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Classical Hedonism

JEREMY BENTHAM

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) was a British utili-
tarian (see Part V) and legal reformer. In this essay
from An Introduction to the Principles of Morals
and Legislation, ke argues that pleasure is the only
intrinsic value and pain the only intrinsic evil. All
other goods and evils derive from these two qualities.
Moral rightness and wrongness are defined in terms
of his hedonistic calculus, according to their conse-
quences in producing pleasure and pain.

Of the Principle of Utility

1. Nature has placed mankind under the gover-
nance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure.
It is for them alone to point out what we ought to
do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On
the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on
the other the chain of causes and effects, are
fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we
do, in all we say, in all we think: every effort we
can make to throw off our subjection, will serve
but to demonstrate and confirm it. In words a
man may pretend to abjure their empire: but in
reality he will remain subject to it all the while.
The principle of utility recognizes this subjection,
and assumes it for the foundation of that system,
the object of which is to rear the fabric of felicity
by the hands of reason and of law. Systems which
attempt to question it, deal in sounds instead of
sense, in caprice instead of reason, in darkness
instead of light.

But enough of metaphor and declamation: it is
not by such means that moral science is to be
improved.

IL. The principle of utility is the foundation of

Excerpted from An Introduction to the Principles of
Morals and Legislation (1789).
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the present work: it will be proper therefore at
the outset to give an explicit and determinate ac-
count of what is meant by it. By the principle of
utility is meant that principle which approves or
disapproves of every action whatsoever, according
to the tendency which it appears to have to aug-
ment or diminish the happiness of the party
whose interest is in question: or, what is the same
thing in other words, to promote or to oppose
that happiness. I say of every action whatsoever;
and therefore not only of every action of a private
individual, but of every measure of government.
III. By utility is meant that property in any
object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, ad-
vantage, pleasure, good, or happiness, (all this in
the present case comes to the same thing) or
(what comes again to the same thing) to prevent
the happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappi-
ness to the party whose interest is considered: if
that party be the community in general, then the
happiness of the community: if a particular indi-
vidual, then the happiness of that individual.

Value of a Lot of Pleasure or Pain,
How to Be Measured

I. Pleasures then, and the avoidance of pains, are
the ends which the legislator has in view: it be-
hoves him therefore to understand their value.
Pleasures and pains are the instruments he has to
work with: it behoves him therefore to under-
stand their force, which is again, in other words,
their value.

II. To a person considered by himself the value
of a pleasure or pain considered by itself will be
greater or less, according to the four following
circumstances:
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. Its intensity.

1 2. Its duration.

. Its certainty or uncertainty.

. Its propinquity or remoteness.

I. These are the circumstances which are to
e considered in estimating a pleasure or a pain
onsidered each of them by itself. But when the
) ue of any pleasure or pain is considered for the
urpose of estimating the tendency of any act by
h it is produced, there are two other circum-
es to be taken into the account; these are,

. Its fecundity, or the chance it has of being
lllowed by sensations of the same kind: that is,
leasures, if it be a pleasure: pains, if it be a pain.
16. Its purity, or the chance it has of not being
owed by sensations of the opposite kind: that is,

hese two last, however, are in strictness
carcely to be deemed properties of the pleasure
r the pain itself; they are not, therefore, in
trictness to be taken into the account of the
ue of that pleasure or that pain. They are in
ictness to be deemed properties only of the act,
or other event, by which such pleasure or pain
as been produced; and accordingly are only to
be taken into the account of the tendency of such
ct or such event.

. IV. To a number of persons, with reference to
gach of whom the value of a pleasure or a pain is
considered, it will be greater or less, according to
Seven circumstances: to wit, the six preceding
ones; viz.

1. Its intensity.

2. Its duration.

. 3. lts certainty or uncertainty.

. 4. Its propinquity or remoteness.

. 5. Its fecundity.

; 6. Its purity.

*  And one other; to wit:

. 7. Its extent; that is, the number of persons to
‘whom it extends; or (in other words) who are af-
] ected by it.

. V. To take an exact account then of the general
‘tendency of any act, by which the interests of a
' community are affected, proceed as follows. Be-

, if it be a pleasure: pleasures, if it be a pain.
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gin with any one person of those whose interests
seem most immediately to be affected by it: and
take an account,

1. Of the value of each distinguishable pleasure
which appears to be produced by it in the first
instance.

2. Of the value of each pain which appears to
be produced by it in the first instance.

3. Of the value of each pleasure which appears
to be produced by it afier the first. This con-
stitutes the fecundity of the first pleasure and the
impurity of the first pain.

4. Of the value of each pain which appears to
be produced by it after the first. This constitutes
the fecundity of the first pain, and the impurity of
the first pleasure.

5. Sum up all the values of all the pleasures on
the one side, and those of all the pains on the
other. The balance, if it be on the side of plea-
sure, will give the good tendency of the act upon
the whole, with respect to the interests of that
individual person; if on the side of pain, the bad
tendency of it upon the whole.

6. Take an account of the number of persons
whose interests appear to be concerned; and re-
peat the above process with respect to each. Sum
up the numbers expressive of the degrees of good
tendency, which the act has, with respect to each
individual, in regard to whom the tendency of it is
good upon the whole: do this again with respect to
each individual, in regard to whom the tendency
of it is good upon the whole: do this again with
respect to each individual, in regard to whom the
tendency of it is bad upon the whole. Take the
balance; which, if on the side of pleasure, will give
the general good tendency of the act, with respect
to the total number or community of individuals
concerned; if on the side of pain, the general evi/
tendency, with respect to the same community.

VI It is not to be expected that this process
should be strictly pursued previously to every
moral judgment, or to every legislative or judicial
operation. It may, however, be always kept in view:
and as near as the process actually pursued on
these occasions approaches to it, so near will
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such process approach to the character of an ex-
act one.

VII. The same process is alike applicable to
pleasure and pain, in whatever shape they appear:
and by whatever denomination they are distin-
guished: to pleasure, whether it be called good
(which is properly the cause or instrument of
pleasure) or profit (which is distant pleasure, or
the cause or instrument of distant pleasure,) or
convenience, or advantage, benefit, emolument, hap-
piness, and so forth: to pain, whether it be called
evil, (which corresponds to good) or mischief or
inconvenience, or disadvantage, or loss, or unhappi-
ness, and so forth.

VIIL. Nor is this a novel and unwarranted, any
more than it is a useless theory. In all this there is
nothing but what the practice of mankind,
wheresoever they have a clear view of their own
interest, is perfectly comformable to. An article of
property, an estate in land, for instance, is valu-
able, on what account? On account of the plea-
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sures of all kinds which it enables a man to pro-
duce, and what comes to the same thing the pains
of all kinds which it enables him to avert. But the
value of such an article of property is universall
understood to rise or fall according to the lengtl
or shortness of the time which a man had in it
the certainty or uncertainty of its coming intc
possession: and the nearness or remoteness of the
time at which, if at all, it is to come into posses:
sion. As to the intensity of the pleasures which §
man may derive from it, this is never thought of
because it depends upon the use which each par.
ticular person may come to make of it; whicl
cannot be estimated till the particular pleasure
he may come to derive from it, or the particula
pains he may come to exclude by means of it, an
brought to view. For the same reason, neithe
does he think of the fecundity or purity of thos
pleasures.

Thus much for pleasure and pain, happines
and unhappiness, in general.
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The Experience Machine

RoBERT NOZICK

. Robert Nozick (1938-2002) was Professor of Phitosophy
. atHarvard University and the awthor of several important
works in philosophy, especially Anarchy, State, and Uto-
pia, from which the present selection is taken. Nozick
argues against hedonism. If pleasure were the only
intrinsic value, we would have an overriding reason
10 be hooked up to a machine which would produce
. favorable sensations. Nozick discusses the reasons for
. refecting the experience machine and, with it, hedo-
nism.

There are also substantial puzzles when we ask
. what matters other than how people’s experiences
. feel “from the inside.” Suppose there were an
. experience machine that would give you any ex-
perience you desired. Superduper neuropsychol-
ogists could stimulate your brain so that you would
think and feel you were writing a great novel, or
. making a friend, or reading an interesting book.
Al the time you would be floating in a tank, with
electrodes attached to your brain. Should you plug
. into this machine for life, preprogramming your
.~ life’s experiences? If you are worried about miss-
ing out on desirable experiences, we can suppose
. that business enterprises have researched thor-
. oughly the lives of many others. You can pick and
. choose from their large library or smorgasbord of
. such experiences, selecting your life’s experiences
- for, say, the next two years. After two years have
. passed, you will have ten minutes or ten hours
- out of the tank, to select the experiences of your
. next two years. Of course, while in the tank you
won't know that youre there; you'll think it’s all
.~ actually happening. Others can also plug in to
. have the experiences they want, so there’s no need

. Reprinted from Anarchy, State, and Utopia (Harvard

. Universitv Press. 1973). bv permission of the publisher.

to stay unplugged to serve them. (Ignore prob-
lems such as who will service the machines if
everyone plugs in.) Would you plug in? What else
can matter to us, other than how our lives feel from
the inside? Nor should you refrain because of the
few moments of distress between the moment
you've decided and the moment you're plugged.
What's a few moments of distress compared to a
lifetime of bliss (if that’s what you choose), and
why feel any distress at all if your decision is the
best one?

What does matter to us in addition to our ex-
periences? First, we want to do certain things,
and not just have the experience of doing them.
In the case of certain experiences, it is only be-
cause first we want to do the actions that we want
the experiences of doing them or thinking we've
done them. (But why do we want to do the ac-
tivities rather than merely to experience them?) A
second reason for not plugging in is that we want
to be a certain way, to be a certain sort of person.
Someone floating in a tank is an indeterminate
blob. There is no answer to the question of what
a person is like who has long been in the tank. Is
he courageous, kind, intelligent, witty, loving? It’s
not merely that it’s difficult to tell; there’s no way
he is. Plugging into the machine is a kind of
suicide. It will seem to some, trapped by a pic-
ture, that nothing about what we are like can
matter except as it gets reflected in our experi-
ences. But should it be surprising that what we
are is important to us? Why should we be con-
cerned only with how our time is filled, but not
with what we are?

Thirdly, plugging into an experience machine
limits us to a man-made reality, to a world no
deeper or more important than that which people
can construct. There is no actual contact with
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any deeper reality, though the experience of it can
be simulated. Many persons desire to leave them-
selves open to such contact and to a plumbing of
deeper significance.! This clarifies the intensity
of the conflict over psychoactive drugs, which some
view as mere local experience machines, and oth-
ers view as avenues to a deeper reality; what some
view as equivalent to surrender to the experience
machine, others view as following one of the rea-
sons not to surrender!

We learn that something matters to us in addi-
tion to experience by imagining an experience
machine and then realizing that we would not use
it. We can continue to imagine a sequence of
machines each designed to fill lacks suggested for
the earlier machines. For example, since the ex-
perience machine doesn’t meet our desire to be a
certain way, imagine a transformation machine
which transforms us into whatever sort of person
we'd like to be (compatible with our staying us).
Surely one would not use the transformation ma-
chine to become as one would wish, and there-
upon plug into the experience machine!? So
something matters in addition to one’s experi-
ences and what one is like. Nor is the reason
merely that one’s experiences are unconnected
with what one is like. For the experience machine
might be limited to provide only experiences pos-
sible to the sort of person plugged in. Is it that we
want to make a difference in the world? Consider
then the result machine, which produces in the
world any result you would produce and injects
your vector input into any joint activity. We shall
not pursue here the fascinating details of these or
other machines. What is most disturbing about
them is their living of our lives for us. Is it mis-
guided to search for particular additional func-
tions beyond the competence of machines to do
for us? Perhaps what we desire is to live (an active
verb) ourselves, in contact with reality. (And this,

Robert Nozick

machines cannot do for us.) Without elaborating
on the implications of this, which I believe con-
nect surprisingly with issues about free will and
causal accounts of knowledge, we need merely
note the intricacy of the question of what matters
for people other than their experiences. Until one
finds a satisfactory answer, and determines that
this answer does not also apply to animals, one
cannot reasonably claim that only the felt experi-
ences of animals limit what we may do to them.

Notes

1. Traditional religious views differ on the point of
contact with a transcendent reality. Some say that con-
tact yields eternal bliss or Nirvana, but they have not
distinguished this sufficiently from merely a very long
run on the experience machine. Others think it is in-
trinsically desirable to do the will of a higher being
which created us all, though presumably no one would
think this if we discovered we had been created as an
object of amusement by some superpowerful child from
another galaxy or dimension. Still others imagine an
eventual merging with a higher reality, leaving unclear
its desirability, or where that merging leaves us.

2. Some wouldn’t use the transformation machine at
all; it seems like cheating But the one-time use of the
transformation machine would not remove all chal-
lenges; there would still be obstacles for the new us to
overcome, a new plateau from which to strive even
higher. And is this plateau any the less earned or de-
served than that provided by genetic endowment and
early childhood environment? But if the transformation
machine could be used indefinitely often, so that we
could accomplish anything by pushing a button to
transform ourselves into someone who could do it
easily, there would remain no limits we need to strain
against or try to transcend. Would there be anything =
left to do? Do some theological views place God out-
side of time because an omniscient omnipotent being
couldn’t fill up his days?




