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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Utilitarianism, as a central theory in normative ethics, is founded on
the principle of utility. Its founder, Jeremy Bentham, defined a right
action as that which produces the greatest amount of public utility for
all relevant individuals (Bentham, 1781, p. 14). Bentham, who
equated good with pleasure and evil with pain (Bentham, 1781, p. 15),
established what is known as "hedonistic utilitarianism" (Smart, 1973,
p. 8). Although later philosophers like John Stuart Mill, Henry
Sidgwick (Borchert, 2006), and G.E. Moore (Huka, 2021) developed
the theory further, it has consistently faced philosophical critiques.
These include the objection that intrinsic value is not exclusive to
pleasure, accusing Bentham's view of reducing the concept of value
(Kavandi et al., 2013, p. 201), and the claim that utilitarianism is
fundamentally incompatible with basic human moral intuitions (ibid.,
p. 202).

From the perspective of cognitive science, a fundamental question
arises concerning the very feasibility of calculating the greatest good.
Decision-making theories based on maximization (Rachlin et al.,
1981, p. 371) - which underpin Bentham's act-utilitarianism - face
significant cognitive challenges, such as unsolvable computational
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problems and a lack of transparency (Gigerenzer, 2008, p. 23). These
critiques suggest that the requirement for complex calculations to
maximize utility lacks the necessary "cognitive plausibility”, as the
human mind operates under significant processing limitations in real-
world situations.

In contrast, Herbert Simon's theory of "satisficing” provides a
more realistic model of human decision-making. This theory posits
that in real-world conditions—due to constraints on time, information,
and processing capacity—individuals do not seek the optimal choice
but rather one that is merely "good enough” to meet their minimum
criteria (Schwartz et al., 2002, p. 1178). By simplifying the decision-
making process, this model avoids the cognitive complexities of the
classical rational choice model and demonstrates greater practical
applicability.

2. Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is a consequentialist ethical theory asserting that an
action is morally right if it produces the greatest amount of good or
utility (Driver, 2009). This core principle means that the morality of
an act is judged solely by its outcomes, aiming for the greatest
positive consequences (Hinman, 2008). Chappell and Crisp (1998)
identify three key features of utilitarianism: it is a form of welfarism,
it assumes the comparability of welfare across individuals, and it is a
type of consequentialist welfarism. A primary distinction within the
theory is between act-utilitarianism, which judges the rightness of
individual acts by their consequences, and rule-utilitarianism, which
focuses on the consequences of adopting general rules (Smart, 1973,
p. 6).

The classical formulation of utilitarianism began with Jeremy
Bentham, who defined utility in hedonistic terms, equating good with
pleasure and evil with pain (Bentham, 1781, p. 15). He argued that the
right action is the one that maximizes aggregate pleasure for all
affected parties, a view known as hedonistic utilitarianism (Smart,
1973, p. 8). To operationalize this, Bentham proposed a "felicific
calculus"”, using seven criteria intensity, duration, certainty,
propinquity, fecundity, purity, and extent — to quantify pleasure and
pain (Driver, 2009). John Stuart Mill later refined this view, rejecting
Bentham's purely quantitative approach. Mill introduced a qualitative
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distinction among pleasures, arguing that those employing our "higher
faculties”, such as intellect and morality, are intrinsically superior to
base sensual pleasures (Mill, 1863, p. 13). He thus shifted the focus
from mere pleasure to a broader concept of happiness.

3. Decision-making

Decision-making is a complex cognitive process involving the
selection of a belief or action from among available alternatives. This
process is heavily dependent on the values, preferences, and beliefs of
the decision-maker. Individuals choose options that best align with
their desires and subjective criteria. Simon (1960) noted that decision-
making is a composite process of cognition and subjective evaluation,
the outcomes of which depend not only on rational factors but also on
emotional aspects and individual experiences. An individual's beliefs
and understanding of the situation play a crucial role in determining
the decision-making path, highlighting the complexity and
multifaceted nature of this process (Simon, 1960, p. 2).

A classical theory in this domain is the model of the homo
economicus or the economic man (Sternberg et al., 2022, p. 526). This
model posits three fundamental assumptions: first, that decision-
makers have complete information about all possible options and their
potential outcomes; second, that individuals can discern and are
sensitive to subtle differences between options; and third, that
decision-makers act entirely rationally, making decisions based on
precise, logical calculations. This approach emphasizes the logical and
quantitative aspects of decision-making, largely overlooking the role
of subjective and emotional factors (Edwards, 1954, p. 381). Another
significant theory is the Subjective Expected Utility (SEU) theory,
which is grounded in the principle that individuals seek to maximize
pleasure and reduce pressure in their decisions. This theory involves
two key concepts: first, subjective utility, which refers to an
individual's personal evaluation of an option's value and benefit, and
second, subjective probability, which is based on the individual's
estimation of the likelihood of potential outcomes (Sternberg et al.,
2022, p. 528).

Rational Choice Theory is an attempt to explain the process of
preference and choice based on the hypothesis that humans are logical
beings. This theory is founded on the idea that humans have orderly
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preferences that remain stable despite superficial changes in how
options are presented. According to this framework, individuals
compare options based on a specific scale, such as utility, value, or
benefit, and ultimately choose the option that best aligns with their
preferences, with the ultimate goal being the maximization of utility
(Rachlin et al., 1981, p. 370). As an analytical framework in
behaviorism, maximization theory is based on the principle that living
organisms behave in ways that maximize their utility within their
environment. This perspective views behavior as a free choice within
constraints imposed by the external environment or biological
structure, where organisms make choices that provide the greatest
benefit given these limitations (Rachlin et al., 1981, p. 371).

In the early 1950s, researchers began to challenge the concept of
unbounded rationality. Simon proposed an alternative approach to
explain choice that was more cognizant of human cognitive
limitations than rational choice theory. He argued that the assumed
goal of maximization is almost always unattainable in real life due to
environmental complexity and the limits of human information
processing. He suggested that in choice situations, individuals actually
seek a satisficing option — one that is "good enough” — rather than
maximizing utility (Simon, 1956, p. 132). Simon's alternative to
rational choice theory questions not only the processes of evaluating
and selecting options but also the motivations that individuals use as
criteria in the decision-making process. Therefore, in satisficing, the
individual is not looking for the best option, but for an option that is
sufficiently good (Schwartz et al., 2002, p. 1178).

Empirical studies suggest that individuals who employ a utility-
maximizing approach in their decision-making process may often be
dissatisfied with their decisions, whereas such reports are not common
for the satisficing theory. Since the problem of choice overload is less
pertinent in satisficing, issues like unsolvable computations, multiple
criteria, and undefined utility — which challenge Bentham's and
Mill's utilitarianism — are largely circumvented. A decision-maker
using a satisficing approach can select an option as soon as they
encounter one they deem sufficiently desirable. In everyday decisions,
people predominantly rely on heuristics (Gigerenzer, 2008), indicating
that they seek a "good enough™ option more often than they seek to
maximize utility (Sternberg et al., 2022, p. 534). Ultimately, the
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context determines the appropriate decision-making strategy; for
instance, a cardiac surgeon deciding on a surgical procedure must
operate based on a maximization logic rather than a satisficing one.

4. Utilitarianism from the Perspective of Decision-Making
Theories

Previous sections examined decision-making from the perspectives of
maximization and satisficing theories. A critical question is whether
the utility central to utilitarian theories can truly be maximized.
Cognitive science research deems this impossible. Most critiques here
target the maximization of utility, as utilitarians claim an act is moral
if it maximizes utility, happiness, or other key concepts. Therefore,
this discussion is directly linked to utility-maximization decision
theory (Gigerenzer, 2008).

4.1 Cognitive and computational challenges in utilitarian theories
This text examines the cognitive and computational challenges facing
utilitarian theories. At the heart of this critique is Jeremy Bentham's
philosophy, which posits that a morally right action is one that
maximizes utility for all affected individuals. From a cognitive science
perspective, performing such a calculation in every single moral
scenario seems infeasible. Gigerenzer (2008) argues that the
computations required for utilitarian decision-making are practically
impossible. Using a chess analogy, he demonstrates how possible
outcomes multiply exponentially, creating a computationally
unsolvable "social chess™ problem, even for advanced computers, let
alone the human mind (p. 22). He concludes that utilitarianism is only
viable in limited, short-term contexts.

This critique most strongly targets act-utilitarianism, which
demands consequence calculations for individual acts. Rule-
utilitarianism, focusing on general rules, may circumvent this by
allowing for greater deliberation. In defense, Sunstein (2008) contends
that Gigerenzer's critique applies only to a narrow range of moral
theories, overlooking the diversity within consequentialism (pp. 29-
30). Driver and Loeb (2008) defend consequentialism by
distinguishing between a criterion of rightness and a decision-making
procedure. They argue that most consequentialists, including Bentham
and Mill, never intended for complex calculations to be used as a
routine decision procedure in every situation (pp. 34-35).
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However, this defense is ultimately unconvincing. Even if moral
agents are not expected to constantly calculate, the core utilitarian
standard — that the right action is the one that actually maximizes
utility — remains cognitively inaccessible. If an agent cannot identify
the utility-maximizing act in complex, real-world scenarios, the
theory's normative guidance becomes practically void. Therefore, the
fundamental impossibility of the required calculations, as highlighted
by Gigerenzer, remains a serious challenge for classical utilitarian
theories.

4.2 Ambiguity in Defining Utility
Gigerenzer critiques utilitarianism for its lack of a transparent
definition of utility, arguing it prevents a precise calculative metric,
thereby undermining its normative guidance (Gigerenzer, 2008, p. 23).
This is particularly problematic for Mill's theory, where the core
concept of "happiness"” is too vague for an agent to operationalize for
maximization.

Driver and Loeb (2008) respond that the maximization criterion is
a standard of rightness, not a required decision procedure. They argue
moral agents can logically disregard far-fetched possibilities (like a
child becoming a tyrant) without invalidating the theory (p. 36).
However, this fails to resolve the fundamental conceptual ambiguity
in "maximizing happiness”, which severely limits the theory's
practical application.

4.3 The Multi-Criteria Challenge

A further critique is that one cannot maximize utility when multiple,
competing criteria exist (Gigerenzer, 2008, p. 23). Driver and Loeb
(2008) counter with a portfolio analogy: an investor diversifies not to
reject profit maximization, but due to uncertainty about which stock
will yield the most. Similarly, a moral agent might choose a
"portfolio” of satisfactory actions because they cannot identify the
single utility-maximizing act (p. 38).

Gigerenzer's ultimate solution is the use of heuristics. Since
consequence calculation is infeasible, he argues we must rely on
simple, satisficing-based decision rules, often embedded in social
institutions that automatically guide moral behavior.
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5. Conclusion

This study reinterpreted core components of utilitarianism to evaluate
Gerd Gigerenzer's critiques of consequentialism. By explicating two
primary decision-making theories (maximization vs. satisficing), it
further clarified the relationship between utilitarian tenets and
cognitive science. Gigerenzer's central argument is that utilitarianism
faces several cognitive challenges: 1) The computational intractability
of the required calculations, rendering "social chess" unsolvable for
both human and artificial minds; 2) The inherent ambiguity in
defining "good" or "pleasure”, which prevents a consensus necessary
for reliable calculation; and 3) The impossibility of maximizing a
multi-person-dependent good across all affected individuals. The
study concludes that moral action, both normatively and descriptively,
is ultimately based on heuristics.

Keywords: Utilitarianism, Cognitive Sciences, Profit Maximization
Theory, Satisficing Theory, Gerd Gigerenzer, Decision-Making
Theories.
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1 Economic man and woman
2 Subjective expected utility theory
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