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1. One criticism frequently brought against util-
itarianism seems to me invalid. It is said that plea-
sures and pains cannot be measured or weighed like
proteins or money and therefore cannot be com-
pared, so that I can never tell whether I shall pro-
duce an overbalance of pleasure in this way or in
that. I cannot weigh the pleasure of a starving man
whom [ feed on bread against my own in eating
strawberries and say that his is twice as great as

mine. Such an argument might seem hardly worth ..

serious discussion had it not been used in defence of
applying to conduct a theory of abstract cconomics:
“There is no scientific criterion which would enable
us to compare or assess the relative importance of
needs of different persons . . . illegitimate inter-per-
sonal comparison,” and “There is no means of test-
ing the magnitude of A’s satisfaction as compared
with B’s.”

Bue this argument, though those who use it are
not ready to admit so much, really should apply
against any comparison of my own desires and
needs. [ cannot say that two glasses of beer will give
me twice as much pleasure as one, and still less that
hearing a concert will give me three times or half as
much: yet I may know very well indeed which will
give me more, and may act upon the knowledge,
since the two things though not measurable are
comparable. It is true that, not being measurable,
they are less easy to discriminate precisely, where
‘the difference is not great, than physical objects; I
may be unable to say whether the smell of roasting
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coffee or of bacon {ried gives me the greater pleasure
(mixed with some patn of appetite) even at two suc-
cessive moments. It 1s no doubt often easier to read
off the luminosity of two very similar surfaces on a
pointer than to say which looks brighter, though in
the end I have to trust my eyes for the pointer. As we
have admitted, the mere existence of other minds is
not demonstrable, still less is the intensity of their de-
sires, But if in self-regarding acts [ am sometimes pre-
pared to spend my money in the belief that I shall de-
sire to-morrow’s bread more than to-morrow’s jam,
the utilitarian is justified, on his principles, in believ-
ing that it 1s his duty to provide bread for the starv-
ing sooner than jam for the well fed.

In fact it would be no commendation of an eth-
ical theory if, on its showing, moral or even benef-
icent choice were always clear, since in practice we
know that it is not. We often wonder if we can do
more for the happiness, even the immediate happi-
ness, of our parents or of our children; the former
seem more in need of enjoyments, the latter have a
keener capacity but a quicker recovery from disap-
pointment. Utilitarianism has no need to stake its
case on the possibility of an accurate “hedonistic (or
agathistic) calculus.” We have a well-founded belief
that starvation hurts most people more than a short-
age of grape-fruit, and no knowledge how much more
it will hurt even ourselves to-morrow; and it is on
such beliefs that we have to act; we can never know
cither our objective duty or our objective long-run
interest.

2. The second objection to the utilitarians is se-
rious and indeed fatal. They make no room for jus-
tice. Most of them really admitted this when they
found it hard on their principle to allow for the ad-
mitted obligation to distribute happiness “fairly,”
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that is either equally or in proportion to desert. This
led them to qualify their definition of duty as “pro-
moting the greatest amount of happiness,” by
adding “of the greatest number,” and to emphasize
this by the proviso “every one count for one and no
more.” They can hardly have meant by this merely
that it did not matter to whom I gave the happiness
so long as I produced the most possible, for this they
had already implied. They must at least have meant
that if I could produce the same amount either in
equal shares or in unequal I ought to prefer the for-
mer; and this means that I ought to be just as well
as generous. The other demand of justice, that we
should take account of past merit in our distribu-
tion, I think they would have denied, or rather ex-
plained away by the argument that to reward benef-
icence was to encourage such behaviour by example,
and therefore a likely way to increase the total of
happiness.

3. A third criticism, incurred by some utilitari-
ans’ in the attempt to accommadate their theory to
our moral judgements, was that of inconsistency in
considering differences of quality or kind, as well as
of amount, among pleasures when determining
what we ought to do. It scems clear that people do
not feel the same obligation to endow the art of

" cookery or pot-boiling as that of poetry or music, -

and this not because they are convinced that the one
causes keener and more constant pleasure to a
greater number than the other. Yet the recognition
of a stronger obligation to promote “higher” or “bet-
ter” pleasures implies that we think something
good, say musical or poetic experience, not merely
in proportion to its general pleasantness but by its
own nature. The attempt to unite this “qualification

of pleasures” with hedonistic utilitarianism is like -

saying ‘I care about nothing but money, but I would
not come by it dishonestly.” The fundamental fact
is that we do not think some pleasures, such as that
of cruelty, good art all.

4. Though the inconsistency of modifying their
theory in these two ways seems to have escaped the
notice of most utilitarians, they could not help sce-
ing that they were bound to meet a fourth criticism
by giving some account of the universal belief that
we have obligations to keep our promises. It is obvi-
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ous that the payment of money to a rich creditor may
not immediately result in so much satisfaction as the
keeping of it by a poor debtor or the giving of it to
a useful charity, and that yet it may, under most cir-
cumstances, be judged a duty and always an obliga-
tion. The argument of utilitarians to explain this has
usually been as follows: It is true that a particular in-
stance of justice may not directly increase the sum of
human happiness but quite the contrary, and yet we
often approve such an instance. This is because the
general practice of such good faith, with the conse-

“quent possibility of credit and contract, is supremely

conducive to happiness, and therefore so far as any
violation of a bargain impairs this confidence, it is,
indirectly and in the long run, pernicious.

Such an attempt to bring promise-keeping under
the ualitarian formula breaks down because it only
applies where the promise and its performance or
neglect would be public and therefore serve as an
example to others.

Suppose the two explorers in the Arctic have only
enough food to keep one alive till he can reach the
base, and one offers to die if the other will promise
to educate his children. No other person can know
that such a promise was made, and the breaking or
keeping of it cannot influence the future keeping of
promises. On the utlitarian theory, then, its the duty
of the returned traveller to act precisely as he ought
to have acted if no bargain had been made: to con-
sider how he can spend his money most expediently
for the happiness of mankind, and, if he thinks his
own child is a genius, to spend it upon him.

Or, to take a different kind of justice, the utili-
tarian must hold that we are justified in inflicting
pain always and only in order to prevent worse pain
or bring about greater happiness. This, then, is all
we need consider in so-called punishment, which
must be purely preventive. But if some kind of very
cruel crime becomes common, and none of the crim-
inals can be caught, it might be highly expedient, as
an example, to hang an innocent man, if a charge
against him could be so framed that he were uni-
versally thought guilty; indeed this would only fail
to be an ideal instance of utilitarian “punishment”
because the victim himself would not have been so
likely as a real felon to commit such a crime in the
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future, in all other respects it would be perfectly de-
* terrent and therefore felicific.

In short, utilitarianism has forgotten rights; it al-
lows no right to a man because he is innocent or be-
cause he has worked hard or has been promised or
injured, or because he stands in any other special re-
lation to us. It thinks only of duties or rather of a
single duty, to dump happiness wherever we most
conveniently can. If it speaks of rights at all it could
only say all men have one and the same right,
namely that all men should try to increase the rotal
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happiness. And this is a manifest misuse of lan-
guage.

NOTES

1. Hayek, Collectivist Economic Planning, p. 25.

2. Robbins, Nawure and Significance of Economic
Science, pp. 122-4. Cf. Jay, The Socialist Case, ch. 2.

3. E.g,].S. Mill. Bentham more consistently held that
“the pleasure of push-pin is as good as the pleasure
of poetry.”

Extreme and Restricted Utilitarianism

J. J. C. SMART
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Utilitarianism is the doctrine that the rightness of
actions is to be judged by their consequences. What
do we mean by “actions” here? Do we mean par-
ticular actions or do we mean classes of actions?
According to which way we interpret the word “ac-
tions” we get two different theories, both of which
merit the appellation “utilitarian.”

1. If by “actions” we mean particular individual
actions we get the sort of doctrine held by Bentham,
Sidgwick, and Moore. According to this doctrine we
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test individual actions by their consequences, and
general rules, like “keep promises,” are mere rules
of thumb which we use only to avoid the necessity
of estimating the probable consequences of our ac-
tions at every step. The rightness or wrongness of
keeping a promise on a particular occasion depends
only on the goodness or badness of the consequences
of keeping or of breaking the promise on that par-
ticular occasion. Of course part of the consequences
of breaking the promise, and a part to which we will
normally ascribe decisive importance, will be the
weakening of faith in the institution of promising.
However, if the goodness of the consequences of
breaking the rule is i fofo greater than the good-
ness of the consequences of keeping it, then we must
break the rule, irrespective of whether the goodness
of the consequences of everybody’s obeying the rule
is or is not greater than the consequences of every-
body’s breaking it. To put 1t shortly, rules do not
matter, save per accidens as rules of thumb and as de
facto social institutions with which the utilitarian
has to reckon when estimating consequences. I shall
call this doctrine “extreme utilitarianism.”




