Chapter 3

In the last chapter | tried to develop what | called an "ethica
yardstick"--a standard we can use to gauge the noral worth of actions.
Bui | di ng on the concept of human good or human happi ness, that chapter's nmain
idea is that the nore something nmeets people's fundanental needs, treats
people the way they're entitled to be treated, inmproves their |ives and
i ncreases their sense of basic contentnment and satisfaction in life, the
better it is froman ethical standpoint. Conversely, to the extent that an
action or policy decreases or nakes such satisfaction nore difficult, it is
noral |y worse.

As you renmenber, | offered the United Nations' Universal Declaration of
Human Rights as a conveni ent description of the fundamental needs of everyone
in the human famly. And | pointed out that the Declaration essentially says
that in order to be fully content with life as human bei ngs we need two
things--to experience certain material conditions or actual states of affairs
(food, shelter, education, the absence of fear, etc.) and to be treated in a
certain way (equal to others, with fairness and the like). And this two-fold
di stinction echoes the two maj or ways we saw that peopl e describe what they
bel i eve makes sonet hi ng wong--hurting others (actual state of affairs) and
vi ol ati ng soneone's rights (treatnent).

Actual ly, the two prongs of these accounts represent the two basic ways
phi | osophi cal ethics neasures how nuch an acti on nakes people's lives better
or worse. The approach we're going to look at in this chapter says we
di scover the nmoral character of an action (just how norally right or wong it
is) by looking at the results or consequences it produces. The other
approach, which we'll see next chapter, says that we shoul d exam ne instead
the action itself.

My aimin this handbook is to avoid philosophical jargon as nuch as
possible and to put things in a straightforward, commobn sense way. But there
will be a couple of times when | think that using a technical termw Il help
clarify the issue at hand. And this is one of them

As | said a couple of paragraphs ago, evaluating the noral status of an
action by | ooking at its consequences is one of the two nost basic,

| ongst andi ng approaches in philosophical ethics. It has come to be known as

t he tel eol ogi cal approach. "Teleological" cones fromtwo anci ent G eek words
telos and logos. The latter crops up in |lots of nodern words and can be taken
to nean sonething like "the study of." "Biology" neans "the study of life";
"psychol ogy," "the study of the psyche"; "sociol ogy," "the study of society";
“crimnology," "the study of crimnal behavior"; and so on. Tel os appears
very infrequently in English and in this context neans "end." So "tel eol ogy"
means "the study of ends.” (To avoid confusion, remenber that "end" here
neans "the end of an action," its "result" or "outcone." "Teleology" does not

mean "the study of ends" as we see it in things like the "Hot Buns Cal endar.")
Any approach that says an action is justified by what it produces--even

sonet hing as crude as the idea that "the ends justify the neans"--is basically
t el eol ogi cal

In one respect, a teleological or results-oriented approach is one of the
nost practical and unconplicated ways to evaluate actions. In a sense it's
al so scientific. To figure out how norally right or wong an action is, we
sinmply | ook at the actual results and see how they neasure up agai nst our
"ethical yardstick." How nuch actual, real |ife good or happiness is
produced? |If there's nore good than harm the action's norally o.k.

On the face of it, such an approach nakes a | ot of sense. Pleasure nmakes

life better. Pain nakes it worse. In devel oping a standard for eval uating
human behavior, it nakes nore sense that "pleasure" belongs with "right" and
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"pain” with "wong" than the other way around. Wiy would we want an ethica
gui del i ne that says people should do things that make thensel ves unhappy or
hurt one anot her?

This way of thinking al so seens sensible and useful. It gives us a
conmon sense way to resolve noral dilemms. |Instead of debating whether
honosexual ity is "natural" or "perverse," a tel eol ogical approach says we
shoul d | ook to see just how much actual good or harmit produces. If it |eads
to nore good than harm it's norally justifiable; if nore harmthan good, it's
unjustifiable. This is Iike a philosophical application of that saying in
sports--"no harm no foul." |If no harmis done, why should we say sonething
is nmorally wong?

But measuring how nuch human good or harmis produced by actions is not
as easy as it first seens. For one thing, if we want to nake a deci sion
before we do sonething (the situation we're usually in when we have an ethica
di  enma on our hands), we have no actual results to examne. That neans we
have to imagi ne |ikely outcones and specul ate about the odds attached to
different options. And if we're going to do a conplete and accurate job, we
need to know what to I ook for. The Universal Declaration of Human Ri ghts
m ght be a place to start, since it tells us that the nore the things on the
list are produced, the happier people will be. But the Declaration is a
political, not a philosophical document, and it takes us only so far. W need
sonet hing nore rigorous and systemati c.

Not surprisingly, sonme phil osophers have devel oped such systems. 1In this
chapter we're going to |l ook at two of them (those of Jereny Bentham and John
Stuart MI1) and see how well they work.

G ven the practical and scientific character of a tel eol ogical or
results-oriented approach to ethics, it's no surprise that one of the nost
famous representatives of this way of thinking would be a very practical, no
nonsense, enpirically oriented individual. And such was Jeremy Bentham an
Engl i shman who lived in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (1748-1832).

Bent ham was a practical soul, nore reformer than phil osopher. He trained
in law, but was nore concerned with reform ng the | aws and penal code than
being a barrister. Nonetheless, he was seriously interested in the British
phi | osophers of his time who argued for the value of enpiricism the basic
approach of nodern science. Wen it conmes to determ ning how people shoul d
behave and to evaluating laws, policies and institutions, Benthamthought the
best approach was sinply to | ook and see what did the nost practical good and
i mproved the lives of the nbst people. Arguing especially against aristocrats
who held fast to the authority of tradition and prel ates who praised self-
sacrifice and the denial of pleasure and confort, Bentham became the chi ef
exponent of a theory called utilitariani sm

The word "utilitarianism is obviously built on "utility" which neans
"useful ness." Bentham t hought we shoul d eval uate things sinply on how
practically useful they were in naking life better for people. In fact,
living by his ideas, Benthamdirected that when he died his body should be
di ssected for the benefit of science. This was nmuch nore useful than sinply
discarding it. |Indeed, because Benthamleft all of his estate to the
Uni versity of London on the condition that his remains be present at its board
neetings, Bentham s body was stuffed and is on display in a glass case at the
end of a long hall at University Coll ege.

But don't think Bentham would be offended by this. One tinme in London |
was to neet a scholar fromthe University of London for |unch. And when
called ny British colleague to find out where we should neet, she said, "Met

me at 12 in front of Jereny Bentham" It turns out that Benthamis body is the
standard neeting place at the University, a fact that would delight Bentham
A century and a half after his death, his body is still "useful."
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Uilitarianismis a noral theory, however, not just a general approach to
life. So its idea of "utility" is quite specific and directly related to
“human happi ness." And for Jereny Bentham what makes human |ife happy or
satisfying is pleasure.

In his Introduction to the Principles of Mrals and Legislation, Bentham
wites, "Nature has placed manki nd under the governance of two sovereign

masters, pain and pleasure. It is for themalone to point out what we ought
to do. . . .[T]he standard of right and wong . . . [is] fastened to their
t hr one. . . By utility is neant that property in any object whereby it

tends to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness (all this in
the present case cones to the sane thing) or (what cones again to the sane
thing) to prevent the happening of mschief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the
party whose interest is considered: if that party be the comunity in general,
then the happiness of the community: if a particular individual, then the
happi ness of that individual."

As far as utilitarianismis concerned, sonmething is norally good to the
extent that it produces a greater bal ance of pleasure over pain for the
| argest nunber of people involved, or, "the greatest good of the greatest
nunber." Benthamthinks it's so obvious that pleasure is the ultimte stuff
of human happi ness, and thus the ultimate standard of human good, that it's
ridiculous even to try to prove this point. 1In Benthams eyes this is the
ultimte, objective standard of norality--"the greatest happiness of all those
whose interest is in question [is] the right and proper, and only right and
proper and universally desirable, end of human action.”

We could thus say that Benthamis "ethical yardstick" is marked off in
units of pleasure and held only against the consequences of actions.

O k., Benthamtells us that if we want to determi ne the noral character
of an action, we should |look to see how much pleasure it produces.

Intuitively, this idea seens to nake sense. It involves an open, objective
and public process of neasuring pleasure. |It's very denpcratic--everybody is
equal and the pleasures of the mpjority prevail. And pl easure is sonething

everybody understands. There's nothing fancy or nysterious about it. So far
so good.

But how do you neasure pleasure? How do we wei gh pl easure agai nst pain?
Systematic and practical nan that he was, Jereny Bentham gives us a way--the
hedoni stic cal cul us.

The hedonistic calculus is a systemthat |ets us neasure and conpare the
amounts of pleasure and pain that different actions produce. ("Hedonistic"
cones fromthe Geek word for "pleasure.") Benthamidentifies seven el ements
that we have to take into account: 1) the intensity of the feeling, 2) its
duration, 3) its certainty or uncertainty, 4) propinquity or renpteness (how

soon we'll experience it), 5) its fecundity (the likelihood that the
experience will produce other pleasures in the future), 6) its purity (the
chance the feeling will produce pain or unhappiness), and 7) extent (the

nunber of people affected by it). The object of the gane is to assign a
nunerical value to each of these categories for each of the actions or options
we're nmeasuring, tally themup and conpare the final scores. \Whichever has
the higher total is nmorally better.

Let's try using Bentham s system and see how well it works.

Here's the case. |1magine that your car has just broken down and it's
going to take $500 to repair it--$500 that you don't have. Since you
desperately need your car for work and school, you try to borrow the noney
fromfamly, friends and associates, but conme up dry. Next you try a bank,
but here too you have no luck. You have no credit history and no coll ateral
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You're really feeling stuck. As you go to |eave the bank, however, you spy
this little old lady taking a wad of bills fromone of the tellers and
stuffing theminto her purse. At first you just feel depressed about life's
unf ai rness and your predicament. You're sure your boss is going to fire you
and that you'll miss classes to boot. But as you're wal king home, you realize
that this little old lady is wal king along the sane street--the sane deserted
street--that you are. You |look around and see no one el se around and--a
victimof your despair--wonder whether you should steal this wonan's purse.
There's the dilemma: do you steal the nobney or not?

Most peopl e woul d be hard pressed to say that nugging a little old | ady
is "morally right," so Bentham s cal cul us should conme to the sane concl usion
We have to take each of the seven categories and assign a nunber that tells
how much pl easure or pain is involved, so let's use a scale of -10 to +10.
Positive nunbers will stand for pleasurable feelings, negative nunbers
unpl easant ones. To see whether nugging G andma will produce nore pleasure
than pain, let's conpare the theft's effects on the little old |ady versus the
ef fects on you.

GRANDMVA YQU
1. Intensity -10 +2
How i ntense is the experience for each of you? Being rmugged is a very intense

experience and it's totally unpleasant. So -10 should describe your victims
feelings. Coming up with a score for you is nore conplicated because so many

nore feelings are involved. |If you' re normal, the experience will probably be
pretty intense, but it will involve both good and bad feelings. You're

appr ehensi ve about taking the nobney and getting away w thout being seen,

caught or hurting the woman. Your heart wll be pounding (a sure sign of

intensity) and you may feel really guilty about what you' ve done. So that
| ooks |ike about a -8 for you. But once you think you' ve escaped and know
that you can get your car fixed, you'll probably be very happy. For the tine

bei ng, you' ve saved your job and you can continue in school. For the sake of
argunent, let's assune that your happiness will be very intense (+10). So, on
bal ance you' Il feel nore intensely happy than unhappy by +2.

2. Duration -10 -2

How long will the pleasure or pain last? Again, it's easy to come with up a
value for your victim Being nmugged isn't sonething you easily get over. The
intensity will decrease, but the woman will feel unhappy about this for a |ong
time (-10). Your happiness won't last as long--only until you need noney
again or your car breaks down (let's say +6). But you'll probably also be
feeling some guilt, or at |east some bad feelings about having been put in a
position where stealing was your only way out. And you nmay al so be worrying
about whether you'll eventually be caught. And those feelings will probably

| ast | onger than the happy ones. Depending on how rmuch of a conscience you
have, you m ght be haunted by the event for the rest of your life. Let's
assign a -8 for your negative feelings, which gives you a -2 on bal ance.

3. Certainty -10 +7

What's the |ikelihood that the pleasure or pain we think will result fromthe
event actually will? There's no question that Grandma is going to feel bad
about this--whether you get away with the theft of not (-10). What are the
odds that you'll feel good? Probably a little less (+7). You've got to get
away with the crime first and then you' Il l|ikely have m xed feelings.

4. Propinquity -10 +8

How soon? Your victimis going to start feeling badly i mediately. You're
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going to have to wait until you know you' ve escaped unrecogni zed or maybe even
until you get your car fixed.

5. Fecundity +1 +10

How likely is it that the theft is going to produce nore pleasure in the
future? Hardly any chance of that for the little old I ady. However, since
friends or famly would probably give her at |east sone care and support, we'd
probably better say +1. On the other hand, the odds are really good for you
You're getting yourself out of financial trouble. You'll get your car

repai red, keep your job, not fall behind in your classes, and so on. That's a
fair anpunt of happiness. Let's say +10. (Scores on fecundity can only be
positive since all they measure are future pleasures. Scores for purity, the
next category, take care of the other side of the coin and can only be
negative.)

6. Purity -8 -4

How likely is it that the theft will lead to future unhappi ness? Very likely
for your victim The nenory will nake her upset. She'll worry nore often
about being nugged. She'll probably go to sone trouble to make sure it
doesn't happen again. It may not be heart-wenching, intense unhappiness, but

it won't be insignificant. Let's say -8. \What about you? Quilt, renorse,
future worry about getting caught. Sonme unhappi ness, but probably not as nuch
as hers. Maybe -4.

7. Extent -2 +2

How much pain or pleasure is produced in other people's |lives? Probably not
much in either case. The woman's famly, friends and nei ghbors will probably
be sonewhat upset over the incident. Your nechanic, boss and friends m ght be
alittle better off. Let's say -2 and +2.

So what's the ethical "bottom!ine" here?

TOTAL -49 +23

tle old lady is decidedly
wrong. The greater negative score shows that stealing will produce nearly
twi ce as nuch unhappi ness as pleasure. The theft is thus norally wong. But
notice that it's wong because it would result in | ess overall pleasure than
pai n or unhappi ness. Benthamisn't saying, "Stealing is wong because it's
the vicious and sinful violation of rights of ownership," but "Stealing is

wrong because it produces nore human pain than pleasure."

According to Bentham s system nugging the lit
I
i

So far the calculus seens to hold, so let's try another exanple. On
Tuesday Marla, your best friend, tells you she's having troubl e understanding
material in her philosophy course and asks if on Wednesday you'd hel p her
study for a mmjor exam she's having Thursday norning. (You happen to be a
whi z in philosophy.) Kind-hearted and devoted friend that you are, you
promise to help. On your way to Marla's room Wdnesday afternoon, you neet
Tony who tells you that he's just heard about a great party being held that
night at a college a couple of hours away. (Tony's nade a special point of
telling you because everyone on canmpus knows that the only thing you |ike nore
than philosophy is a great party.) The word around campus is that the party
can't miss; it's a guaranteed great tine. Tony says he's going and offers you
a ride. However, he's leaving within the hour. Wich is the right thing to
do--stay and help Marla, or go to the party with Tony?
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Unl ess you're a hopel essly selfish creep, | can't believe you'd have to
think very long about this. Breaking a prom se to help your best friend just
to go off and have a good tinme is a rotten thing to do. How could an ordinary
person in good conscience say that it's "norally better" to go party than to
hel p your friend?

Let's see if Benthaml s system gives us the same answer. |'ve given this
exanple to all of my ethics classes over the |last few years, the results have
been remarkably consistent. Wy not try it yourself first, before readi ng any
farther?

PARTY HELP FRI END
Intensity

Dur ati on
Certainty
Propi nquity
Fecundity
Purity

Ext ent

No ok wNRE

Figure 2

A typical tally | ooks sonething |ike this:
PARTY HELP FRI END

1. Intensity +9 +3

Most of my students find parties nmuch nore enjoyabl e than hel ping friends
study. So they figure that even with a guilty conscience they would stil
experience fairly intense pleasure at a good party.

2. Duration +5 +3

The party rates higher here. The pleasure starts with the anticipation of a
good tine and the party would | ast |onger than a study session.

3. Certainty +7 +10

The odds of enjoying the party and feeling good about hel ping Marla are both
pretty good, although the party's a shade nore chancy. You've got to get

there first, and it's possible that you won't have as great a tinme as you' ve
been prom sed. The pleasure connected with keeping your pronmise is a sure

thing. You'll feel good about yourself, Marla will be grateful and your
friendship will be strengthened.
4. Propinquity +8 +8

How soon? The same in each case--tonight.
5. Fecundity +8 +5

The party's seen as probably leading to nore pleasures in the future than
tutoring will. The party--new friends, perhaps |overs, other parties; helping
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Mar| a- - sel f - approval , feeling good about her success on the test, pleasures
that will come fromthe friendship continuing.

6. Purity -6 -1

The party lost on this score. M students think that it's pretty likely that
in sone ways they're going to feel worse after partying. About the only
unhappi ness that hel ping Marla woul d produce is feeling badly about ni ssing
out on a great tine. However, the negative aftereffects of partying are

consi derabl e, ranging fromfeeling guilty about treating a friend that way to
what we might call "post-party disconfort" (being hungover, the confusion that
acconpani es coming to in Arizona three days |ater and not remenbering how you
got there, the trouble involved in asking your parents to wire noney to you so
you can get a plane back to New Jersey, and so on).

The total to this point is 31 for the party and 28 for staying. Breaking
your promise is slightly ahead. What does it | ook |ike when we add the
seventh category (extent) and take account of the effects on other people?
Well, your friend is surely going to be pretty unhappy if you go. But if you
get around at the party and nake sure at |east a few people have a really good
time, their positive (pleasurable) scores could really offset Marla's negative
one. And that would make the "party" score clearly higher than "help friend"
score. At the very least, however, it |looks like a real horse race.

So according to Jereny Bentham s "hedonistic calculus" it's probably
"morally better" to turn your back on Marla just to go off and have a really
good tine for yourself. But that's ridiculous. Keeping your promise to help
your best friend versus blowing her off for a party? How could it even be
close? But as | said above, these results are amazingly consistent. Even
t hough 100% of the people in ny classes say before using Bentham s systemthat
the right thing to do is to stay and help Marla, 80 to 90% of them cone up
with scores like those above. Mst of ny students believe that the
consequences of breaking the prom se woul d produce nore pleasure than keeping
it would. And in a teleological or results-oriented approach, it's the anount
of pleasure produced that counts in determ ning right and wong.

| hope you're thinking to yourself that the problemhere is with
Bent hami s system and not your original judgment that the better thing to do
froman ethical standpoint is to help your friend. But renenber | said at the
begi nning of this chapter that neasuring the consequences of actions is nore
difficult than it first appears. So what's wong with the cal cul us?

Let's take one nore exanple and see if that will identify the trouble.
| magi ne that NBC wants to come up with a sure fire way to conpete agai nst
Monday Ni ght Football. They try the following. They prem ere a new two hour
show cal |l ed "Monday N ght at the Coliseum" originating fromLos Angel es.
Every week the names of two nmen will be drawn from postcards peopl e have
previously sent in volunteering (with full know edge of the rules) to be part
of a "contest." Their notivation? The winner will receive $2 mllion, the
loser $1 million. The rules of the game? A few days before the broadcast, an
NBC SWAT team wi || abduct these nmen, terrorize themand beat themup. 1In the
i nterveni ng days, they' |l be subjected to all sorts of physical hardship,
trials and beatings. O course, this is all being captured on video tape, and
the highlights are shown during the first part of the show Then the
contestants are brought together before a packed audi ence at the Los Angel es
Col i seum where they engage in hand to hand, no-hol ds-barred conbat on |ive,
nati onwi de TV. The winner is the man who beats the other unconscious. Then
the loser is revived and tortured for the final fifteen minutes of the show
The torture is designed to cause himlots of pain, but no pernmanent physica
danmage. (The sinilarity with certain Roman practices shows you why NBC puts it
on at the L. A Coliseum)
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Let's imgine that the show does really well in the ratings and 40
mllion Arericans are riveted to their screens every Mnday ni ght, delighting
in the suffering and travails of these two nmen. And this is not all that
i mpl ausi ble. Violence has a big following in this country. Sone people go to
boxi ng matches or hockey ganmes looking for it. Ohers find it in nmovies or
television prograns. Still others followit on television newscasts or in the
newspapers. So it's possible that millions of people would really enjoy this
program

But what about the ethical side of this? Wuld it really be nmorally
acceptable to put sonething like this on the air? Wuld it be norally better
to |l eave the programon the air or cancel it? | hope you feel at |east
sonewhat uneasy about saying that there's nothing wong with show ng graphic
vi ol ence and torture on national television no mtter how good the ratings.
But let's turn to Benthanmls ideas again and see what they tell us.

Well, if Benthami s utilitariani smadopts as its basic standard "the
great est happi ness of the greatest number,” it's hard to see what could be
wong with "Monday Night at the Coliseum™ \What bal ance of pleasure over
pai n does the program produce? MIlions of people get a great deal of
pl easure at the expense of pain experienced by only two nen. Even if 2
mllion people get outraged over the program and feel sonme kind of pain or
unhappi ness, it's still not close to the anbunt of pleasure the program
produces. Besides, no one is dying, the contestants have vol unteered and
they're generously rewarded. They can experience a |lot of pleasure with the
noney they' ve gotten for their pains. Maybe both nen end up experienci ng nore
pl easure than pain. Could cancelling the show produce nore pl easure than the
tremendous anount continuing it does? How could we object?

But surely we'd have to object. A theory that says it's o.k. to let a
few people suffer as long as it produces enough pl easure for the majority nust
have sonething wong with it. Qherwi se, we could justify anything from
raci al and sexual discrimnation to forced |abor to caste systens and sl avery.
As long as there's a greater bal ance of pleasure over pain in the end,
not hi ng' s wrong.

So what's the problen? Take a | ook back at the |last two exanpl es and
conpare the different pleasures involved. The one pits the pleasures you and
ot hers experience at a good party versus the pleasures of friendship. The
ot her case wei ghs the pleasures of seeing soneone el se suffer agai nst whatever
pl easure woul d come fromtaking this off the air. But the kind of pleasure
doesn't matter in the calculation, only the ambunt. Benthanlis system gives us
the results it does because it doesn't distinguish between the pleasures
involved. It doesn't matter what type of experiences produce the conpeting
pl easures. Al that natters is what produces the biggest anount.

In Benthamis mnd, all pleasures are equal. As he puts it, "pushpin is
as good as poetry." "Pushpin" was a sinplem nded ganme played in Benthams
day. Bentham thought that pleasure was pleasure; it didn't matter where it
cane from Contenporary versions of his phrase would be sonething |ike
"having sex is as good as hel ping soneone" or "partying is as good as prom se
keepi ng. "

And that's precisely the problem because all pleasures aren't equal.
You nmay experience nore pleasure going to the party, but is it really as good
as the kind of pleasure you'll feel from hel ping your friend? And do you
think that the pleasure people get fromwatching two nen inflict pain on each
other is as good as other kinds of pleasure? Don't you think that the
pl easure you experience from hel pi ng soneone i s sonehow better than the
enj oynment you get fromdrinking yourself blind at a party or watching a fight
at a hockey gane?

But how do we distinguish anong types of pleasures and still keep our
approach strictly results-oriented?
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The problem w th Bentham s version of utilitarianismand his hedonistic
cal culus did not escape the notice of one of his younger contenporaries, John
Stuart MII (1806-1873). Actually, MII wasn't just a "younger contenporary"
of Bentham Benthamwas a close friend of James MII, John Stuart's father,
and was the young man's godfather. Janes MI| was so strongly influenced by
Bent ham s i deas that he put his son through a rigorous and remarkabl e program
of education ained at producing the ideal defender of utilitarianism MII
bought nost of this, but after sonething akin to the nodern day "nervous
br eakdown" he began making inportant revisions in utilitarianism Like his
father and Bentham John Stuart MI|l was nmore interested in social reformthan
abstract theory.

The npst inportant change MIIl made in utilitarianismwas in the issue
we' ve been addressing--the quality of pleasures. MII accepted the idea that
the standard for evaluating actions is the anmount of pleasure or happi ness
that is produced. He wites in his work entitled Utilitarianism "The creed
whi ch accepts as the foundation of norals “utility' or the "greatest happi ness
principle' holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to pronote
happi ness; wong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By
happi ness is intended pl easure and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain
and the privation of pleasure.” However, MII| rejected Benthamis belief that
all pleasures are equal. MII insisted that we distinguish between a whol e
range of pleasures--sonme |ower and sonme higher. He explains, "It is quite
conpatible with the principle of utility to recognize the fact that some ki nds
of pleasure are nore desirable and nore valuable than others. It would be
absurd that, while in estimating all other things quality is considered as
wel |l as quantity, the estinmation of pleasure should be supposed to depend on
gquantity alone.”™ And once pleasures are separated into high and | ow quality,
it makes sense in MII's mind to claimthat the better pleasures are so much
better that a snmall ampunt of high quality pleasure outweighs a much |arger
amount of |ow quality pleasure.

Thus, MIIl's "ethical yardstick" is simlar to Bentham s in nmeasuring
only the pleasure that results froman action. But it's different in being
able to identify and neasure better versus worse kinds of pleasure. It
neasures quality as well as quantity.

Vel |, we've seen that measuring the quantity of pleasure produced isn't
too conplicated. You analyze the end results of each option for everyone
affected and tally up the total. But how do you determ ne the quality of a

pl easure? 1t's not so obvious.

Maybe we should start with sonething easier than pleasure. How do you
determine the quality of a record or tape? You listen to it, right? But
you'll be able to judge only if you know what to listen for--clarity, depth of
sound, range of frequencies, and the like. Only if you've heard both | ow and
high quality reproductions will you know the difference. O what about
judging the quality of clothing? Again, you have to know what to | ook for.

Is the fabric free of flaws and runs? |Is the lining good quality fabric and
does it hang properly? Are the seams sewn so they won't unravel? |If the
cloth has a pattern to it, does the design match up properly on abutting

pi eces? Are the buttons sewn on securely? O how about distinguishing

bet ween better and worse quality wine? You study the wi ne's body, bouquet,
taste and aftertaste. But you can nake an accurate appraisal only if you have
an "educated" or trained pal ate.

In each case, the story's the sanme. In distinguishing differences in
quality you rely on your judgnment, a judgnent that's been trained and
devel oped through a fair amount of experience with the thing under
consi deration. Someone without your experience with clothing, say, probably
woul dn't see the differences that are so apparent to you. Your judgnment may
appear to be no nore than your personal opinion to someone untutored in the
area, but even though it's subjective, it isn't arbitrary. (He or she would
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probably recognize the factors that influenced your decision if you pointed
themout.) Your judgrment is based on real |ife experience, and other people
wi th the sane know edge and experience as you will nore |likely agree than

di sagree with your eval uation

But notice that the process is getting | ess obvious. Mre intangibles
are comng in. Wen you nake a judgnent about the quality of sonething, it
m ght just be pretty intuitive. You may |ook for specific things, but your
j udgrment mght also involve sonmething you can't put your finger on. How do
you descri be what goes into your judgnent that one car has a better "feel"
than anot her? Nonetheless, to repeat what | just said, the fact that a
judgrment is subjective doesn't nake it arbitrary.

Let's return, then, to the problem of judging between different kinds of
pl easure. M| approaches the problemlike this:

If | am asked what | nean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what

nmakes one pl easure nore val uable than another, . . . there is but one
possi ble answer. O two pleasures, if there be one to which all or al nost
all who have experience of both give a decided preference, . . . that is

the nore desirabl e pleasure.

So to separate low and high quality pleasures, we ask people who have the
great est amount of experience with both.

And what will they tell us? MII continues,

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted wth
and equal | y capabl e of appreciating and enjoying both do give a nost marked
preference to the nanner of existence which enploys their higher faculties.
Few human creatures woul d consent to be changed into any of the |ower
animals for a prom se of the fullest all owance of a beast's pleasures; no
intelligent human bei ng woul d consent to be a fool, no instructed person
woul d be an ignoranus, no person of feeling and consci ence woul d be selfish
and base, even though they shoul d be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or
the rascal is better satisfied with his |ot than they are with theirs.

Whoever supposes that this preference takes place at a sacrifice of

happi ness--that the superior being, in anything |like equal circunstances,
is not happier than the inferior--confounds the two very different ideas of
happi ness and content. It is indisputable that the bei ng whose capacities
of enjoyment are | ow has the greatest chance of having themfully
satisfied; and a highly endowed being will always feel that any happi ness
whi ch he can |l ook for, as the world is constituted, is inmperfect. But he
can learn to bear its inperfections, if they are at all bearable; and they

wi Il not nmake himenvy the being who is indeed unconscious of the
i mperfections, but only because he feels not at all the good which those
i nperfections qualify. 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 of a different opinion, it is because they
only know their own side of the question. The other party to the

conpari son knows both sides.

M1l doesn't give us a systemof differentiating between pl easures as nuch as
he gi ves exanpl es of higher and | ower pleasures. The "higher" includes:
intelligence, nmental pleasures, education, sensitivity to others, sense of
norality and health. Anong the "lower" we find: stupidity, ignorance,

sel fi shness, indol ence and physical pleasures, especially sensual indul gence.
M 11 suggests that the former are nore characteristically human; the latter we
share with other animals. (He would see the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights as a list of what would produce "higher" pleasures.) And he finds the
distinctly "human" or "higher" satisfactions so much nore enjoyable that they
far outwei gh whatever greater anmount of "lower" pleasures we give up to get

t hem

fe because of what his

A stupid person may feel perfectly content with life
bel i eves that that

i
stupidity conceal s from hi mabout the world. But MII
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i ndi vi dual woul d be better off if he becane nore aware of |life, nore

intelligent, even though it will lead to sone discontent. The pleasure
associated with stupidity is lowquality; that connected to intelligence is
high quality. In the same way, sonebody without a shred of synpathy, decency
or understandi ng for other people may get real pleasure fromacting that way.
However, M 11| thinks that on bal ance she'll be happier if she acquires
sensitivity and a consci ence. Even though she'll experience a smaller anount
of pleasure, it'll be higher quality and thus nore satisfying.

It's inportant to see that the higher noral, enotional and intellectua
pl easures are supposed to be better than the | ower ones because they
ultimately produce better results. And the word "ultimtely" here is crucial
because it points up that when you anal yze the consequences of an action, you
have to take the long view. W have to ask ourselves, "Wat produces the
greatest good over the long, not the short tern®"

M1l was especially sensitive to the problem of |ong term consequences
and he illustrates it with an interesting exanple--lying. Let's say you're
really in a bind and Iying can get you out of it. You'd feel pleasure at the
relief of being out of trouble, and who'd feel any pain? It isn't like
stealing noney fromthe little old | ady--nobody's |osing anything. Who's
being hurt by a nmere msstatenment of fact? How could a results-oriented
approach say that any practical harmcould come froma lie? Definitely taking
the long view, MII says that truth-telling is one of the nost useful and
necessary things for bringing about human happi ness. Consequently, "any, even
uni ntentional, deviation fromtruth does that nuch toward weakening the
trustwort hi ness of human assertion, which is not only the principal support of
all present social well-being, but the insufficiency of which does nore than
any one thing that can be naned to keep back civilization, virtue, everything
on whi ch human happi ness on the | argest scal e depends.” Except in an extrene
case (where lying will save soneone's life, for exanple), MII| sees lying as
nore harnful than beneficial over the long run

Sone of you may think that MIIl's imagination is working overtine here,
but take a noment to think about it. Wat are the practical, negative
consequences of lying? How would you react to a friend who lies to you? For
one thing, you'd probably think of himor her as less of a friend. You' d be
nore cautious, less trusting, nore protective of your own interests. You night
suspect he's trying to mani pul ate you at tines, and you' d be | ess generous
than you otherwi se would be. You might ultinmately break off all contact with
her. O what are the consequences of you yourself |ying? You' d probably
di strust what others say to you (there's no reason to think they won't lie as
well). If your lies work, you'd likely do it fairly often--which neans
you're sewi ng the seeds of distrust in others. You' d certainly develop an
abusive, self-interested attitude towards others. Your behavi or woul d
probably encourage sone people to do the sane. Wichever way you | ook at it,
the overall crop is cynicism distrust, defensiveness and selfishness. Now
multiply that over an entire nation and throw in a couple hundred years for
good neasure. What do you get? A pretty grimplace to live. No good wll.
People unwilling to believe or trust each other. Agreenents enforced only by
the threat of punishment. Everyone |ooking out only for thenmselves. "Just
one lie" won't produce all of this. But the wi despread and grow ng practice
of lying certainly could. And every lie produces consequences that make such
a state of affairs nore likely.

So John Stuart MII gives us two inportant factors to take into account
when we try to figure out the positive and negative consequences of actions--
the quality of the pleasure produced and the long termeffects.

In light of MII's contributions, let's go back to the exanples we used
above and see if MIIl in fact straightens out Bentham s system Does he
correct the problens of making decisions solely in terns of the quantity of
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pl easure produced?

The first case was the dilenma of whether or not to steal the noney from
the old woran. W saw that meking a judgment sinply on the anount of pleasure
versus pain gave us an acceptable result, but these other factors can add
sonething to the analysis. How does quality fit in? Surely MII|l would see
t he pl easure you got from nmuggi ng Grandnma to be |low quality and far inferior
to the pleasures associated with honesty. The long termresults? Your sense
of respect for other people and their property woul d be weakened. You night
not stop at one theft and next time you mght be willing to hurt someone. You
m ght now tolerate or participate in a certain anmount of what you take to be
"innocent theft" where you work. Certainly none of these is a useful result.

Next we | ooked at the case of keeping your word to help a friend or going
to a party. Benthanmlis "hedonistic calculus" didn't work great here. Does the
notion of "quality of pleasure" help? This seenms to be the crux of the matter
to this exanple. The pleasures of going to the party may be | onger, nore
intense, and nay lead to nore enjoyable tines in the future than hel pi ng your
friend will. But the satisfactions produced in both you and your friend by
keepi ng your word, not letting her down, hel ping her out and continuing the
friendship have got to be worth nore than the satisfactions you get froma
drunken bash. This is definitely a case of a smaller amount of high quality
pl easure outwei ghing a | arger anount of |ow quality pleasure. (The other side
of this is that your friend would probably be so deeply hurt by your going
that her pain would surely outweigh any anpunt of enjoyment you'd be having.

A large amount of low quality pleasure can't offset a small anmpbunt of high
quality pain.) And the long term consequences? You'd probably |ose your
friendship with Marla, and other friends would know you coul dn't be trusted.
You' d probably make Marla nore distrustful of people in general. The |ong
termeffects here would be nuch |ike the | ong range consequences of lying. So
when you take all of this into account, keeping your prom se produces the nost
pl easure.

And what about "Monday Ni ght at the Coliseunt? Bent ham s versi on of

utilitarianismwas pretty defective here. It looked like it could easily
concl ude that the program produced nore pleasure than pain. Here too, the
concept of quality will help because we can see that the pleasure people get

from wat chi ng soneone else's pain would definitely rate as a really base type
of enjoynment. Reveling in suffering is surely not one of the nbst noble or
advanced hunman traits. And what about the long range result of having such a
program broadcast weekly on nationw de tel evision? Undoubtedly pretty
depressing. The programwoul d only decrease the human sensitivity of its
viewers. Pain and suffering--the real thing, not just representations of it--
woul d beconme acceptabl e sources of entertainment. It's hard to see how this
woul d do anything but contribute to a brutalizing of nillions of people in
this country. It would encourage people to think that as |ong as sonething
makes noney, it's o.k., no matter what the human cost. Wen we | ook at the
programin this light, it should be obvious that a greater anount of high
quality human good would result fromtaking it off the air. At least a
tremendous amount of extrenmely low quality pleasure dependent on very high
qual ity human pain woul d be stopped.

Bent ham and M 1| give us a nunber of good ideas to keep in mnd. First,
utilitarianismor a results-oriented approach works fromthe comon sense idea
that is intuitively obvious to nost people that if we all treat one another
wi th decency and consideration, life will be better for everyone. There wll
be nmore pleasure in our lives. More inportantly, however, Bentham and M|
give us a fairly useful way of identifying just how much good is produced by
different actions. They tell us howto systematically study the results or
consequences of different options we mght be considering in trying to
determ ne which one is norally better, that is, which one produces nore human
good or happi ness.

Bent ham expl ai ns how to arrive at a quantifiable neasurenent of pleasure
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and identifies the different factors we have to take account of. MII| adds
especially the concept of quality and illustrates how a conpl ete anal ysis of
consequences takes into account not just you and everyone el se immedi ately

af fected, but the people who are affected over the |long haul both directly and
indirectly as well. If you have the patience and imagi nation to produce such a
t horough anal ysis, you'd have a solid body of data to base a noral decision
on.

| want to enphasize, however, that inmagination and judgnent are inportant
conponents in a results or consequence oriented approach to ethical analysis.
The trouble with Bentham was that he left out judgment--rating different kinds
of pleasures. And it's inportant to see that you need to use your inmagi nation
to figure out all of the possible consequences of an action. |f you have a
variety of options to choose from you have to specul ate about what pl easures
and pains will follow fromeach action. And you certainly need your
i magi nation to do a good job of figuring out the long term consequences of the
di fferent options.

So even when we try to cone up with a systemthat's as enpirical and
qgquantifiable as possible, we can't avoid dealing with a lot of intangible
t hi ngs--j udgnments about gradations of pleasure, possible outconmes, future
consequences, and the like. You just can't avoid abstract thought and
judgrment in an ethical decision

1. Think about ways in your everyday life that you nake deci si ons about
whet her to do sonething or not because of the consequences. Do you nake sone
or all of your ethical decisions this way?

2. MIl wites, "It's better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig
satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied." Do you
agree? Wat if you could take a pill that would nake you sinpl em nded, but

content. You'd aspire to very little in your life, but you'd be happy with
what ever you got. You' d no longer feel the anxiety that a normal, aware adult
feels. In essence, you're getting the offer of a kind of child-Iike
contentnent. Whuld you take the pill? Wy or why not?

3. Think about the exanple in this chapter about hel ping your friend versus
going to a party. How would you decide what to do? Wuld the question of
what was right conme to mnd? |f so, how would you solve it? Wat would you
do if you were put in this position? Explain your reasons.

4. Analyze the follow ng cases trying to decide what will produce "the
great est happiness.” Use Bentham s seven categories (intensity, duration,
certainty, propinquity, fecundity, purity, extent) and MIIl's additiona
category of quality. Be sure your analysis |ooks at the long term

a. The people you hang out with are all pretty active sexually, but you
aren't. You were taught by your parents that sex before marriage is wong,
and up until now you never really questioned what your parents have told you
about right and wong. However, your friends are basically decent people and
sex doesn't seemto be doing themany harm so you're feeling confused about
whet her there's really anything wong with "doing it." You' re also beginning
to feel sonme peer pressure because your friends tease you about being a
virgin, and you're feeling increasingly unconfortable with being different
fromthe rest of them There is a menber of the group you |like who you know
would really like to sleep with you. Wat are your options? Wat are the
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results of choosing each?

b. You run a snmall engineering conpany of 10 people. How well the business
does depends a lot on how well you all work together. At this point everyone
at the conpany is white and nale. You need to hire soneone new and your
deci si on comes down to two people: the son of one of your engineers and a

Bl ack woman who answered an ad you ran. You think that the woman is
technically better (better education, nore experience), but you re sure the
guys aren't going to like it. You know thempretty well and you think they'd
have a really hard time adjusting to the wonan--which nmeans that everyone's
work will be affected. The current atmosphere in the conmpany is "macho" and a
ot of ethnic jokes get told. Wat are the consequences of hiring the man?
VWat are the consequences of hiring the woman?

5. What are the consequences (short termand long term of:
a. snoking cigarettes?

b. drinking al cohol ?

c. snoking narijuana?

d. doing nore serious drugs?

How does your reading of the consequences make you think about the legality of
each?
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