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UTILITARIANISM

Published in 1863

Cowritten with his wife Harriet Taylor

Based on Bentham's Psychological Hedonism - seeking happiness/pleasure

Action that creates the greatest happiness is the action you ought to do
(moral obligation). One has to act in that way - not acting would be immoral.

The only thing that has intrinsic value is happiness. Everything else of
value is of instrumental value in bringing about human happiness

Expands on Bentham -
Not all pleasures are

equal in value

Higher pleasures

Require effort to get into but
have longer term and higher
impact on overall happiness

"Better to be Socrates dissatisfied
than fool satisfied"

Considered inherently better than
lower pleasures

Lower pleasures
basic/animalistic needs like hunger,

sex but also drinking, popular
entertainment etc.

Higher and Lower pleasures can't
be compared. They are different

in nature.

Only a person able to experience
both can decide which they prefer.

Opposed to the notion of "Natural rights". Any
rights need to be based on promoting utility

Natural rights are a
"nonsense on stills"

Criticisms

Elitist view of "higher" pleasures - why should always
intelectual pleasures be higher/more valuable?

Utilitarianism analogy does not work - what is being
desired does not tell us what ought to be desired

Repugnant consequences of applying
utilitarianism in its pure form

It't not pleasure that we seek. It's a
specific state of affairs in the world.

Ref: Hedonistic machine

Does not believe theory
of utilitarianism can be

proven

Offer an analogy: what is visible is
what is seen and, therefore, what

is desired is what is desirable

Only evidence of what
is desirable is what

people actually desire

Recognises that in
practice calculating

utility quickly is difficult
Suggests two stages

1. Derive general principles/rules on utilitarian
grounds

2. Application of these principles to practical
cases (Ref: Rule utilitarianism)

ON LIBERTY

Published in 1859 (same year as The Origin of Species)

Concerned with what actions can government take to help society to
flourish without limiting people's liberty

"Philosophical textbook of a single truth"

Harm principle

Nobody can infringe on other people's freedom
unless they are at risk of being harmed

Offence does not mean harm.
Offence is OK, harm is not.

"That the only purpose for which power can be rightfully
exercised over any member of a civilised community,

against his will, is to prevent harm to others"

Free speech

Society has to allow people to have and voice
different points of view and/or to fail, provided

that it does not violate the harm principle

Even if opinions are wrong, we need to allow them
to be voiced so that the current accepted wisdom/

consensus can be challenged

Strong advocate of free speech. Believes that
argument/debate is critical important for

successful enquiry and healthy society

Debating means either being proved wrong which means
you gained new insights and better understanding of the
world or you proved the other person wrong which helps

them and validates your beliefs.

Allowing others to criticise our views is one of the principal
ways in which we gain confidence in our judgements

Greater harm is caused by suppressing a view, even if the
view is false, than by allowing it to be expressed

Liberty & Free thought

Critical of religion which he sees as something
imposing dogmas and unfounded traditional

customs/judgements about behaviours and opinions

Warns against tyranny of the people/majority
which leads to living an Unexamined life and

coerces people to abandon their own free thinking

Schools should not be uniform and fully consistent
as this stifles creativity and individuality

"Human nature is not a machine to be built after a model, and set to
do exactly the work prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to

grow and develop itself on all sides, according to the tendency of the
inward forces which make it a living thing."

Strongly criticises conformity

"The individual is sovereign over his body and mind"

"Good life is one that we decide for ourselves"but accepts that life in society would not be possible
without imposing some restrictions on freedom

Do not accept external power from a Government or
entity if you don't agree or don't recognise its legitimacy.

Paternalism is only justified towards children and mentally
challenged. (and some under developed nations)

It's essential to understand and be able to explain why we
believe what we believe.

Never accept: "This is just the way
things are" as an argument

Criticisms

When does offence
become harm?

Harm not clearly defined - how to
decide what is harm?

Focuses purely on negative freedom (i.e. "freedom from"
something) rather than positive freedom ("freedom to" something)

Overoptimistic belief in people's ability to make the right
choices for themselves and to maximise their own happiness

Underestimates human
irrationality
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PERSONAL LIFE

Born in 1806 in London, dies 1873 in France

Godfather - Jeremy Bentham

Raised in a great education environment

His father James Mill already worked on utilitarianism

Learning Greek and Latin from young age

Exceptional IQ

Worked for East India Company

Was an MP for a Liberal party for a while

Had a mental breakdown at the age of 20

Advocated major changes in English law
based on Utilitarianism

Atheist and an extreme empiricist

UTILITARIANISM -
CONTEXT

Jeremy Bentham's merit is not in the doctrine of utilitarianism but in his
vigorous application of it to various practical problems.

Utilitarianism originally advocated by Hutcheson already in 1725

Utilitarian ethic is democratic and anti-romantic

Psychological
hedonism

A descriptive theory (not a moral one) of human
motivation. Individual's actions are motivated solely by

pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain.

Hedonism

Moral theory that claims that pursuit of happiness and avoidance of pain is
the right thing to do. One ought to seek pleasure.

Bentham's
Hedonistic Calculus

Intensity

Duration

Certainty

Remoteness

Fecundity (fertility)

Purity

Extent

A moral theory that the right action is that one that
maximises general (aggregate) happiness.

Utilitarians deny the importance of motives as they believe actions
are anyway always motivated by pursuit of pleasure

Criticism: (especially act) utilitarianism does not allow a
"line in a sand" to protect individual's integrity.

Act utilitarianism Pure utilitarianism focused solely on outcomes in
terms of maximising hapinness

Rule utilitarianism

Advocate usage of key ethical rules and norms and
traffic lights to enable making the right decisions

When two rules conflict, use act
utilitarianism to decide which action is right

Mill introduces "secondary principles"

Strong rule
utilitarianism

Rules should be followed regardless of
consequences. Following the agreed rule makes

the act morally right.

Bit like Devine Command Ethics

Weak rule utilitarianism

Allows exceptions to the rules in specific
cases to maximise happiness

Richard Hare - Two-tier utilitarianism

In practice we can easily end up with act utilitarianism

Preference
utilitarianism

Actions judged based on their effect on maximising
conformance to the preferences of all involved.

Preferences

Manifest preferences Preferences people say they have

Ideal preferences

Preferences people would have if they were in
a full possession of all facts and had a full

understanding of consequences

Can drift to paternalism

Advocates Impartiality

Preferences/happiness of sentient beings
is what matters not whether we

personally know these beings

Animal rights

Peter Singer


