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Bentham’s Utilitarianism

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) was an English philosopher and legal reformer who founded
the ethical theory of Utilitarianism, a doctrine that remains one of the most influential in
moral and political philosophy. Bentham’s utilitarianism is grounded in the principle that
the right action is the one that produces the greatest happiness for the greatest number of
people. He developed this theory during the Enlightenment, a time when thinkers were
beginning to question traditional authority and emphasize reason, science, and human
welfare. This essay explores Bentham’s utilitarianism by analyzing its core principles, its
method of calculating moral value, and its impact on ethics and law.

The Principle of Utility

At the heart of Bentham’s philosophy is the Principle of Utility, also known as the Greatest
Happiness Principle. This principle states that the moral worth of an action is determined
solely by its contribution to overall happiness or pleasure. In his major work, An
Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789), Bentham writes:

“It is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong.”

For Bentham, happiness is defined as the presence of pleasure and the absence of pain.
Therefore, actions are morally right if they tend to produce pleasure, and wrong if they
produce pain. Bentham’s utilitarianism is hedonistic, meaning it considers only the
quantity of pleasure and pain when evaluating moral decisions.

The Hedonic Calculus

One of Bentham’s major contributions to ethical theory is his attempt to make moral
evaluation scientific and measurable. To this end, he developed the Hedonic Calculus, a
method for calculating the moral value of an action based on several measurable factors:

Intensity - How strong is the pleasure or pain?
Duration - How long will it last?

Certainty — How likely is it to occur?



Propinquity - How soon will it occur?

Fecundity - Willit lead to more pleasures or pains?

Purity — Will it be mixed with pain or pleasure of the opposite kind?
Extent - How many people will be affected?

Bentham believed that by applying this calculus, lawmakers and individuals could make
rational, objective moral decisions that maximize overall happiness.

Utilitarianism and Legal Reform

Bentham was not just a theorist—he was a strong advocate for legal and social reform. He
believed that laws should be judged not by tradition, religion, or natural rights, but by their
utility: do they promote the happiness of society? Bentham argued for reforms in criminal
law, prisons, education, and democracy, often challenging outdated institutions and
practices.

He opposed natural rights theory, famously calling the idea of inalienable rights “nonsense
on stilts.” Instead, he believed rights should be granted and protected by laws that serve
the public interest.

Criticisms of Bentham’s Utilitarianism
Despite its influence, Bentham’s utilitarianism has faced significant criticism:

Ignores justice and rights: Bentham's focus on maximizing happiness can, in theory, justify
morally questionable actions—such as punishing an innocent person—if it benefits the
majority.

Quantifies all pleasures equally: Critics like John Stuart Mill, a later utilitarian, argued that
Bentham’s theory is too simplistic and fails to distinguish between higher (intellectual) and
lower (bodily) pleasures.

Difficult to apply: The hedonic calculus, while theoretically precise, is often impractical in
real-life situations, where consequences are unpredictable and difficult to measure.

Legacy and Impact

Despite its limitations, Bentham’s utilitarianism has had a lasting influence on modern
ethics, economics, and public policy. His emphasis on outcomes, evidence, and the
common good laid the groundwork for consequentialist ethics and cost-benefit analysis
used in policymaking today. His work also contributed to the rise of secular, rational
approaches to law and morality.



