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Jeremy Benthan: An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789)

Preface

There is, or rather there ought to be a logic of the will as well as of the understanding: the operations of
the former faculty, are neither less susceptible, nor less worthy, then those of the latter, of being
delineated by rules. Of these two branches of that recondite art, Aristotle saw only the latter: succeeding
logicians, treading in the steps of their great founder, have concurred in seeing with no other eyes. Yet so
far as a difference can be assigned between branches so intimately connected, whatever difference there
is, in point of importance, is in favour of the logic of the will. Since it is only by their capacity of
directing the operations of this faculty, that the operations of the understanding are of any consequence. . .

Strictly speaking, nothing can be said to be good or bad, but either in itself; which is the case only with
pain or pleasure: or on account of its effects; which the case only with things that are the causes or
preventives of pain and pleasure. . . .

Chapter 1 Of the Principle of Utility
I. 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. On the one hand
the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne.
They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think: every effort we can make to throw off our
subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it. In words a man may pretend to abjure their
empire: but in reality he will remain. subject to it all the while. The principle of utility recognizes this
subjection, and assumes it for the foundation of that system, the object of which is to rear the fabric of
felicity by the hands of reason and of law. Systems which attempt to question it, deal in sounds instead of
sense, in caprice instead of reason, in darkness instead of light.

But enough of metaphor and declamation: it is not by such means that moral science is to be improved.

To this denomination [i.e., the principle of utility] has of late been added, or substituted, the greatest
happiness or greatest felicity principle: this for shortness, instead of saying at length that principle which
states the greatest happiness of all those whose interest is in question, as being the right and proper, and
only right and proper and universally desirable, end of human action: of human action in every situation,
and in particular in that of a functionary or set of functionaries exercising the powers of Government. The
word utility does not so clearly point to the ideas of pleasure and pain as the words happiness and felicity
do: nor does it lead us to the consideration of the number, of the interests affected; to the number, as
being the circumstance, which contributes, in the largest proportion, to the formation of the standard here
in question, namely, the standard of right and wrong, by which alone the propriety of human conduct, in
every situation, can with propriety be tried.

II. The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work: it will be proper therefore at the outset to
give an explicit and determinate account of what is meant by it. By the principle of utility is meant that
principle which approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency it appears
to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question: or, what is the
same thing in other words to promote or to oppose that happiness. I say of every action whatsoever, and
therefore not only of every action of a private individual, but of every measure of government.

II1. 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.

-1-



IV. The interest of the community is one of the most general expressions that can occur in the
phraseology of morals: no wonder that the meaning of it is often lost. When it has a meaning, it is this.
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 is it?—the sum of the
interests of the several members who compose it.

V. It is in vain to talk of the interest of the community, without understanding what is the interest of the
individual. A thing is said to promote the interest, or to be for the interest, of an individual, when it tends
to add to the sum total of his pleasures: or, what comes to the same thing, to diminish the sum total of his
pains.

VI. An action then may be said to be conformable to then principle of utility, or, for shortness sake, to
utility, (meaning with respect to the community at large) when the tendency it has to augment the
happiness of the community is greater than any it has to diminish it.

VII. A measure of government (which is but a particular kind of action, performed by a particular person
or persons) may be said to be conformable to or dictated by the principle of utility, when in like manner
the tendency which it has to augment the happiness of the community is greater than any which it has to
diminish it.

VIII. When an action, or in particular a measure of government, is supposed by a man to be conformable
to the principle of utility, it may be convenient, for the purposes of discourse, to imagine a kind of law or
dictate, called a law or dictate of utility: and to speak of the action in question, as being conformable to
such law or dictate.

IX. A man may be said to be a partizan of the principle of utility, when the approbation or disapprobation
he annexes to any action, or to any measure, is determined by and proportioned to the tendency which he
conceives it to have to augment or to diminish the happiness of the community: or in other words, to its
conformity or unconformity to the laws or dictates of utility.

X. Of an action that is conformable to the principle of utility one may always say either that it is one that
ought to be done, or at least that it is not one that ought not to be done. One may say also, that it is right it
should be done; at least that it is not wrong it should be done: that it is a right action; at least that it is not
a wrong action. When thus interpreted, the words ought, and right and wrong and others of that stamp,
have a meaning: when otherwise, they have none.

XI. Has the rectitude of this principle been ever formally contested? It should seem that it had, by those
who have not known what they have been meaning. Is it susceptible of any direct proof? it should seem
not: for that which is used to prove every thing else, cannot itself be proved: a chain of proofs must have
their commencement somewhere. To give such proof is as impossible as it is needless.

XII. Not that there is or ever has been that human creature at breathing, however stupid or perverse, who
has not on many, perhaps on most occasions of his life, deferred to it. By the natural constitution of the
human frame, on most occasions of their lives men in general embrace this principle, without thinking of
it: if not for the ordering of their own actions, yet for the trying of their own actions, as well as of those of
other men. There have been, at the same time, not many perhaps, even of the most intelligent, who have
been disposed to embrace it purely and without reserve. There are even few who have not taken some
occasion or other to quarrel with it, either on account of their not understanding always how to apply it, or
on account of some prejudice or other which they were afraid to examine into, or could not bear to part
with. For such is the stuff that man is made of: in principle and in practice, in a right track and in a wrong
one, the rarest of all human qualities is consistency.
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XIII. When a man attempts to combat the principle of utility, it is with reasons drawn, without his being
aware of it, from that very principle itself. His arguments, if they prove any thing, prove not that the
principle is wrong, but that, according to the applications he supposes to be made of it, it is misapplied. Is
it possible for a man to move the earth? Yes; but he must first find out another earth to stand upon.

XIV. To disprove the propriety of it by arguments is impossible; but, from the causes that have been
mentioned, or from some confused or partial view of it, a man may happen to be disposed not to relish it.
Where this is the case, if he thinks the settling of his opinions on such a subject worth the trouble, let him
take the following steps, and at length, perhaps, he may come to reconcile himself to it.

Let him settle with himself, whether he would wish to discard this principle altogether; if so, let him
consider what it is that all his reasonings (in matters of politics especially) can amount to? If he would, let
him settle with himself, whether he would judge and act without any principle, or whether there is any
other he would judge an act by? If there be, let him examine and satisfy himself whether the principle he
thinks he has found is really any separate intelligible principle; or whether it be not a mere principle in
words, a kind of phrase, which at bottom expresses neither more nor less than the mere averment of his
own unfounded sentiments; that is, what in another person he might be apt to call caprice? If he is
inclined to think that his own approbation or disapprobation, annexed to the idea of an act, without any
regard to its consequences, is a sufficient foundation for him to judge and act upon, let him ask himself
whether his sentiment is to be a standard of right and wrong, with respect to every other man, or whether
every man's sentiment has the same privilege of being a standard to itself?

If he should have said to himself, No: for that the sentiment which he proposes as a standard must be
grounded on reflection, let him say on what particulars the reflection is to turn? Admitting any other
principle than the principle of utility to be a right principle, a principle that it is right for a man to pursue;
admitting (what is not true) that the word right can have a meaning without reference to utility, let him
say whether there is any such thing as a motive that a man can have to pursue the dictates of it: if there is,
let him say what that motive is, and how it is to be distinguished from those which enforce the dictates of
utility: if not, then lastly let him say what it is this other principle can be good for?

excerpt from John Stuart Mill: UTILITARIANISM (1861)

THE CREED WHICH accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness
Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend
to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by
unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure. The theory of life on which this theory of morality is
grounded is that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends; and that all
desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable either for
the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain.

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 groveling;
as a doctrine worthy only of swine. . . . [But it] is quite compatible with the principle of utility to
recognize the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others. It
would be absurd that while quality is considered as well as quantity in estimating all other things, 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. 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

3.



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 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, are 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. It may be further objected, that many who begin with youthful enthusiasm
for everything noble, as they advance in years sink into indolence and selfishness. But I do not believe
that those who undergo this very common change, voluntarily choose the lower description of pleasures
in preference to the higher. I believe that before they devote themselves exclusively to the one, they have
already become incapable of the other. . . .

Utility is often summarily stigmatized as an immoral doctrine by giving it the name of
Expediency, and taking advantage of the popular use of that term to contrast it with Principle. . .. Thus,
it would often be expedient, for the purpose of getting over some momentary embarrassment, or attaining
some object immediately useful to ourselves or others, to tell a lie. But inasmuch as the cultivation in
ourselves of a sensitive feeling on the subject of veracity is one of the most useful, and the enfeeblement
of that feeling one of the most hurtful, things to which our conduct can be instrumental; and inasmuch as
any, even unintentional, deviation from truth, does that much towards weakening the trustworthiness of
human assertion, which is not only the principal support of all present social well-being, but the
insufficiency of which does more than any one thing that can be named to keep back civilization, virtue,
everything on which human happiness on the largest scale depends; we feel that the violation, for a
present advantage, of a rule of such transcendent expediency, is not expedient, and that he who, for the
sake of a convenience to himself or to some other individual, does what depends on him to deprive
mankind of the good, and inflict upon them the evil, involved in the greater or less reliance which they
can place in each other's word, acts the part of one of their worst enemies.

The utilitarian morality does recognize in human beings the power of sacrificing their own
greatest good for the good of others. It only refuses to admit that the sacrifice is itself a good. A sacrifice
which does not increase, or tend to increase, the sum total of happiness, it considers as wasted. Though it
is only in a very imperfect state of the world’s arrangements that anyone can best serve the happiness of
others by the absolute sacrifice of his own, yet so long as the world is in that imperfect state, I fully
acknowledge that the readiness to make such a sacrifice is the highest virtue which can be found it man.
According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ultimate end, with reference to
and for the sake of which all other things are desirable (whether we are considering our own good or that
of other people), is an existence exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in
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enjoyments, both in point of quantity and quality. This, being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end
of human action, is necessarily also the standard of morality; which may accordingly be defined as the
rules and precepts for human conduct by the observance of which an existence such as has been described
might be secured to all mankind , to the greatest extent possible; and not to them only, but to the whole
sentient creation.



