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MEANING OF UTILITARIANISM

Utilitarianism as a school of thought dominated English political thinking
trom the middle of the eighteenth century 10 the middle of the nineteenth.
Some of the early Utilitarians Were Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746), Hume.
Helvetius, Priestly, William Paley (1743-1803), and Becc:}ria. But it was
Bentham who systematically laid down its theory, and mad? it pupular on the
basis of his innumerable proposals for reform. “Bentham's merit m“?m.tfii
not in the doctrine, but in his vigorous application of it to various practicd

problems” (Russell 1961: 741).
Through James Mill, Bentham
Malthus (1766-1834) and David RiCﬂl‘dD'(H?E‘lg P ST T led themselves
the ideas of the Classical economists. o Engl o1
as Philosophic Radicals, with the aim O C



POLIMTICAL THOUGHT: FLATO TO MARX
e

—
qal. secular, and market state. Utilitariay;
phiiusaphir: radicalism, individualism, lissey

266 A MISTORY OF

liberal, democratic, constiturio
was used interchangeably with
faire and administrative nihilism (Mack 1955: 77).

Only in England, which throughout the ﬂil?Ew_Emh RENY N the mos
highly industrialized country in the world, d.'d Imeml_lsm achieve the stayg
at once of a national philosophy and 2 pational policy. Here, contrary o
the expectation implied by Marxism. it prov ided the principles for an orderly
and peaceful transition, first 10 complete freedom for industry and the
enfranchisement of the middle class and ultimately to the enfranchisemens
of the working class and their protection against the mast serious hazards

cleavage between social and

of industry. This was possible because the : 1
economic classes in England never coincided exactly with the lines between

political parties. Even 15 earlier stage, when its acnn-ﬂmi_c IhFuri:s in
particular represented clearly the interest of industrialists, English liberalism

in intention at least was always 2 theory of the gencral good of the whole
national community . . . . [t was the Philosophical Radicals, however, who
provided the intellectual structure of early liberalism and therefore its
programme (Sabine 1973; 610-611).

tarianism was that human beings as a rule
lone was good, and that the only right
reatest happiness of the greatest number.
ideas of the Greek thinker Epicures,
pursued pleasure wisely, and af

The basic premise of Utili
sought happiness, that pleasure a
_action was that which produced the g
Bentham and the Utilitarians reiterated the
who had stated that individuals sometimes

other times unwisely.

In the hands of Bentham, the pleasure-pain theory evolved into a scientific

principle to be applied to the policies of the state, welfare measures and for
administrative, penal and legislative reforms. He shared Machiavelli’s concem
for a science of politics, not in the sense of understanding the dynamics of
political power, but in the hope of promoting and securing the happiness of
:ndividuals through legislation and policies.

Utilitarianism provided a psychological perspective on human n
for it p::r::eiw:d human beings as creatures of pleasure. Using the yardslitk of
utility, Bentham and his followers desired the restructuring of gm‘cmmﬂﬂ[
and legal institutions so as to maximize individual happiness. In the process
they realized the imperative need to codify laws, making them instruments
of reform and happiness.

Bentham was confident that his utilitarian principles could be the basis
of law. At one |_mint‘ he even advertised that he could draw up & new code ©
law for any nation on earth, cutting across diverse cultural and psychologic?!
contexts. In An Imfroduction to the Principles of Maorals and Lagi'ﬂﬂfi'-ﬁ'”'

Bentham wrote:

ature,

H;:Iﬂ: :IjEl!- tzl:m:-::.:.'l mankind under the governance of two suvereign masters,
:5 ﬂll: : :n:!um_ It is for them alone to point out what we ought 10 o,
of :ch: :;;1 ctermine what shall we do. On the one hand the standd
" IEE_" lhmn?n%hz: 1:: other the chain of causes and effects, are-fasten
: X vern us in all we do, i .
k: . in all we say, in all W&
think: every effort we can make 10 throw off our EUhjﬂC”D!‘I}i will serve
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put 10 demonsirate and Conlinm In w - - e HF}?
their empire: but in reality e 4 e
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: g 0 repy; Y pwetend py gl
Flinmplc ol I.Ii|l||13' rﬂ:“l—'-“i.;l:r:u LTHTITY '-.III|J. e albijre

€ gl ihe wehinly:

i T il
ion ol 1 . i L LLET TR Al
Fﬂl!“_f]"t" n !r‘ ':!‘11 RS, the ahjeg ol whicl, _“l RINEs (F Tor (e
felicity by the hands of reasnp and law (e W wcar e e o
SELEVR T |

Wi2; 1),
Bentham contended that hypmgg hein

of their aclians S motivated by & tesire 16 spek les
Every human action had a cause and ametjve, “I'I"ll'i: o
jll pain and you have no desire g wilhiug ire
(Bentham ibid: 40). The principles of WY recopnized thic bacic

irait, for il “approves or disapproves every :|L'l-;nn n.-.r|.-:1I Hr J:] 11!" ',’“?”“"_'Jumhl
the tendency Wkich j.l' dppears 1w have g dugment or .m:.::.:ﬂi: -I;"::L';‘r“]“.'!: -m
of the party _whusc Imierest is in question . . . ol only of L?LrylL.L:,:{.:F;":i?d
private 1r||:!t'..'||rJ1.I=l1|:1 but of Every measure of government™ (Bentham ibid: ).

Bnmhalm :-’113‘-’-"&!'] hr:t_lnmsm not only as a principle of motivation, but
also 25 2 prllmfjple of action. He listed 14 simple pleasures and 12 simple
pains, classifying these into sell-regarding and other-regarding groups, a
distinction that 1.3, Mill borrowed in elaboration of the concepl of Jiberty,
Only two, benevolence and malevolence, were put under other-regarding
action. Under self-regarding motives, Bentham listed physical desire, pecuniary
imerest, love of power and self-preservation. Self-preservation included fear
of pain, love of life and love of case,

In addition to these, Bentham also laid down social and dissocial
categories, The social category was subdivided into social and semi-social,
Social motive based on goodwill was associated with the pleasure and pain
of sympathy, the pleasure and pain that an individual derved from L'rmlcl:l'!]'rlnlj!'lg
he (un)happiness of others, without being affected personally. Semi-social
motives included the love for regulations, the desire for amity, and i feeling
for religion. Each had a social connotation, namely the Iuw.-ralll hupp_mu:r.r. of
4]'“.'“::[:11 but these were ]'_]J'il'ﬁﬂri]:f' Sﬂlf-fﬂgﬂrdiﬂg. The EIIE-EI]L'-"III] mn}m? w|:11~
wssentially one of displeasure, associated with H?"' pleasure and pmn.uf antipat y
ind resentment. For Bentham, there was an interest cormesponding 1o every
Motive, :

; : in : sure. The

Bentham described four sanctions of mur::f:ﬂ ?I;gzg':g;l;'iﬂti:’:h il
'S of these was physical sanction: the 5uun,re 0 : .d. L
rom human nature and natural circumslances. F““ erH wii Fuwurdﬁ and
“Bil sanction: the source of consiraints Wi _Jflth':‘ l;":r’i-:’f The thini ik
Phishments that were meted out by the i !.:::?H}H{L:n individual behaviour
::::::;jm Ppulss :-;:m::lit_m: muurllﬁlg Lllcf:k?f..]:;prm;:ll of those the persan Wi
n con by E_ﬂﬂl::r:live opinion, or h:}t ‘I::II'ICUI“." was religious sanction, SIEMITINE
Iro “?Et . Thc. I'F:ur!.h e he fear ol divine puni.t.lﬂ_“"‘fm'_ o

¢ hope of divine rewards or t.m,- .y in which the individual tried 1o
xin':’j'.'-'nlh;_jm was confident thal “rh:HI;'T; l::uti*"" (han one in which‘ I'I-Li'-||:.li11:.l.il
ailn;m his own happiness would JT'-.Lcnnt::At. he believed that Christanity

P “ the happiness of t:-llu:r"--llr' M il the prece
EXCessive reliance on altruism, for i

ES by mature were hedonisty, Fagl,
re and avoid pain,
ARE away all pleasures am
i desire there eyn be: ney metion”

(s of Jesus were taken
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. [ society. Like Epicures, p,.

- il to the destruction o . « Benily,,

regarded ::EI..U_I'"}’. £ Bentham's dislike, or even hastility, towirds el
were both anti-religion. Ben a? 3 e S i,
d the Church of England in particular, wis because ol his awireney;, 1]
and | e ; - ; o, 1 was Tor this reg ;
- rpational side of human nature. | v TEasnn g,
5up|.r5t|t:11:lﬁ ﬂllid _:l']"ll::”':m enemy of reason. In this, he voiced (he vitw, I.d:
Izl sl i i

he regarded rclig! h-century philosophers, He was convinced thay gy,
the mainstream eighteenth-cenlury e R L Y

the pr|n.|:||1-]4.' of the greatest happiness 2
reasonable person would accept ponl ¥
basis of saciety. He also expected thal each individual would pursue hys ,,,
happiness rather than something else. To tell the individual to behave differey,

contrary to one’s disposition, would be futile.

Bentham realized that a self-interested person w"um.i’“'ﬁ” M hig
duties, as his main concern was in discerning factors 1“"“‘3"]"—"“3 PRrLiciler
behaviour, He refused to be judgemental about human behaviour and actio
per se. He hoped to provide the legislator with an tf?‘-haﬂﬁt"-*ﬂ list of pleasyre;
and pains, motives and sanctions, and factors that influenced h”mal_" condugy
and behaviour, with the purpose of changing social n{m_ngcmevts and individya)
actions. Bentham emphasized the fact that the individual either pursued his
happiness without hurting anyone, or pursued actions that were actually
conducive 1o the happiness of others. The legislator on his pan, through rewards
and punishment, could secure such behaviour, so as 1o ensure that the siock
of happiness in the community did not diminish.

Bentham was sanguine that an adult individual was the best judge of
his own happiness, fully capable of pursuing it without harming the happi-
ness of others. He saw an integral link between the happiness of an individual
and that of the community, and offered the principle of utility as a yardstick
to a legislator 1o frame laws in order 1o obtain the overall happiness and
welfare of the community. He repeatedly stressed that a person’s actions and
policies had to be judged by his intention to promote the happiness of the
community. The end and the goal of legislation was to follow the rule, “each
isl to count for one a."d no one for more than one™, suggesting that in spite of
hlﬁl repeated emphasis on the community, his was essentially an individualisic
!:nhtllulsﬂph}’, for he understood social community as a fictitious body of
individuals. He was concerned with the distribution of happiness as much 15
the amount of it.

Bentham distinguished pleasures quantitatively rather than qualilativel}
regarding pushpin as good as poetry. He did not differentiate betwee
F"leas:ur-:s. and in 1.““‘ sense he was not an elitist, He did not assi gn any inherent
gra-l:lupg o ::ctmlues and treated them a par in terms of their contribuliod [
:qu.ﬂd.“ﬂi. hupj}lﬂ?ﬁs. Interestingly, Rawls, though a critic of Benthami

tlitarianism, retained Bentham's outlook in judging human contentment 37
excellence by assenting that ev T : : Lades
I'- : : B C EII'I an |.ﬂ:‘|:|.|'b'|d_L|_[|'| Whﬂ En]ﬂ}':d L'\-ﬁun“ng ||'||;_" hia

o Em]s: 1::::; Eslstn't]ull:.r l1ulﬁl1tng his moral nature., .
A (esire 1o emulate Newion, B : T |

and legislation. By doing 5o, § Hn. Bentham laid down principles “.1. s
of politics did not and .E' s dl.ﬁpmv“d Burke’s assertion that a "™
POTINICS € not and could not exist” (Doyle 1963: 2311, He was convinee

Seanial with CavSzanie



i

— EREMY BENTI AN
(hat pleasures and pains coyld pe 269

| : e Measurey ,
gnsideration factors like inteps; Mthematically by taking jorg

¥. duray; :
moteness. Such a formula g ﬂallml:ﬁn' certaing
1+

canceived the principle of utility a5 pay: “elicifie calculus”, Bentham
55 axjoms in geometry have in the

He taught men o govern by the simple rule of fhe *

the greatest number™ which, . ‘Ereates) happiness of

= « 1N prm:“,::" ;
caleulus”. Thus, he sought to esqyh); could be discovered by a “felicific

calculable. whereby 1o measyre standard, mathematically

. the legi . .

_ Eislative Ry
or of unenlightened benevolence, reform a mauer not of caprice”

1960: 431), but of logic (Bronowski and Mazlish

Curiously, the phrase “greatest happiness of the greatest number” used
for the first ume 1n 1776, and frequently associated with Bntharn i v
reappear for the next 40 years. Though he did not innovate the phrase, he
was undoubtedly its l:r_:*,st popularizer. Initially, he used the phrase “greatest
happiness of all”, which he gave up, for it suggested that the interests of
some could be subordinated to those of others. It also implied that the happiness
of the majority was all that mattered. If the suffering of one person was greater
than the accumulated happiness of many, that was not acceptable. Therefore,
he substituted the phrase with “greatest happiness of the greatest number”,
using it with greater frequency in the 18205 in his crusade for radical reforms.
Bentham was categorical that since persons differed very little in their capacity
1o experience pain and pleasure, they had to be treated equally in a manner
that gave their pleasures due regard and consideration. In t‘ﬂct,lﬂentham Was
not happy about the word “utilitarian”, but continued to use it for want of
any other alternate and effeciive word. For a while, he thought of using
‘cudaimo ist” or ‘felicist’. )

anﬂc_:l;ﬁls:.amaiﬂe d convinced throughout- his life on Ith: science of
legislation, retaining his belief that an r:r.p::ﬂ_l-cgislalm could Ekd]ru”:,;ﬁfh;:
with a view to ensuring the greatest happiness of the: greatest ;::Iinrrﬁ and
order 1o do this, a legislator should be able to understand _EU?TT; R
encourage those with appropriate sanctions that ROui goprite 5

fappiness,

The medieval conception of the o
by a system of rewards and puﬂwhrtjﬂn!:
good and evil reappearcd in Bentham's pil

ini 1 according to the e
:‘t:: ﬁrm"'mﬁ:uﬁ:ﬁﬁ;; by geientific methads {Doyle 1963: 233)
accur

o ; lic instruction
Bentham also discussed indirect legisiatiors namely pub
am also isc

ough w i human conduct,

i -1t could influence 1 -

=y paganda, through which ih: i':E.:!ﬂ:zlr;:n.r:r:lI apinion). and change people’s
s

\engihen moral or popular sanction (1€ B% 50 jing 1o Bentham ‘society
haviour vig their love for reputation. “STEE 77 e of individuals, the recipe
™5 Rothing but a convenicnt fiction for an aggreEs A man must keep

L]

s ‘pthers .
. i w o MAamige - cenness and
o onmed B Kpar i:{*:ll'lf:-Lfl' 146). For msiance. drunkem

"ell with public opinion” (Wolin

inisien I God
- ppate administering the law o
i according to a divine scale of

i ise of a legs-
I hy in the guise 0 !
I:rmljl-;.-:'-lu:rin::ln of human happi-
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erime, coukd be wckled by prnm:}?ing he ST

[ivating innocent amusements like pardening, “““1“_'
es. Unemployment could be prevented hy Fm‘ri:I.nL.:
for public works. In this, lwe was a prmlc::u.f.m]rl af f:.in;;'m:t:. {'-"i:!l'll.'l::l'vur, the: Joy,
of reputation in a human being could be cultivale .}J" MEUIcating the vy,
of virlue Ihﬂ!ll],'.'i slorics and Inerary works that pi"l.'-hﬂﬂl-ﬂd gnﬁll m ﬂ“ﬂltn-,,:
and vice in ugly tenms. Bentham's schemes .”F the panoplicon “."d the Nution)
Charity Company aimed 10 balance the :;Iullms {]E humanity with those of the
economy, 10 ensure human wellare withoul Incurring heavy expenses, Waikape.
inelliciency and patronige.

Resides laws and indirect legislation, Bentham regarded private eihic
as the third mode of influencing human behaviour. [ts PUrpose was ngt g
judge or arbitrate morals, but to teach and instruct individuals w0 mazimiz
their own happiness. In this context, he suggested the use of a savings bank
or General Goodwill Fund, where acts of heneficence that did not benefit the
agent could be deposited and from which they could be withdrawn in due
course. Unlike the moralists, Bentham did not emphasize the need to make
sacrifices with a view to promoting general happiness. In gencral, he
recommended economy of sacrifice. Though one could argue thal it was
desirable (o sacrifice a lesser quantity of happiness for attaining a greater
quantity, it was equally true that a large amount ol happiness would remain
intact if less quantity was sacrificed. Bentham's view of human nature was
guided by a favourite stalement from Helvetius, that “to love one's fellowmen,
onc must not expect much from them™,

Bentham regarded punishments as both reformatory and determing,
controlling the actions of human beings. Fond of moral arithmetic, and for
the purpose of laying down ground rules, he stated nine points. By stating
these simple ground rules, Bentham hoped that they would become puidelines
for both legislators and judges. The nine points were as follows.

==

idleness, which caused
of non-aleaholic drinks, €4
athletic and sedentary gam

{1} The punishment must be great enough to outweigh the profit of the
offence to the offender.

{2) The greater the mischiel of the offence, the greater the punishmenl
should be.

{3) and (4) are corollaries of (2).

(5) Punishment should never be greater than the least amount r-r.‘qlliffd
1o make it effective.

(h) The sensibility of the offender must always be taken into account

(7T) The more uncertain it was that the offender would suffer i1, the
greater the punishment should be.
(H) The more distant it was, the greater it should be.

(% 11 the offence was of a kind likely 10 be habitual with the "’-'I”ndc:'
the punishment should be increased 1 omweigh the profit o .mr.
of the immediate offence but also of the other offences probal™
committed with impunity,
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Bentham’s defence of the pr
ar democracy, manhood, ang |
:nfﬂmhlwmtnl Sulfrage and ._i:.tm[ﬂ“? suffrape, including female

: Y were crucial oy
the greaiest happiness Ponciple. In his Plan for ."'r:::h o the € diviion of
contended that community imerey il amentiary Reform, he

- emerge th
ook cognizance of the EC the moment the povernme
:Di- F"T"r'lt'. f{'lf ”“:'_\ W] nol with 1o be Eqn-fgrnn.l hm—ll’;l

would they desire a « -
piy A "'“--ﬂrll..ﬁ' ol unIvers) interest for somethin
and sectanan, £ marrow

It was Tor this reason that Bent .
pot only safeguarded people's mwmlr:f"::u:l:ﬂt?:::uﬂl:tm.l nidic g
ol that interest. Universal suffrape wo M governmental abuse
e F uld make governments more accountable
and less whimsical. As a result, he drafied a complete scheme of parliamentary
democracy in s Constitutional Code, pleading for secret ballot, delineating
a scheme rm clementary, secondary and technical public education, and rejecting
|ﬂun] voung. He was convinced that a Rood government was possible only
by what he called the “democratic ascendancy”. He recognized that misrule
in England was due 1o many reasons, including defects in the electoral system
He was equally concerned with the need 10 explore and combal methods by
which the “subject many” were not dominated by the “ruling few”™. In Church
end Englandizm, he attacked the established church as a close ally of the
political elite, for it taught intellectual submssiveness among its followers
From |80 1o 823, Bentham devoted his inme and encrgies to weeding
oul religious beliefs and practices, and eventually religion from the minds of
individuals. He was an atheist and a denouncer of orgamzed religion. He
subjected religious doctrines, ntuals and practices to the test of unihity, and
found them inadequate, reconfirming his atheism and his desire to build a
ntional society according fo secular notions. He confidently and outnghtly
denied the truth of religion, of the existence of an unmortal soul, of a future
life and of the existence of God. Here, he was influenced by his radical friend
Francis Place (1771-1854). He had immense faith and confidence i !h‘-'l I""‘“'-":
of reason 1o tel] us what was, and what was 1o be expected. In this, he wa

- Voluwre, Helvets
nfluenced ink he French Enlightenment
and Pay Hh" ki .th.mém na.l;':-inlhnch (1723-1789)). and like them. believed
in oghlinid 1@ < pecessary 1o deuroy. His hatred for rehigon.
ke order 1o recreate |t.1.u. e e v anti-clergy and
e Voltaire, increased with the passage at. Like Holbach,
Sigreed with religion as an instrument of nm_r;ai improvement. L
G ; <eTY.
) Tﬁ religion as a source Of h..lr:‘l;?:n“::f conventional religion to serve
e pnsDTUies : : ,
ar E;::n;:;ru Eh'ttyll'z :::c: He advocated that the clerg could serve
PusH J

nators re I"di ' 151 1o ;IH.t d‘lldf-l-
.ﬂn-“!- . . g 1E%, OF cnmpllc s1alisiics 1228
\“IT! Ed ng oh yACans o
t POOr ml’ei £ -L‘I-'imn.:h uuuld e u_‘qﬁ‘d ds 4 ank for the ™
1c1. Ih b i

Th":' s in the
5"“‘"}’ services., The clergy cou

LIH},

NCiples of utthity led him o plead 3 case

ld become moral instruct
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panopticon. He believed that people had a right by law to leave their hog
for dissection.

In a secular utilitarian society, there would be no God and no idea of 4
immortal soul. There would be no supernatural sanction for morality. A good
deed would be remembered for one's family and commemorated by one's
fellow citizens. Instead. of religious rewards and punishments, there would be

verdict by future generations, renewable every century in the case of greal
men.
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