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03 - #x X2 - LEVEL 4 - ETHICS

The Trolley Problem:
Outcomes or Principles?

@ Trolley Problem Deep Dive - Featured Thinkers — Philippa Foot - Judith Jarvis Thomson - Jeremy Bentham - Immanuel Kant

runaway trolley is speeding toward five workers who cannot escape, and you happen to stand
A beside a lever. If you pull it, the trolley switches to a side track where a single worker stands.
Do you pull the lever, killing one person in order to save five? Most people answer yes. Now alter the
scenario: you stand on a footbridge above the track, beside a very large stranger, and the only way
to stop the trolley is to push him onto the tracks. The math is identical — one life exchanged for five
— yet almost no one says they would push. Notice that your gut already answered before you

reasoned, and ask yourself why.

The puzzle was first posed by the philosopher Philippa Foot in 1967; Judith Jarvis Thomson later
added the footbridge. Together, the two cases expose a deep division in how humans judge right and
wrong. One tradition, called utilitarianism, holds that the right action is whatever produces the
most good for the most people. Its founding figure, Jeremy Bentham, argued that we should add up
the happiness and suffering of everyone affected and select the option with the best total. Bentham
wanted morality to operate almost like arithmetic: count the benefits, subtract the harms, and
choose the highest number. By that math, five lives clearly outweigh one — so you should pull the

lever and push the stranger.

Another tradition, however, refuses to do the math. Immanuel Kant maintained that every
person possesses a dignity that may never be sacrificed for someone else’s benefit. In his words, we
must “so act that you use humanity ‘- always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.”
Pushing the stranger uses him as a tool — a heavy object deployed to stop a trolley. Pulling the lever
feels different because the side-track worker’'s death is a tragic side effect rather than your
instrument. You did not need him to die; if he stepped away, you would be glad. But you do need
the stranger’s body on the tracks, and that requirement, Kant would argue, treats a human being as

a thing.

This distinction may explain why our intuitions split the two cases even when the numbers
match. Most people sense a difference between harm caused as a side effect and harm used on
purpose. A doctor who cannot save one patient because she is saving five feels different from a
doctor who kills one healthy person to harvest organs for five, although the math is identical. The
trolley problem is unsettling precisely because it shows that our moral instincts do not always
follow a single, consistent rule.

So which view is correct — the cold arithmetic of outcomes, or the principle that certain acts are
simply forbidden regardless of the result? Philosophers continue to argue, and so do engineers,
because a self-driving car may one day confront its own version of the lever. Whatever you
conclude, the hardest question in ethics is not just what you would do, but why you believe it is

right.

KEY WORDS utilitarianism dignity means end side effect consequences
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Can Necessity
Make Us Free?

@ Featured Thinker — Baruch Spinoza, Ethics (1677) - AX| L7 £ CHElst
XZQ| 3 YL|ct.
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eople often define freedom as the ability to have chosen otherwise. Baruch Spinoza begins with a
P more unsettling question: do we know why we desire what we desire? We are aware of our
decisions, he argues, but usually ignorant of the causes that shaped them. A person who chooses to
speak angrily may insist that the words were freely chosen, while fear, pride, fatigue, and memory

have already prepared the response. Awareness of a choice is not yet knowledge of its cause.

In Ethics, Spinoza describes reality as a single causal order. Human beings do not stand outside it,
issuing independent commands to nature. This seems to destroy freedom: if every thought and action
has causes, what remains of responsibility? Yet Spinoza’s account of freedom begins precisely at this
point. An emotion is passive when it carries us along without our understanding. By forming a clearer

idea of it, we do not abolish the chain of causes; we become less governed by confusion.

Suppose a criticism fills you with anger. If you merely suppress it, you may still be ruled by it. But if
you understand why the remark wounded you and what belief you took it to threaten, your response
can become more deliberate. For Spinoza, freedom is not an escape from necessity. It is the mind’s

growing power to understand the necessity within which it acts.

A puzzle remains. If the act of understanding also has causes, why call it freedom? Perhaps freedom
is not the absence of causes but the difference between being driven by causes we do not grasp and
acting from an understanding of them. Whether that redefinition is convincing is the question

Spinoza’s readers must answer.
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How would Bentham and Kant disagree
about the footbridge case?
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Why does Spinoza doubt that awareness of a
choice proves freedom?

Should a self-driving car sacrifice one to
save five? Use both thinkers’ ideas.
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Can understanding the causes of anger
make a person freer? Defend your view.
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Just War Theory (Walzer)
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