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A Defense of Risk-Cost-Benefit Analysis 

Kristin Shrader-Frechette 

sciences and policy program.and the philosophy department at the 

University of Notre Dame. She is the author of numerous books and 

articles in environmental ethics and risk assessment, including Environmental 
Ethics (1981), Nuclear Power and Public Policy (1983), and Risk Analysis and 
Scientific Method (1985). 

In this essay, Shrader-Frechette argues that critics of science, such as 
William Rees and Mark Sagoff (see Readings 67 and 69), level unsound 

criticisms against using the cost-benefit model for making environmental 
decisions. After explaining the basic idea of risk-cost-benefit analysis (RCBA), 

she shows how it can be useful to environmentalists. Then she examines 

several criticisms of RCBA, including objections to it as a formal method, an 

economic method, and an ethical method. Shrader-Frechette argues that they 

all fail to undermine its value as a tool for environmentalists. 

( ristin Shrader-Frechette is professor in both the environmental 

Environmentalists often criticize science. They frequently argue for a more 

romantic, sensitive, holistic, or profound view of the world than science 

provides. William Rees, for example, criticizes economics on the grounds that 

it falls victim to scientific materialism; in his article in this volume, he says we 

need a new paradigm, other than economics, for achieving sustainable 

development. Similarly, Mark Sagoff, also writing in this text, criticizes the 

economic model of benefit-cost analysis and argues that it is not always the 

proper method for making environmental decisions. In particular, he criticizes 

benefit-cost analysis as utilitarian. 

This essay argues that environmentalists’ criticisms of science often are 

misguided. The criticisms err mainly because they ignore the fact that good 

science can help environmental causes as well as hinder them. Economic 

methods, for example, can show that nuclear power is not cost effective,! that it 

makes little economic sense to bury long-lived hazardous wastes,” and that 

Source: Louis P. Pojman (ed.), Environmental Ethics: Readings in Theory and Application, 
3rd edn (Stamford, CT: Wadsworth, 2001). 
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biological conservation is extraordinarily cost effective.’ One reason some 
environmentalists are antiscience or antieconomics—and ignore the way 
science can help environmentalism—is that they misunderstand science. 
They attribute flaws to science when the errors are the result of how people 
use, interpret, or apply science, not the result of science itself. Rees, for 
example, criticizes economics as guilty of scientific materialism, yet this essay 
will show that economics (benefit-cost analysis) can be interpreted in terms of 
many frameworks, not just scientific materialism. Similarly, Sagoff criticizes 
benefit-cost analysis as utilitarian, yet this essay will show that the technique is 
neither purely utilitarian, nor utilitarian in a flawed way, because those who use 
benefit-cost analysis can interpret it in terms of Kantian values, not just 

utilitarian ones. If this essay is right, then the ethical problems with economics 

are not with the science itself but with us, humans who interpret and use it in 

biased ways. In other words, the real problems of economics are the political 

and ethical biases of its users, not the science itself. To paraphrase 

Shakespeare: The fault, dear readers, is not with the science but with 

ourselves, that we are underlings who use it badly. 

Consider the case of risk-cost-benefit analysis and attacks on it. Risk-cost- 

benefit analysis (RCBA), the target of many philosophers’ and environmen- 

talists’ criticisms, is very likely the single, most used economic method, at least 

in the United States, for evaluating the desirability of a variety of technological 

actions—from building a liquefied natural gas facility to adding yellow dye 
number 2 to margarine. The 1969 National Environmental Policy Act requires 
that some form of RCBA be used to evaluate all federal environment-related 

projects.’ Also, all U.S. regulatory agencies—with the exception perhaps of 
only the Occupational Health and Safety Administration (OSHA)-routinely 
use RCBA to help determine their policies.” 

Basically, RCBA consists of three main steps. These are (1) identifying all 
the risks, costs, and benefits associated with a particular policy action; (2) 

converting those risk, cost, and benefit values into dollar figures; and (3) then 

adding them to determine whether benefits outweigh the risks and costs. 
Consider the proposed policy action of coating fresh vegetables with a waxy, 

carcinogenic chemical to allow them to be stored for longer periods of time. 

Associated with such a policy would be items such as the risk of worker 

carcinogenesis or the cost of labor and materials for coating the vegetables. The 
relevant benefits would include factors such as increased market value of the 

vegetables since the preservative coating would reduce spoilage and losses in 

storage. 

Those who favor RCBA argue that this technique—for identifying, 

quantifying, comparing, and adding all factors relevant to an economic 

decision—ought to be one of the major considerations that any rational person 
takes into account in developing social policy. To my knowledge, no economist 
or policymaker ever has argued that RCBA ought to be the sole basis on which 

any social or environmental choice is made. Despite the fact that RCBA, an 

application of welfare economics, dominates U.S. decision making regarding 

environmental and technological issues, it continues to draw much criticism. 



446 CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 

Economists, industrial representatives, and governmental spokespersons tend 

to support use of RCBA, but philosophers, environmentalists, and consumer 

activists tend to criticize its employment. 

This essay (1) summarizes the three main lines of criticism of RCBA, (2) 

outlines arguments for objections to RCBA, (3) shows that the allegedly most 

devastating criticisms of RCBA are at best misguided and at worst incorrect, 

and (4) reveals the real source of the alleged deficiencies of RCBA. Let us 

begin with the three main criticisms of RCBA. These are objections to RCBA 
(1) as a formal method, (2) as an economic method, and (3) as an ethical 

method. 

Objection 1: RCBA as a Formal Method 

The most strident criticisms of RCBA (as a formal method for making social 

decisions) come from phenomenologically oriented scholars, such as Hubert 

and Stuart Dreyfus at Berkeley. They argue that, because it is a rigid, formal 

method, RCBA cannot model all instances of “human situational under- 

standing.”° For example, say Stuart Dreyfus, Lawrence Tribe, and Robert 

Socolow, whenever someone makes a decision, whether about playing chess or 

driving an automobile, he or she uses intuition and not some analytic, 

economic “point count.’”” They claim that formal models like RCBA fail to 

capture the essence of human decision making. The models are too narrow 
and oversimplified in focusing on allegedly transparent rationality and 

scientific know-how. Rather, say Dreyfus and others, human decision 

making is mysterious, unformalizable, and intuitive, something close to 

wisdom.® This is because the performance of human decision making requires 

expertise and human skill acquisition that cannot be taught by means of any 
algorithm or formal method like RCBA.” 

Moreover, say Robert Coburn, Amory Lovins, Alasdair MacIntyre, and 

Peter Self, humans not only do not go through any formal routine like RCBA, 

but they could not, even if they wanted to. Why not? Humans, they say, often 

can’t distinguish costs from benefits. For example, generating increased 

amounts of electricity represents a cost for most environmentalists, but a 

benefit for most economists. Lovins and his colleagues also claim that people 

don’t know either the probability of certain events, such as energy-related 

accidents, or the consequences likely to follow from them; they don’t know 

because humans are not like calculating machines; they cannot put a number 

on what they value.!° 

Although these criticisms of RCBA are thought provoking, they need not 

be evaluated in full here, in part because they are analyzed elsewhere. !! 

Instead, it might be good merely to sketch the sorts of arguments that, when 

developed, are capable of answering these objections to the use of RCBA. 

There are at least six such arguments. 

The first is that, since Dreyfus and others merely point to deficiencies in 
RCBA without arguing that there is some less deficient decision method 
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superior to RCBA, they provide only necessary but not sufficient grounds for 
rejecting RCBA. A judgment about sufficient grounds for rejecting RCBA 
ought to be based on a relative evaluation of all methodologic alternatives 
because reasonable people only reject a method if they have a better 
alternative to it. Showing deficiencies in RCBA does not establish that a better 
method is available. 

A second argument is that Dreyfus, Tribe, Socolow, and others have 
“proved too much.” If human decision making is unavoidably intuitive and if 
benefits are indistinguishable from costs, as they say, then no rational, 
debatable, nonarbitrary form of technologic policymaking is possible. This 
is because rational policymaking presupposes at least that persons can 

distinguish what is undesirable from what is desirable, costs from benefits. If 
they cannot, then this problem does not count against only RCBA but against 
any method. Moreover, Dreyfus and others ignore the fact that no policy- 
making methods, including RCBA, are perfect. And if not, then no theory 
should be merely criticized separately, since such criticisms say nothing about 
which theory is the least desirable of all. 

Another argument, especially relevant to Dreyfus’s claims that RCBA is not 

useful for individual tasks, such as the decision making involved in driving a 

car, is that many of the objections to RCBA focus on a point not at issue. That 

RCBA is not amenable to individual decision making is not at issue. The real 

issue is how to take into account millions of individual opinions, to make 

societal decisions. This is because societal decision making presupposes some 

unifying perspective or method of aggregating preferences of many people, a 
problem not faced by the individual making choices. Of course, accomplish- 
ing RCBA is not like individual decision making, and that is precisely why 
social choices require some formal analytic tool like RCBA. 

Criticisms of RCBA as a formal method are also questionable because 

Dreyfus and others provide an incomplete analysis of societal decision making 

in making appeals to wisdom and intuition. They fail to specify, in a political 

and practical context, whose wisdom and intuitions ought to be followed and 

what criteria ought to be used when the wisdom and intuitions of different 

persons conflict in an environmental controversy. RCBA answers these 

questions in a methodical way. 

A final argument against criticisms of RCBA, as a formal method, is that 
Dreyfus and others are incomplete in using policy arguments that ignore the 

real-world importance of making decisions among finite alternatives and with 
finite resources. Wisdom may tell us that human life has an infinite value, but 

the scientific and economic reality is that attaining a zero-risk society is 
impossible and that there are not enough resources for saving all lives. In 
dismissing RCBA, Dreyfus and others fail to give their answers to the tough 

question of what criterion to use in distributing environmental health and 

safety.'” If we do not use RCBA, what informal method is a bigger help? This 

realistic question they do not answer. If not, RCBA may be the best method 

among many bad methods. 
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Objection 2: RCBA as an Economic Method 

Although these six argument-sketches are too brief to be conclusive in 

answering objections to RCBA as a formal method, let us move on to the 

second type of criticism so that we can get to the main focus of this essay. 

Philosophers of science and those who are critical of mainstream economics, 

like Kenneth Boulding, most often criticize RCBA as a deficient economic 

method. Perhaps the most powerful methodologic attack on RCBA deficien- 

cies focuses on its central methodologic assumption: Societal welfare can be 

measured as the algebraic sum of compensating variations (CVs). By 

analytically unpacking the concept of compensating variation, one can 

bring many RCBA deficiencies to light. | 
According to RCBA theory, each individual has a CV that measures the 

change in his or her welfare as a consequence of a proposed policy action. For 
example, suppose a university was considering raising the price of student 

parking permits from $200 per year to $400 per year and using the additional 
money to build a parking garage on campus. Suppose also that the university 
would decide whether this act or policy was desirable on the basis of the way it 

affected all the students. Raising the parking fees and building a garage would 
affect the welfare of each student differently, depending on her (or his) 
circumstances. According to economic theory, the CV of each student would 

measure her particular change in welfare. To find exactly how each student 

would measure her CV, her change in welfare because of the changed parking 
fees, we would ask her to estimate it. For example, suppose Susan drives to 

campus each day and has a part-time job off campus, so she cannot carpool or 

ride a bus because she needs her car to move efficiently between campus and 

work. Susan wants to have the parking garage, however, because she has to look 

nice in her part-time job. If the university builds the parking garage, she will not 

get wet and muddy walking to her car and will not have to spend 20 minutes 
searching for a parking place. If someone asked Susan to put a monetary value 
on paying $200 more per year for parking in a garage, she might say this 

change was worth an additional $100, and that, even if the fees increased by 

$300, would rather have the parking garage. That is, Susan would say her CV 
was +$100 because she would gain from the new plan. However, suppose Sally 
also drives to campus each day and suppose her welfare is affected negatively by 

the increase in parking fees and the proposed parking garage. Because Sally 
lives at an inconvenient location two hours away, she must drive to campus and 

park her car every day. But because she lives so far away, has no part-time job, 

and is going to school with savings, Sally wants to pay as little as possible for 
parking and prefers the existing muddy, uncovered parking lots. If someone 
asks Sally to put a monetary value on paying $200 more per year for parking in 
a garage, she might say this change harmed her by $200. That is, Sally would 

say her CV was —$200. Economists who use RCBA believe that, in order to 

determine the desirability of building the parking garage and charging $200 
more per year, they should add all the CVs of gainers (like Susan) and losers 
(like Sally) and see whether the gains of the action outweigh the losses. 
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Or consider the case of using CVs to measure the effects of building a dam. 
The CVs of some persons will be positive, and those of others will be negative. 
Those in the tourism industry might be affected positively, whereas those 
interested in wilderness experiences might be affected negatively. The theory 
is that the proposed dam is cost-beneficial if the sum of the CVs of the gainers 
can outweigh the sum of the CVs of the losers. In more technical language, 
according to economist Ezra Mishan, a CV is the sum of money that, if 
received or paid after the economic (or technologic) change in question, would 
make the individual no better or worse off than before the change. If, for 
example, the price of a bread loaf falls by 10 cents, the CV is the maximum 
sum a man would pay to be allowed to buy bread at this lower price. Per contra, 
if the loaf rises by 10 cents, the CV is the minimum sum the man must receive 

if he is to continue to feel as well off as he was before the rise in price.'® Implicit 

in the notion of a CV are three basic presuppositions, all noted in standard 

texts on welfare economics and cost-benefit analysis: (1) the compensating 
variation is a measure of how gains can be so distributed to make everyone in 

the community better off'*; (2) the criterion for whether one is better off is how 

well off feels subjectively’; and (3) one’s feelings of being well off or better off 

are measured by a sum of money judged by the individual and calculated at 

the given set of prices on the market.!® 

According to the critics of RCBA, each of the three presuppositions built 
into the concept of a CV contains controversial assumptions.” The first 

presupposition, that CVs provide a measure of how to make everyone better 

off, is built on at least two questionable assumptions: Gains and losses, costs 

and benefits, for every individual in every situation can be computed 

numerically.’» A second questionable assumption built into this presupposi- 
tion is that employing an economic change to improve the community welfare 

is acceptable, even though distributional effects of this change are ignored. 
Many people have argued that the effect of this assumption is merely to make 

economic changes that let the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, thus 

reflecting the dominant ideologies of the power groups dominating society. 
The second presupposition built into the notion of CV, that the criterion 

for whether one is better off is how one feels subjectively, as measured in 

quantitative terms, also embodies a number of doubtful assumptions. Some of 

these are that, as Kenneth Arrow admits, individual welfare is defined in terms 

of egoistic hedonism"; that the individual is the best judge of his welfare, that 

is, that preferences reveal welfare, despite the fact that utility is often different 

from morality~’; that summed preferences of individual members of a group 

reveal group welfare”!; and that wealthy and poor persons are equally able to 

judge their well-being. This last assumption has been widely criticized since 

willingness to pay is a function of the marginal utility of one’s income. That is, 

rich people are more easily able to pay for improvements to their welfare than 

poor people are. As a consequence, poor persons obviously cannot afford to 

pay as much as rich persons in order to avoid the risks and other disamenities 

of technology-related environmental pollution.” That is why poor people are 

often forced to live in areas of high pollution, while wealthy people can afford 
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to live in cleaner environments. 
Continuing the analysis of CV, critics of RCBA point out that the third 

presupposition built into the notion’ of CV also involves a number of 

questionable assumptions. The presupposition that one’s feelings of being 
better off are measured by money, and calculated in terms of market prices, 

includes at least one highly criticized assumption—that prices measure values. 

This assumption is controversial on a number of grounds. For one thing, it begs 
the difference between wants and morally good wants. It also ignores 
economic effects that distort prices. Some of these distorting effects include 

monopolies, externalities, speculative instabilities, and “free goods,” such as 

clean air.”* 

Because methodologic criticisms such as these have been a major focus of 

much contemporary writing in philosophy of economics and in sociopolitical 

philosophy, discussion of them is extremely important. However, economists 

generally admit most of the preceding points but claim that they have no better 
alternative method to use than RCBA. If their claim is at least partially correct, 

as I suspect it is (see the previous settion of this essay), then many of the 

preceding criticisms of RCBA are beside the point. Also, both economists and 

philosophers have devised ways of avoiding most of the troublesome 
presuppositions and consequences of the assumptions built into the notion 
of compensating variation. Chief among these ways of improving RCBA are 
use of alternative weighting schemes and employment of various ways to make 
the controversial aspects of RCBA explicit and open to evaluation. Use of a 

weighting scheme for RCBA would enable one, for example, to “cost” 
inequitably distributed risks more than equitably distributed ones. Also, if one 
desired, it would be possible to employ Rawlsian weighting schemes for 
promoting the welfare of the least-well-off persons. One of the chief reforms, 
important for addressing the economic deficiencies of RCBA, would be to 

employ a form of adversary assessment in which alternative RCBA studies 

would be performed by groups sharing different ethical and methodologic 
presuppositions. Such adversary assessment has already been accomplished, 

with success, in Ann Arbor, Michigan, and in Cambridge, Massachusetts.74 

Hence, at least in theory, there are ways to avoid the major economic 

deficiencies inherent in RCBA. 

Objection 3: RCBA as an Ethical Method 

The most potentially condemning criticisms of RCBA come from the ranks of 

moral philosophers. Most of those who criticize RCBA on ethical grounds, as 

one might suspect, are deontologists who employ standard complaints against 
utilitarians. Philosophers, such as Alasdair MacIntyre and Douglas MacLean, 

claim that some things are priceless and not amenable to risk-benefit costing. 

Alan Gewirth argues that certain commitments—for example, the right not to 
be caused to contract cancer—cannot be traded off (via RCBA) for some 
utilitarian benefit.” In sum, the claim of these ethicist critics of RCBA is that 



A DEFENSE OF RISK-COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS 451 

moral commitments, rights, and basic goods are inviolable and incommensur- 
able and hence cannot be “bargained away” in a utilitarian scheme like 
RCBA, which is unable to take adequate account of them and of values like 
distributive justice. 

Of course, the linchpin assumption of the arguments of Gewirth, MacLean, 
and others is that RCBA is indeed utilitarian. If this assumption can be proved 
wrong, then (whatever else is wrong with RCBA) it cannot be attacked on the 
grounds that it is utilitarian. 

Misguided ethical criticism of RCBA 

RCBA is not essentially utilitarian in some damaging sense for a number of 
reasons. First of all, let’s admit that RCBA is indeed utilitarian in one crucial 

respect: The optimal choice is always determined by some function of the 
utilities attached to the consequences of all the options considered. Hence, 

reasoning in RCBA is unavoidably consequentialist. 

Because it is unavoidably consequentialist, however, means neither that 

RCBA is consequentialist in some disparaging sense, nor that it is only 
consequentialist, both points that are generally begged by deontological critics 
of RCBA. Of course, RCBA is necessarily consequentialist, but so what? 

Anyone who follows some deontological theory and ignores consequences 
altogether is just as simplistic as anyone who focuses merely on consequences 
and ignores deontological elements. This is exactly the point recognized by 

Amartya Sen when he notes that Jeremy Bentham and John Rawls capture two 

different but equally important aspects of interpersonal welfare considera- 
tions.*° Both provide necessary conditions for ethical judgments, but neither is 
sufficient. 

Although RCBA is necessarily consequentialist, there are at least four 

reasons that it is not only consequentialist in some extremist or disparaging 
sense. First, any application of RCBA principles presupposes that we make 
some value judgments that cannot be justified by utilitarian standards alone.” 

For example, suppose we are considering which of a variety of possible actions 

(e.g., building a nuclear plant, a coal plant, or a solar facility) ought to be 

evaluated in terms of RCBA. A utilitarian value judgment would not suffice for 
reducing the set of options. It would not suffice for deciding which of many 

available chemicals to use in preserving foods in a given situation, for example, 
because we would not have performed the utility weighting yet. Usually we use 
deontological grounds for rejecting some option. For instance, we might reject 

chemical X as a food preservative because it is a powerful carcinogen and use 

of it would threaten consumers’ rights to life. 
Second, RCBA also presupposes another type of nonutilitarian value 

judgment by virtue of the fact that it would be impossible to know the utilities 

attached to an infinity of options because they are infinite. To reduce these 

options, one would have to make some nonutilitarian value judgments about 

which options not to consider. For example, suppose chemical Z (considered 

for preserving food) were known to cause death to persons with certain allergic 
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sensitivities or to persons with diabetes. On grounds of preventing a violation 

of a legal right to equal protection, analysts using RCBA could simply exclude 
chemical Z from consideration, much as they exclude technically or 
economically infeasible options for consideration. 

Also, in the course of carrying out RCBA calculations—one is required to 

make a number of nonutilitarian value judgments. Some of these are: (1) There 

is a cardinal or ordinal scale in terms of which the consequences may be 

assigned some number, (2) a particular discount rate ought to be used, (3) or 

certain values ought to be assigned to certain consequences. For example, if 
policymakers subscribed to the deontological, evaluative judgment that future 
generations have rights equal to our own, then they could employ a zero 
discount rate. Nothing in the theory underlying RCBA would prevent them 

from doing so and from recognizing this deontological value. 

Third, one could weight the RCBA parameters to reflect whatever value 

system society wishes. As Ralph Keeney has noted, one could always assign 

the value of negative infinity to consequences alleged to be the result of an 

action that violated some deontological principle. ® Thus, if one wanted to 

avoid any technology likely to result in violation of people’s rights not to be 
caused to contract cancer, one could easily do so. 

Fourth, RCBA is not necessarily utilitarian, as Patrick Suppes points out, 

because the theory could, in principle, be adopted (without change) to 

represent a “calculus of obligation and a theory of expected obligation”; in 

other words, RCBA is materially indifferent, a purely formal calculus with an 

incomplete theory of rationality.”” This being so, one need not interpret only 

market parameters as costs. Indeed, economists have already shown that one 

can interpret RCBA to accommodate egalitarianism and intuitionism as well 
as utilitarianism.°” More generally, Kenneth Boulding has eloquently demon- 

strated that economic supply-demand curves can be easily interpreted to fit 

even a benevolent or an altruistic ethical framework, not merely a utilitarian 

ethical framework.*! 

The Real Source of RCBA Problems 

If these four arguments, from experts such as Suppes and Keeney, are correct, 

then much of the criticism of RCBA, at least for its alleged ethical deficiencies, 

has been misguided. It has been directed at the formal, economic, and ethical 

theory underlying RCBA, when apparently something else is the culprit. This 

final section will argue that there are at least two sources of the problems that 

have made RCBA so notorious. One is the dominant political ideology in 

terms of which RCBA has been interpreted, applied, and used. The second 

source of the difficulties associated with RCBA has been the tendency of both 

theorists and practitioners—economists and philosophers alike—to claim more 
objectivity for the conclusions of RCBA than the evidence warrants. Let’s 
investigate both of these problem areas. 

Perhaps the major reason that people often think, erroneously, that RCBA 
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is utilitarian is that capitalist utilitarians first used the techniques. Yet, to believe 
that the logical and ethical presuppositions built into economic methods can 
be identified with the logical and ethical beliefs of those who originate or use 
the methods is to commit the genetic fallacy.*? Origins do not necessarily 
deleting conient. And, if not, then RCBA has no built-in ties to utilitarian- 
ism.” What has happened is that, in practice, one interpretation of RCBA has 
been dominant. This interpretation, in terms of capitalist utilitarianism, is what 
is incompatible with nonutilitarian values. But this means that the problems 
associated with the dominant political ideology, in terms of which RCBA is 
interpreted, has been confused with RCBA problems. Were the methods 
interpreted according to a different ideology, it would be just as wrong to 
equate RCBA with that ideology. 

Confusion about the real source of the problems with RCBA has arisen 

because of the difficulty of determining causality. The cause of the apparent 

utilitarian biases in RCBA is the dominant ideology in terms of which people 

interpret it. The cause is not the method itself. This is like the familiar point, 

which often needs reiteration, that humans, not computers, cause computer 

errors. Given this explanation, it is easy to see why C. B. MacPherson argues 

that there is no necessary incompatibility between maximizing utilities and 
maximizing some nonutilitarian value. The alleged incompatibility arises only 

after one interprets the nonutilitarian value. In this case, the alleged 

incompatibility arises only when one interprets utilities in terms of unlimited 

individual appropriations and market incentives.** 

If the preceding view of RCBA is correct and if people have erroneously 

identified one—of many possible—interpretations of RCBA with the method, 

then obviously they have forgotten that RCBA is a formal calculus to be used 
with a variety of interpretations. But if they have forgotten that RCBA is open 
to many different interpretations, then they have identified one dominant 

political interpretation with RCBA itself, then they have forgotten that, 

because of this dominant interpretation, RCBA is politically loaded. And if 

they have forgotten that they are employing a utilitarian interpretation that is 
politically loaded, then they probably have assumed that RCBA is objective by 

virtue of its being part of science. 

Utilitarian philosophers and welfare economists have been particularly 

prone to the errors of believing that utilitarian interpretations of decision 
making are objective and value-free. Utilitarian R. M. Hare argues in his book, 

for example, that moral philosophy can be done without ontology””; he also 

argues that moral philosophy can be done objectively and with certainty, that 

there are no irresolvable moral conflicts*’; and that objective moral philosophy 

is utilitarian in character.’’ Hare even goes so far as to argue that a 

hypothetical-deductive method can be used to obtain moral evaluations and 

to test them.®* Hare, one of the best moral philosophers of the century, equates 

utilitarian tenets with value-free, certain conclusions obtained by the scientific 

method of hypothesis-deduction. His error here means that we ought not be 

surprised that lesser minds also have failed to recognize the evaluative and 

interpretational component in utilitarianism and in the utilitarian interpreta- 
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tions of RCBA. Numerous well-known practitioners of RCBA have argued that 

the technique is objective, and they have failed to recognize its value 

component.” Milton Friedman calls economics objective,”*? and Chauncey 

Starr, Chris Whipple, David Okrent, and other practitioners of RCBA use the 

same terminology; they even claim that those who do not accept their value- 

laden interpretations of RCBA are following merely “subjective” interpreta- 

tions.*! 

Given that both moral philosophers and practitioners of RCBA claim that 

their utilitarian analyses are objective, they create an intellectual climate in 

which RCBA is presumed to be more objective, value-free, and final than it 

really is. Hence, one of the major problems with RCBA is not that it is 

inherently utilitarian but that its users erroneously assume it has a finality that it 

does not possess. It is one of many possible techniques, and it has many 

interpretations. Were this recognized, then people would not oppose it so 

vehemently. 

Summary and Conclusions 

RCBA has many problems. As a formal method, it suggests that life is more 

exact and precise than it really is. As an economic method, it suggests that 

people make decisions on the basis of hedonism and egoism. As an ethical 

method, people have interpreted it in utilitarian ways, in ways that serve the 

majority of people, but not always the minority. 
Despite all these criticisms, RCBA is often better than most environmen- 

talists believe. It is better because criticisms of RCBA often miss the point in 

two important ways. First, the criticisms miss the point that society needs some 

methodical way to tally costs and benefits associated with its activities. While it 

is true that RCBA has problems because of its being a formal, economic 
method, this criticism of it misses the point. The point is that we humans need 

some clear, analytic way to help us with environmental decision making. Most 

people would not write a blank check in some area of personal life, and no one 

ought to write a blank check for solving societal problems. Not using some 

technique like RCBA means that we would be writing a blank check, making 

decisions and commitments without being aware of their costs, benefits, and 

consequences. All that RCBA asks of us is that we add up all the risks, benefits, 

and costs of our actions. It asks that we not make decisions without considering 

all the risks, costs, and benefits. The point is that RCBA does not need to be 

perfect to be useful in societal and environmental decision making; it needs 

only to be useful, helpful, and better than other available methods for making 
societal decisions. 

Second, criticisms of RCBA miss the point because they blame RCBA fora 

variety of ethical problems, mainly problems associated with utilitarianism. 

RCBA, however, is merely a formal calculus for problem solving. The users of 
RCBA are responsible for the capitalistic, utilitarian interpretation of it. If so, 
then what needs to be done is neither to abandon RCBA, nor to condemn it as 
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utilitarian, but to give some philosophical lessons in the value ladenness of its 
interpretations. We need more ethical and epistemological sensitivity among 
those who interpret RCBA, and we need to recognize practical, political 
problems for what they are. The problem is with us, with our values, with our 
politics. The problem is not with RCBA methods that merely reflect our values 
and politics. 
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