Utilitarianism, Extract One
Jeremy Bentham, from An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation.
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…
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: if that party be the community in general,
then the happiness of the community: if a particular individual, then the
happiness of that individual…
The community is a fictitious body, composed of the individual persons
who are considered as constituting as it were its members. The interest of
the community then is what? — the sum of the interests of the several
members who compose it…
Utilitarianism, Extract Two
Jeremy Bentham, from An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation.
I Pleasures then, and the avoidance of pains, are the ends that the
legislator has in view; it behoves him therefore to understand their value.
Pleasures and pains are the instruments he has to work with: it behoves
him therefore to understand their force, which is again, in other words,
their value.
II To a person considered by himself, the value of a pleasure or pain
considered by itself, will be greater or less, according to the four following
circumstances:
1 Its intensity.
2 Its duration.
3 Its certainty or uncertainty.
4 Its propinquity or remoteness.
III These are the circumstances which are to be considered in estimating a
pleasure or a pain considered each of them by itself. But when the value of
any pleasure or pain is considered for the purpose of estimating the
tendency of any act by which it is produced, there are two other
circumstances to be taken into the account; these are:
5 Its fecundity, or the chance it has of being followed by sensations of the
same kind: that is, pleasures, if it be a pleasure: pains, if it be a pain.
6 Its purity, or the chance it has of not being followed by sensations of the
opposite kind: that is, pains, if it be a pleasure: pleasures, if it be a pain.
These two last, however, are in strictness scarcely to be deemed properties
of the pleasure or the pain itself; they are not, therefore, in strictness to be
taken into the account of the value of that pleasure or that pain. They are
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in strictness to be deemed properties only of the act, or other event, by
which such pleasure or pain has been produced; and accordingly are only
to be taken into the account of the tendency of such act or such event.
IV To a number of persons, with reference to each of whom to the value of
a pleasure or a pain is considered, it will be greater or less, according to
seven circumstances: to wit, the six preceding ones; viz.
1 Its intensity.
2 Its duration.
3 Its certainty or uncertainty.
4 Its propinquity or remoteness.
5 Its fecundity.
6 Its purity.
And one other; to wit:
7 Its extent; that is, the number of persons to whom it extends; or (in other
words) who are affected by it.
V To take an exact account then of the general tendency of any act, by
which the interests of a community are affected, proceed as follows. Begin
with any one person of those whose interests seem most immediately to
be affected by it: and take an account,
1 Of the value of each distinguishable pleasure which appears to be
produced by it in the first instance.
2 Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it in the first
instance.
3 Of the value of each pleasure which appears to be produced by it after
the first. This constitutes the fecundity of the first pleasure and the
impurity of the first pain.
4 Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it after the
first. This constitutes the fecundity of the first pain, and the impurity of the
first pleasure.
5 Sum up all the values of all the pleasures on the one side, and those of all
the pains on the other. The balance, if it be on the side of pleasure, will
give the good tendency of the act upon the whole, with respect to the
interests of that individual person; if on the side of pain, the bad tendency
of it upon the whole.
6 Take an account of the number of persons whose interests appear to be
concerned; and repeat the above process with respect to each. Sum up the
numbers expressive of the degrees of good tendency, which the act has,
with respect to each individual, in regard to whom the tendency of it is
good upon the whole: do this again with respect to each individual, in
regard to whom the tendency of it is good upon the whole: do this again
with respect to each individual, in regard to whom the tendency of it is bad
upon the whole. Take the balance which if on the side of pleasure, will give
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the general good tendency of the act, with respect to the total number or
community of individuals concerned; if on the side of pain, the general evil
tendency, with respect to the same community.
VI It is not to be expected that this process should be strictly pursued
previously to every moral judgment, or to every legislative or judicial
operation. It may, however, be always kept in view: and as near as the
process actually pursued on these occasions approaches to it, so near will
such process approach to the character of an exact one.
Utilitarianism, Extract Three
John Stuart Mill, from Utilitarianism.
Now, such a theory of life excites in many minds, and among them in some
of the most estimable in feeling and purpose, inveterate dislike. To
suppose that life has (as they express it) no higher end than pleasure- no
better and nobler object of desire and pursuit — they designate as utterly
mean and grovelling; as a doctrine worthy only of swine … the accusation
supposes human beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of
which swine are capable … if the sources of pleasure were precisely the
same to human beings and to swine, the rule of life which is good enough
for the one would be good enough for the other … (however) … Human
beings have faculties more elevated than the animal appetites, and when
once made conscious of them, do not regard anything as happiness which
does not include their gratification … It is quite compatible with the
principle of utility to recognise the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are
more desirable and more valuable than others. It would be absurd that
while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as well as
quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to depend on
quantity alone.
If I am asked, what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what
makes one pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure,
except its being greater in amount, there is but one possible answer. Of
two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have
experience of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of
moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of
the two is, by those who are competently acquainted with both, placed so
far above the other that they prefer it, even though knowing it to be
attended with a greater amount of discontent, and would not resign it for
any quantity of the other pleasure which their nature is capable of, we are
justified in ascribing to the preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality, so
far outweighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of small account.
Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted
with, and equally capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give a
most marked preference to the manner of existence which employs their
higher faculties. Few human creatures would consent to be changed into
any of the lower animals, for a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast's
pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no
instructed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and
taken from sqa higher philosophy arrangements - jburt 2010

3

conscience would be selfish and base, even though they should be
persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is better satisfied with his
lot than they are with theirs. They would not resign what they possess
more than he for the most complete satisfaction of all the desires which
they have in common with him. If they ever fancy they would, it is only in
cases of unhappiness so extreme, that to escape from it they would
exchange their lot for almost any other, however undesirable in their own
eyes. A being of higher faculties requires more to make him happy, is
capable probably of more acute suffering, and certainly accessible to it at
more points, than one of an inferior type; but in spite of these liabilities, he
can never really wish to sink into what he feels to be a lower grade of
existence … It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig
satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the
fool, or the pig, is of a different opinion, it is because they only know their
own side of the question. The other party to the comparison knows both
sides.
It may be objected, that many who are capable of the higher pleasures,
occasionally, under the influence of temptation, postpone them to the
lower. But this is quite compatible with a full appreciation of the intrinsic
superiority of the higher. Men often, from infirmity of character, make their
election for the nearer good, though they know it to be the less valuable;
and this no less when the choice is between two bodily pleasures, than
when it is between bodily and mental. They pursue sensual indulgences to
the injury of health, though perfectly aware that health is the greater good
… From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can
be no appeal. On a question which is the best worth having of two
pleasures, or which of two modes of existence is the most grateful to the
feelings, apart from its moral attributes and from its consequences, the
judgment of those who are qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they
differ, that of the majority among them, must be admitted as final.
Utilitarianism, Extract Four
John Stuart Mill, from Utilitarianism.
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.
Utilitarianism, Extract Five
John Stuart Mill, from Utilitarianism.
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: that each person's happiness is a good to that person, and the
general happiness, therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons.
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