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Utilitarianism1 

 
‘How should one live?’ It is not a trivial question, as Socrates says. Perhaps 
uniquely among animals, we human beings not only act, we also consider how we 
should act. We think that there are better and worse ways of acting, we reflect on 
our experience of making mistakes, and try to improve things. Much of this, of 
course, relates to our own self-interest – meeting our needs, successfully achieving 
our personal goals, and so on. But that is not all. We are social creatures, we live 
together, and our lives and actions affect the lives and actions of other people. 
How should we relate to one another, how should we treat one another? We are 
concerned not only for ourselves, but for other people as well, and how other 
people treat us is critical to our own happiness. How should each of us live so that 
each of our lives goes ‘best’? What is ‘good’ in life and how may we go about 
trying to attain it? 
 
These questions form the basis for moral philosophy. Normative ethics is a branch 
of moral philosophy that aims to give us general guidance on what is morally right 
or wrong, what is good or bad. It develops theories about people care about or 
what makes their lives go well, about how to live and what we should do. In this 
handout, we discuss one such theory, utilitarianism. 
 

HEDONISTIC ACT UTILITARIANISM 

In its simplest form, utilitarianism is defined by three claims. 
 
1. What is right? Actions are morally right or wrong depending on their 

consequences and nothing else. An act is right if it maximises what is good. 
This is ‘act consequentialism’. 

2. What is good? The only thing that is good is happiness, understood as 
pleasure and the absence of pain. This is ‘hedonism’. 

3. Who counts? No one’s happiness counts more than anyone else’s. This is a 
commitment to equality. 

 
This is known as hedonistic act utilitarianism. If we put (1) and (2) together, we 
see that the theory claims that an action is right if it maximises happiness, i.e. if it 
leads to the greatest happiness of all those it affects. Otherwise, the action is 
wrong. Our actions are judged not ‘in themselves’, e.g. by what type of action 
they are (a lie, helping someone, etc.), but in terms of what consequences they 
have. Our actions are morally right if they bring about the greatest happiness. 
 
‘Greatest happiness’ is comparative (great, greater, greatest). If an action leads to 
the greatest happiness of those it affects, no other action taken at that time could 
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have led to greater happiness. So an action is right only if, out of all the actions 
you could have done, this action leads to more happiness than any other. Just 
causing some happiness, or more happiness than unhappiness, isn’t enough for an 
act to be morally right. 
 
Act utilitarianism seems to provide a clear and simple way of making decisions: 
consider the consequences of the different actions you could perform and choose 
that action that brings about, or is likely to bring about, the greatest happiness. It 
makes complicated decisions easy and avoids appeals to controversial moral 
intuitions. The only thing that matters is happiness, and surely everyone wants to 
be happy. We can figure out empirically how much happiness actions cause, and so 
we can solve moral issues by empirical investigation. 
 

BENTHAM’S QUANTITATIVE HEDONISTIC UTILITARIANISM 

Jeremy Bentham is considered the first act utilitarian. In An Introduction to the 
Principles of Morals and Legislation, he defended the ‘principle of utility’, also 
known as the ‘greatest happiness principle’. It is ‘that principle which 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 again, ‘that principle which states the greatest happiness of all 
those whose interest is in question, as being the right and proper … end of human 
action’. So Bentham claims that in judging actions to be morally right or wrong, we 
should take into account only the total amount of happiness that the action may 
produce. Likewise, in our own actions, we should aim to produce the greatest 
happiness we can. 
 
The meaning of ‘utility’ 
Utilitarianism is so-called because it is concerned with ‘utility’. Bentham explains 
what he means by ‘utility’, making the connection between utility and happiness: 
 

By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, 
advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness, (all this in the present case comes to the same 
thing) or (what comes again to the same thing) to prevent the happening of mischief, pain, 
evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered. 

 
He then clarifies what he means by ‘interest’: 
 

A thing is said to promote the interest, or to be for the interest, of an individual, when it 
tends to add to the sum total of his pleasures: or, what comes to the same thing, to 
diminish the sum total of his pains. 

 
So, something has ‘utility’ if it contributes to your happiness, which is the same as 
what is in your interest. And happiness is pleasure and the absence of pain. The 
claim that pleasure, as happiness, is the only good is known as hedonism. Bentham 
goes on to list 14 ‘families’ of pleasure, such as sensory pleasure, the pleasures of 
exercising one’s skills, the pleasures of having power, the pleasures of memory, 
and the pleasures of benevolence. He also lists 12 families of pain, many deriving 
from similar sources as pleasure. 
 



 

 

‘Measuring Pleasure and Pain’ 
Bentham argued that we can measure pleasures and pains and add them up on a 
single scale by a process he called the ‘felicific calculus’ (‘felicity’ means 
happiness), also known as the ‘utility calculus’. If a pleasure is more intense, will 
last longer, is more certain to occur, will happen sooner rather than later, or will 
produce in turn many other pleasures and few pains, it counts for more. In thinking 
what to do, you also need to take into account how many people will be affected 
(the more you affect positively, and the fewer you affect negatively, the better). 
The total amount of happiness produced is the sum total of everyone’s pleasures 
produced minus the sum total of everyone’s pains. As this demonstrates, Bentham 
took a quantitative approach to happiness. 
 
Discussion 
The reasons to believe utilitarianism rest in its intuitive appeal. Everyone cares 
about happiness (Bentham claims that the only things that motivate people are 
pleasure and pain). Morality is about how to act, so it better be about what 
motivates us. So it is about happiness. If happiness is good, then surely it is 
reasonable to think that more happiness is better. So we should maximise 
happiness. And until we have a good reason to think otherwise, treating people as 
equal is an appealing moral starting point. 
 
However, Bentham’s normative ethical theory may also strike us as too simple. For 
example, is happiness the only thing that matters morally, i.e. is hedonism the 
correct theory of what is good? Should we really bring about the greatest happiness 
in all situations, even when we have to violate someone’s rights to do so? Or again, 
‘more’ happiness might be better than ‘less’, but can we really ‘add up’ how much 
happiness an action will cause? So even if we think that morality has something to 
do with happiness, we might want to reject utilitarianism. 
 

MILL ON UTILITARIANISM 

John Stuart Mill begins his book Utilitarianism by remarking on how surprising it is 
that, with all the developments in knowledge over the last two millennia, there is 
still little agreement on the criterion for right and wrong. In science, we start from 
particular observations and work out the laws of nature from them. But our usual 
method of empirical induction doesn’t work in ethics. Part of the difficulty is that 
we can’t easily infer the principles of morality from particular cases, because we 
first need to know the principles in order to judge whether an action is right or 
wrong. 
 
However, we shouldn’t exaggerate the disagreement. Many philosophers agree 
that morality involves moral laws and they agree on what many of these laws are 
(e.g. concerning murder, theft, harming others, betrayal, etc.), even if they 
disagree about why these are moral laws. Mill then remarks that people’s moral 
approval and disapproval is, as a matter of fact, strongly influenced by the effects 
of actions on their happiness. So the principle of utility has played a significant 
role in forming moral beliefs, even if this hasn’t been recognised. 
 
When Mill wrote Utilitarianism, there was a lot of misunderstanding of what 
utilitarians actually believed. Mill clarifies what utilitarianism is – what it really 



 

 

claims – by considering and replying to 11 objections which he argues arise from 
misunderstanding the theory. We consider only some of these here; others are 
discussed in handouts ‘Utilitarianism: happiness and preferences’ and 
‘Utilitarianism: objections’. 
 
1. ‘Utility’ means what is useful, not what is pleasurable. Utilitarianism 

therefore ignores the value of pleasure. 
 
Reply: Obviously a misunderstanding. Mill reasserts Bentham’s central claims. 
First, ‘actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as 
they tend to produce the reverse of happiness’. Second, ‘By happiness is intended 
pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of 
pleasure.’ Third, ‘pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable 
as ends’. Like Bentham, then, Mill accepts and defends hedonism. 
 
2. We do not need happiness and many wise and noble people have lived 

without it. 
 
Reply: True, but what have noble people sacrificed their happiness for? Surely, it is 
the happiness of others. If not, then what a wasted sacrifice! Utilitarianism 
recognises the virtue of sacrificing your happiness for others – the aim remains to 
increase the total happiness in the world. 
 
3. Utilitarians make right and wrong depend upon the agent’s happiness. 
 
Reply: Another obvious misunderstanding. It is the happiness of everyone that is 
the criterion of right action. For this reason, we should organise society and raise 
children in such a way that each person feels that their own happiness is bound up 
with the happiness of others, that they are made happy by making others happy. 
 
4. Utilitarianism is a godless theory. 
 
Reply: It isn’t. Utilitarianism can easily be made compatible with Christian 
teachings about God. (Given his social context, Mill mentions only Christianity.) 
 
5. Utilitarianism will lead to people sacrificing moral principles for ‘expedient’ 

immoral action. 
 
Reply: ‘Expedient’ usually means either what is in the person’s own interest or in 
the short-term interest, as when someone lies to get out of a tricky situation. 
Where an action is ‘expedient’ in this sense and sacrifices the greater happiness of 
people generally, then utilitarianism condemns it.  


