarios where the protection of individual rights comes at the expense of achieving
efficient or socially desirable outcomes.

When considering public welfare and justice, the contrast between utilitarianism and deontology
becomes even more pronounced. Utilitarianism prioritizes outcomes, often advocating for policies
that maximize overall welfare, even if that requires sacrificing the interests of certain individuals
or groups. For example, Mill argued that society has a moral obligation to promote the greatest
happiness, even if doing so requires imposing certain burdens on a minority (Mill, 1861:59). This
is evident in debates over public health measures, such as mandatory vaccinations, where
utilitarian reasoning supports such policies on the grounds that they protect the majority, even if
they infringe on individual freedoms (Dawson, 2007:171). However, critics of utilitarianism have
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pointed out that this focus on outcomes can lead to injustice, as minority interests may be
overlooked or disregarded in the pursuit of the greater good.

Deontological ethics, by contrast, emphasizes justice and fairness, often prioritizing the protection
of individual rights over the pursuit of overall welfare. Kantian ethics holds that moral agents must
act according to principles that respect the inherent dignity and autonomy of individuals, regardless
of the consequences. This focus on individual rights aligns with many modern human rights
frameworks, which prioritize the protection of marginalized or vulnerable groups, even when
doing so may not produce the most beneficial outcomes for society as a whole (Nozick, 1974:33).
In discussions of social justice, deontological reasoning often supports policies aimed at ensuring
equal treatment and protecting the rights of individuals, such as prohibitions against discrimination
or affirmative action initiatives, even when these policies may not maximize overall societal
welfare (Beitz, 2009:118).

While both utilitarianism and deontological ethics offer valuable frameworks for ethical reasoning,
they differ significantly in their approach to decision-making and moral judgment. Utilitarianism’s
focus on outcomes makes it particularly well-suited to policy-making contexts where efficiency
and the maximization of public welfare are paramount. However, its tendency to prioritize the
greater good can lead to ethical concerns regarding justice and fairness, especially in situations
where the rights of individuals or minority groups are at risk of being compromised. Deontological
ethics, with its emphasis on moral duties and the inviolability of individual rights, offers a strong
defence of justice and fairness, but it may struggle to provide practical solutions in situations where
outcomes are critical. Both frameworks however, play a crucial role in shaping public policy and
moral discourse.

Utilitarianism for Policy Framers

Utilitarianism’s utility lies in its flexibility and outcomes-based approach, which makes it highly
adaptable to diverse public policy contexts. By focusing on the consequences of actions,
utilitarianism provides a moral framework that prioritizes maximizing overall happiness or well-
being. This consequentialist focus allows decision-makers to evaluate the effects of different
policies and choose the one that yields the greatest net benefit. John Stuart Mill (1861:9)
emphasized that “actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness; wrong as they
tend to produce the reverse of happiness”. This clear principle provides a systematic method for
decision-making, especially in complex scenarios where various outcomes must be weighed
against one another.

Utilitarianism’s flexibility arises from its central principle of utility, which enables policymakers
to tailor decisions to specific contexts without being constrained by rigid rules. Unlike
deontological ethics, which requires strict adherence to universal moral laws, utilitarianism allows
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for adaptation to varying circumstances by assessing the likely consequences of each action. This
flexibility is particularly valuable in public policy, where decision-makers must navigate
competing interests and rapidly changing societal needs. For example, in healthcare, utilitarian
calculations are often used to allocate resources based on the projected benefits to overall public
health, as seen in policies regarding organ donation or triage in emergency situations (Daniels,
2008:81). In such cases, utilitarianism allows for pragmatic decision-making that can shift
depending on the specific needs of the population.

Moreover, utilitarianism's focus on outcomes aligns with the objectives of many public policies,
which aim to improve overall welfare. In environmental policy, for instance, utilitarian reasoning
often supports regulatory frameworks that balance economic growth with environmental
protection by calculating long-term benefits for society. Bentham’s utilitarianism, as outlined in
An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789:12), argues that "it is the greatest
happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong". This focus on outcomes
enables policymakers to justify actions that may involve short-term sacrifices for long-term
societal benefits, such as imposing environmental regulations that may limit certain industries but
ultimately protect public health and future generations.

Utilitarianism’s adaptability is one of its greatest strengths, particularly in addressing varying
public needs and shifting societal priorities. This adaptability arises from its outcome-oriented
nature, which allows policymakers to adjust their strategies as new information or societal values
emerge. For example, utilitarianism has been instrumental in the development of harm reduction
strategies in public health, such as needle exchange programs or the legalization of certain drugs
for medical use. These policies may initially appear controversial, but utilitarian reasoning justifies
them by demonstrating their effectiveness in reducing harm and improving public welfare over
time (Singer, 2011:75).

The capacity of utilitarianism to accommodate changing societal needs also extends to issues of
social justice. In the context of economic policy, for example, utilitarian approaches can justify
wealth redistribution programs aimed at reducing inequality if such measures are shown to increase
the overall welfare of the population. Amartya Sen (1999:74) argues that development policies
must prioritize freedoms that improve individuals’ capacities to pursue their own well-being,
which aligns with utilitarian goals of maximizing happiness and reducing suffering . This
flexibility enables utilitarianism to respond dynamically to shifts in public priorities, whether in
response to economic crises, environmental challenges, or evolving societal values.

Deontologism for Policy Framers

Deontological ethics, particularly as articulated by Immanuel Kant, offers a robust moral
framework grounded in universal principles, with a primary focus on consistency and the
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protection of individual rights and dignity. Unlike consequentialist theories such as utilitarianism,
which judge actions based on their outcomes, deontological ethics holds that the morality of an
action depends on its adherence to duty and moral law, irrespective of its consequences. This
distinction provides deontology with unique strengths, particularly in legal, political, and
bioethical contexts, where the protection of human rights and the need for moral consistency are
paramount.

One of the primary utilities of deontological ethics is its emphasis on consistency in moral
reasoning. Kant’s categorical imperative requires that individuals act only according to maxims
that they could will to become universal laws (Kant, 1785:38). This principle ensures that moral
agents apply the same ethical standards across all situations, avoiding the potential for moral
relativism. In deontology, an action’s morality is determined by whether it respects the moral law,
not by the results it produces. This focus on duty eliminates the uncertainty inherent in outcome-
based reasoning, providing a clear and rational framework for decision-making. For instance,
O’Neil (2013:55) states that in legal systems that emphasize the rule of law, deontological ethics
underpins the principle that laws must be applied consistently and fairly, regardless of the social
or political consequences of such decisions.

This unwavering consistency is particularly valuable in public decision-making, where the
predictability and impartiality of moral principles are crucial for maintaining trust in legal and
political institutions. In areas such as law enforcement and judicial proceedings, deontological
principles ensure that individuals are treated equally under the law, regardless of their social status,
race, or economic background. The application of the rule of law reflects deontological ethics in
practice. For instance, constitutional protections like the right to a fair trial or protection from
unlawful detention are grounded in the principle that justice must be administered impartially,
aligning with Kant’s insistence on universal moral duties (Rawls, 1971:64). By requiring that
moral principles apply to all individuals in all situations, deontological ethics protects against
moral relativism, ensuring that rights and duties remain consistent even when societal preferences
or political climates shift.

This consistency in deontological ethics also guards against the dangers of compromising moral
principles for the sake of expediency or utility. By holding that certain actions are always right or
wrong, deontology ensures that fundamental human rights are not sacrificed based on shifting
cultural or political preferences. In the realm of international relations and global justice
frameworks, this commitment to moral consistency is essential. For instance, deontological
reasoning underpins the rejection of practices like torture or arbitrary detention, even in situations
where utilitarians might argue that such actions could produce beneficial outcomes for the
majority, such as in counterterrorism efforts. Deontological ethics holds that these actions violate
the intrinsic dignity of individuals, which cannot be overridden by appeals to public welfare
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(O’Neill, 2013:57). This protection of individual rights, even in challenging circumstances, is a
testament to the strength of deontology in safeguarding justice.

Another significant outcome of deontological ethics is its unwavering commitment to the
protection of individual rights and human dignity. Kant (1785:46) asserted that individuals must
always be treated as ends in themselves, never merely as means to an end. This principle provides
a robust defence of individual rights, ensuring that each person’s inherent worth is respected,
regardless of the broader societal benefits that might be gained from violating those rights. In
contrast to utilitarianism, which may justify sacrificing individual rights for the greater good,
deontology maintains that certain rights—such as the right to life, freedom, and personal
autonomy—are inviolable. This respect for individual dignity is particularly well-suited for
addressing human rights issues, as seen in international charters like the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948), which is deeply influenced by deontological principles that emphasize the
intrinsic value of every individual (Beitz, 2009:99).

Deontology’s emphasis on the protection of rights is evident in its application to bioethical and
medical decision-making. For instance, in debates over informed consent, deontological reasoning
ensures that patients’ rights to autonomy and self-determination are prioritized, even if ignoring
these rights might lead to more favourable health outcomes for society. This commitment to
individual dignity aligns with Kant’s belief that moral agents must always respect the rational
capacities of others, ensuring that individuals are empowered to make choices about their own
lives. Such protection of individual autonomy is vital in contemporary ethical debates over issues
such as euthanasia, genetic modification, and patient privacy, where the temptation to prioritize
societal benefits over individual rights is often strong.

In contrast to utilitarian approaches that might justify infringing on individual rights to achieve
greater overall happiness, deontological ethics maintains that certain rights are non-negotiable.
This perspective is particularly important in contexts where vulnerable or marginalized groups
could be sacrificed for the benefit of the majority. For example, deontological reasoning underpins
international human rights laws, such as the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, which explicitly forbids practices like slavery, torture, and arbitrary detention, regardless
of the potential benefits that might arise from such practices (Beitz, 2009:105). Deontologism lies
in its insistence that these rights are sacrosanct and cannot be overridden by appeals to public
welfare or majority opinion.

Moreover, deontology’s focus on the inherent dignity of individuals plays a critical role in shaping
public policy. In the field of bioethics, for example, deontological principles safeguard the right to
informed consent, ensuring that individuals have the autonomy to make decisions about their
bodies, even when such decisions may conflict with utilitarian considerations of public health.
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This respect for autonomy is particularly evident in debates over end-of-life care, where
deontological ethics upholds the right of patients to refuse treatment or seek euthanasia based on
their values and preferences, even if doing so might not lead to the best overall outcomes for
society (O’Neill, 2013:57). Deontology’s commitment to individual dignity is also crucial in
discussions surrounding controversial issues such as genetic engineering and euthanasia. While
utilitarian perspectives might argue in favour of certain practices based on their potential to reduce
suffering or improve overall well-being, deontological ethics maintains that these decisions must
respect the autonomy and intrinsic worth of each individual. Kant’s insistence on the unconditional
value of human life provides a compelling argument against practices that treat individuals as mere
instruments for societal gain, reinforcing the need for policies that protect personal dignity in all
circumstances.

Practical Implications of Utilitarianism in Public Policy

Utilitarianism provides an interesting framework for policy-making, particularly in areas where
societal benefits must be balanced against costs or risks. Its principle of utility, which seeks "the
greatest happiness for the greatest number," as articulated by Jeremy Bentham (1789, p. 12), has
proven especially influential in environmental policy and health and safety regulations. By
evaluating the consequences of policies through cost-benefit analysis, utilitarianism allows
policymakers to make decisions that are intended to produce optimal outcomes for society. For
example, Utilitarianism plays a central role in environmental policy-making, where the need to
balance economic development with environmental protection often creates complex dilemmas.
Cost-benefit analysis (CBA), a practical tool rooted in utilitarian principles, is widely used to
evaluate environmental policies. By quantifying the costs and benefits of a proposed policy in
terms of economic and social impacts, CBA aims to ensure that the policy maximizes overall
welfare. For example, decisions regarding regulations on pollution or the preservation of natural
resources are typically assessed through this lens, where the benefits of clean air or preserved
ecosystems are weighed against the economic costs to industries and consumers.

A well-known application of utilitarianism in environmental policy can be seen in the debates over
carbon pricing, such as carbon taxes or cap-and-trade systems. These policies aim to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions by internalizing the environmental costs of pollution. A utilitarian
approach justifies such measures by calculating the long-term societal benefits of mitigating
climate change, which outweigh the short-term economic costs imposed on industries. The
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) frequently employs cost-benefit analysis to assess the
impact of environmental regulations. For instance, in its analysis of the Clean Air Act, the EPA
calculated that the benefits of reducing air pollution—such as improved public health and
ecosystem protection—far outweighed the costs to businesses and consumers (EPA, 2011:53).
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This utilitarian calculation helped justify strict emissions regulations, as the overall benefit to
society was deemed greater than the economic burden placed on specific industries.

However, utilitarianism in environmental policy is not without its challenges. Critics argue that
CBA can undervalue long-term environmental benefits or the welfare of future generations, as the
costs and benefits are often measured in present economic terms. Moreover, utilitarianism’s
emphasis on aggregate well-being may overlook the disproportionate impact that environmental
degradation has on marginalized communities, raising concerns about environmental justice
(Nussbaum, 2006:328). However, utilitarianism also plays a significant role in the development of
health and safety regulations, where policies are often designed to minimize harm and maximize
overall well-being. In public health, utilitarian principles justify policies that aim to protect the
greatest number of people, even if such policies impose restrictions on individual freedoms. For
example, vaccination mandates are commonly defended on utilitarian grounds, as the collective
benefit of herd immunity outweighs the potential risks or discomforts experienced by individuals
(Singer, 2011:189).

In occupational health and safety, utilitarianism guides regulations that seek to protect workers
from harm while ensuring that the economic costs of compliance remain reasonable. The
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), for instance, conduct cost-benefit
analyses when formulating safety standards for industries. In determining whether a new safety
regulation should be implemented, OSHA weighs the potential reduction in workplace injuries and
fatalities against the costs to employers of complying with the regulation (Sunstein, 2019:45). This
utilitarian calculation ensures that the policy maximizes the overall benefit to society, balancing
the protection of workers with the economic realities faced by businesses. A notable example of
utilitarianism in health and safety policy is the regulation of automotive safety features. Policies
requiring seat belts, airbags, and anti-lock brakes are based on utilitarian assessments of the
reduction in traffic fatalities and injuries. The benefits of these safety measures, in terms of lives
saved and injuries prevented, are considered to outweigh the costs of manufacturing and installing
the technology. According to a National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) report,
the implementation of airbags in vehicles between 1987 and 2015 saved an estimated 44,869 lives,
a clear utilitarian justification for the policy (NHTSA, 2017:8).

Utilitarianism also informs public health policies during emergencies, such as pandemics. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, governments around the world implemented lockdowns, mask
mandates, and vaccine rollouts, all based on utilitarian reasoning. The collective benefit of
reducing transmission and preventing healthcare system overload was considered to outweigh the
economic and social costs of such measures (Daniels, 2008:92). Nevertheless., these policies also
sparked debates about the limits of utilitarianism, particularly when individual rights were

USEM Journal of Languages, Linguistics & Literature Vol. 12, 2024
103



restricted for the sake of public health. This tension between collective welfare and individual
autonomy remains a critical issue in the application of utilitarian principles to health policy.

Practical Implications of Deontologism in Policy-Making

Deontological ethics, with its emphasis on duty and adherence to moral principles, offers a
valuable framework for policy-making, particularly in areas where the protection of individual
rights and moral integrity are paramount. Deontological principles, grounded in Immanuel Kant’s
categorical imperative, argue that actions must conform to universal moral laws, regardless of the
outcomes they produce (Kant, 1785:42). This ethical approach has important applications in law
enforcement, human rights protection, and in promoting government transparency and
accountability, where principles of fairness, justice, and respect for individuals’ autonomy must
be upheld, even when doing so may not yield the greatest overall benefit. Deontological ethics
plays a crucial role in shaping policies that govern human rights protections within law
enforcement. This principle is evident in international treaties such as the United Nations’
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which explicitly prohibits actions like torture,
arbitrary detention, and extrajudicial killings, regardless of the circumstances or potential benefits
to society (Beitz, 2009:104).

The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) further exemplifies a deontological approach
in law enforcement. Article 3 of the ECHR unequivocally prohibits torture, inhuman or degrading
treatment, without exceptions, even in the case of national security concerns (Council of Europe,
1950). This commitment to protecting individual dignity and rights reflects the deontological
principle that certain actions are inherently wrong, regardless of the potential outcomes. For
example, during the War on Terror, several governments faced ethical and legal challenges over
the use of enhanced interrogation techniques, such as water boarding, which some argued could
save lives by extracting information from suspected terrorists. However, deontological ethics
rejects such utilitarian justifications, insisting that the violation of human dignity cannot be morally
defended, even in the face of potential public safety gains (O’Neill, 2013:71).

This principle extends to the accountability of law enforcement officers themselves. Deontological
frameworks demand that law enforcement agents operate within the confines of the law and ethical
standards, ensuring that individuals' rights are protected during criminal investigations and arrests.
Policies governing the use of force, for example, are grounded in the idea that officers must respect
human life and use lethal force only as a last resort. Recent calls for police reform, particularly in
the United States, reflect this deontological commitment, with advocates urging law enforcement
agencies to adopt policies that protect the rights and dignity of citizens, particularly in minority
communities disproportionately affected by police violence (Alexander, 2020,:115).
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Deontological principles also have significant implications for promoting government
transparency and accountability. Kant’s moral philosophy emphasizes the duty of individuals and
institutions to act in accordance with universal principles of honesty and integrity, which have
direct relevance to the functioning of democratic governments. Transparency in governance is
grounded in the deontological principle that governments, as public servants, have a moral duty to
respect the autonomy of their citizens by providing them with truthful and accessible information
about governmental actions (Rawls, 1971:221).

Laws such as the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) in the United States are deontological in
nature, as they assert the right of citizens to access government documents and hold public officials
accountable for their actions. The FOIA is based on the principle that transparency is a fundamental
duty of democratic governance, ensuring that citizens are not treated merely as subjects of
governmental authority, but as autonomous agents capable of making informed decisions about
their leaders and policies. Deontological ethics rejects the notion that withholding information can
be justified by appeals to public good or efficiency, insisting instead that openness and honesty are
duties that governments must uphold regardless of the outcomes (Beitz, 2009:117).

This commitment to transparency and accountability extends to policies that require ethical
conduct from public officials. Deontological frameworks mandate that public officials act with
integrity, refraining from corrupt practices such as bribery or nepotism, as these actions violate the
moral duty of public servants to act in the best interest of the public. Government whistleblower
protections, which safeguard individuals who expose wrongdoing within government institutions,
are also rooted in deontological ethics. Whistleblowing policies reflect the moral duty to prevent
and report unethical behaviour, even when doing so may have negative personal or political
consequences for the whistleblower or the institution involved (O’Neill, 2013:75). These policies
are designed to ensure that public institutions remain accountable to the citizens they serve,
upholding the principles of honesty and justice that are central to deontological ethics.

Government accountability mechanisms, such as independent anti-corruption bodies, similarly
reflect deontological principles. These mechanisms ensure that government officials are held to
ethical standards of behaviour, to prevent abuses of power and ensure that governments operate in
the interest of the public. For instance, the creation of independent ethics commissions in many
countries, tasked with investigating allegations of misconduct by public officials, is an example of
how deontological ethics influences public policy. These commissions operate on the
deontological belief that integrity and accountability are fundamental duties of those in public
office, ensuring that citizens’ trust in their governments is maintained (Rawls, 1971:245).
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Evaluation and Conclusion

Utilitarianism and deontological ethics offer contrasting but influential frameworks for public
decision-making. Utilitarianism, rooted in the consequentialist principle of maximizing happiness,
focuses on outcomes, advocating for policies that benefit the greatest number. However,
utilitarianism’s emphasis on aggregate welfare can lead to the neglect of individual rights and
minority interests, as seen in criticisms that it justifies sacrificing the few for the benefit of the
many (Sen, 1999:285). Deontological ethics, takes an opposing stance, asserting that actions are
morally right or wrong based on their adherence to universal moral duties, regardless of the
consequences. Kant emphasized that individuals should never be treated as mere means to an end,
a principle that has profoundly influenced human rights protections and legal frameworks.
However, deontology’s rigidity, particularly its refusal to consider outcomes, raises challenges in
policy-making, where trade-offs and competing interests are inevitable (O'Neill, 2013:65).

The application of these ethical theories to public policy however, highlights their respective
strengths. Utilitarianism offers flexibility, making it well-suited for policies that require cost-
benefit analysis, such as environmental regulations and resource distribution. Since its focus on
maximizing happiness can overlook the needs of marginalized groups, raising concerns about
fairness and social justice it requires a balance in deontologism. Deontological ethics, by contrast,
provides a robust framework for protecting individual rights and upholding justice, particularly in
legal and human rights contexts. Yet its insistence on absolute moral duties can make it difficult
to apply in complex public scenarios, where outcomes cannot be ignored, and moral duties often
conflict (Beitz, 2009:112).

The evolving nature of public challenges demands that future public policy frameworks
incorporate elements from both utilitarian and deontological ethics. Public policy must balance the
need for flexibility in addressing issues such as climate change, healthcare, and economic
inequality, while ensuring that individual rights and dignity are protected. In an increasingly
interconnected and complex world, policymakers must consider both the consequences of their
actions and the moral principles at stake, ensuring that public policies are not only effective but
also just and equitable.

Ethical theories such as utilitarianism and deontology provide valuable insights for public welfare,
but neither offers a complete solution to the ethical dilemmas faced in modern policy-making.
However, utilitarianism’s focus on maximizing well-being can guide effective and pragmatic
solutions to societal challenges, but it must be tempered by considerations of justice and fairness,
particularly for marginalized groups. Deontological ethics on the other hand, with its emphasis on
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individual rights and moral duties, provides an essential safeguard against policies that could
infringe on fundamental human dignity. However, its rigidity limits its applicability in scenarios
that require flexibility and pragmatic decision-making. The most effective approach to public
welfare will likely involve a careful balance of these ethical theories, incorporating the strengths
of each while mitigating their weaknesses.
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