



UTILITARIANISM - PART 1
1. General Introduction

Utilitarianism is a theory of ethics, a theory of how we should make decisions about what we should do, how we should behave. 

To put things in context: Perhaps philosophy can be divided into three broad branches which each ask one of these broad questions: 

1.What is there? or What is the case? And how do we know what is the case? - Metaphysics, philosophy of mind, philosophy of science, theory of knowledge.

2. What must be the case? i.e. logic.- and perhaps philosophy of mathematics, and

3. What should be the case? This is ethics, or philosophy of morals.

And in turn ethics has two broadly different sides - corresponding to the two questions: 

a) How does moral language work? - e.g. can it express truths - if not what does it do?, and if so what does truth in morality amount to? 

b) How should we decide what is right and wrong, what we should do and what we shouldn’t do. What criteria should we use?

Issues under b) seem more urgent and practically relevant and so I thought we should start with them - and perhaps look at questions under a) later. 

In current philosophy I think there are three main approaches to question b): How should we decide how to behave? Utilitarianism, Virtue Ethics and Deontology. Of these Utilitarianism is perhaps the easiest to understand and the most immediately appealing - so I thought we would begin with that.

2. What is Utilitarianism?

 Utilitarianism offers a simple criteria for deciding how to behave - often known as the Greatest Happiness Principle it that one should always behave so as to maximize happiness - that is act so as to achieve the greatest happiness, in the long run, for the greatest number. 

Utilitarianism, both the name and the doctrine, were proposed in the C19th by Jeremy Bentham, philosopher and social reformer and elaborated by John Stuart Mill. Bentham, roughly, advocated maximizing pleasure. In deciding on the right course of action we should only have regard to the amount of pleasure produced - in terms of the level of pleasure in the individual, how many individuals were concerned and the duration of the pleasure. Rather than agonize over moral issues we should “take out our slates and calculate”. Bentham was a friend of Mill’s father and had some role in his upbringing - and intensive home education. Mill said that he could not remember having learnt Greek! He felt that he was rescued from the depression in which his dry education left him by the discovery of the poetry of Wordsworth and Coleridge and later by his passion for the clever and beautiful wife of a friend, whom married after the friend died. He held some post with the East India Company, owned and edited a London magazine and was briefly an MP. Besides utilitarianism he wrote On Liberty and The Subjection of Women (he believed in universal suffrage) and A System of Logic. His ideas about the nature of happiness were more complex than Bentham’s and he thought Bentham’s style of utilitarianism too simplistic.  We will look at Mill’s presentation of it. 

Here is Mill’s opening account of it in his Utilitarianism: - 
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. To give a clear view of the moral standard set up by the theory, much more requires to be said; in particular, what things it includes in the ideas of pain and pleasure; and to what extent this is left an open question. But these supplementary explanations do not affect the theory of life on which this theory of morality is grounded — namely, that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends; and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain.
I.e. its wrong to cause suffering and right and to cause happiness. Faced with two options both of which cause suffering the best is that which causes the least suffering; and faced with two actions both of which cause happiness the best is that which causes most happiness. 

And in these calculations no ones happiness is to count for more than another’s: each to count for one and no more than one.

3. Prima Facie Advantages
Taken from Bernard Williams, Morality, an introduction to ethics.
1. Does not depend on transcendental or religious ideas.   It is based on the human situation and human interests and desires. It provides a standpoint from which religious ideas - e.g. about the abomination of homosexuality, or the essential inferiority of women can be questioned. 

2. It has an apparently uncontentious basis: human happiness is something that all can agree is desirable, its what we all want. 

3. It appears to offer a clear decision procedure.  The question of what is the right course of action is reduced to a simple empirical question: which course of action will in fact maximize the general happiness?  There may be problems in finding which course of action does this in a given case, but such a problem would only be a technical problem, not a moral problem nor a problem in principle. 

4. Its unified measure - happiness - means there would be no moral dilemmas.  All issues would be resolvable in terms of the common measure. 

4. Mill’s Proof of the General Happiness Principle
Mill offered a famous ‘proof’ of the Utilitarian principle, as follows:- 

The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people actually see it. The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it: and so of the other sources of our experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to produce that anything is desirable, is that people do actually desire it. If the end which the utilitarian doctrine proposes to itself were not, in theory and in practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing could ever convince any person that it was so. No reason can be given why the general happiness is desirable, except that each person, so far as he believes it to be attainable, desires his own happiness. This, however, being a fact, we have not only all the proof which the case admits of, but all which it is possible to require, that happiness is a good.
Is this a sound argument?

Some people have said, No - because although ‘visible‘ means ‘able to be seen‘, ‘desirable’ doesn’t mean ‘able to be desired’ but rather ‘is worthy to be desired’. From the fact that a man desires the death of his neighbour it does not follow that his neighbour’s death is desirable. 

But I don’t think Mill would have been very surprised or impressed by this argument. Later in Utilitarianism he says - 

On the present occasion, I shall, without further discussion of the other theories, attempt to contribute something towards the understanding and appreciation of the Utilitarian or Happiness theory, and towards such proof as it is susceptible of. It is evident that this cannot be proof in the ordinary and popular meaning of the term. Questions of ultimate ends are not amenable to direct proof. Whatever can be proved to be good, must be so by being shown to be a means to something admitted to be good without proof.   The medical art is proved to be good by its conducing to health;  but how is it possible to prove that health is good?  The art of music is good for the reason, among others, that it produces pleasure; but what proof is it possible to give that pleasure is good? [However] Considerations may be presented capable of determining   the   intellect   either   to   give   or   withhold   its consent to the doctrine;  and this is equivalent to proof.
Mill’s point is that the statement, “Happiness is the ultimate good.” cannot follow logically as from some other truths as premises - if it did then these premises would have to refer to some more fundamental good. Therefore whatever is the fundamental good cannot be proved to be so in that way. 

But what we can do is to draw attention to the fact that we appeal to happiness as the ultimate good. E.g. we may say medicine is good because it contributes to health. But why is health good - only because it contributes to happiness. If we reason like that then we show that we accept that happiness is the ultimate good - and if so it is only consistent for us to accept the Utilitarian Principle as well. 

Does that seem sound/reasonable? 

However philosophers have raised an number of other objections to utilitarianism. We’ll look at them in order, roughly, of increasing depth and complexity - easiest first.

5. First Objection: Measurability
Bentham had the idea of a ‘felicific calculus’ - such that when faced with a moral problem we do not have to agonise about it - we just take our slates and calculate.

Most people think this idea is simplistic and impractical - including Mill I think. 

There are two problem areas: 1. problems about predicting future effects; and 2. the problem that happiness is subjective. 

On 1. Predicting the future cannot usually be done - not in any complex system like human affairs. Even simple deterministic systems are unpredictable - ‘chaotic’ - when very small differences in initial conditions cause very large differences in the end - as in the double pendulum - one pendulum bob suspended from another. Since utilitarianism turns of the consequences of our actions the utilitarian needs to know in advance what the effect of their actions will be. 

But the utilitarian  will reply that anyone needs to have some idea of the consequences of his actions and that we do not need complete accuracy. It is rational to choose according to what the available evidence suggests will maximize happiness. We may get it wrong - but as long we take such care as is reasonable in the circumstances that is the best we can do and is all the Principle requires. 

But this does not seem to me a major problem for a Utilitarian. 

On 2. This is a deeper problem. If one person’s preference is for eating strawberries and another’s is for doing mathematics, how can we compare the quantity of happiness which each gets from their favoured activity? One answer is to say that we can’t: all we can do is to rank individual preferences by observing individual choices. If A will choose reading poetry over playing snooker then we can say that for A reading poetry has the higher utility. But if B prefers maths to poetry and poetry to snooker, we cannot infer that B gets more happiness from maths than A does from poetry.

Empirically minded economists went down this path: because there is no empirical, i.e. behavioural measure of the level of individual happiness, we should stick with what we can test - individual rankings of preference - preference schedules. But ranking does not allow summing - which is what the utilitarians need. And the problem of aggregating different individuals’ different rankings into an overall ranking has proved rather intractable. It is the subject of social choice theory - a branch of applied mathematics.

But confining ourselves to such individual rankings as can be based on each individuals choosing behaviour blocks such common sense ideas as that giving more bread to a poor and hungry man increases happiness more than giving more bread to a person already able to afford a luxury diet.

So, a ‘felicific calculus’ may be pie in the sky, but most would accept that common sense and rough comparisons of happiness between different people are possible.

6. Second Objection: Justice and Fairness
An objection in principle to Utilitarianism is that it pays no heed to justice or fairness. If two situations involve the same amount of overall happiness but in one case the happiness is largely concentrated in a few people whereas in the other it is more evenly distributed then so far as the Utilitarianism principle is concerned there is nothing to choose between them. But most people would think the situation where happiness was more evenly distributed was fairer - and therefore better.

When it comes to the distribution of the means to happiness - rather than happiness itself - the Utilitarianism may appeal to the idea of a diminishing return of utility - i.e. as we give a person more and more of the means to happiness the less each equal increase in means raises their actual level of happiness. 

Of course those economists who argue that we can only rank individual preferences regard the idea of diminishing returns of utility as meaningless - but even granting diminishing returns Utilitarianism would be compatible with large inequalities. For instance it is often argued that the best way to raise the living standards of the poor is to give a free rein to market forces - which will mean that some people will become very rich indeed. 

But isn’t it true that if the choice was between a society where everyone had much the same level of the means to happiness but where no one was very happy, and another society where even the poorest were happier than in the first society but where a small minority were very happy indeed, then you would choose the second, very unequal society?

How much such inequality would you allow? John Rawls in his A Theory of Justice says that we should allow the minimum level of inequality that would maximize the gains of the poorest - his ‘maxi-min’ principle.

How much inequality this would allow would depend upon the facts. E.g. how true is it that a free market maximizes the gains of the poorest.

But there is clearly a tension between Utilitarianism and fairness. Fairness doesn’t follow from Utilitarianism principles, and so if we think fairness is an important part of morality, an important moral value, then Utilitarianism leaves something important out and is so far incomplete as a moral system.

7. Third Objection: Consequentialism and Constitutive Rules
Utilitarianism is a consequentialist doctrine of morality - that is it holds that the only morally relevant factor is the consequences of ones actions - consequences in terms of human happiness. Thus. for a Utilitarianism nothing that has happened is of any moral relevance. 

There are two problems with this. 

Firstly, it conflicts with many common place intuitions about what is right and wrong and what is relevant. E.g. - keeping promises, owing someone a favour, that we should only punish people if they have broken the law. 

Secondly, and perhaps more seriously, it overlooks the way in which such backward looking rules are constitutive of the kind of society we have. E.g. the idea of property - that something is mine depends upon what has happened - I had paid for it, I had been given it, I inherited it. The very central idea of contract is backward looking - services or goods or payment is due according to what was contracted. And, as hinted above, the criminal justice system is premised on the idea that punishment should be of those who have offended and in proportion to the gravity of their offence.

According to the principle of utility, a Utilitarianism should not keep a promise or pay his employers because he has promised or because he has signed a contract of employment, but only in case doing what he has promised or paying his worker is the action which will best promote general happiness.  And worse still, a Utilitarianism could not make a promise or sign a contract - because nothing a Utilitarianism does or says can be regarded by them as binding their future actions: their promises or contracts could only be lying promises or contracts. For a community of Utilitarians there could be no promising or making of contracts. And it is hard to see how such a society could function. 

However some Utilitarians have an answer to this  (although some other utilitarians have actually rejected the answer)  We‘ll look at this, and some further problems for utilitarianism, in .Part 2.

