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CLASSICAL UTILITARISM ABOUT HAPPINESS 

 

Classical utilitarianism is a eudemonistic doctrine oriented toward the attainment 

of happiness. Its main representatives Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill consider that 

the basis of all human actions is in the desire of people for happiness, understood as “an 

existence which is the freest from suffering and the richest in pleasures” [1], [2]. 

According to Bentham’s anthropology, nothing more concrete can be said about a 

person, than the fact that he has a desire for happiness, and also that he has the ability to 

rationally determine the components of happiness and how to achieve it. In fact, from the 

point of view of Bentham, any state of an individual, if he agrees that a certain state of 

affairs brings him maximum pleasure can be accepted as a state that can be called 

happiness. Bentham confirms this thesis by the fact that ideas about happiness vary 

markedly from generation to generation, from nation to nation. The only thing that in this 

case can be considered as happiness is what the majority considers as true to be 

happiness. Utilitarianism sees its main goal precisely in achieving “greater happiness by 

the greatest number of people” [4, р. 507], [5, р. 1737]. If each person has his own idea 

of happiness, his position is not considered significant. Mill’s opinion on this issue 

diverges from Bentham’s. According to Mill, man as a creature, which is different from 

all other creatures of nature, possesses the features inherent only to him. He calls such an 

exceptional feature of a person “nobility of character” [2], meaning primarily the 

development of “self-respect” [2], without which the achievement of happiness by an 

individual becomes impossible. Hence there is a certain elitism of his teachings, the 

belief that both individuals and communities can be mistaken in the ways of achieving 

happiness. The task of combining “both pleasant and beautiful” at the same time [1] 

should be entrusted to experts, the people who value and use both the first (pleasant) and 

the other (useful), but are able to choose between them according to a situation [1]. 

Only happiness is valuable of itself. All other life events, actions, deeds are of 

value only insofar as they contribute to the realization of happiness in an individual life. 

From this follows the conclusion that morality can exist only as a means of achieving 

happiness, therefore it is dependent on this goal, as part of the whole. Bentham’s and 

Mill’s principles of usefulness are associated with the desire for happiness, when those 

actions and phenomena that contribute to the achievement of happiness are recognized as 

useful and those that prevent the achievement of happiness are recognized as harmful. 

The principle of usefulness is the only principle that must be followed in order to achieve 

the desired goal. Rationality is a prerequisite and condition for forming the ethics of 

utilitarianism. It is result-oriented. The result is positive if those actions have led to 

increased happiness. The degree of effectiveness depends on the pleasure to which 

“intensity”, “duration”, “certainty”, “proximity”, “fertility”, “purity” and, finally, what 

kind of “distribution” it gives rise to. In that case, Bentham proclaims, if some action 

https://doi.org/10.31108/7.2020.29


 126 

leads to pleasure or is accompanied by it, it must be perfect. If this action leads to 

suffering or is accompanied by it, it is necessary to refuse to commit it. Bentham’s 

attention is concentrated precisely on a separate act and on the influence that it exerts on 

the realization of the interests of people affected by it. The “moral arithmetic” proposed 

by Bentham extremely rationalizes moral practice and, in his opinion, provides grounds 

for the unmistakable determination of the best available alternatives [3, с. 42-44]. Mill, 

on the contrary, considers the requirements of Bentham’s “moral arithmetic” to be 

initially unfeasible and contrasts them with another prevailing method of practical 

orientation, namely, the observance of rules of behavior that have a utilitarian 

foundation. Subsequently, this approach, brought to its logical purity, was called the 

utilitarianism of the rule. When discussing “moral arithmetic”, Mill pointed out that its 

application is confronted with a number of difficulties. How can we define what really 

contributes to happiness in situations involving an indefinite and unlimited number of 

interacting elements? How to calculate the result of one or another action if other people 

and circumstances are involved into it. Can anything planned be corrected by random 

events? Mill’s position is the following: there is no need to calculate the result before 

committing each act. An act can and should be preceded not by calculation, but by 

turning to experience, one’s own or another’s [2]. 

Regarding the main goal of utilitarianism – to achieve “the greatest happiness for 

the greatest number of people”, the conclusion is that it is impossible to take into account 

the interests of all people. We can only talk about finding a balance of interests, which is 

a difficult task. And Bentham and Mill approached this question differently. If Bentham 

insists on prioritizing the happiness of the prevailing group or community [1], then Mill 

places emphasis on the happiness of all mankind and even, as he puts it, “global good” 

[2], which sounds quite utopian. Summarizing briefly, the ideas of utilitarianism are not 

new, and their origins go into the eudemonistic tradition of ancient philosophy. However, 

utilitarianism has significant achievements. Among them are: consistency and an attempt 

to create a humane paradigm based on rationality, as well as returning ethics to the status 

of a practical philosophy designed to be a guide for people in their everyday life and 

communication with society and the state. 
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