UTILITARIANISM

What is it what does it mean?

Thought to be best summed up by the phrase, ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’. Yet in terms of its linguistic origins best described as ‘a theory of usefulness’ after the latin root of the word ‘utilis’ meaning useful. Decisions and actions maybe characterized as morally useful.

It is a normative theory of ethics concerned with the usefulness of an action’s consequences. Therefore it is a consequentialist theory, which means it is the consequences which determine if the action is right or wrong. Actions have an instrumental value in that they have value if they promote useful or beneficial results.

Idea of a minor interest can’t be placed above a major, Practical Ethics (1993) Singer. The phrase ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’ weas first used by Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746) in ‘A system of Moral Philosophy’. Though he is not considered a utilitarian in the strictest sense.

Basic definition including objective base and comparison with Jesus’ Golden rule.

John Stuart Mill likened the principle of utility to Jesus’ golden rule – ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ or ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’

The idea that utilitarians say morality consists of universal benevolence and the over-riding of self-love. Because God is benevolent then we to should be benevolent and maximise the good for others. Yet St.Paul says in the Epistles to the Romans (3:8 & 6:1) one, ‘may not do evil that good may come.’

Human beings are to be seen as ends in themselves (Kant) and not to be used as means to an end. Love is essentially a matter of concern for individuals and this can’t be claimed if some are exploited as mere instruments for the greater good.

Christian virtues are identified in Galatians 5:22 by characteristics of christian living – 
love

joy
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goodness
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gentleness




Self-control
Virtue ethics.


Jeremy Bentham (1748 – 1832)

He wrote about ethics and politics, his most famous work being ‘A fragment on Government’ – he had a desire to improve the social conditions of the masses and was behind the reform of the British criminal code, he founded a movement called ‘The Philosophical Radicals. He thought it was possible to produce a single scientifically objective standard of morality.  

Principle of Utility

For Bentham that which is good equals the greatest sum of pleasure and the least sum of pain. Therefore a right moral decision followed by a truly ethical action would be the one which produced the greatest pleasure.

In ‘An introduction to the principles of Morals & legislation’  (1789) he defines what he means by human nature:

‘Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two   
           sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to 
           point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we 
           shall do.’

Bentham expressed his principle of ‘usefulness’ as follows:


‘By the principle of utility is meant that principle which approves or disproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendancy it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question… An action may be said to be conformable to the principle of utility..when the tendency it has to augment the happiness of the community is greater than any it has to diminish it….’

He thought all types of pleasure and pain could be weighed on the same scale.  They could be compared quantitively because there was no difference qualitively.  He once said  that ‘quantity of pleasure being equal, push-pin (a child’s game) is as good as poetry.’ The way in which to measure this was via Bentham’s utility calculus – sometimes known as the hedonic calculus (Hedone – Greek for pleasure). Therefore Bentham’s utilitarianism is sometimes known as hedonic utilitarianism. 

The Hedonic or Utility Calculus

The calculus was supposed to measure amounts of pleasure and main according to 7 criteria:

1. Intensity – How deep is the pleasure or pain?

2. Duration – How long it lasts

3. Certainty – How sure we are that it will happen?

4. Extent – How many people will be affected?

5. Remoteness -  Is it in the near or distant future?

6. Richness – How much it will lead to more pleasure

7. Purity – How free from pain it is

Evaluation including quality of justice, of rights and of happiness as the measure of moral goodness.

Morality for Bentham was not a matter of pleasing God or following abstract rules but an attempt to bring about as much happiness as possible in the world.

Vardy’s example p77.

Problems?

John Stuart Mill (1806-73) & Rule Utilitarianism

Modification of AU
Strong RU (cf Kant)

Weak RU (cf Situation ethics)

Mill wanted to define pleasure more carefully and therefore shifted the emphasis from quantity to quality.

He expressed his idea of utilitarianism in his book ‘Utilitarianism’ (1863) as follows:

‘The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, utility,or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure.’

Utilitarianism is quite clearly a teleological philosophy as it is concerned with the consequences of an action (telos=end), rather than the original motives.

Mill distinguished between higher pleasures (the mind) and lower pleasures (associated with the body). The lower pleasures have to be attended to  (i.e eat etc) and the new can pursue the higher pleasures mental, cultural and spiritual. The pleasures of the mind are preferable to the pleasures of the body – as Mill states:

‘ It is better to be a human dissatisfied then a pig satisfied;  
  better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.’

3 areas which we need to look at:

1. The notion of the greatest number
Emergence of great democracies – 1776 The American revolution and 1789 – The French Revolution. Likewise for Bentham it was the community which mattered and the happiness of the community. He wanted to be known as the most ‘effectively benevolent man who had ever lived.’ John Stuart Mill disagread over the idea of the greatest number. For John Stuart Mill the individual was only accountable if his actions concerned others. The individual was sovereign over his own body & mind. A state can not precvent an individual from harming themselves but when others are involved then the state is involved.


2. The notion of the greatest amount
How we measure happiness? For Bentham happiness was quantative.

3. The idea that the rightness of an ethical action can be judged according to its results (consequences).
How do we forsee the consequences of actions?


The notion o

1. Problems

2. Henry Sidgwick (1838-1900) pointed out how do we distinguish properly between higher and lower pleasures and how do we distinguish one higher pleasure from another? Whether we look at something either physically or intellectually it is both quantitatively and qualitatively different.

3. W.D.Ross (1877-1971) pointed out the inherent difficulties of a ‘single-factor’ moral theory and the difficulties associated with balancing outcomes.
Idea of saving your son on the bus and not the doctor who is close to a break through on an Aids virus. Against personal duty, moral bond of affection and your instinct.  

Act Utilitarianism

Utilitarian methods should first arrive at specific actions which are considered moral or immoral and from these general rules can be laid down. 

If certain actions are conducive to general happiness then a general rule can be made to cover them. The rule can nor though force us to do something which is against the greatest happiness.

Rule Utilitarianism

You should first frame general principles or rules and from these can be derived specific acts which are not permitted.

The rule takes priority and does not allow exceptions.

Another way of differentiating Act from Rule is via consequences. Bentham & Mill are regarded as being act. The individual moral right action is defined in terms of the consequences and the individuals motives are irrelevant. Act utilitarians are though of as being deontologists  as they measure the goodness or badness of an action by reference to the ends towards which they are directed. Vunerable to the charge that actions which are held as morally right go against what we would normally regard as just.

Rules in rule utilitarianism are laid down based on utilitarian principles and it is then morally right or wrong to obey them. Can be used in government circles establishing rules which will give the greatest happiness to the majority. 
Other types of Utlitarianism:

Negative Utilitarianism

