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Summary 

 

 

The main goal of this book is to prove that utilitarianism is a credible theory of 

normative ethics that can also serve as a justification of human rights. It therefore 

examines this theory, analyzes its strengths and the traditional objections to it, 

and at the same time raises the question of how best to justify the concept of 

human rights. 

Human rights are a concept that is very successful in practice, but evokes 

skepticism in theory. Many authors believe that we are unable to give a good 

answer to the question of why we have these rights. According to them, human 

rights lack an adequate theoretical basis and it is not clear what their source is. 

This book tries to deal with this skepticism. Human rights are credible if we refuse 

to understand them as objective truths, but lean toward their intersubjective 

conception. Their existence is the same as their validity, and this validity depends 

on the moral reasons that can be stated in their favor. Human rights are a matter 

of argumentation. Various theories of normative ethics can be the source of such 

reasons and one of them is utilitarianism. 

In this book, the author tries to reconstruct the version of utilitarianism that, in his 

opinion, is most immune to traditional objections and at the same time respects 

its historical roots (especially the considerations of Jeremy Bentham and John 

Stuart Mill). The ambition of this version of utilitarianism is not to provide people 

with a specific procedure that would give them an answer to how they should act 

in everyday life. The principle of utility only plays the role of the ultimate 

justification for our practice in the complex world. This book shows that 

utilitarianism conceived in this way will stand up to all the objections that are 

traditionally stated to its detriment, and not only that it will also stand up as a 

justification of human rights. 

The truth is that utilitarianism and human rights are sometimes seen as 

incompatible. This may be partly due to the very critical attitude of Jeremy 
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Bentham toward the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. The rights 

contained in it raised a number of doubts, starting with their vagueness and ending 

with the question of their enforcement in practice. Without wishing to downplay 

the seriousness of Bentham's objections, the author of this book believes that 

there is already a good answer to many of them, which is also entirely in line with 

utilitarian ethics. In the end, John Stuart Mill already considered the two concepts 

compatible and many leading twentieth-century utilitarians thought the same. 

The author defends the thesis that this theory has no problem accepting the idea 

that we should take seriously the rights that are capable of having some effects in 

empirical reality. It offers us an instrumental justification of human rights, i.e. their 

justification as tools that contribute to maximizing utility in the long run and 

overall. This justification has a number of important advantages, such as being 

immune to the objection of cultural relativism, or making it relatively easy to 

specify the content of these rights. 

In the next part of the book, the author analyzes various competitive theories that 

seek to justify human rights. He dedicates attention to four approaches, which he 

considers to be the most thoughtful and relevant. These are: the theory of basic 

needs and capabilities approach, the theories of Alan Gewirth and James Griffin 

based on the normative agency, the current discursive theory, and finally, Richard 

Rorty's approach. Some of these theories can be criticized for not solving the Is-

Ought problem, even though they claim it as their ambition. Their normative 

foundations are problematic and often require the adoption of controversial 

(metaphysical) assumptions. Many of them are not even immune to the objection 

of cultural relativism. After all, Rorty's approach is more of a political project that 

does not answer some important questions. The author thus concludes that these 

theories also have a number of weaknesses and cannot be considered more 

credible than the utilitarianistic justification. 
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