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Bentham’s utilitarianism

Principle of utility

· nature has given us two sovereign masters – pleasure and pain; this is the foundation of the utilitarian system

· the principle of utility “approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question; or what is the same thing in other words, to promote or to oppose that happiness.” 
· “every action whatsoever” refers to both private and public spheres (ethics and politics)

· utility = the property in an object/act/event/etc. to produce “benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness” or to prevent “mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness.”

· the interest of the community is the sum of the interests of its members.  It is therefore necessary to consider the interests these members – individuals – if the interest of the community is sought.

· if an action maximizes utility, then it is right/good.  If it minimizes utility, then it is wrong/bad.  That is all that these terms can mean (argues Bentham).

Principle adverse to that of utility

· asceticism:  the result of a confused application of the principle of utility.  Unlike the principle of utility which can be consistently pursued by everyone, the principle of asceticism cannot be so pursued, and if it was, it would make life hell for everyone.

· the principle of sympathy and antipathy:  moral psychology – punishing what we disapprove of and praising what we approve of.  Bentham claims that this approach is common in government, but argues that it is too subjective and capricious.  There must (argues Bentham) be some extrinsic ground for our approval or disapproval.

The hedonistic calculus

Considerations regarding pleasure/pain for a person considered by herself:

1. intensity

2. duration

3. certainty/uncertainty

4. propinquity/remoteness

Considerations regarding acts for a person considered by herself:

5.  fecundity

6.  purity

Considerations for the community as a whole:

7.  extent

· this calculus provides a heuristic which we must “keep in view” as moral agents; it is not an algorithm that we must run through before every action that we undertake – this would not be possible.

Motives

· motives are only extrinsically good or bad.  They are not good or bad in themselves but in virtue of the effects that they produce.

· what about lust, cruelty, avarice?  Bentham:  these are just names for intrinsically neutral motives (sexual desire, displeasure, and pecuniary interest) when they bring about ill effects.

· “Would you do a real service to mankind, show them the cases in which sexual desire merits the name of lust; displeasure that of cruelty, and pecuniary interest, that of avarice.”

Other utilitarian considerations:

· three criticisms:

1. utilitarianism asks too little of us – it makes us no better than pigs.
2. utilitarianism asks too much of us – no one could meet its exacting standards. 

3. utilitarianism is theoretically untenable since it wrongly assumes that we have epistemic access to the possible consequences of our actions. 

· Two responses:  (1) it is only intended as a heuristic; (2) rule utilitarianism.

