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Reconciling Consequentialism and Deontology in Public Policy

Decisions of public policy, or those that are made by the governing body of a political unit, are inherently impactful on the public good.  Most obviously, decisions of the public governance structure directly impact the public with the intended and unintended consequences of the action.  These intended consequences may affect the public through appropriations for new structures or programs or they may allow certain or all citizens to begin or cease participating in a certain activity or behavior.  Yet decisions of the public government have a broader impact on the public by modeling proper and appropriate decision making.  Therefore, the manner in which public policy decisions are deliberated, made, and executed have a broad impact on the public and their well-being.
The dilemma of balancing efficient and effective government and the universality of principles and laws embodies the need for an approach to public governance with consequentialist consideration and a respect for unbiased law.  I suggest that public policy be conducted to maximize the well-being of the public through utilitarian perspective, yet subject to deontological considerations in order to maintain consistency and perceived fairness in action.  Presumably, this approach will maximize the effectiveness and efficiency of public policy, insofar as it does not unnecessarily violate universal principles and stray from the truth.   Such an approach should ensure decisions are made with the greatest direct and indirect impact.  And, the public body demonstrates due consideration of universal laws and the needs of all members of society.  This model for discourse serves as a positive one for the private sector and private life as well.
Utilitarian Approach
The broad direct impact of the public policy might lend itself to a consequentialist approach that maximizes the utility of public decisions.  By appropriating more money for a given project, allowing citizens to participate in a desired activity, or prohibiting a destructive activity, the government presumably increases the total good.  More simply, by maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain, the entirety of the public is presumably more well off.  While some members may benefit by a given decision and others may be hurt, as long as the sum total of positive effects and negative effects is positive, the public is better off (Bentham).    This approach has merit for increasing productivity, effectiveness, and efficiency in society, both in public and private life.  

A consequentialist approach also accounts for a constant reality in decision making:  no decision makes everyone happy.  Generally, public policymakers attempt to yield the greatest benefit for the public good, or at least for their constituency.  This approach benefits the policymaker because he is serving in a perceived beneficial manner and he is pleasing the most members of his constituency.  
The utilitarian approach further explains the extent to which laws should be enforced.  Bentham claims that mischief should not be addressed through punishment if it is “groundless, inefficacious, too expensive, or needless.”  He suggests that punishment is inherently evil and that one should not be punished if the punishment will not prohibit a greater evil.  
Yet this approach does not ensure that the violation itself is addressed.  It also does not ensure equal application of the law for all citizens.  This approach also could justify inequivalent punishment for similar violations of the law because of varying levels of potential happiness that the individuals could provide for society.  For instance, a generous philanthropist may commit tax evasion.  Because the tax hidden from the government may pale in comparison to the money that he donates to the public, he would likely not be substantially punished for his actions in a consequentialist system.  In other words, the future evils avoided by punishing the philanthropist do not outweigh the lost happiness by possibly prohibiting him from giving to the community.  While the immediate benefit to the community might be positive, the societal pattern set could have severely negative consequences in applying the law differently for different people.
The consequentialist approach seems to disregard the great impact that public policy decisions can have in setting societal patterns for action.  Continued self-interested actions can create a factioned polis where citizens neglect to act in a cooperative manner.  A government’s actions favoring the greater good naturally favors the majority, whereas actions that favorably impact a majority of the public will have a more positive impact on the bottom-line sum of happiness, and notably the governments favorability with the public.  This biased, if not self-interested, style of governance will alienate the minority, effectively splitting the polis.  This has many negative consequences on trade, public discourse, community life, and other aspects of society.  When citizens feel as though they are not treated fairly, they will not buy into the system of governance.
The utilitarian approach does not prohibit the government from serving the minority.  Government action that serves to greatly increase the happiness of the minority may increase the total happiness if its yield is greater than that of an action that has minor positive effects on the majority.   Yet, it is conceivable that actions that serve the interests of the greater good will far more often outweigh those of the minority.

At some point, does pursuance of the happiness for the entire society overstep established universal principles of fairness and needs of the minority?  In such a case, does disregard for a common set of laws cause irreparable harm for society?  While politicians often wish to maximize utility of decisions, a healthy respect for consistent application of a universal code may be beneficial.
Deontological Perspective
A deontological approach to governance, one that is guided by “universal law through all its maxims,” provides a possible remedy for the negative consequences of a utilitarian approach.  Such an unbiased approach, based on no special interest, provides the groundwork for fair treatment through unconditional application of laws.  This approach provides a consistent and predictable code that will ensure the minority is not overstepped by the benefit of the majority.  This approach, while idealistic, is very attractive to those who favor consistency of action.  Consequentialists inherently must consider the context of a decision before making it.  Deontologists explain that the decision should be made the same way, regardless of the circumstances.  
The existence and origin of a universal code does vary between deontologists.  Kant, a German philosopher from the eighteenth century, develops a universal code through abstract reasoning.  He suggests that humans should all be treated as ends, and not as means.  With such distinction, each individual has dignity, and therefore intrinsic value.  A “kingdom” of rational beings is then developed as each joins, respecting each other as an end and not a means for themselves.  Hence, a universal code is developed.  John Rawls suggests that “reflective equilibrium” is developed as we weigh our judgments and institutions.  Eventually, we develop a point of equilibrium at which we come to a common set of moral principles.  Ross argues that there is a set of basic principles that each individual is to abide by.  These principles are underivative by nature and self-evident to everyone.   While deontologists may vary in how they explain the derivation of a universal code of principles, the universal code itself provides a blueprint of action for policymakers who value consistency and in application (Ethics in Practice).  
Kant also talks at length about the importance of maintaining the truth.  The meaning of words of a language is reliant on the consistency of their use.  Lying, therefore, lessens the value of the truth.  Actions, particularly by the public body, inconsistent with or in violation of the truth lessen the trust and veracity of the public governing body.  Accordingly, if a government acts in a deceitful manner, it runs the risk of its people losing faith in its ability to make decisions in their best interest.
Finally, the government runs the risk of losing the faith of its people when it acts in order to maximize total happiness in society.  One’s perspective of happiness is inherently biased.  The government and public policymakers who lead the government are naturally impacted by their own personal biases and perspective on happiness.  A universal code of principles provides guidance to public policymakers that is unbiased.  Acting by such principles better ensures that the government will not act in a manner that favors certain people over others.  
Reconciling the two approaches


The main goal of a public governance body should be to attempt to maintain order and effectuate positive change.  A government’s sovereignty relies on these two goals.  Yet, maintaining trust in the government to make fair and truthful decisions is critical to ensuring the public continues to entrust the governing body with such power.  Accordingly, the primary goal of the public body should be to act in a consequentialist manner.  Then, each decision should be checked with a deontological perspective to ensure that the people will not lose trust in the government to make decisions that are fair and unbiased and respect the basic rights and principles guaranteed to each individual.  
In Practice: Urban Renewal

The public discourse of urban renewal in the latter half of the 20th Century has sparked much debate in American society.  As cities have transformed from industrial centers to information hubs, the employment profile of urban businesses and corporations has drastically changed.  The jobs available to low-skilled dwellers of the urban areas have relocated.  Overtime, urban housing and infrastructure has deteriorated and significantly contributed to a low-level quality of life for urban dwellers.  On the other hand, great opportunities are available for cities to invest in downtown development for corporations and other big businesses.  Central cities also serve as great attraction sites for visitors.  Investment in hotels and other tourist industries help attract business to the city.  

Many have argued that attracting such business and industry will successfully expand the tax base of urban cities, in order to provide more subsidies for the needs of the entire city.  Yet, many city residents feel alienated and betrayed when city governments turn a blind eye to pot holes, broken windows, drug corners, dilapidated schools, and other concerns, as they sponsor the construction of downtown hotels and conference centers.  In many efforts of urban renewal, residents are displaced and left with no legitimate housing options.  While a perceived benefit may come to society, these individuals are left with no shelter.
A strict consequentialist perspective might find that an investment in attracting big business and city corporations is best for the entirety of the city.  Such benefits of a broadened tax-base, more job opportunities, and increased attractiveness to suburbanites likely would outweigh the cost of displacing a smaller sector of the population that is displaced from their homes.  Those in leadership of the government will find such actions favorable, though, because they will be drastically changing the landscape of the city in a relatively progressive manner.

Yet after considering a deontological perspective, the city government runs the risk of alienating its constituency who is displaced and those who sympathize with the displaced population.  Further, it has an obligation to ensure basic rights to life, including food, shelter, and education.  While citizens will likely have more job opportunities, they will lose perspective of these new opportunities because of what they have lost.  Accordingly, an appropriate public policy decision would combine downtown investment with sufficient subsidized housing projects for those who are displaced.  Additionally, a comprehensive package of programs and services to address concerns of the residents would also ensure that the needs were met of both the greater city and affected citizens.  While such an investment may be less efficient in the long run and may bring less total happiness to the city, it better serves each of the citizens and their individual interests.  
In Practice: Invasion of Iraq

In 2003, the United States invaded Iraq in order to remove Saddam Hussein and institute democracy.  Iraq owns much of the world’s oil and is a mainstay in the volatile Middle East region.  Saddam Hussein also proved to be one of the world’s most brutal and ruthless rules during his tenure.  Instituting a presumably stable regime allied with the United States, from a utilitarian perspective, seems to benefit the American public and possibly the international community.  In order to build support for the invasion, the United States administration used questionable evidence of weapons of mass destruction and denied the uncertainty of the evidence from the US and global community.  Further, the lack of collaboration and cooperation with Iraq and the global community has significantly harmed the trust of the American government and the judgments it makes.

While it is arguable that an invasion of Iraq could have significant benefits for the United States and the world community, the utter disregard for the sovereignty and rights of the Iraqi government and people has depleted support for the American initiative.  Further, the American people have further lost trust in the veracity of information given by the government and the fairness of its actions.  Accordingly, the American government, while potentially bringing more happiness to the world in the long run, has alienated many global partners because of its unwillingness to operate within reasonable expectations for the rights of the Iraqi government.

Whereas the utilitarian perspective might maintain that a regime change is a positive change, the suggested consideration of deontological principles would have precluded the United States from invading Iraq.  By both maintaining more respect for Iraqi’s sovereignty in pursuing negotiations and collaborating with world partners, the United States would ensure greater respect for the rights of Iraq.  Further, such an approach would require the United States to develop more solid evidence against the Iraqi regime to ensure that the government provided truthful and reliable support for its tactics.  

In Practice: Abortion

The public policy discussion of abortion poses a significant challenge to moral theory.  A deontological perspective of the issue would suggest that ending any form of life is morally wrong.  Yet the realities of abortion challenge such a strict adherence to deontological perspective.  If abortion were to be outlawed, wealthy women would travel to Canada to have the procedure done.  Those less wealthy likely will visit back-alley clinics that often put the mother’s health at risk.  Further, abortion can be used to save a mother’s life in a situation where her health would be compromised by the delivery of the baby.  Finally, abortion can address many social issues in which mothers who are unfit to care for a child, whether because of age, wealth, addictions, or other factors, can avoid entering such a challenging situation.  From a utilitarian perspective, avoiding situations that will likely cause significant unhappiness in society will increase total happiness.  

While it may be beneficial for citizens to have the ability to abort a pregnancy, it may benefit the government to establish limits on abortion in order to maintain stability in society by establishing respect for life.  By establishing limits on abortion, the government can better address some deontological concerns of preserving life.  For instance, prohibiting abortions past early stages of pregnancy would address some concerns of inhumane medical procedures that end what many would consider to be
 legitimate forms of life.  Yet, by permitting some forms of abortion, the government can address health concerns of women and help citizens avoid undesirable family situations, and ultimately increase societal happiness.
Conclusion

The government should work to improve the living conditions and services available for its citizens.  Yet a respect for universal principles and the truth are important for maintaining trust and influence.  While public policy decisions may be made for the betterment of society, if the public has lost trust in the public body’s ability to make appropriate decisions, it will lose the ability to effectuate positive change.
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