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O’Neill (continue,) & Thomson, “Killing, 
Letting Die, and the Trolley Problem” 

 



Recap from last class:  
 

•  One of three formulas of the Categorical Imperative, ���
Kant’s “supreme principle of morality”, is the Formula of the End in Itself: 

Ø Act in such a way that you always treat humanity . . . ���
never simply as a means but always at the same time as an end.” (1) 

 

 
•  O’Neill explains that on Kant’s view, in order to figure out ���

whether an action we are considering is morally acceptable, 
Ø  “We just have to check that the act we have in mind ���

will not use anyone as a mere means, ���
and, if possible, that it will treat other persons as ends in themselves.” (2) 

»  To use someone as a mere means, ���
or to instrumentalize a person, is to disregard their humanity  
•  (where humanity includes thoughts, feelings, ���

and especially autonomy: the capacity to use reason ���
to make choices that determine the course of one’s own life)  

»  …and instead treat them like an inanimate tool/instrument ���
that helps you achieve your own goals/ends. 
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O’Neill elaborates on what it means to treat someone as an end in themself: 
 

•  “To treat someone as an end in him or herself requires ���
in the first place that one not use him or her as mere means,  
–  that one respect each as a rational person with his or her own maxims.  

Ø  But beyond that, one may also seek to foster others' plans ���
and maxims by sharing some of their ends”: to be beneficent.  

–  “To act beneficently is to seek others' happiness, ���
therefore to intend to achieve some of the things                                              
that those others aim at with their maxims.  

–  If I want to make others happy, I will adopt maxims that not merely          ���
 do not manipulate them but that foster some of their plans and activities.  

 
 

–  Beneficent acts aim to satisfy other people’s desires. 

»  However, we cannot seek everything that others want; ���
their wants are too numerous and diverse, and, of course, 
sometimes incompatible.  

•  It follows that beneficence has to be selective…���
it is a matter for judgment & discretion [whose ends and] ���
which of their ends we foster.”  3	  



Ø  Let’s do a comparative analysis of Kantian ethics & utilitarianism. 

•  Unlike utilitarians, “Kantians are not committed                           
to working interminably through a list of                           
happiness-producing & misery-reducing acts.”  

–  Kantians don’t have to weigh every option for their actions,           
in terms of total happiness caused / total misery reduced. 

»  Nor do they “try to compare all available acts                       
and see which has the best effects.  

–  They consider only the proposals for action that occur to them 
and check that these proposals use no other as mere means.  

»  If they do not, the act is permissible;  
»  if omitting [i.e., not performing] the act would use another      

as a mere means, the act is obligatory.” (4) 
 

Ø  So, as O’Neill sees it, Kantian ethic requires less deliberation,                              
and hence is simpler to follow. 
•  …Kant’s ethics does leave a lot of grey area                                              

when it comes to acting beneficently, though. 
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Ø  Kantian ethics makes some actions obligatory                                   
are merely recommended by utilitarians. 

–  A Kantian would have to tell the axe murderer where his friend was,    
even though it would probably lead to the greatest total happiness            
to lie to the murderer and protect his friend. 

–  In contrast, a utilitarian allows that there are situations where               
lying to someone or tricking them are morally acceptable. 
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A common objection to utilitarianism is that���
it is impossible for anyone to know in advance                                    ���
exactly what the consequences of their actions will be, 
•  so they can’t use genuine knowledge of the outcomes                                         ���

of an action to determine whether it is right or wrong. 
 

 

 O’Neill believes that “…[Kant’s] theory ���
 offers more precision than utilitarianism ���
 when data are scarce. 
–  One can usually tell whether one's act would                                             

use others as a mere means, even when its impact                                         
on human happiness is thoroughly obscure.” (4) 

•  She highlights that it is usually “possible for people ���
to test their proposals by Kantian arguments even when ���
they lack the comprehensive causal knowledge that utilitarianism requires.  

–  Conscientious Kantians can work out whether they will be doing wrong 
by some act even though they know that their foresight is limited ���
and that they may cause some harm or fail to cause some benefit.  
•  But they will not cause harms that they can foresee                       

without this being reflected in their intentions.” (5) 
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But perhaps the greatest difference between Kantian ethics & utilitarianism ���
is in their “sharply contrasting views of the value of human life”. 
 

Ø  O’Neill explains, “In utilitarian thought persons are not ends in themselves.  
–  Their special moral status derives from their being means to                                 

the production of happiness.” (6) 

•  O’Neill thinks a utilitarian doesn’t do good for others on the grounds that 
their lives are inherently valuable, but only because their happiness matters. 

 

Ø Moreover, utilitarianism sees nothing inherently wrong                          
with instrumentalizing other people:  
»  it is only wrong if it leads to bad consequences. 

•  On the utilitarian view, “There is nothing wrong ���
with using another as a mere means, provided that ���
the end for which the person is so used is a happier result ���
than could have been achieved any other way, ���
taking into account the misery the means have caused.” (6) 

Ø E.g., a utilitarian might deem it acceptable ���
to exploit workers in order to produce something ���
that improves many people’s lives ���
like The Panama Canal). 
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•  According to O’Neill, the trouble with utilitarianism is that ���
“…sometimes…human happiness demands the sacrifice of lives, ���
including the sacrifice of unwilling lives.  

–  Further, for most utilitarians, it makes no difference if the unwilling sacrifices 
involve acts of injustice to those whose lives are to be lost.” (6)  

•  She believes that “Utilitarian moral theory has then                                  ���
a rather paradoxical view of the value of human life.  

–  Living, conscious humans are (along with other sentient beings) ���
necessary for the existence of everything utilitarians value. 
•  But it is not their being alive but the state of their consciousness ���

[i.e., their happiness] that is of value.  

O’Neill says that “Kantians reach different conclusions about human life.  
 

•  “We may in Kant's view justifiably…risk or sacrifice our lives for others, ���
…for in doing so we follow our own maxim & nobody uses us as mere means.  

–  But no others may use either our lives or our bodies for a scheme ���
that they have either coerced or deceived us into joining. 

•  For in doing so they would fail to treat us as rational beings; ���
they would use us as mere means and not as ends in ourselves.“ (6) 
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Today we begin discussing applied ethics,                            ���
which uses normative ethical theories to investigate ���
the rightness/wrongness of specific actions/policies. 
 

Ø  We will begin by focusing on the practical differences in the 
recommendations made by consequentialism & deontology       
when it comes to killing & letting die. 

Phillipa Foot introduced the infamous Trolley Problem in 1967. 
 

Ø  Judith Jarvis Thomson (1929 – present) proposed that we use 
the Trolley Problem to better understand the controversy ���
over issues like abortion, euthanasia (assisted suicide) ���
& the distribution of scarce medical resources. 

–  Thomson argues that ethical decision-making                        
about these issues should not be done by simply                  
applying one rule to all possible cases.  

•  She believes we should not embrace either a 
consequentialist or a deontological approach exclusively,  
–  but instead should be aware of how we are prone to 

abide by one or the other view in specific situations. 
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Thomson is sympathetic to the notion that ���
killing is morally worse than letting someone die. 
 

•  This seems like a deontological viewpoint, since it says that what 
matters is not just an action’s consequences (e.g., that someone ends 
up dead), but also how those consequences are brought about. 

 

…But she argues that this does not mean that: 
 

–  “for every pair of acts, actual or possible,                                  
one of which is a letting die, the other of which is a killing,       
but which are so far as possible in all other respects alike, ���
the second [killing] is worse than the first [letting die].” (206) 

Ø If they did so, they would be following                                  
a strict deontological principle that                                         
it is never morally permissible to kill. 

Ø  She uses thought experiments to show that                      
people do not believe killing is always worse than letting die. 

–  Responses to ethical dilemmas show that                             
people sometimes resort to utilitarian reasoning to justify cases   
in which letting die is actually worse than killing. 10	  



In the following scenario (Transplant) , 

•  …it seems obvious that David cannot kill one person to save five lives. 
–  The better option is to let five people die. 
 
 

But consider this “Trolley Problem”: 

 
 

•  …here it seems permissible for Edward to turn the trolley,  
•  killing one person rather than letting five people die. 
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Thomson asks, “why is is that Edward may turn the trolley to save his five, 
but David may not cut up his healthy specimen to save his five?” 

Ø  Foot gives an explanation for the difference between the two cases: 

–  “…our ‘negative duties’ [not to do something bad], ���
such as the duty to refrain from killing, ���
are more stringent than our ‘positive duties’, ���
[to do something good] such as the duty to save lives.” 

•  “If David [the transplant surgeon] does nothing, ���
he violates a positive duty to save five lives; if he cuts up the healthy [person], ���
he violates a negative duty to refrain from killing one.” (206) 

Ø  Foot reasons that it is better to obey the negative duty not to kill,     ���
and violate the positive duty to save the five, since our obligation ���
not to kill is stronger &more binding than our obligation than to save lives. 

•  …whereas Edward [the trolley driver] faces “a conflict between a negative duty 
to refrain from killing five & a negative duty to refrain from killing one.���
…So Edward may, indeed must, turn that trolley” (206): 

Ø  it is better to violate the negative duty not to kill once,                 ���
 instead of violating the same negative duty repeatedly by killing five.  12	  



Thomson has an alternative explanation for why it is  

•  not ok for David [transplant surgeon] to kill one healthy person ���
to save five patients’ lives,  

•  but ok for Edward [trolley passenger] to kill the one person ���
on the side track to save five people on the main track. 

•  In both cases, one person is killed in order to save five lives. 

–  They have the same consequences – so a utilitarian should 
consider them morally equivalent (i.e., equally permissible) 

–  But they both involve violating the Kantian maxim ���
not to kill – so a Kantian should consider them ���
morally equivalent as well (equally impermissible) 

Ø Since people tend to judge the action to be ���
permissible in one case but impermissible in another, 
people must judge one case like ���
a Kantian and the other case like a Utilitarian. 

»  The verdicts are different because people ���
are using different normative ethical principles ���
(the Greatest Happiness Principle vs. ���
the Categorical Imperative) to judge them. 13	  



Thomson shows how people gravitate toward ���
a utilitarian judgment or a Kantian verdict about the rightness/wrongness ���
of an action depending on specific features of the situation, ���
by presenting two different versions of the Trolley Problem. 
 
Trolley Problem #1: Bystander 
 

•  like the case of Edward, except the agent is not the trolley driver,���
but rather a bystander who can flip a switch on the side of the tracks                 ���
 to divert the train from the main track (5 people in danger)                                         
to the side-track (1 person in danger). 

–  video: ���
bit.ly/1tsejtq 
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Trolley Problem #2: Footbridge 

 

video: bit.ly/1vDIbpT 



Bystander: 

Footbridge: 

Video: bit.ly/1uWyC1H 
 
•  Flipping the switch (in Bystander) & 

pushing the large man (in Footbridge) 
have the same outcome: 

-  one person is killed                     
in order to save five others. 

 
 
 
 

…but people tend to think: 

-  it is OK to flip the switch,  
-  but not OK to push the large man. 

Ø  What gives? 
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In other words, people who think killing one to save five is���
morally acceptable in Bystander, but morally wrong in Footbridge, 

– …follow a consequentialist principle when they say ���
one should kill one to save five in Bystander, 

»  [This achieves the greatest good for the greatest number ���
of people, following the Greatest Happiness Principle] 

 
– …but follow a deontological principle when they say ���

one should not kill to save five in Footbridge. 

»  [This follows the Categorical Imperative not to treat ���
the large man as a mere means to saving the others] 

Ø Maybe this suggests that neither ethical theory 
prescribes exactly the right action in all situations, 
Ø or that most people actually hold ���

a hybrid view of ethics, which combines elements 
or both consequentialism & deontology. 
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Thomson explains people’s ���
discrepant reactions to these cases                   ���
 by drawing attention to ���
the agent’s role in the chain of events. 

•  In both cases, the harm of the trolley’s impact                                            ���
is distributed to one person instead of to five. 

–  But the passenger or bystander who pulls the switch indirectly                      
kills one person by causing the train to hit one person instead of five, 

 

•  All that agent does is to force the trolley to turn onto the side track;���
the death is a result of the trolley’s action. 

–  ….while the person on the footbridge kills one person directly,                     ���
 by pushing the large man to his death. 
•  That agent is the immediate cause of the death. 

Thomson surmises that  
Ø  “what matters in these cases in which a threat is to be distributed ���

is whether the agent distributes it by doing something to it [i.e., the threat], ���
or whether he distributes it by doing something to a person.” (216) 
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Thomson’s explanation makes sense of why people it isn’t ok for David       
[the transplant surgeon] to kill the healthy person to save five others. 
 
 
 
 
 

–  If David took the healthy specimen’s parts, ���
he would be the direct cause of that individual’s death,  
•  and it is impermissible to directly cause a death. 

–  …whereas if David doesn’t harvest the organs from the healthy specimen,���
his five patients would die, but as a result of their diseases                                 
– not as a direct result of David’s actions. 
•  so it is permissible for David to let the patients die. 

 
 

Ø However, if Thomson’s explanation is correct, 
»  we ought to think it is permissible for David to indirectly ���

cause the healthy person’s death…in order to harvest ���
the organs needed to save his five patients. 
•  Do you think this is permissible? 19 



Thomson’s explanation appeals to the reasoning people go through in 
responding to the two cases. 

•  An alternative explanation for people’s discrepant reactions                      
has to do with our emotional responses to Bystander vs. Footbridge.  

•  Joshua Greene et al.’s (2001) moral psychology study suggests: 

–  “the crucial difference between the [Bystander] trolley dilemma and the 
footbridge dilemma lies in the latter’s tendency to engage people’s emotions      
in a way that the former does not. 

•  The thought of pushing someone to his death is, we propose,                 
more emotionally salient than the thought of hitting a switch                
that will cause a trolley to produce similar consequences,  
–  and it is this emotional response that accounts for people’s tendency         

to treat these cases differently.” (2106) 
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Thomson concludes by revisiting her initial question,���
“Is killing worse than letting die?”  

•  “I suppose that what those who say it is have in mind may well be true. 
–  More generally, I suspect that Mrs. Foot and others may be right                   

to say that negative duties are more stringent than positive duties. 

•  But we [won’t] be able to decide until we get clearer                                     
what these things come to,” i.e., what it is that we really are                                                     
morally obligated to do or not to do. 

Ø Meanwhile, …the thesis that killing is worse than letting die                            
cannot be used in any simple, mechanical way,���
in order to yield conclusions about abortion, euthanasia                                
and the distribution of scarce medical resources. 
»  The cases have to be looked at individually. 

•  If nothing else comes out of the preceding discussion,                                             
it may anyway serve as a reminder of this:  
Ø  that there are circumstances in which – even if it is true that killing is worse 

than letting die – one may choose to kill instead of letting die.” (217) 
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