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Mill’s Utilitarianism, MT 2012. C Fabre.

Week 5. Mill’s utilitarianism as a theory of the right - I

Understanding the principle

Handout

1. Introductory remarks

· U is a moral theory – a theory of the right, which tells us what is the right thing to do. Focus of this lecture: U as a theory of the right – first as articulated by Mill, then as seen by other utilitarians. As a theory of the right, Mill’s U says this: ‘actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.’ (II-2). Combined with a maximisation principle, this means that morality requires of each and everyone of us to bring about the greatest happiness (defined in terms of pleasures, etc: see previous lectures) for the greatest number so far as is possible. That is the right thing to do.

· An important definitional point: the phrase ‘x is morally right’ is ambiguous: ‘not morally wrong’; ‘morally permissible’; ‘morally justified’; ‘morally mandatory’.
· Focus of this lecture: Understanding the principle: (a) to what exactly does the principle ‘maximise happiness’ apply? To our actions? To general rules of conduct? To our motives? (b) which consequences should we take into account when determining how we should act? 
2. Acts and motives
· On the face of it, Mill’s principle applies to individual actions: an action is right to the extent that it tends to promote happiness, wrong to the extent that it brings about unhappiness. etc.

· Important clarification  (Lyons, 1994, 49-50.) Mill is not committed to the view that failing to maximise happiness is a sufficient condition for the wrongness of an action. (That would mean that playing pushpin instead of reading poetry is morally wrong.) Rather: an act which fails to promote happiness is morally wrong if (in addition to such failure) it calls for sanctions. Cf Ch 3 of U for Mill’s theory of sanctions (legal sanctions, social sanctions, etc.) 
· An important issue: Motives are an important part of any moral theory – either as part of a criterion for the rightness or wrongness of action, or as a way to facilitate doing the right thing, or both.

· From the right motive to the right act: Must we act with a view to maximising happiness (our own and that of others), in order for our acts to satisfy the greatest happiness principle? Some argue that Mill is committed to saying ‘yes’, which (they claim) is seriously pbtic for (at least) two reasons: (a) deeply unsympathetic picture of the utilitarian character as cold and calculating, and enable in fact to make sense of human relationships such as friendship where utilitarian calculus has no place; (b) self-defeating anyway (if I act towards my friends in a way that is exclusively guided by the greatest happiness principle I miss out on what friendship is, and thereby deprive myself of the good of friendship, thereby diminishing my utility.) Reply: a sophisticated utilitarian could accept that pursuing the good of friendship in a non utilitarian manner will lead to greater happiness overall. (cf Railton, 1982 for good discussion.)
· Motives as criterion for rightness/wrongness: Acc to Mill (and utilitarians in general) the agent’s motives are irrelevant to the rightness or wrongness of his actions. Thus, ‘the motive has nothing to do with the morality of the action, though much with the worth of the agent.’ (II-19.) The drowning example: A saves a child from drowning out of a sense of duty to the child; B saves a child from drowning in the hope of getting a reward. Both acts are morally right to the same degree, though A is a better person than B. Whether motives are relevant to the rightness or wrongness of actions is one of the thorniest areas in ethics. Doctrine of double-effect. Tactical bomber v. terror bomber.

· But: Mill would argue that other things equal, the bombers’ respective acts as right or wrong are to be judged irrespective of their differing motives. Note that this is compatible with the view that there are good or bad motives, and that the goodness or badness of motives is to be assessed by reference to the principle of utility. On that view, a good motive is one the possession of which promotes happiness; and vice versa. Sometimes, however, motive utilitarianism seems to conflict with action utilitarianism: the set of motivations upon which I follow a given overall course of action does maximise my utility, even though many of the discrete components of that course of action do not maximise my utility at all. (For good discussion of motive utilitarianism, see Adams, 1976.) 

3. Acts, rules, and consequences.

· The view that actions are morally right/wrong to the extent that they promote or undermine the general happiness has been subject to a number of criticisms. Some of those criticisms charge act-U for failing to account for deeply rooted intuitions which other ethical doctrines better account for (subsequent lectures.) Others charge act-utilitarianism for failing in its own terms. Some important examples:

· Epistemological demandingess: act-U requires that we know all the consequences of our actions, which is impossible. Reply: not if it applies to probable (as opposed to actual) consequences of our actions.

· Practical demandingness (cf II-24): ‘there is no time, previous to action, for calculating and weighing the effects of any line of conduct on the general happiness.’ Mill’s reply: in the long history of humankind, we have had ample time and opportunities to get a sense of which type of actions tend to promote happiness, and which types tend to undermine it. The principle of utility is an overarching principle from which secondary principles flow. We look to those secondary principles when deciding what to do, and invoke the utility principle in case of conflicts between secondary principles.

· Self-defeatingness: even if we had time to calculate and even if we could know what the consequences of our actions are, act-U is self-defeating, because for us to engage in that kind of deliberation would utterly fail to maximise our utility. Why: we would always choose the safest course of action to use (in order to avoid dying), but that would not do much for our happiness; we would not be able to act spontaneously; we would lose sight of the kinds of pleasures and enjoyments we are trying to pursue. Reply: similar to the reply to the practical demandingness objection. Act-U v. rule-U: some commentators have claimed, partly on the basis of this reply, that Mill does not advocate act-U but instead rule-U. (See Urmson, 1953.) Act-U: ‘the rightness or wrongness of action is to be judged by the consequences, good or bad, of the action itself.’ (Smart, 1973, 9.). Rule-U: ‘the rightness or wrongness of an action is to be judged by the goodness and badness of the consequences of a rule that everyone should perform the action in like circumstances.’ (‘ibid.) (Also: direct v. indirect utilitarianism). Textual evidence suggests that Mill is an act-utilitarianism in so far as he is concerned with the criterion for rightness/wrongness. But that question differs from another question, to wit, how should we decide how we should act? Thus, one can say that acts are right or wrong in proportion to their tendency to increase or decrease happiness, and thus that one must perform those acts which have the required tendency, and that secondary principles for human conducts are the best guide for us to decide what is the right thing to do under the circumstances.

·  Some comments on Mill’s account of rules as a guide for ethical decision-making:

·  Conservative undertones: appeals to customary morality are inevitably conservative in the sense of ‘preserving the status quo.’ The account seems to suppose that there can be a high level of consensus on the customary rules of morality, and in face of conflicts, on the degree to which one rule (as opposed to another) best meets the principle of utility. In deeply divided societies such confidence might seem unwarranted. Ex: abortion in the US. 

·  Does rule-U really enable us to do better than act-U, when it comes to spontaneous decision making, and to not having constantly to calculate and weigh up consequences? Not clear: for we do not need to work out which rule applies to the case at hand, and whether following that rule generally does have better or worse consequences. Pretty easy for ‘do not kill’ in simple situations (when there is no just cause, etc.) Very, very difficult in complex situations such as war. 

·  The pb of rule worship. A possible reply for the r-U: ‘we can have a rule which says ‘keep your promises unless breaking the promise would maximise utility.’ The pb of course is that if all possible exceptions are included into the rules, then it seem that we are in fact resorting to an act-utilitarian account of ethical practical reason, since the rules are formulated in such a way as to cover every possible act under those rules. Back to square one.
