Utilitarianism


“We can try to avoid making choices by doing nothing, but even that is a decision."

-Gary Collins
INTRODUCTION

Decision making is a major part of anyone’s life.  Each day we are faced with many decisions from the smallest to the occasional major.  Sometimes these decisions can be difficult and we must take some time to consider them.  When you think about a decision what thoughts run through your head to help you make a choice?  Utilitarians have a semi-scientific method to help people see what choices and behaviors are the best.  

Utilitarianism is most commonly associated with a British philosopher by the name of John Stuart Mill and his book “Utilitarianism”.  However Mill really just developed and clarified a view that people have considered from the ancient times until today.  There have been several philosophizers of Utilitarianism before and after Mill but Mill is the biggest name and the concentration of much of this piece. 
HISTORY


Between 341 to 271 BC a man by the name of Epicurus began to develop the idea that personal happiness or pleasure is what truly drives people.  He believed that pleasure is a standard for morals.  Long term pleasure is good and only personal pleasure has an intrinsic value.  Other things can be valuable if they lead to enhanced personal pleasure or they avoid pain.  

The next big name in Utilitarian history is Jeremy Bentham.  He developed the “principle of utility.”  His ideas about pleasure came from the American and French revolutions that had left the world he saw in a state of chaos.  He decided that political decisions should be linked to overall happiness rather then individual happiness.  He believed that desire for happiness is universal and recognized intuitively as the greatest good, even the animals must be considered because they could feel pain.  

Bentham was a mentor to Mill and Mill is seen as the father of Utilitarianism.  I’m not going to get into Mill’s philosophy yet but to wet your appetite his ideas were different from Bentham for many reason like having a hierarchy of pleasures, measuring quality as well and quantity, and believing experienced people are better and determining the value of pleasure.  


After Mill there have been two other key figures, according to Jeffery Sax.  They are Henry Sigwick and Richard Hare.  Sigwick believed in three principles; justice (what is right for me is right for all), prudence (all moments have equal importance), and rational benevolence (all persons have equal importance).  Hare tells us that there are two levels of utilitarianism depending on the complexity of the decision.  Simple decisions should be governed by generally accepted utility principles.  Complex decisions should be applied through the full rational utilitarian method.

THE ONE VS THE MANY

According to The Internet Guide to Philosophy, Utilitarianism “defines morality in terms of the maximization of net expected utility of all parties affected by a decision or action”.  This quote brings up the idea of the pleasures of the individual being outweighed by the pleasures of the group.  This idea is not exactly aimed at equality for minorities but it is central to Utilitarianism.  When making a choice one is obligated to consider their own pleasures and pain equally with every other person that the decision could affect.  This theory comes up a lot in action movies involving a hero that must risk his own life to save others.  The hero must consider his life equally with everyone else.  Potentially injuring himself will cause him pain but that is only one, if he does not make that choice the result may cause pain for dozens(more or less) of others.  You also must consider pain of his friends and family that will be saddened by his pain and then also consider the pain of the friends and family of the other dozen victims and anyone else that is affected. So, it appears in this situation the hero must risk his life for the others because that will cause the least pain for the least number of people.  Mill puts this point clearly in his Utilitarianism book when he states “Actions are right to the degree that they tend to promote the greatest good for the greatest number”.  But if this was all that mattered in life it would be proper for every person to devote there life to nothing but bringing pleasuring others and sacrificing there own pleasure.  People would have no reason not to live like a pig and not do anything that did not bring themselves or others pleasure.
SENSUAL VS INTELLECTUAL PLEASURES

Mill overcomes this problem of utilitarianism by creating levels of pleasures and separating them into higher and lower levels.  Pleasures in the higher category are the intellectual pleasures and lower pleasures are sensual.  There is nothing bad about sensual pleasures but Mill believes given an informed choice people will strive for the intellectual over the sensual. .  If everyone just lived for sensual pleasure there would be chaos and no one would be concerned with anything other then pleasuring themselves and each other.  No one would work or advance because we could be content with simple pleasures and avoiding dangers.  This is not what Mill and other utilitarians are after.  Mill says that man is above a pig and can receive pleasures beyond that which a pig knows.  As people we can tell that not only is quantity of pleasure beneficial but possibly more important is quality of happiness.  This means that we have a higher enjoyment for some things then others.  For example we enjoy seeing a movie more then being told about it and we probably enjoy acting in a movie more then seeing it.  Mill says that there is a “superiority of mental over bodily pleasures”.  Pleasure is broken into two sides, the sensual pleasures that we hold in common with the pigs and the intellectual pleasures we experience as intelligent beings.  Mill calls these intellectual pleasures because we experience them through the “higher faculties”.  Because man has higher faculties he or she knows they are above the sensual pleasures and knows it is better to be an unhappy person then a happy pig.  Or as Mill says “better to be a Socrates dissatisfied then a fool satisfied”.  If a person had sufficient knowledge and experience of both types of pleasure they will always choose the intellectual over the sensual.  

ACT UTILITARIANISM

This brings up the point that there are two types of utilitarianism that people follow.  The first one is basically what I have described above. An Act Utilitarianist believes that every individual act can be evaluated in terms of how much pleasure and pain it will bring to the people involved and the best choice for that specific instance can be made.  However this view can raise some questions and concerns.  
Common objections mentioned on the Notes on Utilitarianism website say that “…that good may be achieved under conditions that are harmful to some, so long as that harm is balanced by a greater good.”  Another objection says “The theory fails to acknowledge any individual rights that could not be violated for the sake of the greatest good. Indeed, even the murder of an innocent person would seem to be condoned if it served the greater number.”  Both these concerns deal with problems experienced by minorities.  In act utilitarianism it is all right to kill Jewish people if the majority of people would be really happy if all Jews were dead.  Or if a majority of white people don’t like seeing black people in the same restaurants, it’s fine to keep them out.  
RULE UTILITARIANISM

This is not Mills goal at all and he was actually very concerned with under privileged people and minorities Mill once wrote "If all mankind minus one were of one opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing that one person than he, if he had the power, would be justified in silencing mankind."  Mill was also “a leader in the fight against African slave trade, and a pioneer for women’s rights and individual liberties”, according to Charles D Key’s Notes. 
To get over this problem we have Rule Utilitarianism.  In this behaviors should be chosen by a set of rules that if applied universally will lead to the total greatest good for the total greatest number of people.  These rules can come from the wisdom of past experience and careful consideration and by having them people will not need to stop and calculate the pains and pleasures of all involved before they make a decision all one must do is consult the rule.  Hopefully such rules would protect minorities with rules like respect individual rights.  
SATISFATION

In “Utilitarianism” Mill believes that that if society enacted this theory we would naturally accept the standards as our ethics and they would become morally binding in our minds.  Utilitarianists believe that happiness truly is the one thing that we all base our morals, desires and lives on.  Everything else in our life is somehow related to making life more pleasurable even our justice system is set up to “protect and serve” because if people follow the laws more people will be happy and less in pain. 

In chapter two of Mills book he makes that claim that for a satisfied life man searches for two things.  Sometimes we search for some of both But often just one.  Mill claims that tranquility and excitement are what we need for satisfaction.  Mill says “With much tranquility, many find that they can be content with very little pleasure: with excitement, many can reconcile themselves to a considerable quantity of pain.”  Mill is really on to something with this idea, if one looks at the very intellectual researchers or scholars that spend very tranquil quiet lives reading and thinking they appear to be satisfied.  Likewise if one looks at the athletes who train and punish their bodies, always causing themselves pain and hardship they too are satisfied with life because of the excitement they get from competition or achieving physical goals.  
CONCLUSION


Mill’s tiny 87page book has a lot to say on utilitarianism and I have attempted to show a good summary of the points I find good in this and in other Utilitarianism works.  However there is a lot more out there and a lot more very interesting ideas and theories.  To recap this paper we discussed the history of Utilitarianism, then got into the points of greatest number of people, higher pleasures and lower pleasures, the differences between act and rule and finished up with some of Mills views on satisfaction.
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