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The term utilitarianism refers to a number of ethical theories, all of which are

forms of consequentialism. Consequentialist theories claim that the moral value

of actions depends only on their consequences. Utilitarian theories hold that the

right thing to do is always that action which will result in the greatest happiness or

utility — that is, the action which will maximise pleasure and minimise pain. In

calculating pleasures and pains, one includes all pleasures and pains — those of

oneself and one’s family count no more, and no less, than those of other members

of one’s community and strangers in distant countries. Utilitarianism is clearly and

completely impartial.

The best known historical advocates of utilitarianism are probably Bentham,

Mill and Sidgwick. Mill wrote after Bentham and his theory can be seen as an

attempt to refine Bentham’s view in the light of critics’ objections. In particular,

Mill argues that the quality — not just the quantity — of pleasures (and pains)

matters.

Both Bentham and Mill were strong advocates of political and social reform.

Although both developed utilitarianism as a theory of right action generally, they

were particularly concerned with utilitarianism as providing a criterion for good

legislative and public policy decisions. Mill, for example, argued that ordinary

people would rarely, if ever, need to think about utilitarianism as such at all.

They could instead be guided by the accumulated knowledge of generations and

their developed moral instincts. These would guide them to do the right thing

without their needing to think in utilitarian terms or be motivated by utilitarian

considerations. The people who really need to think explicitly in utilitarian terms,

according to Mill, are legislators, rulers and makers of public policy. It is this

aspect of utilitarian thought generally, and of Mill’s in particular, which we are

concerned with in this course.

Given the utilitarian concern with happiness, one might expect Mill to argue

that people should be given liberty only insofar as this is conducive to overall

happiness. Of course, this might involve giving people a considerable amount of

freedom — people might be happier if free to choose from a wide range of lifestyles,

jobs and leisure activities, for example. But one might expect this freedom to be

limited by a concern with people’s own well-being, as well as that of others. Mill

allows that some restrictions on liberty are justified. If you wish to make fireworks

in your garage, for example, and this activity will endanger the lives and property

of your neighbours, prohibiting you from doing so is justified in order to safeguard

your neighbours. If, on the other hand, you live alone on a remote island, are

always forewarned of visitors and create your explosive concoctions only when sure

you will not be disturbed, no restriction on your activity appears to be justified.

So long as you only endanger your own happiness, you should be free to do as

you wish. This might seem surprising. After all, if the risks are high — perhaps
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you are a really very incompetent and accident-prone chemist with a penchant

for increasingly spectacular effects — it may be quite likely that you will end up

fatally injured or, perhaps worse, permanently disabled, suffering from chronic pain

and unable to pursue even less foolhardy interests.

Why does Mill think that only (risk of) harm to others justifies restrictions on

liberty?

When responding to weekly prompts, you do not need to include an introduction

or conclusion. You do not have enough words for that!

You do not need to seek outside sources when completing this assignment and I

recommend not doing so but any you do use should be properly cited.

Write about 300–400 words and include a word count. Your assignment should be

typed if at all possible. You should include full references so that I know which versions

of texts you have read. Please bring two copies to class.

The Centre’s Student Handbook (available from Reception) explains the basics of

formatting citations and references (§6 4.3–4.6 pp. 56–61) and includes a pointer to

the university’s guides at http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/insrv/educationandtraining/

guides/citingreferences/index.html.

The handbook also explains what plagiarism is and strategies for avoiding it

(§6 4.3 pp. 46–51). You should read this if you are in any doubt whatsoever about

these matters. I will be happy to answer any further questions you may have.
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