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Abstract 

Utilitarianism is normative ethical theory, that determines if an action is right or wrong by the consequence of an action. An action is right if it provides happiness and is wrong if it decreases happiness and provides pain. Utilitarians follow the principle of, ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number.’ The two leading protagonists of utilitarianism are Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. They were both concerned with legal and social reform during the eighteenth and nineteenth century.  Bentham was the founder of utilitarianism, he focused on the quantity of happiness and created a felicific calculus to measure pleasure. Although Mill believed in the general principles of Bentham’s theory, his theory differed. Mill recognised that there were different types of pleasure, he categorized these in higher and lower pleasures. There are examples of how Bentham’s and Mill’s theories can be applied, as well criticisms of their theories.
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1. Introduction

Utilitarianism is a non-religious approach to ethics with roots in classical philosophy. This report will examine the classical approach to utilitarianism focusing on, Jeremy Bentham’s (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill’s (1806-1873) approaches. It will look briefly at their lives; critically examine their theories of utilitarianism; apply their theory to a situation; and assess the criticisms of their theories. This report will only look at the classical approaches and the two classical utilitarians, it will not examine any other approaches or scholars. 

2. Background

Utilitarianism is a normative ethical theory which is constructed on the idea of utility. The moral theory aims to find out what makes an action right and what makes an action wrong.[footnoteRef:1] Utilitarian’s believe that people ought to do the most useful thing- the most useful thing is that which causes the most happiness and the least pain. It is a form of consequentialism, as it focuses on the outcomes of a situation, it judges if an action is right or wrong from its consequences. Utilitarianism is about doing the most useful thing, people should choose the action which ‘maximizes utility’. It is the moral duty of a utilitarian to, ‘maximize happiness’ - known as the ‘principle of utility’. The theory was proposed by Bentham at the end of the eighteenth century and was later further developed by Mill. [1:  Krister Bykvist, Utilitarianism: A Guide for the Perplexed, (London: Continuum, 2009), pp.7-8.] 


3. The Classical Approach 

The basis of classical utilitarianism was the aspiration to rid society of ineffective, unscrupulous laws and the modification of social practices. The classical utilitarians, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, were both advocates of legal and social reform. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Julia Driver, "The History Of Utilitarianism", Stanford Encyclopedia Of Philosophy, 2009. < https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/utilitarianism-history/#Bib> [accessed 19 Decemeber 2018]] 


3.1 Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832)

An English political philosopher, jurist and social reformer, who developing on the precept, “the greatest good for the greatest number”, became the earliest and chief expounder of utilitarianism. Bentham is regarded as the founder of modern utilitarianism and viewed as a classical utilitarian. His most famous work and contribution to moral philosophy is, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789). [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Alan Tomlinson, "Bentham, Jeremy", A Dictionary of Sports Studies (Oxford University Press, 2010) <http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780199213818.001.0001/acref-9780199213818-e-104.> [Accessed 17 December 2018].] 


3.1.1. Life  

Bentham was born in Houndsditch, London, England in 1748, into a family of lawyers. He grew up with a devoutly religious mother and a father who believed in rationalism. During his lifetime he saw significant change, in society, politics and the economy and witnessed the industrial revolution.  He was seen as a child prodigy, he studied Latin at the age of three and in 1760, at the age of twelve, Bentham began his studies at Queen’s College, Oxford, England. After graduating in 1763 he enrolled into Lincolns Inn to study law. Despite studying to practice law, he never followed this career path. After listening to lectures by Sir William Blackstone he became discouraged with the law. Instead, he dedicated much of his life to writing about issues of legal reform. [footnoteRef:4] He also campaigned for the abolition of slavery; prison reform; religion; suffrage (including woman suffrage); women’s rights; legalization of homosexuality; and animal rights. [footnoteRef:5] His most significant piece of work was, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789), that displayed his moral theory - ‘the principle of utility’.[footnoteRef:6] He was a hedonist, deeming pleasure as the most significant thing in life. Bentham passed away in June 1832. [4:  William Sweet, "Jeremy Bentham (1748—1832)", Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. < https://www.iep.utm.edu/bentham/> [Accessed 17 December 2018]]  [5:  "Who Was Jeremy Bentham?", Bentham Project, 2018 <https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bentham-project/who-was-jeremy-bentham> [Accessed 18 December 2018].]  [6:  The Penguin Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. by Thomas Mautner, (London; New York: Penguin, 1998),p.64.] 


3.1.2. Bentham’s Theory of Utilitarianism

Bentham was influenced by many enlightenment philosophers, including Voltaire and David Hume’s interpretation of social utility. Bentham is closely associated with the phrase, “the greatest happiness for the greatest number” and this is at the centre of his theory of utilitarianism.[footnoteRef:7] In his work, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789) - which is viewed as the definitive account of utilitarianism - Bentham’s ‘principle of utility’ was formed.[footnoteRef:8] Bentham stated that humans were controlled by two things: pain and pleasure. He said, “Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure.”[footnoteRef:9] Bentham associates suffering (physical and mental) and bad experience with pain and associates good and positive experiences with pleasure.  An action is judged whether it is right or wrong from the outcome or consequence: it is right so far as it causes pleasure or happiness; and an action is wrong if it causes pain. Bentham believes that people should do the most useful thing, therefore people should seek pleasure and avoid pain. People will have better lives, if they experience more pleasure than pain.  [7:  Amnon Goldworth, ‘The Meaning of Bentham’s Greatest Happiness Principle’, Journal of the History of Philosophy, 7:3 (1969), 315-321 (p.315)]  [8:  Thomas Mautner, p. 64.]  [9:  Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, (Canada: Batoche Books, Kitchener, 2000),p.14. < https://socialsciences.mcmaster.ca/econ/ugcm/3ll3/bentham/morals.pdf> [accessed 19 December 2018]] 


Bentham’s approach to utilitarianism was quantitative, believing that pleasure and pain are capable of being measured as he viewed them as ‘structurally similar sensations’. To measure the pleasure an action may cause, Bentham created the felicific calculus (also known as, the hedonic calculus, utility calculus or pleasure calculus). He believed that there were seven distinctive elements or circumstances that needed to be considered when calculating the amount of pleasure/happiness. These elements are: 

1. Intensity - how intense or strong is the pleasure?
2. Duration - how long will the pleasure last?
3. Certainty or uncertainty - how likely or unlikely is it that pleasure will occur? 
4.  Propinquity or remoteness - how soon will the pleasure occur?
5. Fecundity - the probability that the action will be followed by sensations of the same kind
6. Purity - the probability that it will not be followed by sensations of the opposite kind
7. “Extent; that is, the number of persons to whom it extends; or (in other words) who are affected by it.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Jeremy Bentham, p.32. ] 


The calculus helps to determine the value of an action and whether it will cause ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’. It enables one to calculate the ‘expected utility’ of an action.[footnoteRef:11] Bentham’s form of utilitarianism is classed as act utilitarianism. [11:  Utilitarianism, ed. by Roger Crisp, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p.10.] 


3.1.3. Bentham’s Theory Applied 

Bentham’s theory can be applied to euthanasia, for example:

A young girl has survived a car accident. She will always be in pain and need to be cared for the rest of her life. She has a very good relationship with her parents, and they want to take care of her. She is not happy with the situation and wants to be euthanized. What would a utilitarian, following Bentham’s theory do?

Looking at duration it may be an instance relief for the young girl and rid her of physical and mental pain, however, it would cause her parents immediate, long lasting pain and sadness. Although, her parents want her to be happy, it is certain that they would not be. It would not result in ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’.  A utilitarian following Bentham’s theory would not go ahead with euthanasia in this situation, as it would cause more pain, than pleasure.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Utilitarianism. In Euthanasia: the ethics [online]., [cited 19 December 2018] Available from: <https://rsp9-maya-satheeskaran.weebly.com/utilitarianism.html?fbclid=IwAR3-BCICGkxfu5mQMRjo2g4lc5mH_LFd1c1Zx3u6jatTWarsJxyRgMomyhs#> ] 


3.1.4. Criticisms of Bentham’s Theory

Bentham’s theory of utilitarianism has received a vast amount of criticism and has been described as a “swine morality”.[footnoteRef:13] One of these criticisms is, the impracticality of the felicific calculus. Critics says, there is not enough time to consider all seven elements of the calculus before taking action. Given all of the actions available, how can you quickly apply which will give the highest rate of happiness? Mill counters this argument by comparing it to a Christian having to read the bible prior to them to taking any action. Like a utilitarian, a Christian would not have the time - it is not viable. [footnoteRef:14] [13:  Julia Driver, "The History Of Utilitarianism"]  [14:  John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, (The Floating Press, 2009), p.42.] 


Utilitarianism can also be criticised for being unjust in some situations. For example, if an innocent man was framed for a crime he did not commit, but it stopped people rioting while looking for the real culprit, this would be considered the right decision following the utilitarianism principle of ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’. This is because it would result in more people being happy (the public for believing the culprit had been caught) and less people being in pain (victims of the riots). In situations like this, it is criticized that justice can be ignored. However, Bentham counters this argument claiming that utilitarians would not ignore justice for the greater good and it is a false representation.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  H. J. McCloskey, ‘An Examination of Restricted Utilitarianism’, The Philosophical Review, 66:4 (1957), 466-485.] 


Bentham did not acknowledge any qualitative differences between pleasures. Therefore, all happiness is on the same level, this could be physical and mental or intellectual. Mill recognised that this was an issue and developed his own theory. 

3.2 John Stuart Mill (1806-1873)

An English philosopher, political economist, a women’s right activist and an advocate of utilitarianism. Mill was a student of Bentham and therefore influenced by his work. In the nineteenth century, Mill was regarded as one of the most persuasive writers on economics and social philosophy. Two of his most famous works are, On Liberty (1859) and Utilitarianism (1863).[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Alan Tomlinson, "Mill, John Stuart"] 


3.2.1 Life  

Mill was born in London England, in 1806, into an ancestry of intellect. His father James Mill, Scottish philosopher; historian; economist; and utilitarian philosopher, saw the significance of education. He home educated Mill with help from Bentham and Francis Place. Mill was exceptionally well read.[footnoteRef:17] He immersed himself in his studies and the ongoing desire to learn as much as he could, resulted in him experiencing a nervous breakdown, at the age of twenty. Mill relied on poetry from poets such as, Coleridge; Goethe; and especially Wordsworth for his recovery. This caused Mill to search for insight from philosophers that differed in thought to his father and Bentham, who had been a great influence on him.  Even though he looked to other philosophers such as, Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) and August Comte (1798-1857), the basis of his theories was that of his father and Bentham. He never abandoned Bentham’s form of utilitarianism, and utilitarianism became the basis of his writings.  He was an empiricist, who supported the concept that knowledge is based on experience of the senses and an associationist, who theorised that multiple societal-influenced ideas contribute to the way the brain works. Mill had a prosperous career with the East India Company, despite this, Mill still managed to find time for intellectual activity. His writing was extensive, consisting of almost forty large volumes in the collected work.  Mill died in 1873 in Avignon, France.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  John Stuart Mill, Autobiography of John Stuart Mill (The Floating Press, 2009),pp.4-10. ]  [18:  Roger Crisp, pp.8-11.] 


3.2.2 Mill’s Theory of Utilitarianism

Mill says, “All action is for the sake of some end…”and that an action is morally right if it causes happiness and morally wrong if it causes the reverse of happiness. He states, “By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure.” [footnoteRef:19] Mills theory of utilitarianism was a development of Bentham’s. Although Mill agreed with the statement, “the greatest happiness for the greatest number”, he did not agree with all of Bentham’s ideas- specifically the nature of happiness.[footnoteRef:20] Mill modified the hedonistic tendencies in Bentham’s utilitarianism. Mill was more concerned with the quality of happiness, rather than the quantity. Mill stated that not all pleasures were the same and, “…that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others.” He suggested, two types of pleasure: lower pleasures; and higher pleasures. Lower pleasures are sensual and basic, physical pleasures (such as, food, sleep, sex etc.). They are what people need to survive. While higher pleasures are better as they are intellectual and are about the mind (such as, listening to Mozart, going to the theatre, reading a book etc.). They develop individual’s intellect. Mill argues, “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.” People should aim for the higher pleasures, as they are superior and substantial.[footnoteRef:21]  [19:  John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, pp. 6-14.]  [20:  Julia Driver, "The History Of Utilitarianism"]  [21:  John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, pp. 16-19.] 


3.2.3 Mills Theory Applied 

Mills theory can be applied to the following situation, for example:

A person has been asked by one friend to go for a meal and has been invited by another friend to go to the opera, that takes place at the same time. What would a utilitarian, following Mills theory do?

The person would choose to turn down the meal and attend the opera. The opera would be considered a higher pleasure, as it is an intellectual experience, in contrast to the meal. 

3.2.4 Criticisms of Mill’s Theory

Mill’s theory has been criticized for being elitist. He argues that intellect should be considered, therefore results in higher pleasure. It is argued that, Mill is biased because he is in fact an intellect. Pleasure is subjective, therefore what Mill considers a higher pleasure, may not be the same for everyone. One person may enjoy a life of endless chocolate, while another may enjoy a life of theatre. 

Mill states that some pleasures cannot be compared (higher and lower), but critics say, that some people choose lower pleasures over higher pleasures. Mill acknowledges this, and his response is that some people voluntarily choose lower pleasures, but they do this for the greater good, the happiness of other people or for God. 

Mill says that everything should lead to happiness as the ultimate aim, however this has also been criticized. Many people have argued that you should be virtuous person to live a life of happiness. Mill contends that virtue is just a part of happiness as a whole. [footnoteRef:22] [22:  Utilitarianism - John Stuart Mill, (YouTube: Then & Now, 2017) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dr9954kaFBs> [accessed 19 December 2018]] 


4 How to Distinguish Between Bentham’s and Mill’s Theories 

Whilst both Bentham and Mill are utilitarian’s, there are differences in their theories. One of the common examples provided by Roger Crisp, to explain the differences between their theories is that of, the life of a classical composer or an oyster than can live for eternity. Under Bentham’s theory and his use of his calculus, the life of the oyster would be preferable, since the oyster would have a long pleasurable life. However, using Mills theory, the life of the classical composer would be preferable as the composer would have greater pleasure in a shorter amount of time. The life of a composer is intellectual, making it a higher pleasure than that of the oyster. Mill’s theory supports the nature of the pleasure. [footnoteRef:23] [23:  Roger Crisp, pp. 10-11. ] 


5 Conclusion 

The classical utilitarians, Bentham and Mill were both concerned with legal and social reform. Bentham wrote, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789), which became the foundation for the ‘principle of utility’. Utilitarians are encouraged to do the most useful thing. The most useful thing would be whatever causes ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’. Bentham focuses on the quantity of happiness and measures pleasure using the felicific calculus. In contrast to Mill, who focuses on the quality of happiness, featuring higher and lower pleasures. Whilst, both theories are both valid and considered they are criticised.  

After examining both theories, in my opinion the felicific calculus could be helpful when trying to determine the best action. However, I agree that it would not always be practical in every situation. I do not fully agree with what Mill constitutes a higher pleasure, personally I would not enjoy attending an opera. 
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