
b

Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism

Dr. Clea F. Rees

ReesC17@cardiff.ac.uk

Centre for Lifelong Learning
Cardiff University

Autumn 2011

mailto:ReesC17@cardiff.ac.uk
ReesC17@cardiff.ac.uk


b

Utilitarianism
Outline

Organisational

Quick Start Guide to Utilitarianism
Historical Development
John Stuart Mill
The Trolley Problem I
Consequentialism
Utilitarianism

On Liberty
Principle of Liberty; Harm Principle

Considerations on Representative Government
Criteria for Good Government
The Case for Representative Government
Dangers of Democracy

Notes



b

Utilitarianism
Organisational

Organisational

I please hand in as applicable:
I one copy of response to prompt 2

I available to collect:
I responses to prompt 1

I handouts:
I week 1: syllabus, validity workshop, prompt 1
I week 2: Hobbes (argument), prompt 2
I week 3: Locke (property), prompt 3, article by Rawls

I glossary organisation:
I select your term!

I questions, comments & concerns
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Quick Start Guide to Utilitarianism
Historical Development

the greatest happiness of the greatest number

Jeremy James John Stuart Henry
Bentham Mill Mill Sidgwick
1748–1832 1773–1836 1806–1873 1838–1900
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John Stuart Mill

John Stuart Mill
(1806–1873)

I reformer
I MP
I feminist
I birth-control advocate
I husband of Harriet Taylor
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The Trolley Problem I

4 innocent, trapped persons

1 innocent, trapped person

A

B

Run Away Trolley

Destination: B

You & The Switch
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Quick Start Guide to Utilitarianism
Consequentialism

Definition (Consequentialism)
A theory is ‘consequentialist’ if, and only if, it states that the
rightness of an action depends only on the consequences of that
action / the expected consequences of that action.
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4 innocent, trapped persons

1 innocent, trapped person

A

B

Run Away Trolley

Destination: ??

You & The Switch
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What should you do about the trolley?

I don’t need to know the original destination to decide
I only consequences are morally significant
I but what matters about the consequences exactly?
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Quick Start Guide to Utilitarianism
Utilitarianism

Definition (Utilitarianism1)
Any theory which states that the right action is that which, of
one’s available options, will result in maximal pleasure and minimal
pain.

Definition (Mill’s Utilitarianism)
Mill argues that the right action is that which, of one’s available
options, will result in maximal pleasure and minimal pain, where
the quality of the various pleasures and pains, as well as the
quantity, is taken into account.

1Strictly, this defines act utilitarianism.
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Utilitarianism

Mill’s ‘Principle of Utility’ or ‘Greatest Happiness Principle’
An action is right iff it is the action which will produce the greatest
‘utility’.

utility = happiness
= pleasure− pain

greatest utility = maximal pleasure+minimal pain
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Utilitarianism

I you should ensure the trolley heads for B

because this will maximise (total pleasures− total pains)
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I you should ensure the trolley heads for B
because this will maximise (total pleasures− total pains)
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On Liberty
Why does Mill think only harm to others justifies restricting liberty?
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On Liberty
Principle of Liberty; Harm Principle (1859, ch. 1)

Principle of Liberty: Initial statement

That principle [which this essay asserts] is that the
sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or
collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any
of their number is self-protection. That the only purpose
for which power can be rightfully exercised over any
member of a civilized community, against his will, is to
prevent harm to others.

I Mill is concerned to limit:
both government power in all its forms;
and the power of public opinion, social pressure etc.
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Principle of Liberty; Harm Principle (1859, ch. 1)

Aim:
I space for individuality;
I zone of individual freedom.

Liberty:
I political liberty.

i.e. freedom of speech, association,
assembly, conscience, religion. . .
freedom to experiment, live in
different ways. . .
etc.

Mill is not primarily concerned with
economic freedom.
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On Liberty
Principle of Liberty; Harm Principle

Problem:
I As stated, the Harm Principle seems to limit the Principle of

Liberty too much.

I Indeed, it appears to potentially allow society to constrain
individual liberty of almost every sort.

I Opinions and beliefs which I keep to myself may not harm
others but as soon as I speak or act, I potentially harm or
benefit others.
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Principle of Liberty; Harm Principle

Principle of Liberty: Qualification/Clarification (1859, ch. 4)
Mill argues that restrictions on liberty are justified only when the
harm or danger of harm concerns the violation of

. . . a distinct and assignable obligation to any other
person or persons. . .

Whoever fails in the consideration generally due to
the interests and feelings of others, not being compelled
by some more imperative duty, or justified by allowable
self-preference, is a subject of moral disapprobation for
that failure, but not for the cause of it, nor for the errors,
merely personal to himself, which may have remotely led
to it.
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On Liberty
Principle of Liberty; Harm Principle

Examples

I I may be justly blamed for failing to pay my debts but not for
the gambling habit which has caused my impecunious state.

I I may be justly prosecuted and punished for neglecting my
children by drinking myself into a stupor but not for my
drunkenness itself.

I I may freely express any view or belief I wish even if by doing
so I offend, inconvenience or distress you.

I Mill thinks there may be some exceptions where, for example,
speech is used to incite violence and violence is caused by the
speech.
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Considerations on Representative Government
Criteria for Good Government

Considerations on Representative Government (1862, ch. 2)
Government should:

1. “promote the general mental advancement of the
community. . . in intellect, in virtue, and in practical activity
and efficiency”;

I This is the most important criterion because good government
itself depends on the acts of individuals who:

I constitute the government;
I elect, influence, appoint, evaluate etc. them.

2. “organize the moral, intellectual, and active worth already
existing, so as to operate with the greatest effect on public
affairs”.
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Considerations on Representative Government
The Case for Representative Government

How do these criteria shape Mill’s argument in ch. 3?
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Considerations on Representative Government
Dangers of Democracy

I Mill worried about the danger of a tyranny of the majority.

I He saw this as a danger inherent in the idea of universal equal
suffrage.

I Mill’s suggested solutions included:

I adopting Hare’s parliamentary reform;
I plural voting according to intelligence & education;
I suffrage conditional on basic literacy, numeracy.

I Mill’s version of universal suffrage is not:

I equal in the sense of one person, one vote;
I universal in the sense of giving everyone a voice.

In addition to the illiterate and innumerate, Mill excludes:

I those dependent on benefits (parish relief);
I those who owe debts or have recently been insolvent;
I non-taxpayers.
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