Modern utilitarianism
John Broome

University of St Andrews and
Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study in the Social Sciences

For the New Palgrave Dictionary of Economics and the Law



1

Utilitarianism is the view that one should do whatever will bring about the
greatest amount of good. It was first clearly propounded in the eighteenth century
by the philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1789). Leading figures in its subsequent
development were John Stuart Mill (1969) and Henry Sidgwick (1907), both
philosophers with a strong interest in economics. Throughout its history,
economists have had a strong influence on the development of utilitarian
thinking. Recently, work by the economist John Harsanyi (1953, 1955, 1977a)
has been particularly influential. Important recent writings include Griffin (1986),
the debate contained in Smart and Williams (1973) and the collection in Sen and
Williams (1982).

The broad and imprecise statement that one should do whatever will bring
about the greatest amount of good leaves plenty of scope for differing opinions
among utilitarians, and there is no more precise formulation of their doctrine that
all utilitarians would accept. Indeed, some would not accept even this broad
statement. But it will be helpful to have a more detailed formulation as a
benchmark for comparing alternative versions of utilitarianism. One formulation
is the conjunction of the following principles.

Consequentialism. Of the acts that are available, one should do the one that will
have the best consequences — that is to say, the one that will bring about the
best state of affairs.

Personal good. The goodness of a state of affairs is its goodness for people.

Additivity. The goodness of a state of affairs for people is the total wellbeing of
individual people.

Hedonism. A person’s wellbeing is the preponderance of pleasure over pain in her
life.

This is now an old-fashioned sort of utilitarianism, and few modern authors

would accept all these principles without reservation. But they provide a

convenient scheme for classifying the points that are at issue in modern utilitarian

thinking. This article will take the principles of consequentialism, personal good,
additivity and hedonism in turn, and discuss some of the questions raised by each.

Many of the new ideas that have entered utilitarianism recently are responses to

objections that were made against earlier versions of the doctrine. So this tour of

the issues will also provide a picture of the present standing of utilitarianism, and
its unsolved problems.

Consequentialism: direct and indirect utilitarianism

‘Indirect’ utilitarianism has become popular in recent decades. The most familiar
version of it is rule utilitarianism (see Harsanyi 1997b, Hooker 1996), but other
versions are possible. For instance, there is character utilitarianism and virtue
utilitarianism. All versions accept the principles of ordinary, direct utilitarianism,
except that they deny consequentialism: they deny you should do the act that will
bring about the best consequences. Instead, they first of all make a claim about
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which rules you should live by, or what sort of character you should have, or what
virtues you should espouse: you should live by the rules that will have the best
consequences — that will most promote total wellbeing — or have the character
that will have the best consequences, or espouse the virtues that will have the best
consequences. Then these theories say you should do whatever act is prescribed
by the rules you should live by, or issues from the character you should have, or
from the virtues you should espouse.

The attraction of indirect utilitarianism is that it seems to offer a way of
overcoming some of the objections that are commonly levelled against the direct
version. Here are four of these objections and the indirect utilitarian’s replies.

The first objection is that some implications of utilitarianism are intuitively
simply wrong. For example, suppose the police are holding a person whom they
know to be innocent, but whom the public believes to be guilty of a terrible
crime. Suppose there will be riots if this person is not punished, leading to many
deaths and great destruction. Direct utilitarianism will dictate that the innocent
person should be punished, to avert the greater harm that will be caused by the
riots. But intuition suggests it is wrong to punish an innocent person, even if there
will be beneficial consequences, because it is unjust. On the other hand, a rule
utilitarian can argue that on balance it best promotes total wellbeing to adopt rules
of justice rather than rules of expediency, even if this occasionally leads to
destructive riots. A just society is happier than an unjust one. So rule
utilitarianism can support rules of justice, and agree with the intuition that it is
wrong to punish the innocent person on this occasion.

A second objection is that even by a utilitarian’s own criterion, people must
live by some rules. Otherwise society would collapse, and that would be bad for
total wellbeing. For instance, people must normally keep promises. If they did
not, no one would be able to trust anyone else, and most social interaction would
become impossible. Direct utilitarianism says one should keep a promise only if
keeping it will contribute more to total wellbeing than breaking it will. But if you
break a promise whenever it turns out better for the total wellbeing to do so, your
promises cannot be relied on. If people commonly followed the prescription of
direct utilitarianism, the whole institution of promising would fail, and this would
be a very bad for total wellbeing. On the other hand, adopting the rule of keeping
your promises (except perhaps when the consequences will be extremely bad)
may well have better consequences than adopting some other rule about promises.
If so, rule utilitarianism will tell you to adopt this rule, and keep your promises,
and that will be good for total wellbeing.

A third objection is that direct utilitarianism requires people to adopt a cold
impartiality towards others, because it requires them to give equal weight to each
person’s wellbeing. But in a happy human society, people are inevitably partial.
They care more for their loved ones and their neighbours than for other people.
To require impartiality would make the world a much less happy place. It would
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damage the total of wellbeing, so direct utilitarianism would once more fail by its
own criterion. On the other hand, indirect utilitarianism in the form of character
utilitarianism would say that people ought to cultivate warm and loving
characters, which make them partial towards people close to them, because
having this sort of character best promotes total wellbeing.

A fourth objection is known as the ‘demandingness’ objection (see Kagan
1989). It says that, in asking us always to do what will bring about the most good,
utilitarianism is implausibly demanding. For example, those of us who live inrich
countries could do more good by sending most of our wealth to feed the world’s
poor than by keeping most of it for ourselves. So direct utilitarianism says this is
what we should do. But the objectors find it implausible that morality really
demands so big a sacrifice from us. One response to their objection is to adopt a
version of rule utilitarianism. This version says we should act according to the
rules that would have the best consequences if they were generally adopted. If
people who live in rich countries generally adopted the rule of sending, say, 30%
of their wealth to the poor, perhaps that would have better consequences than
other rules, such as the rule of sending 70%. So according to this version, 30%
is the proportion each of us should send. The fraction that would be most
beneficial were it adopted as a general rule is no doubt not actually 30%, but
whatever it is, it will definitely be less than the fraction of a person’s wealth that
would do the most good when considered on its own. So this version of rule
utilitarianism is definitely less demanding than direct utilitarianism.

Some of these objections arise from a misunderstanding of direct utilitarianism.
Few direct utilitarians would apply their theory only to overt acts such keeping
or breaking a promise. They will apply it to all acts, including the act of adopting
a rule or undertaking some character-forming activity. For instance, a direct
utilitarian would think you should adopt the rule of keeping your promises, if
adopting this rule will contribute more to total wellbeing than failing to adopt it
would. Indeed many direct utilitarians would apply utilitarianism to character
traits and other dispositions, as well as to acts. So a direct utilitarian might think
you should have the disposition of partiality towards your loved ones, if having
this disposition better contributes to total wellbeing than other dispositions you
might have, such as cool impartiality

Indeed, direct and indirect utilitarians generally agree about the rules you
should adopt and the dispositions you should have. They differ in what they think
about the rightness of the acts that issue from these rules or dispositions. Suppose
you ought to adopt the rule of keeping promises, and you have indeed adopted it.
Now suppose that, following this rule, you keep a promise on some particular
occasion. Rule utilitarians think you are automatically right to do so, because you
are following a rule you ought to have adopted. Direct utilitarians think you are
right only if keeping this particular promise better promotes total wellbeing than
breaking it would have done. They believe that following a rule you ought to have
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adopted may sometimes lead you to do things you ought not to do. Similarly, a
disposition you ought to have may lead you to do something you ought not to do.
Intuitively, this seems to happen often. Surely, people ought to care more for their
loved ones than for the general good, but sometimes this partiality, which they
ought to have, leads them to do things they ought not to do. For instance, they
may promote a relative in her job when she does not deserve it.

The issue between direct and indirect utilitarianism is over the truth of
intuitions like this. Intuition is not always on the side of direct utilitarianism. In
the example of punishing an innocent person, which I mentioned above, intuition
suggests that, not only ought we to adopt rules of justice, but on each particular
occasion we ought to follow them, even if the result is to reduce total wellbeing.
This conflicts with direct utilitarianism. So the debate between direct and indirect
utilitarianism continues.

Consequentialism: moral subjects

Utilitarianism is addressed to all of us. It tells each of to pursue the total
wellbeing of everyone. On the other hand, many economists assume that actually
each of us will pursue only our own wellbeing — a view known as ‘psychological
egoism’. If psychological egoism is true, utilitarianism tells us to do something
that actually we will not do, and this seems to make it a pointless doctrine, at best.
But in fact many authors have found utilitarianism compatible with psychological
egoism. Indeed, the founding figure Jeremy Bentham himself seems to have been
a psychological egoist. He was not very interested in personal morality, but in the
institutions and activities of government, and particularly in the law. He treated
utilitarianism as a theory of public rather than private morality; he thought the law
should be designed to bring about the greatest total of wellbeing. Similarly,
utilitarianism has been used by some economists as a theory of public morality.
For example, some modern economists have adopted it as a principle for
designing the tax system (see, for instance, Mirrlees, 1971, 1982). This public
role is its typical application in law and economics. It restricts the scope of
consequentialism: it says only that the governments or social institutions should
do what will have the best consequences, not people in general. This is one way
of dealing with the demandingness objection too. As a personal morality,
utilitarianism may be implausibly demanding, but it may nevertheless be a
credible public morality.

The view of utilitarianism as a public morality does raise a question about the
behaviour of the legislators and public officials. These people are supposed to
execute the public morality. But they are only people, so according to
psychological egoism, they will pursue only their own wellbeing. How can they
be influenced in their public acts by the total wellbeing of everyone, as public
utilitarianism requires them to be? It seems that public utilitarianism may require
public officials to be utilitarian in their individual acts, so it may indeed conflict
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Personal good: population

The principle of personal good claims the goodness of a state of affairs is its
goodness for people. Nearly all modern utilitarians would add in the good of
animals as well. That is not now controversial, and when in this article | speak of
people’s good, | implicitly include the good of animals with it.

However, there is a great deal of controversy over issues that involve the
creation and destruction of people (or animals). The principle of personal good
is intended to express a concern for people’s wellbeing, which is one of the
hallmarks of utilitarianism. Utilitarians are concerned to make people better off:
to improve their wellbeing. But this concern can easily find itself misdirected
when we come to evaluate acts that cause births or deaths, and it turns out that the
principle of personal good does not express it accurately.

To see why, think of some putative act of policy that will cause the population
to be bigger than it would otherwise have been (a change in the tax laws for
families, for instance). To keep things simple, suppose the policy will add some
new people to the population but make no difference to the wellbeing of existing
people. To decide whether the policy is a good one according to the principle of
personal good, we have to compare how good the world will be for people if the
policy is implemented with how good it will be if the policy is not implemented.
This depends on how the good of different people is aggregated together.

Additivity is one principle for aggregation, and let us first try out that one. Then
the goodness of the world for people is the total of people’s wellbeing. This total
will be increased by adding new people, provided the wellbeing of the new people
is positive. So our principles including additivity imply that the policy is a good
one if this proviso is satisfied. But no one is made better off by this policy; the
existing people are simply left as well off as they were anyway. So this
conclusion does not properly reflect the utilitarian concern for making people
better off. Adding people to the world does not meet this concern. It increases
total wellbeing, but not by making anyone better off.

At first it may seem the problem is in the additive principle of aggregation.
This thought seems to have been the stimulus for a new version of utilitarianism
that has been dominant among utilitarian economists for the last fifty years. It is
known as “‘average utilitarianism’, and it has a different aggregation principle. It
takes the goodness of the world to be the average, rather than the total, of
people’s wellbeing. The idea is that the number of people who exist does not
matter, what matters is the quality of life of those who do exist. Average
utilitarianism is intended to express the utilitarian concern for making people
better off. But actually it fails in this intention. Think about some policy that
leaves all existing people exactly as well off as before, but adds some new people
who are better off than the average. Adding these people will increase average
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wellbeing, so it is favoured by average utilitarianism. Nevertheless, it benefits no
one; it does not satisfy the concern for making people better off. Indeed, one
version of average utilitarianism has an opposite implication. It implies it is a
good thing to kill people whose wellbeing is below the average, because this
increases average wellbeing. Of course, this conclusion is absurd, and better
versions of average utilitarianism are not committed to it. (They value the average
of people’s lifetime wellbeing: the wellbeing aggregated over their lives as a
whole. Since killing a person reduces her lifetime wellbeing, it inevitably reduces
the average.)

The real source of the problem is not in the aggregation principle at all.
However we choose to aggregate wellbeing across people, there will always be
some way of increasing the aggregate by adding people to the population, without
benefiting existing people at all. Consequently, no aggregation principle can
properly capture the concern to make people better off. The principle of personal
good tries to express this concern, but whatever aggregation principle it is
coupled with, it fails to do it properly. In recent years there has been a flood of
literature that tries to accommodate changes of population within utilitarianism
in a way that truly reflects the concern for people’s wellbeing, or that at least
reaches an acceptable compromise. (As a small sample, see Bayles (1976),
Blackorby, Bossert and Donaldson (1997), Dasgupta (1994), Narveson (1967)
and Parfit (1984, Part IV)). It has proved extraordinarily difficult to find
principles that do not lead to paradoxes or implausible conclusions. This is one
of the most hotly disputed areas of utilitarian thinking.

Additivity: the value of equality

According to the principle of additivity, all that matters is the total of people’s
wellbeing. How that wellbeing is distributed amongst people does not matter at
all. So utilitarianism gives no value to equality, at least not directly.

Surprisingly perhaps, in its early days utilitarianism had a reputation as an
egalitarian doctrine. This was not entirely undeserved. One of Bentham’s slogans
was ‘Each to count for one and none for more than one’. That is to say,
utilitarians value the wellbeing of everyone in the society equally, whether they
are lords or peasants. This is certainly a sort of egalitarianism. But valuing
everyone’s wellbeing equally is not the same as valuing equality in everyone’s
wellbeing. If it turns out that the way to maximize the total wellbeing is for a few
people to be very well off indeed, and others very miserable, then this unequal
arrangement is what utilitarianism recommends.

This inegalitarian potential within utilitarianism was recognized long ago. For
one, the utilitarian economist Francis Edgeworth (1881) pointed it out, and
embraced the inegalitarian conclusion. But for a long time other utilitarian
economists — notably Alfred Marshall (1920) and A. C. Pigou (1920) - insisted
their doctrine did in fact favour equality, despite initial appearances. They relied
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on the assumption of diminishing marginal benefit. It is plausible to assume that
the richer you are the greater is your wellbeing. But it is also plausible to assume
that as you get richer, each addition to your wealth increases your wellbeing by
less and less: additions have diminishing marginal benefit. If this is so, these
economists argued, then any addition to a nation’s wealth will add more to total
wellbeing if it goes to poorer people rather than to richer ones. So the utilitarian
aim of maximizing total wellbeing is best promoted by diverting wealth from the
rich towards the poor.

This is a bad argument. It relies on a further hidden assumption. Diminishing
marginal benefit is an assumption about the benefits wealth brings to a single
person; it says nothing about comparative benefits to different people. On its own,
therefore, it cannot imply anything about the merits of redistributing wealth
between people. The argument’s hidden assumption is that the relation between
a person’s wealth and her wellbeing is the same for everyone. This is plainly
false. No doubt some people are more ‘susceptible’ than others to the benefits of
wealth, as Edgeworth put it: they derive more benefit than other people do from
any given amount of wealth. The utilitarian aim is then best promoted by
concentrating wealth disproportionately on to more susceptible people, rather
than by distributing it equally. The egalitarian attitude of Marshall and Pigou
results from a false assumption.

The inegalitarian implications of utilitarianism are by now well recognized.
John Rawls expressed this complaint against it when he said that utilitarianism
‘adopt[s] for society as a whole the principle of rational choice for one man’
(Rawls 1972: 26-7). His point is that a single person might reasonably adopt the
additive principle over her life, but not society as a whole over its members. A
single person might reasonably sacrifice some wellbeing at one time in her life
for the sake of a greater gain in wellbeing at another time; the greater gain more
than compensates her for the lesser loss. Utilitarianism treats relations between
people similarly: one person may be asked to make a sacrifice of wellbeing for
the sake of a greater gain to someone else. Rawls thinks this is unjustified,
because one person cannot be compensated for a loss by a gain to someone else.

Additivity: modified utilitarianism

Rawls’s own response was to reject utilitarianism wholesale in favour of a
radically different theory of justice. A less radical response is to modify
utilitarianism by adopting an aggregation principle that differs from the additive
one in away that gives some value to equality. This idea has been popular among
many welfare economists (e. g. see Atkinson and Stiglitz 1980: 340). The idea is
that we should value the wellbeing of badly-off people more than the wellbeing
of well-off people. Indeed, wellbeing itself has diminishing marginal value; the
better off a person is, the less valuable it is to bring her more wellbeing. The
value of wellbeing is not a linear function of wellbeing, but a strictly concave
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function. We do not assess the goodness of a state of affairs just by adding up
people’s wellbeing. Instead, we first transform each person’s wellbeing by a
strictly concave function that represents the value of her wellbeing. Then we add
up the resulting transforms across people. The additive principle is:
G=0,+0,+0st... 1)

where G is the goodness of a state of affairs for people, and g,, g,, g; and so on
are the people’s wellbeings. The new modified principle is:

G =1(g,) +1(92) +f(g3) + . ... (2)
where f is the strictly concave transformation that represents the value of a
person’s wellbeing.

In the philosophical literature, this idea is often called ‘the priority view’ or
‘giving priority to the worse off’ (e. g. Scanlon 1978, Temkin 1993). The
additively separable form of (2) shows it is not strictly egalitarian, because it
values each person’s wellbeing independently of everyone else’s. It does not
compare one person’s wellbeing with another person’s, as an egalitarian would.
Nevertheless, it does have the egalitarian consequence that, given some total of
wellbeing, the more equally this wellbeing is distributed the better. The priority
view is not strictly egalitarianism, but it has this egalitarian consequence whilst
preserving many of the features of utilitarianism.

Additivity: Harsanyi’s defence

On the other hand, recent years have also seen a forceful new defence of the
additive principle asacomponent of utilitarianism, particularly by John Harsanyi.
In the 1950s Harsanyi developed no less than two new arguments for additivity.
Both are founded on a theory of rationality that is not itself a moral theory: the
standard theory of rational decision in the face of uncertainty, known as
‘expected-utility theory’. Expected-utility theory says that a rational person, faced
with a choice, chooses the option that has the greatest expectation of a quantity
called “utility’. Controversially, Harsanyi takes utility to be a measure of how
well off a person is: utility measures wellbeing, that is to say.

Harsanyi’s first argument (Harsanyi 1953) is of a type that was later taken up
by Rawls to reach a different conclusion. It uses the idea of an “original position’.
Harsanyi imagines a person who is free to choose among a range of different
societies to live in, each having the same population. She can choose any society,
but she must do so behind a “veil of ignorance’: she does not know which
position in the society she will occupy. She will have a chance of being the best-
off person, and the same chance of being the worst-off person, or anywhere in
between. This is a choice under uncertainty, because the subject has to choose a
society whilst uncertain what the result will be for herself. So expected-utility
theory can be applied. Under Harsanyi’s interpretation of the theory, the person
will, if rational, choose the society where her expectation of wellbeing is greatest.
This is the society with the greatest average wellbeing. Since the populations are
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all the same, it will also have the greatest total wellbeing. Because this is the
society a rational person would choose from behind a veil of ignorance, Harsanyi
claims it is the best society. So he derives the additive principle: the best society
is the one with the greatest total wellbeing.

Harsanyi’s second argument for additivity (Harsanyi 1955) also sets out from
expected-utility theory. It works by means of a remarkable piece of mathematics
that is too complicated to reproduce here. It is not transparent. Nevertheless, it is
a genuine and significant argument and not merely sleight-of-hand. Harsanyi’s
arguments together give significant new strength to the additive principle of
utilitarianism. But of course they are not conclusive, and leave plenty of room for
debate. One important bone of contention is Harsanyi’s interpretation of utility
as a measure of wellbeing. (See Sen 1977, Weymark, 1991, Broome 1991.)

Hedonism: the preferencist alternative

Bentham took the view — hedonism — that a person’s wellbeing consists in having
pleasure and avoiding pain. He seems to have assumed that pleasure and pain
were quantities that could be added and subtracted, and were comparable between
people. To most modern authors these assumptions seem implausible. They
believe there are more good and bad things in life than pleasure and pain. For
example, there are achievement and failure, being loved and being hated, and so
on. These things seem valuable in themselves, apart from the pleasure and pain
they may lead to. Moreover, it seems implausible that pleasure and pain are
simple, interpersonally comparable quantities.

If there are other good and bad things besides pleasure and pain, the question
arises of how they are to be weighed against each other in determining a person’s
overall wellbeing. Many modern authors are subjectivist about this: they believe
that what is good for a person is what the person herself values. And they often
take her preferences to indicate what she values. So we arrive at:

Preferencism. One state of affairs is better for a person than another if and only
if the person prefers it to the other.

Actually, preferencism in this form has few defenders. Most authors recognize
that a person’s preferences may be a poor indication of what she values, because
they may be badly formed, perhaps hastily or imprudently, or on the basis of
inaccurate information. So most authors rely on preferences that are idealized in
some way, rather than on people’s actual preferences (e. g. Brandt 1979). For
instance, they may claim that one state of affairs is better for a person than
another if and only if the person would prefer it if she were rational and well
informed. Idealized preferencism is a modern alternative to hedonism. These two
are by no means the only accounts of wellbeing that are available to utilitarians
(see e. g. Griffin 1986, Sen 1979), but they represent two broad schools amongst
utilitarians: those who value the having of good experiences and those who value
the satisfaction of desires.
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Although preferencism is a radically different view from hedonism, economists
sometimes fail to distinguish the two properly. The word *satisfaction’ can cause
confusion. According to preferencism, what is good for a person is to have her
preferences satisfied. It is easy to suppose that having her preferences satisfied
will give a person a feeling of satisfaction. This feeling is a sort of pleasure. So
it is easy to suppose that preferencism identifies a person’s wellbeing with this
sort of pleasure. But that is a bad mistake. The satisfaction of preferences is a
quite different matter from feelings of satisfaction. Satisfying your preferences
does not necessarily give you a feeling of satisfaction. For example, you may
prefer that your children should prosper after you are dead, rather than endure a
miserable life. If this preference is satisfied, you will feel no satisfaction, since
you will be dead.

Historically, preferencism seems to have entered utilitarian thinking through
the work of economists. Like utilitarianism, economic theory had Benthamite
sources. W. S. Jevons (1875) was particularly responsible for importing
Bentham’s ideas into economics, and he expressed his economic theory in terms
of pleasure and pain. But in the first decades of the twentieth century economists
learnt to express themselves in terms of preferences. This led to a neater
economic theory. Moreover, it was held to be sounder on epistemic grounds,
because preferences were claimed to be observable, whereas pleasure and pain
were not (see Robbins 1932). When economists turned to utilitarian moral theory
it was natural for them to speak in terms of preferences there too.

Hedonism: problems of preferencism

However, preferencism (idealized or not) is not enough for utilitarian purposes.
Preferences can only determine whether one state of affairs is better or worse for
a person than another. They do not determine how much better or worse. But
utilitarianism needs to add up wellbeing across people, so it needs a quantitative
— ‘cardinal’ — scale of wellbeing, and moreover one that is comparable between
people. Something must be added to preferencism to achieve this, and the
obvious thing to add is a notion of intensity of preference.

Expected-utility theory can supply a notion of intensity. Utility as defined
within expected-utility theory is cardinal, and can plausibly be taken as a cardinal
measure of intensity of preference. If intensity of preference is in turn taken to
determine a quantitative scale of wellbeing, utility will be a cardinal measure of
wellbeing. This measure is particularly agreeable to the spirit of preferencism,
because expected-utility theory derives a person’s utility entirely from her
preferences. So utility inherits the epistemic privilege that is claimed for
preferences: itis observable. Nevertheless, it remains controversial whether utility
does truly measure a person’s wellbeing (See Sen 1977, Weymark, 1991, Broome
1991.), and its epistemic advantage seems irrelevant to that question.

It is controversial whether utility measures wellbeing for a single person, but
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a bigger stumbling-block is comparisons between people. If preferencism is to be
successfully adopted into utilitarianism, intensities of preferences must be
comparable between people. And if the spirit of preferencism is to survive, the
comparisons must themselves be based on preferences. But people’s preferences
seem to give us no basis for comparing intensities between people. This single
point has led, and still leads, a great many economists to abandon utilitarianism.
They take preferencism for granted, and they believe a measure of wellbeing must
be based on preferences. Preferences supply no basis for interpersonal
comparisons of wellbeing. Yet utilitarianism requires these interpersonal
comparisons. Therefore utilitarianism has to go. During the last half-century,
much of utilitarianism has been squeezed out of large areas of welfare economics,
leaving only this one small residue:

Pareto principle. One state of affairs is better than another if one person prefers

the one to the other and no one prefers the other to the one.

The Pareto principle assumes preferencism but requires no comparisons of
wellbeing between people. Since it offers only a sufficient condition for one state
of affairs to be better than another, and since the condition is rarely satisfied, it
gives us only a very weak and fairly useless moral theory. Still, it does seem to
be the natural end of preferencism.

There have been some attempts to construct interpersonal comparisons of
wellbeing on a preferencist basis. The most detailed is John Harsanyi’s (1977a:
Ch 4). Harsanyi uses the notion of an “extended preference’. Suppose you would
prefer to be Antony rather than Cleopatra; that is an example of an extended
preference. An extended preference is a preference between possessing all the
personal features of one person, and living that person’s life, and possessing all
the personal features of someone else, and living that person’s life. Harsanyi
hopes to construct interpersonal comparisons of wellbeing on the basis of
extended preferences. His attempt remains controversial (see Broome 1998), and
has so far made little impression on the body of utilitarian thinking..

Conclusion

Until the 1970s, utilitarianism held a dominating position in the practical moral
philosophy of the English-speaking world. Since that time, it has had a serious
rival in contractualism, an ethical theory that was relaunched into modern
thinking in 1972 by John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice. There were even reports
of utilitarianism’s imminent death. But utilitarianism is now in a vigorous and
healthy state. It is responding to familiar objections. It is facing up to new
problems such as the ethics of population. It has revitalized its foundations with
new arguments. It has radically changed its conception of human wellbeing. It
remains a credible moral theory.
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