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UTILITARIANISM — A LECTURE BY

BERNARD WILLIAMS

Stuart Brown:

MS Stuart Brown /The first part of the Intreduction tao

Philosophy in AlO2Z is on Utilitérianism.
in the sarly nineteenth century,
litilitarianism became a controversial
philosophy, but in spite of its
difficulties, it’s become, and perhaps
remains,; 2 highly influential way of
thinking abaut moral questions. Today it
has its critics, and its d?fenders- And

MS Bernard Williams ope of its leading /critics is Professor

Bernard Williams, Provost of Kings College,

WS studio Cambridge. /We are very grateful ta

Bernard Williams for agreeing to come and

. give us his views on Utilitarianism.




MS Bernard Williams

Bernard Williams

/The people who formulated Utilitarianism

in the nineteenth century, who Stuart
referred to, such as Jeremy Bentham, put
the doctrine in a very simple form that the
criterion of what we ought to do is simply
that which produces the greatest happiness
of the greatest number. HNow this
philosophy has had, I thiﬁk, a chequered
history since then — in some ways, it's
now even more popular than it was in the
Victorian era. 1 suppose because of the
decline of religious helief for ane thing,
and the departure of certain oild received
standards, it satisfies the search for a
kind of rational basis of morality which
people can understand and as they hope,
app}f- But gt the sﬁme time, though it has

that kind of wind hkekind it, it?’s also I
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to produce the greatest happiness Tor the
greatest number might in fact lead to a

kind of oppression or pafernglis@- /Thare

is something toc be warried about harej
people are digsquieted about the Utilitarian
approach, vet at the same time I think a
lot of people feel that it's somehow the
only rational way that we can have of
grounding public morality, perhaps even our
private moral sentiments, in the modern
world- And as I saQ, at the same time,
they're woerried about it- Well, I think we
pught to try and see wﬁat reasons are going
for it and also what sort of reasons there
are for feeling a disquiet or anxiety about

it.

Mow one of the claims that Utilitariansim

has always made is that it’s a kind of



definite scienetificlsyﬁtem, that
traditional systems of values or appeasl of
virtues or duties or whatever are somehow
vagque nr'unsatiﬁfactnry or doen't lead to
determinate results- And the great virtue
of Utilitarianism is supposed to be that it
does give you a definite result. Well one
question we have to ask is “does it?" Now
the slogan was, you Teémember, the greatest
happiness of the greatest number. At least
that was the original slogan. MNow one of
the things we have to ask is - “whatfs
happiness™?" — what counts as happiness for
these purposes? Mow for Jeremy Bentham and
the early Utilitarians such as James Mill,
John Stuart Mili's father, to some extent
for John Stuart Mill himself, happiness
meant pleasure in the absence of pain. But

if it strictly means pleasure, simply
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nothing but pleasure, then its very
doubtful that most people think thatythe
maximisation of pleasure, having as much
pleasure as passible all round the place,
is the aim of human life. I% isn't even I
think what most of us want for curselves.
Suppose somebody invented the "Hedon
Machine"”, the Hedon Machine vyou can imagine
is something like a hairdryer attached to
it such that if you plug yvourself inkto it,
you put your head inside this thing and
connect it to the mains, it fills.;uu with
delicious and variagated sensations
forever; ynﬁ lie there in this machine
totally zZzonked out while delicious. -
experiences race through you. NMow, if you
were given the cheice of this, would vyou

want to join vourself up to it? /NMow it

seems to me an awful lot of people would
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say "no", that is not a life for a human

being. Now /I don't believe that's because

they.su@ehoﬁ think, vou know, duties would
be neglected, indeed at the end there
wouldn’t even be anvbady to provide the
power to run the mgchine, I mean éha¥'5 a
relevant consideration, but we are not
asking that, we’re not asking that, we're
asking “"would you want it for vourself?" -
and I think most people, at least quite a
ldt of #eople would say they wouldn?t want
it for themselves, that?s not their view uf
what a human 1ife should be and I-think we

should bear that fact in mind.

Well nowadays people don't talk so much in
terms of pleasurse for Htilitarianism or

even happiness, they talk more in terms of

Utility or Welfare, to use the Economist
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term- Well what do they mean by this?

Well saometimes they simply means what
preople choose, what people, given the
chance, choose. This is what the
econamiste call “revealed preferences”, and
they say that what the aim of spcial or
moral theory should be is to give.peuple as
much of what they want in those terms, in
terms of revealed preferences. But of
course we all know that what you choose may
not be what you really want. That’'s a very
familiar factor -~ in fac# for a great deal
of time, people are always choosing things
they don’t really most want. One reason
for this, the simplest reason, is that they
suffer from factual error, they choose some
for instance, patent medicine - they chnnsa
it all right, but ghey don’t in the end

really want it because they /falsely
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believe it's gong to do them some good — in

fact it?'s no use at all.

Well somebody might say /"is what we really

358 stiddents

want what we would enjoy if we got it?" /Is

M3 Bernard Williams

it ennugﬁ to say that if we’d enjoy it if
we got it, that means it's what we

basically or really want? Well surely not.

/Consider the old pleasure machine again,
which I've just referred to, the Hedon
Machine. If you plugged yourself into it,
if you did that, you'd be frightfully
satisfied. If they sent a message in to
your doped state and said "How do you like
it?" you say “"wonderful, wonderful, it’s
absolutely marvellous." They say, "Do you
want to go out and do something else, work
for politics, listen to concerts™™, “Qh no,

it’s wonderful in here, thank you". Would
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that tell vyou that that’s what they really
wanted? Mow, of course it wouldn®t because
vou know it’s an effect of being in this
state that it makes you like it. Another
example of that is brainﬂyashing. Young
people often get caught up in some, or
sometimes get caught up in religous groups
or some sort of extreme group which takes
them over, gives them some. {remendous
psychological treatment, after which they
way "We want nothing better than to belong
to-this group”. But people; their parents
for instance, don*t think that proves
that’s wﬁat they want, they say "They've
been made to want it by belonging to it",
and if yoq’ve been made tu.want it by
belonging to it that doesn’t prove that
it's what vou really or most basically

want -
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Well there®s a lot of notions here.

There’s the notion for instance of what you
choase; individual preference, what vyou
want, what you would want if you were
better informed, what would make you better
off, what's in you interests, and last of
all perhaps, what suits your needs- Now
all of these are notions we use when we are
thinking about ideas like‘happiness- It's
very important which of these sarts of

notions /Utilitarianism, which is just

M3 Bernacd Williams

interested in increasing happiness, really

wants to adopt- And in /fact I think

historically there have gluays been two
strains of Utilitarinaism and there still
are. There’s what might be called "the
hard heade& factual" strain which saysj

doesn’t matter all about all this fancy
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stuff about interestsz or needs or what
people really want, we?lll just give people
what they actually prefer, let's just stick
to the facts. That’s the Utilitarianism of
social surveys, consumer research, just
going by what people say — away with all
these manipulative and gu on ideologies.
So that?s what you might called the "hard
headed factual" strain of it. The other
strain in it is that really the Utilitarian
administrators knows what's best for
people. They?ve got an idea of uhag it
wﬁuld bhe like, what people would want if
they were Hetter informed and free from
confusion and fhat sort of Utilitariaﬁ
tends %o correct people’s preferences. It
says, we won't just‘take them as they are
expressed in choice or preference, what

we'll do is from social science or other
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souirces, work out what's berst for people.
And that tends to lead to a kind of
paternalistic management of society on the
other hand. Now we'll come back to that-
There are two political strains in
Uti!itafianism, one is a kind of consumer
democracy; the other is a kind of
paternalist management and they jostle with
each other, one goes into focus when the
other comes into focus when the other goes

out and that®*s /hecause they play with the

MS Bernard Williams

concept of happiness, between these two
extremes, & lot of the time. What we've
got to realise is that there’s more than

one concept of happiness here.

/Well 1 said there were quite a let of

problems even in the old formula so there's

some prohlems in the term "happiness” in




the formula "“the greatest happiness of the
greatth numher”. Now the other, one of
the other ciassical sorts of problem
concerns what’s meant by "The greatest
happiness of the greatest number”. What is
it to maximise happiness, what is it to
come_?o that even to increase it? Well we
have one fairly gimple criterion which is
sometimes used and as far as it goes it'’s
not bad. You’ve made things better if
vou?lve made-snme people better off and
rnobody worse off. Well, if you can'prq&uce
a situation in which you've made some
peop}e better off and nobody worse gff yvou
are doing gquite well, but pf course in most
social situations that isn®t, it isn't as
easy as that. When you méke some people
_hetter of you make some other people worse

pff, almost always, and sc what
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Utilitarianmism or any calculations of
welfare and uatility are stuck with is

/trying to think about how you, as it were,

MS Bernard Williams

BCU Student

lay off the increase for some people. /For
instance, am I going to be so much more
advaﬁtaged by getting these hooks to read
as compared with the loss to somebody who
has to pay taxes to suppart the
universities or something of that kind and
perhaps cannot buy sa much Fun& for their
children, how do we compare these kinds of
welfare calculations. This has ;1way5 been

a great proklem for this kind of thought.

M5 Bernard Williams

/Mow the Utilitarians will say, quite
rightly, that this is a preblem for

evervane; /everygene hasz to take this sort

of thing into caleulation they are going to

think about thse things sensibly, and




i&
they?re right, they?re right. Everbddy,
these difficulties are to some extent
difficulties for everybody. The
peculiarity of Utilitarianism is that it
tries to think about these things simply by
nsing the naotions of welfare; that is
utility, prefarence,'happiness, whatever
those notions are talking about, and
maxXimising. They're the only notions they
want ta use and the fact is thgt using
these two very difficult notions by
themslves in my view just makes everything
harder than it would be if you helped
yourself to a rather wider range of

notions-

Now there are same movre problems that
Utilitarianism runs inteo, and I'11 mention

a couple of them quite briefly here. One
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is, as I have already implied really -
because Utilitarianism oniy adds up and
compares welfare, it doesn’t have any
special place for the kinds of preference
whieh we might call”a need. Some of our
preferences we, in our ordinary thnught;
think of as being more basic than others.
Peoples' preferences for basic housing, for
having a family they can keep together, for
food, for a decent measure of privacy. We
feel in a way that’s so basic we call them
human needs. Now our notion of needs is
relative, nobody will deny that, it's
relative to the kind of szociety the degree
of development, the kind of economic
development saociety showed. MWhat?s a
necessity in one plare is perhaps not a
necessity in another place, and so ow. But

we have this category. For Util... -
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because we have this category some of us
think that it?'s more important tao meet

these hasic needs before you go on to meet

other things that are mere preferences.

Utilitarianism doesn’t, at a basic level,

care about that. It simply says they?’re

all preferences aof the other sort, if

there's enaugh people who have got

preferences of the other sort that will

outweigh the needs of a small group of

peopie. You've just got to add up and put

in the severity- I think some peogle think

that needs has a kind of moral claim over

/mere preferences. And that’s one notion

MCU Bernard wWilliams

which Utilitarianism finds it very very

difficult to represent in its thinking-

/The second sort of difficulty which has

always plagued them is the question of what -
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might be calied "second order” preferences;
preferences about other peaple’s
preferences. For instance, I've just said
and I'm sure a lot of people agree with me,
I don't know whether you agree with me, but
quite alot of people would agree wiéh me
that needs ought to bhe given priority, that
they count more than just'nrdinary
preferences. That has variopus political
consequences. I think that, perhaps
because I have certain moral or pulitical
views which make me in févuur of satisfying
people?s needs. Some people have them,
just througﬁ kind of sympathy, that is they
feel identified with the needs of people
who are in want. NMNow, so we perhaps have
the second order preferences to the effect
that these other people’s needs ought to bhe

met. Does the Utilitarian count them or
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not? Does he count secand arder
preferences? And that’s quile a nitty
question. If he does count them of course
that gets his position nearer to everybody
else’s position because he can then put in
thae prefefences for needs as one of the
items in the mix. But I wonder if he
should? One thing, he’s almost doing a
kind of double—-counting. He?s counting the
peaple with the needs preference first,
then he's counting our sympathetic
preference ‘for thase peaple again so, as it
were, those need people come in twice into

the sum-

/I think that these considerations show

WS studio

that in a way Utilitarianisa, as I

suggested at the beginning, is /very

ambigquously related to demacracy. On the
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one hand it’s got a rather democratic

element in it. Bentham said "each person

was to count as one and only ane" and that

/means that built into it is a kind of

equality, meant — you certainly was opposed
to sort of vested rights of the aristocarcy
or vested rights of a privileged class in
that sense, I mean he was, in that sense it
was a contribution to meodern social
thought. Bdt of course that rema;k that
they are going to count as one and only ane
is a remark ahout. how they are goeing te be
c;unted, not who’s going to do the
counting: And at the same time, Bentham
and the early Utilitarians and many of
their follawers really think in terms of
things like central agencies te put alil
these preferences together, an enovmous

amount of information about people’s
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preferences and social science applied to
their dispositions and so on, and this
means that somewhere in the middle there is
going to b2 a system for adding the
preferences together in one way or other
which certainly won't give everyone what h2
er she want¥s- And of course if we have the
bit which I mentioned h?fure about not
simply giving preferences as they are given
but improving thém, then of course this
central agency is going to be pretty
paternalistic as well- So in one way it is
a bit democratic but I think that the
democratic strain, its confines simply ta
majoritarianism, it's simply that it
involves adding up as large a coincidence
of preferenceés as well. If you think that
demOCfacyis got something $o do with self-—-

gavernment for instance, still more if you
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think it's got something to do with
minority, then Utilitarianism isn’t the
philosophy for you. It?s actually more
concerned with efficient management of
majority prefere§ces, than it is with self-
government or the representation of
minority rights, which it's not

particularly good at.

Well now, granted that Utilitarianism has
all these difficulties which I*ve mentioned
and there are many more of course which
have heen much discusssed in the years
since it was first formulated — why does it

have the sappeal that it does? Well I

MS Bernard Williams

think gne thing we have to say Jjust in
passing is it’s important that it isn’t a
religious or transendental philosophy,

/it's a secular philosophy, it’s very
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firmly this worldy and I think that’s a
regquirement which many peoaple make aof a
philosophy for a modern state. In fact
it’s a requirement that a lat of religious
people make of the philosophy for a modern
state. A lot of vreligious people don?’t
think that the public philosophy of our
society shauld be itﬁélf religipus, they
think that religion is a very proper thing
in its own spherg, but that, as it were, we
are having a2 pluralist and secular state
which you can’t build in religious
priciples into the foundation of things, so
of course a secular philosophy is

desirable.

Another thing, is that it's one way of
interpreting the idea of a pluralist

society where people have very different
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and manifold opinions of wvarious kinds.
One thing about Utilitarianism is that it
seems to be a kind of minimum committment
philusnﬁhy. It seems to be just haﬁeﬁ an
one thing we can all agree about which is
making people happier. The trouble is that
it isn’t as simple as that. When we think
about gquestions we have a plurality or
moral guestions; we have a plurality of
reasons, a lot of different reasons, in
private we think in terms of duties, or
virtues or what makes sume§ndy a decent
person; in public we think in terms of such
tHings as preserving the environment, or
thinking abuut‘endangered sﬁe:ies gr about
social justice, which are not ohviously
Utilitariav ideas, er, all of them. And
general happiness is one notion we us?

among others. But once we have to start
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talking in public to rationalize our
decisions and expalin them to everybody,
then of course we, looks as if we want a
comman currency within which various claims
and various ideas can be compared and
Utility looks like the one common currency
we can all agqree on- That?s why it is an
important s?stem, it seems ta meet this

need in a modern society- /But of course if

MS Bernard Williams

it's important in that sense so are the
objections to it. And we've got to

remember thats; sthe criticisem I made at the

beginning, that first - we don't actually
agree thgt some very simple notion of
preference maximisation is thé ene thing
that matters. We think very much in terms
of interests and needs and justice and a
range of notions which aren®t simply

Utilitarian preference maximisation, so it
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isn't simply true that we all agree on this
notion of maxiﬁising happiness in this

simple sense- /Moreover we don’t all agree

M5 Bernard Williams

that the claims ar rights of minorities
simply don’t count in order to add into
maximum preference satisfaction. We

sometimes think that /we don’t care a damn

about increasing the satisfation of the
majority of people if it involives
sacrificing the legitimate rights of soms
grsup- We have notions of defensable
jus#ifiable rights of a minority, and this
is one of the ideas we have too. It is no
good sayng even bhscause we disagree about
what those are, we?ve all got to fall back
on thiz one notion of preference
maximisation, ’cﬁs it*s the one curvency we
can all get eur hands on. On the addition

factor again it'*s a lot of this stuff about

+
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adding up preferences, adding up happiness
so as to maximise it, are actually when you
come to look at it a fair degree af bluff.
But when peaple try to do it o a social
scale they are not really doing that. They
are taking a let aof things for granted.
They are actually using a lot of familiar
values when they come to these situations
and as it were pretending tae Jdo a sum or

kidding themselves that they are doing a

sum when they are not really doing that.

It?’s wrong to think of the way in which we
take the various claims we usze in political
or social thought tuﬁether to think of that
as just & calculative or addition process.
It can nver be that, it*s always guing_tn
hé a palitical prncess-. It*s going to be a

process that's going to involve waivingsg
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putting some claims against others are
recognising at the end of the line there
may be some judgements of priority or
importance which we cannot fotally
rationalize- Not I dqp’t think when we
talk abgout Utilitarianism that we should
think of it as we were discussing simply
the timeless truth of some moral systems as
/if it were somehow written in fhe galaxy
what the true moral system was and we are
trying to find‘nut what the truth is. I

think what we are /trying to do, we're all

trying to do, Utilitarians included, is to

arrive at the maost sensible judgement of a

public morality fto suit the peculiar needs

of a modern society. The modern society is

very complex, if it has many opinions in

it, it also has a quite peculiar demand to

understand what it is doing - It’s a very
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great mark of modern societies that they
want to try to understand what they are up
to, they’re not content with mystification
or mere myths or obscurity any more.
Utilitarianhism tried to meet that demand,
it?’s an attempt at the public agrality for
a médern society and it has an honourahle
history as trying to meet that demand, but
my own belief is, that it never can meet
hecause in the end it has too few ideas to
meet our needsa It only Has the one
ambiguous idea of welfare, or happiness,
and the one inoperable idea of
maximisation. Those are its ideas. I

think we need mare ideas than that, we need
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as many ideas as we can lay our hands on
and I dan’t think we want them as tied up
with ideals of pontification aﬁd tryng to
-add things tagether as Utilitgrianism'

always has been.

Thank vyou.
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