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Classic Text 08 - Utilitarianism 

The following classic text, Utilitarianism by John 

Stewart Mill, first appeared as a series of articles in 

Fraser's Magazine in 1861 and was reprinted as a 

single book in 1863. Because the length of the text 

(37 pages) makes it impractical to reproduce on a 

single web-page, it can instead be downloaded from 

our website for free here. (Page references are 

given according to this document.) Unlike contrac-

tualists before and after them such as Hobbes and 

Rawls respectively (see Classic Text 05), utilitarians 

hold that the guiding principle behind any ethical 

course of action should be one that maximises the 

greatest good. According to Mill: “In the golden rule 

of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of 

the ethics of utility. To do as one would be done by, 

and to love one’s neighbour as oneself, constitute 

the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality.” Simi-

larly, according to Jeremy Bentham (1748 - 1832), 

an early utilitarian, jurist and social reformer, in A 

Fragment on Government (1891): “it is the greatest 

happiness of the greatest number that is the meas-

ure of right and wrong,” which he held to be a fundamental axiom (i.e. a statement or proposition 

which is self-evidently true, requiring no proof.) 

For Mill, “The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people actually see it. 

The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it: and so of the other sources of our 

experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to produce that anything is 

desirable, is that people do actually desire it. If the end which the utilitarian doctrine proposes to 

itself were not, in theory and in practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing could ever convince 

any person that it was so. No reason can be given why the general happiness is desirable, except 

that each person, so far as he believes it to be attainable, desires his own happiness. This, however, 

being a fact, we have not only all the proof which the case admits of, but all which it is possible to 

require, that happiness is a good: that each person’s happiness is a good to that person, and the 

general happiness, therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons.” (p. 20 - 21) 

Given that Utilitarianism is so intuitively appealing, it is, at first blush, surprising that so much ink has 

been spilled on the subject, especially since Mill anticipated many of the objections in his text.  

Before we proceed to critically analyse Utilitarianism therfore, it is imperative that we actually read 

the text in full, according to the principle of charitable interpretation, so that we avoid the “straw 

man” fallacy of arguing over some crude characterisation of Utilitarianism, as so many have. 

Also see the Glossary on the next page. 

 

John Stuart Mill, (1806 - 1873) English 

Philosopher, Political Economist and Proponent 

of Utilitarianism, as Developed by Jeremy 

Bentham who Assisted in Mill’s Education. 

http://philosophy.org.za/uploads_other/Utilitarianism_-_Mill.pdf
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Critiques of Utilitarianism 

Justice and Fairness: According to one interpre-

tation of Utilitarianism, the greater good is al-

ways more important than the rights of the in-

dividual. Accordingly, if it is necessary to violate 

the rights of one (or several) people to promote 

the greater good then that is the correct course 

of action. E.g. suppose that twenty people are 

trapped in a mine because one very large man is 

stuck in the entrance. Should these people use 

the dynamite from the mine to blast the very 

large man out of the entrance thus killing him 

and liberating themselves? Of course not! Killing 

someone as a means to an end is never justified 

and besides which, doing so whenever the need 

might arise, as a matter of course, would cer-

tainly result in an unhappier society, in which no 

one would ever know if they might not be the 

next person to be sacrificed for the greater 

good. So it seems that always upholding the 

right to life actually secures the greater good, 

even when it might be less expedient to do so 

under any given circumstance. So, what at first, 

sounded like a counter example to Utilitarianism 

is actually an example of Utilitarianism at work.  

However, now suppose that the people trapped 

in the mine are running out of air: they have 

perhaps half an hour before they lose con-

sciousness and ultimately die from lack of oxy-

gen. Surely now the principle of utility dictates 

that they should sacrifice the life of the one 

body that is blocking their air supply as well as 

their exit, thus saving their greater number from 

certain death. Of course such an example is 

purely fictitious, but it does illustrate that when we are running out of options or when the ratio of 

harm averted to harm caused is considerable, many, if not most of us, would be prepared to 

sanction an injustice in support of utility. Indeed it might be argued that saving the lives of twenty 

over one is the only just course of action. In fact many modern utilitarians argue that when large 

numbers are involved, such as the distribution of state resources among citizens, the only just and 

equitable means of doing so should be along utilitarian lines. Therefore the criticism that 

utilitarianism ignores justice is neither here nor there. For every counterexample in which utility 

seems to trump justice an equally persuasive argument can be made in which justice actually 

requires an element of utility. A judge who only ever took into account the interests of litigants 

Glossary 

Summum bonum (Latin) - The greatest good 

Principle of Utility or The Greatest Happiness 
Principle - Actions are right in so far as they 
promote happiness or pleasure and wrong in 
that they tend to produce unhappiness or 
pain. 
 
a priori (Latin) - Known or justified independ-
ently of experience e.g. “All bachelors are un-
married” is true a priori, as are all logical and 
mathematical theorems.  
 
a posteriori (Latin) - Known or justified by ex-
perience e.g. that “some bachelors are miser-
able” is known is dependent on experience or 
evidence and is hence true a posteriori. 
 
sui generis (Latin) - of its own kind (and hence) 
unique in its characteristics 
 
Volenti non fit iniuria (Latin) - to a willing 
person, injury is not done a.k.a. voluntary 
assumption of risk - a common law doctrine 
which states that if someone willingly and 
knowingly places themselves in a position 
where harm might result, they may not bring a 
claim against the other party. E.g. someone 
who voluntarily engages in a boxing match 
may not sue his opponent for assault if he be-
comes injured. 
 
lex talionis (Latin) - an eye for an eye - An Old 
Testament principle by which someone who 
has caused harm ought to be punished in like 
manner and to a similar degree. 
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before him and ignored the greater good to society in handing down judgements would soon be 

removed from the bench. 

Not All Pleasures Are Equal: According to this objection a purely quantitative measurement of utility 

fails to take into account the different qualities of pleasure. If all that is required to calculate a utility 

is a raw tally of pleasurable states, then satisfying one person’s animal instinct would count the 

same another’s sublime perception.  Indeed we are often prepared to forego or postpone several 

lower pleasures (such as a nap on the couch with a sated belly) in lieu of a higher one (such as 

attending a concert by a famous virtuoso).  Mill, in fact, acknowledges this early on in his text (p. 5) 

observing that: 

It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognise the fact, that some kinds of 

pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others. It would be absurd that while, in 

estimating all other things, quality is considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleas-

ures should be supposed to depend on quantity alone. 

Further along on the same page Mill is at pains the distance himself from naïve hedonism (the belief 

that we should always do what is pleasurable) from the kind of Epicureanism which Epicurus himself 

advocated, namely a simple life, tranquillity, freedom of fear and the absence of pain as the greatest 

pleasure. Unfortunately because Epicureanism posits that pleasure is the ultimate good, it has been 

misunderstood since antiquity, even by the likes of Shakespeare, as giving licence to partaking in 

transitory pleasures such as non-stop partying, sexual excess and decadent food. For Mill however: 

Few human creatures would consent to be changed into any of the lower animals, for a prom-

ise of the fullest allowance of a beast’s pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent 

to be a fool, no instructed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience 

would be selfish and base, even though they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or 

the rascal is better satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs. They would not resign what 

they possess more than he, for the most complete satisfaction of all the desires which they 

have in common with him. If they ever fancy they would, it is only in cases of unhappiness so 

extreme, that to escape from it they would exchange their lot for almost any other, however 

undesirable in their own eyes. A being of higher faculties requires more to make him happy, 

is capable probably of more acute suffering, and is certainly accessible to it at more points, 

than one of an inferior type; but in spite of these liabilities, he can never really wish to sink 

into what he feels to be a lower grade of existence. We may give what explanation we please 

of this unwillingness; we may attribute it to pride, a name which is given indiscriminately to 

some of the most and to some of the least estimable feelings of which mankind are capable; 

we may refer it to the love of liberty and personal independence, an appeal to which was with 

the Stoics one of the most effective means for the inculcation of it; to the love of power, or to 

the love of excitement, both of which do really enter into and contribute to it: but its most ap-

propriate appellation is a sense of dignity, which all human beings possess in one form or 

other, and in some, though by no means in exact, proportion to their higher faculties, and 

which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong, that nothing which 

conflicts with it could be, otherwise than momentarily, an object of desire to them. Whoever 

supposes that this preference takes place at a sacrifice of happiness - that the superior being, 

in anything like equal circumstances, is not happier than the inferior - confounds the two very 

different ideas, of happiness, and content. It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of 

enjoyment are low, has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a highly-en-
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dowed being will always feel that any happiness which he can look for, as the world is con-

stituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are at all bearable; and 

they will not make him envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, but 

only because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections qualify. It is better to be a 

human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool sat-

isfied. And if the fool, or the pig, is of a different opinion, it is because they only know their 

own side of the question. The other party to the comparison knows both sides. 

Quantifying Utility: Unlike most metrics in physical anthropology such as mass, height, body-mass 

index, haemoglobin or glucose levels, happiness (or utility) has no quantifiable units of 

measurement, nor indeed any agreed method of comparison. This is not to deny that happiness (or 

utility) is not a real phenomenon, only that there is no objective way of comparing or calculating the 

happiness (or utility) of one person compared to another. And people themselves are not equally 

receptive to pleasure, or tolerant of pain: one might be contented and easily pleased, while another 

might be “high maintenance”.   Similarly there is no metric for comparing or calculating the utility of 

one, or more, courses of action to different societies, nations or even humanity in general. Far from 

being a devastating criticism, Utilitarianism’s want of quantification calls for ingenuity, not despair. 

Consider the parallel notion of health, which is both real but lacks quantifiable units of 

measurement, nor any generally agreed method of comparison. Indeed, both health and happiness 

are essential to our well-being to the extent that one cannot be happy when constantly unwell, nor 

well when one is always unhappy. Nevertheless international agencies, like the World Health 

Organisation, tasked with the management of global health concerns, relies on hundreds of 

quantifiable indices or metrics that correlate with health related concerns such as levels of absolute 

poverty, prevalence of smoking, morbid obesity, hypertension, access to clean and safe drinking 

water and so on. While none of the above, alone or in combination, actually constitute health they 

stand in as proxies in the quantification of health issues that can be addressed according to their 

urgency. Similarly, indices such as gross national happiness (GNH) which is based on eight general 

contributors to happiness (i.e. physical, mental and spiritual health; time-balance; social and 

community vitality; cultural vitality; education; living standards; good governance; and ecological 

vitality), allow researchers and policy makers to quantify, monitor and address issues pertaining to 

national happiness in a way that other crude indicators such as gross domestic product (GDP) - the 

total market value of all finished goods and services produced in a country in a given year - cannot. 

So while GNH and other indices of happiness are not without their detractors, the criticism that 

Utilitarianism cannot, in principle, quantify its fundamental concept of utility is unfounded. 

Information and Time Constraints: According to this objection, if one were to take the time to 

calculate the utility of every possible course of action based on the imperfect information at one’s 

disposal the opportunity to act would already have passed. In a sense we would all be paralysed by 

indecision. “The answer to the objection,” according to Mill (p. 14)   

is, that there has been ample time, namely, the whole past duration of the human species. 

During all that time mankind have been learning by experience the tendencies of actions; on 

which experience all the prudence, as well as all the morality of life, is dependent. People talk 

as if the commencement of this course of experience had hitherto been put off, and as if, at the 

moment when some man feels tempted to meddle with the property or life of another, he had 

to begin considering for the first time whether murder and theft are injurious to human 
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happiness. Even then I do not think that he would find the question very puzzling; but, at all 

events, the matter is now done to his hand. It is truly a whimsical supposition, that if mankind 

were agreed in considering utility to be the test of morality, they would remain without any 

agreement as to what is useful, and would take no measures for having their notions on the 

subject taught to the young, and enforced by law and opinion. There is no difficulty in 

proving any ethical standard what-ever to work ill, if we suppose universal idiocy to be 

conjoined with it, but on any hypothesis short of that, mankind must by this time have 

acquired positive beliefs as to the effects of some actions on their happiness; and the beliefs 

which have thus come down are the rules of morality for the multitude, and for the 

philosopher until he has succeeded in finding better. That philosophers might easily do this, 

even now, on many subjects; that the received code of ethics is by no means of divine right; 

and that mankind have still much to learn as to the effects of actions on the general happiness, 

I admit, or rather, earnestly maintain. The corollaries from the principle of utility, like the 

precepts of every practical art, admit of indefinite improvement, and, in a progressive state of 

the human mind, their improvement is perpetually going on. But to consider the rules of 

morality as improvable, is one thing; to pass over the intermediate generalizations entirely, 

and endeavour to test each individual action directly by the first principle, is another. It is a 

strange notion that the acknowledgment of a first principle is inconsistent with the admission 

of secondary ones. To inform a traveller respecting the place of his ultimate destination, is not 

to forbid the use of landmarks and direction-posts on the way. The proposition that happiness 

is the end and aim of morality, does not mean that no road ought to be laid down to that goal, 

or that persons going thither should not be advised to take one direction rather than another. 

Men really ought to leave off talking a kind of nonsense on this subject, which they would 

neither talk nor listen to on other matters of practical concernment. 

We might add what we have learned from Cognitive Psychology, that when pressed for time or 

making decisions under imperfect conditions, such as limited information, we resort to heuristics 

(cognitive shortcuts or rules of thumb) which when used judiciously and under moderate cognitive 

load are generally reliable. (See Critical Reasoning 06.) Moreover we should bear in mind that 

Utilitarianism is a criterion for judging rightful actions from wrong, not an all-purpose decision-

making procedure. (Williams, 1973 p. 42) 

Where the information and time constraints objection is relevant is in the arena of national and 

international collaborative decision making. All too often, governments and international agencies, 

such as the UN and WHO, possess such a degree of institutional inertia that the time to intervene in 

a global crisis or epidemic will often have passed before they are able to act. This however, is not a 

criticism peculiar to Utilitarianism. Perhaps it is more of an indictment against bureaucratic and 

reactive, rather than proactive, styles of governance of which neither Mill nor Bentham before him 

would have approved as social reformers.  

Consequences are Unknown: According to this objection, it is impossible to calculate utility based 

on consequences that are unknown or even unknowable. Dennett (1995 p. 498) calls this the Three 

Mile Island effect after the partial nuclear meltdown that occurred at one of its reactions in 1979. 

According to Dennett, it is impossible to assign a utility value to the incident because it is still not 

known whether the accidental meltdown was ultimately a good or bad thing. Had people developed 

cancer from the fallout (which they haven’t) it would have been very bad. On the other hand, had 
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nuclear scientists learned a lesson in how to prevent similar incidents in the future (on which there is 

no consensus) it would be accounted good. 

According to Hardin (1990 p. 3) however, it is a mistake to conflate the moral impulse of 

Utilitarianism, which is “to define the right as good consequences and to motivate people to achieve 

these,” with our ability to correctly implement rational principles which “depend [inter alia,] on the 

perceived facts of the case and on the particular moral actor’s mental equipment.” The fact that 

such perceptions may change and that we are limited in our ability does not mean that we should 

reject the moral impulse. However, according to one universally accepted ethical principle first 

espoused by Immanuel Kant (1781) “The action to which the ‘ought’ applies must indeed be possible 

under natural conditions.” In other words, what we “ought” to do implies that we “can” actually do 

it. Thus, demanding that a man on crutches ought to walk faster when he cannot is not only 

unethical but downright cruel.  In the case of Utilitarianism then, if we ought to calculate or simply 

estimate utility then we should be capable of doing so. Therefore in the minority of cases in which 

we cannot foresee the consequences (not even in outline,) we ought to bring other ethical 

considerations to bear. 

Another problem with the Three Mile Island example is that Dennett is examining the incident 

retrospectively, whereas Utilitarianism is a prospective principle. As the time of the crisis, there 

would have been no doubt in the minds of nuclear plant operators that what was unfolding before 

them portended very grave consequences. It is only with the luxury, or perhaps bias of hindsight, 

that we can wonder if some good might have come of it after all. 

Unreasonable Demands: Because Utilitarianism requires us to away act so as to maximise the 

greatest good, we ought to be “strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator,” as 

Mill puts it (p. 10). Thus we should not value our own happiness above another’s, nor favour our 

family and friends over strangers. Indeed the sheer number of strangers in need of help and the 

number of opportunities for us to make sacrifices in order to help them is overwhelming. (Hooker 

2011 p. 151) According to Kagan (1991 p. 360) “promoting the [greatest] good would require a life of 

hardship, self-denial, and austerity…a life spent promoting the good would be a severe one indeed.” 

Sadly, unless one is a great statesman, billionaire philanthropist or Nobel peace laureate, however 

great the sacrifices one might make can have only the slightest effect on the aggregate good. Nor, 

under Utilitarianism is there any incentive to go beyond the call of duty (supererogation). On the 

contrary there is a disincentive:  According to Mill (p.  10) 

A sacrifice which does not increase, or tend to increase, the sum total of happiness, [Utilitari-

anism] considers as wasted. The only self-renunciation which it applauds, is devotion to the 

happiness, or to some of the means of happiness, of others; either of mankind collectively, or 

of individuals within the limits imposed by the collective interests of mankind. 

Private Concerns: Because Utilitarianism always weighs the value of an act according to its 

contribution to the net total happiness of humanity, it is blind to personal concerns that are not 

directed to that end. Although all of us instinctually want to help those who are closest to us and 

pursue our private concerns without hindrance, most of us do so in full knowledge of the plight of 

those far removed, whose needs are more urgent than ours e.g. the millions of preventable deaths 

due to famine, disease, warfare and so on. According to Singer (2011 p. 202 - 3) we ought to bite the 
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bullet and accede to this demand: “The question, however, is not what we usually do, but what we 

ought to do, and it is difficult to see any sound moral justification for the view that distance, or 

community membership, makes a crucial difference to our obligations.” 

Scheffler (1994) however, suggests that there is an ‘agent-centred prerogative’ according to which it 

is permissible for us to count our own interests more heavily than the interests of others when 

calculating utility. And because we are all permitted, even expected to do so, equality is preserved.  

Indeed for Kagan (1984 p. 254) there are positive grounds for preserving at least some moral 

independence for the personal point of view, within moral theory: firstly we are far more likely to be 

swayed by genuine personal motivation than by a general requirement to promote the greater good 

and secondly, personal independence is necessary for the existence of commitments and close 

personal relations. Thus, far from causing us to act selfishly, a degree of personal independence 

provides the motivational underpinning necessary for genuine moral requirements. 

Goodin (1995 p. 66) on the other hand, observes that according to the traditional formulation of 

Utilitarianism, conscientious individuals are required to make up for the failings of others and thus 

end up contributing more than their fair share. He therefore suggests that the unreasonable demand 

objection can be “blunted” by treating Utilitarianism as a guide to public policy rather than one of 

individual morality. 

While Scheffler, Kagan and Goodin suggested modifications to Utilitarianism are mutually 

compatible, they do not give us licence to simply disregard the greater good in favour of our own 

selfish interests. What they do allow is for, is for everybody to prioritise their own personal concerns 

as part of the greater good. The difference is not merely semantic. Selfish actions that would 

undermine the greater good, such as squandering resources, maximising one’s own utility at the 

expense of someone else’s and damaging the environment, would still be prohibited. 

Two 20th Century Developments 

Whereas none of the above critiques of Utilitarianism is by itself 

decisive, they have prompted some 20th century developments to 

utilitarian theory. 

Ideal Utilitarianism: Although first coined by Hastings Rashdall in 

The Theory of Good and Evil (1907) it is G. E. Moore’s Ethics of 

1912 (Ch. 7) that is more frequently cited. According to Moore, 

pleasure (and the absence of pain) cannot be the only measure of 

happiness. Although he acknowledged that it is impossible to 

prove one way or the other, it is intuitively implausible to suppose 

that… 

a world in which absolutely nothing except pleasure 

existed  - no knowledge, no love, no enjoyment of beauty, 

no moral qualities - must yet be intrinsically better - better 

worth creating - provided only the total quantity of 

pleasure in it were the least bit greater, than one in which 

all these things existed as well as pleasure. 

G. E. Moore  (1873 - 1958) 

Professor of Philosophy at the 

University of Cambridge and 

Early Proponent of the Analytic 

Tradition. also Kown for his 

“Exceptional Personality and 

Moral Character” 
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[E]ven if the total quantity of pleasure in each was exactly equal, yet the fact that all the 

beings in the one possessed in addition knowledge of many different kinds and a full 

appreciation of all that was beautiful or worthy of love in their world, whereas none of the 

beings in the other possessed any of these things, would give us no reason whatever for 

preferring the former to the latter. 

Only a naïve hedonist would be likely to disagree. What is not clear however is why such qualities as 

love, aesthetic appreciation and morality cannot be incorporated into a broader conception of utility 

as was deemed necessary by Mill in the incorporation of higher over lower pleasures. True, these are 

not qualities that can be quantified but we can appreciate the utility of living world in which our 

aesthetic sensibilities are among the hierarchy of needs to be met, as described by Maslow (1943). 

Far from requiring a wholly different sort of ethics, the 

concerns that Ideal Utilitarianism addresses can be 

accommodated within mainstream Utilitarianism by 

expanding the concept of utility to include those 

human needs described by Maslow as belonging to 

self-actualisation, with the understanding that 

such needs can only be met when the more 

basic of human needs have been fulfilled. The 

moral imperative then becomes one that 

maximises the greatest good by striving to 

fulfil the basic conditions that allow for 

the cultivation of self-actualisation i.e. 

“to accomplish everything that one 

can, to become the most that one 

can be.” (Maslow 1954 p. 92) For 

one person that may be an 

aesthetic ideal or a scientific 

endeavour, for another 

parenthood or even the 

ascetic life. So while 

Maslow’s ideas form no 

part of Ideal Utilitarianism, 

they may be used to 

address Moore’s concern that earlier forms of Utilitarianism were focused solely on maximising 

pleasure to the exclusion of much else that actually makes life worth living. 

Act vs. Rule Utilitarianism: During the mid-20th century, possibly as a response to Wittgenstein, 

many philosophers became occupied with the role rule following in thinking and Utilitarianism was 

no exception. According to act utilitarianism, an action is right insofar as it maximises utility. Rule 

utilitarianism on the other hand, deems an action right that conforms to a rule that maximises 

utility. Partially in response to issues of justice as well as those of information and time constraints 

the introduction of rule following to utilitarian decision making made it possible maximise utility 

swiftly without having to foresee and calculate all the possible consequences of one’s actions. 

Moreover overarching rules that categorically forbid the violation of human rights ensure that no 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs: The most basic of human physiological needs 

are required to be met before safety and security needs can be addressed. The 

latter in turn must be met before the need to love and belong can be addressed 

and so on up to the level of self-actualisation. Accordingly, human need then is 

not simply the fulfilment of pleasure and the absence of pain. 
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one individual is sacrificed for the sake of increased overall utility. Indeed it has been argued above, 

that such rules themselves promote utility because living in a world in which no one knew whether 

they themselves might not be sacrificed for the greater good would be an insufferable burden. 

Mill himself was not averse to rule following as part of the Utilitarianism he espoused, when faced 

with the problem of time constraints to decision making. Continuing on from the passage quoted 

above from page 14 of Utilitarianism, Mill offers an analogy according to which… 

[n]obody argues that the art of navigation is not founded on astronomy, because sailors cannot 

wait to calculate the Nautical Almanac. Being rational creatures, they go to sea with it ready 

calculated; and all rational creatures go out upon the sea of life with their minds made up on 

the common questions of right and wrong, as well as on many of the far more difficult 

questions of wise and foolish. And this, as long as foresight is a human quality, it is to be 

presumed they will continue to do. (l.c.) 

So could Mill then be classed as a rule utilitarian? A letter by him, published in 1977 as part of his 

collected works, however suggests otherwise. According to Mill: 

I agree with you that the right way of testing actions by their consequences, is to test them by 

the natural consequences of the particular action, and not by those which would follow if 

everyone did the same. But, for the most part, the consideration of what would happen if 

everyone did the same, is the only means we have of discovering the tendency of the act in the 

particular case. (Mill 1977 Vol. 17 p. 1881) 

Taken together, these two passages suggest that, while Mill accommodated rule following as part of 

utilitarian theory, in practice, he believed, we are required to act in keeping with the requirements 

of each particular case, which is consistent with act utilitarianism. Thus, rule utilitarianism has a 

tendency to collapse into act utilitarianism, if only because rules have exceptions. When following 

any rule, we have to ask if the particular circumstances merit an exception to the rule, which 

requires an ad hoc calculation of utility. So unless there are “sub-rules” to cover exceptional 

instances and “sub-sub-rules” to cover exceptions to exceptions and so on, we all end up seeking 

whatever outcome produces the maximum utility. (Habib 2008) 

Two-level Utilitarianism 

Rather than being discouraged by the criticism that rule utilitarianism tends to collapse into act 

utilitarianism, the English moral philosopher R. M. Hare (1973) argued that this only occurs when we 

allow the rules to be “as specific and un-general as we please.” According to Hare, the main reason 

for introducing rule utilitarianism in the first place was to take account of the general rules that 

people need for moral education and character development. By limiting the specificity of the rules 

or by making them more general we can maintain a distinction between “Specific rule 

utilitarianism,” which collapses into act utilitarianism and “general rule utilitarianism,” which 

remains general. These two principles then form the basis of Hare’s two-level Utilitarianism. 
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In ordinary practice, we ought think and act according to 

general principles, guided by a set of prima facie rules, 

“whose general inculcation is for the best;” accordingly,  

harm is more likely to come, in actual moral situa-

tions, from questioning these rules than from 

sticking to them, unless the situations are very ex-

traordinary; the results of sophisticated felicific 

calculations are not likely, human nature and hu-

man ignorance being what they are, to lead to the 

greatest utility. (p. 17) 

Only in situations where either general rules themselves 

are in conflict or when the usual rules might lead to an 

obviously less than beneficial outcome do we switch our 

moral mode of thinking to the “critical” level and behave 

like act utilitarians. (Hare 1976 p. 124)    

In his book Moral Thinking Hare (1981) personified these two extremes as the “archangel” and the 

“prole”. The archangel is an unbiased “ideal observer”:  she has perfect knowledge, superhuman 

powers of thought and is not subject to human frailty; she has no need of intuitive moral rules 

because she can determine the appropriateness of any possible course of action by reason alone. 

The prole, by contrast, is possessed of every human foible, including limitations to critical thought to 

the extreme: he must rely upon his intuitions and sound prima facie principles, which must not be 

too difficult to memorise, understand or implement, if he is to direct his actions rightfully. 

Of course Hare is not suggesting that humans comprise of archangels and proles, only that “we all 

share the characteristics of both to limited and varying degrees and at different times.” (op. cit.) The 

key then is knowing what kinds of moral reasoning call for us to think like an archangel or more like a 

prole. The default position is that of the prole, unless: 

 there is a conflict between intuitive general principles in a particular case or 

 when there “is no conflict between principles, [but] there is something highly unusual about 

the case which prompts the question whether the general principles are really fitted to deal 

with it” (Hare 1976 loc. cit.) or 

 when it is necessary to select which intuitive prima facie principles should be used. 

Under such circumstances it necessary to think critically, that is like an archangel. 

Hare’s two-level utilitarianism is not without its critics. McNaughton (1988) for one argues that it 

undermines an agent’s commitment to act in accordance with their own moral principles. (p. 180) 

Someone who believes in God, for example, may choose to follow their own moral code because 

they believe it based upon the will of God. Two-level utilitarianism however, is not an alternative 

religion - its everyday moral rules are purely a guide and any breach of such rules is unlikely to cause 

the same degree of guilt in someone who believed that it was wrong in principle to act in that way. 

Notwithstanding, McNaughton argues that it is impossible to simultaneously think like a utilitarian 
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and act in a non-utilitarian way. Hare (1981 p. 52) however, states that he does do his own moral 

thinking in this way; therefore it cannot be impossible. 

Another objection by McNaughton (p. 177) concerns “weakness of the will” i.e. failing to do what we 

think or know is best, such as smoking against one’s better judgement. Two-level utilitarianism 

accordingly, requires us to think critically, yet separately, from our intuitive thinking, a feat which 

few of us have the strength of will to do. However, rather than being a direct indictment against 

two-level utilitarianism in particular, “weakness of the will” is basic attribute of human frailty in 

general. 

Overview: Task 

Rather than continuing to introduce further varieties and sub-varieties of utilitarianism, you should 

by now be developing an overall understanding of how utilitarianism operates in theory or is 

supposed to operate in practice. If you have preferred techniques that work for you in organising 

information into a coherent whole, such as mind-maps, annotated diagrams, elaborative 

interrogation and so on, then this is an opportunity to make sense of utilitarianism as you see fit. 

Alternatively, you may wish to actively engage in the following philosophical fantasy: 

The year is 2035. Humankind has finally established a permanent manned station on Mars. 

You are among the crew of highly intelligent engineers, astrophysicists, biochemists, 

geologists and exo-biologists, among others. A low grade rebellion has broken out: the 

station commander has long since stopped taking instructions from mission control back on 

Earth and the crew no longer follow the orders of the station commander either; each 

preferring to pursue his or her own scientific or personal agenda. Tension is palpable even as 

everybody acknowledges that none can go it alone. 

Word has got around that you are the only one who has taken a serious interest in ethics. 

You are therefore tasked with coming up with a workable solution to conflict resolution and 

the fair administration of the mission: no one is prepared to work under you but almost 

everybody is prepared to follow your recommendations if they see fit. If not or if you refuse, 

you might literally find yourself out in the cold. 

Based upon your knowledge of utilitarianism, come up with an arrangement that prioritises both the 

safety and objectives of the mission while addressing everybody’s needs fairly. Because of the 

general level of mistrust among the crew of late, mutual contracts are unlikely to be entered into 

voluntarily, at least not at first. Remember you are among some of the finest minds that Earth chose 

to be sent to Mars, so any attempt to cajole or hoodwink them is likely to be met with a hostile 

reaction; on the other hand a transparently rational strategy is most likely to prevail. How you 

choose to convey your plan is up to you. 

Feedback 

The following fictional response consists of a “new mission statement” which is intended to be 

posted at every public work area and indelibly copied to every computer in the mission. Note that 

what follows is not the correct fantasy or even a correct fantasy. What it is is merely consistent with 

one utilitarian outlook. 
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New Mission Statement for Mars Station 1 

Since we the crew of Mars Station 1 have obtained functional and executive 

autonomy from Earth, the following mission statement supersedes and replaces any 

previous ordinance from Earth. 

The Prime Directive is the preservation of all life both within Mars Station 1 and the 

planet Mars’ exterior. Therefore no one may harm or endanger the life of any crew 

member or non-pathogenic organism within or exterior to Mars Station 1. Analytic 

procedures, such as may be required, are to be conducted passively and in situ. 

Likewise, no one may impair or endanger any of the life support systems of Mars 

Station 1. 

The Secondary Directive is the bodily and psychological wellbeing of all crew. To 

that end, all crew are entitled to such basic amenities and resources as are 

necessary for their physiological and psychological health. No crew member 

however, may demand so great share of any basic resource to the extent that the 

welfare of other crew members may be compromised. In the event that any basic 

resource becomes threatened, distribution will be constrained according to the 

maximum welfare to be derived by the greatest number of crew. Notwithstanding, no 

crew member may be arbitrarily deprived of any basic resource for the benefit of 

others. 

The Tertiary Directive is the systematic, descriptive study of the planet Mars 

including the impact of the Martian environment on human existence. Wherever 

feasible, scientific methodology shall be employed. Accordingly, prospective studies 

shall be prioritised according to their scientific merit, which shall be judged on the 

utility and relevance of the proposed research to the primary, secondary and tertiary 

directives, in order of rank. Because of the limited number of analytic devices and 

laboratory space available, researchers will be required to reserve time on such 

devices and book laboratory space on a weekly schedule. Interdisciplinary projects 

that share resources are to be encouraged and will be allocated more time within the 

schedule. Should any dispute arise over the allocation of time or resources between 

projects, preference will be given according to merit and the number of researchers 

employed by each project. Because no project of merit may be excluded from the 

schedule indefinitely, 15% of the schedule shall be reserved for projects that have 

been displaced from the schedule by other projects more than twice. 

Sanctions on activities have been largely self-regulated by crew members, who 

have been subject to an exhaustive screening process before being selected for the 

mission. Moreover since all crew live communally and there is no private ownership 

of property, there has been neither incentive nor opportunity for delinquency. 

However, all crew members are in unanimous agreement that any violation to either 

the primary or secondary directive should be penalized in a manner befitting and to a 

degree commensurate with the offence.  Thus, the maximum penalty for the wilful 



13 
 

 © philosophy.org.za 
 

killing of another crew member, including the deliberate destruction of any mission 

station life support system, or purposefully causing the extinction of any Martian 

species, shall result in the expulsion of the offender from Mars Station 1 via the main 

airlock. Lesser violations to the tertiary directive such as academic fraud, including 

the falsification of data, shall result in the exclusion of such a member from the 

research team for a term not exceeding one Martian year or 687 Earth days. 

Administration of Directives shall be a collective responsibility. Since the crew of 

Mars station 1 are scientists and not jurists and since there are neither facilities nor 

any precedent for the administration of justice, there will be neither legal proceedings 

nor representation. Changes to or the execution of sanctions to either the primary or 

secondary directives shall be determined by consensus, wherever possible or else 

by an overwhelming majority. Changes to or the execution of sanctions to the tertiary 

directive shall be determined by an ordinary majority. 

Diplomatic Channels shall remain open. As a sign of good faith, all analyses and 

raw data shall continue to be uploaded to Earth in the hope that they will come to 

their collective senses and recognise the independence and sovereignty Mars 

Station 1 as well as the value of the research we generate. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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