THE EVALUATION OF UTILITARIANISM
Bentham’s Theory

Strengths
●  Bentham believed that the consequences of an action have a real effect on human happiness, and should, therefore, be the primary concern when we consider what to do. This is an important point, because a person’s motive or intention in acting may be good or bad, but the consequences of the action are what affect people’s lives. (This is like the present Labour Government’s argument that people are not bothered who runs the local hospital as long as it delivers a good service to its patients.)
●  Without a consideration of the consequences of an action moral choice would be reduced to a matter of personal preference. (‘Doing what I want to do.’)

●  Bentham’s principle ‘Always promote the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ encourages a democratic approach to decision-making. The majority’s interest is always considered, and a dangerous minority is not allowed to dominate.

●  Present situations can be judged on their own merits, i.e. without reference to precedents (previous rulings/cases). Just because it would be wrong for woman A to have an abortion, it does not follow that in woman B’s completely different circumstances it would be wrong for her. 

Weaknesses
●  The Problem of Consequences
The practical application of the theory requires the ability to predict long-term consequences of an action, and to predict those consequences with unfailing accuracy. Past experience can, to some extent, guide future experience, but we know that there is no guarantee that circumstances will turn out exactly the same. Consider the consequences of assassinating Saddam. It may produce more pleasure for the Iraqi people and for the world, or it may plunge the world into the pain of greater violence and instability – the outcome is uncertain. 


Bentham believed that the consequences of an action can be predicted (he devised a ‘calculus’). He believed this, because the model for his utilitarian theory was Newtonian physics which appears to have the power to predict future events on the basis of existing rules/law. Yet the consequences of human actions are not so easy to predict.
●  The Problem of Special Responsibilities and Attachments
Bentham’s theory makes no allowance for personal relationships. If, as we saw in an earlier example, your father and a scientist with a cure for cancer were drowning, the utilitarian response would be to save the scientist. Utilitarianism, therefore, refuses to allow special responsibilities to our loved ones to override actions which increase the sum total of human happiness. In many respects the individual must put aside emotional attachments in order to ‘do the right thing’. Many of us would disagree and find such action repugnant. We would reply that we have a special duty towards our parents that outweighs any claim that a stranger, however important, may have upon us. 
●  The Problem of Justice
At first sight the utilitarian principle ‘Always promote the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ appears just, since it is an attempt to be impartial in judgement and seeks to promote the greatest amount of happiness and this must be a good thing. Yet consider the following:

What happens, for instance, in those cases where the greatest amount of happiness is achieved but through an unequal distribution; in which, say, one person is deprived of happiness altogether? One such case involves the punishment of an innocent person. If we assume, as Bentham does, that the main aim of punishment is deterrence (making people obey the law through fear of what will happen to them if they don’t), then a utilitarian judge would be right to condemn someone to death, knowing that they were innocent, if he believed that a greater good would result – such as restoring law and order, preventing an increase in crime, and so on. (This is exactly what happened with Jesus in the Gospel of John. Caiaphas, the High Priest, says of Jesus ‘it is better for one man to die for the people’ Jn 18: 14.)
The problem is, that while this action may maximise the sum total of happiness, it may be regarded as unjust! For justice also demands dealing with individuals according to their innocence or guilt. On this reasoning, people are not punished because of what they may do or because of the effects of their punishment on others, but solely because of what they themselves have or have not done. If it is shown that no offence was committed, then their innocence is alone enough to justify their acquittal. 
This conclusion is significant, because it means that when we decide on a course of action an analysis of its effects is not enough. In other words, as a theory, utilitarianism does not have all the answers to the question ‘how should we act?’

●  The Problem of Immoral Actions  
Bentham’s theory appears to justify immoral actions. In the example of the finding of £50, stealing was justified through use of the ‘hedonic calculus’. Many people would say this is wrong and hence immoral. Yet Bentham may counter this by pointing out that while, in general, stealing is to be discouraged, it would be right to steal a weapon from a homicidal maniac. Similarly, we may say that lying is wrong but would approve, say, of someone giving false information to an enemy agent. The utilitarian principle and moral common sense dictate that we would be justified in doing these things. 

Bentham’s theory gets into difficulties when it supports actions which, even though increasing the total amount of pleasure, are still held to be morally inexcusable. In other words, Bentham’s theory, in its sole pursuit of the greatest happiness for the greatest number, can outrage our moral common sense.

Suppose that a group of sadistic guards are torturing a prisoner. If the guards’ pleasure outweighs the prisoner’s pain, then, according to the hedonic calculus, their action is justified. 

●  The Problem of the QUANTITATIVE Measure of Pleasure
Bentham did not distinguish between different types of pleasure. This leads to problems like that highlighted in the previous example. Since it is the amount of pleasure and NOT the type of pleasure that is important, Bentham’s theory can be used to justify any action as long as it produces lots of pleasure. Therefore, the sadistic guards can torture a prisoner – the more the better - since it produces lots of pleasure for them, as opposed to the pain of the individual.  


This example brings out the point that the sole emphasis on the amount of pleasure produced leads to a situation which favours the majority over against the minority. In other words, any majority can suppress any minority since the amount of pleasure created in the majority will always outweigh the pain of a minority. 
Problems with Bentham’s Theory
Consider the following:

a).  You lie – by giving false information - to an informant on learning that she is an enemy agent.

b).  A judge condemns an innocent man to death because his execution will restore law and order. 

c).  A group of guards torture a prisoner, because it gives them pleasure. 
QUESTIONS:  BENTHAM

1. Of the situations a, b and c, which would you consider justifiable?

2. Which situations, using Bentham’s theory, could be justified?

3. One objection to Bentham’s theory is that it can be used to justify immoral actions. Do you agree? How do you think Bentham would reply to this criticism?
