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[00:00:00.46] [MUSIC PLAYING] 
 
[00:00:02.30] DAVID EDMONDS: This is Philosophy Bites, with me, David Edmonds. 
 
[00:00:05.72] NIGEL WARBURTON: And me, Nigel Warburton. 
 
[00:00:07.28] DAVID EDMONDS: Philosophy Bites is available at 
www.philosophybites.com. 
 
[00:00:11.89] Child prodigy, then journalist, administrator, economist, member of 
parliament, and above all, philosopher, John Stuart Mill had an enormous impact on 
19th century Britain. He was one of the fathers of liberalism, and an early and effective 
campaigner for women's rights. 
 
[00:00:27.59] But his impact on philosophy has been felt, above all, through his seminal 
work, Utilitarianism, published in 1861. Roger Crisp teaches philosophy at Oxford 
University, and he's the author of a book on Mill. 
 
[00:00:40.67] NIGEL WARBURTON: Roger Crisp, welcome to Philosophy Bites. 
[00:00:42.47] ROGER CRISP: Thank you for inviting me. 
 
[00:00:43.86] NIGEL WARBURTON: Today we want to talk about utilitarianism. Could 
we start by just explaining what utilitarianism means? 
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[00:00:50.42] ROGER CRISP: Well, the term is a piece of jargon, and utilitarianism has 
nothing to do with utilitarian in the usual sense of the word, which means something like 
useful, as in in a useful piece of furniture. Utilitarianism is a philosophical theory I think 
primarily about how we should act. And it has two components. 
 
[00:01:09.00] The first component is a theory of utility itself, by which I mean something 
like well-being, what makes life good for people. And there are different versions of that 
which we might want to talk about. 
 
[00:01:20.90] The other component is a principle about what we should do about that 
utility. And the usual version of utilitarianism is act utilitarianism, which says that we 
should produce as much of that well-being or utility as possible. 
 
[00:01:37.22] NIGEL WARBURTON: OK, so it's an ethical theory about how we should 
live that says maximize happiness, or maximize utility. 
 
[00:01:43.19] ROGER CRISP: Yes. 
 
[00:01:43.61] NIGEL WARBURTON: Usually cashed out as happiness. 
 
[00:01:45.59] ROGER CRISP: That's absolutely right. 
 
[00:01:46.98] NIGEL WARBURTON: Now, one of the classical exponents of this theory 
was Jeremy Bentham. He had a very clear-cut view about what happiness was. What 
was that? 
 
[00:01:55.01] ROGER CRISP: Bentham's view is a hedonistic view, a view which goes 
back to the ancient Greeks, according to which real pleasure is the only component of 
happiness, and the only component of unhappiness is pain or suffering. So the best life 
for a person is the one in which they have the greatest balance of pleasure over pain. 
 
[00:02:14.70] NIGEL WARBURTON: But how do you go about calculating that? 
 
[00:02:16.58] ROGER CRISP: Well, Bentham had some ideas about this, and he 
invented what he called the felicific calculus. So his dream was to come up with a theory 
according to which we could measure the amounts of pleasure that we get from 
different activities, attach numbers to them, and then produce the greatest good in that 
rather mathematical way. 
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[00:02:35.12] NIGEL WARBURTON: So it's almost as if he had a program that if you 
feed the right information in that you acquire scientifically, you can get an absolutely 
correct answer about the right way to live out of the other end. 
 
[00:02:44.97] ROGER CRISP: Yeah. That was his dream, and most people think it's 
pretty absurd. But on the other hand, it does seem to me clear that, to some extent, we 
can measure pleasures and pains in our lives. 
 
[00:02:53.96] I mean, if the dentist says to you, I'm going to drill your teeth and there are 
two ways I can do it. One is much more painful than the other. Which one do you want 
to use? Most people will say, use the least painful. 
 
[00:03:04.46] NIGEL WARBURTON: OK, so Bentham had this elaborate calculus that 
he employed to work out what will produce the greatest amount of happiness. But his 
pupil, John Stuart Mill, reacted quite strongly against some components of that theory. 
 
[00:03:16.64] ROGER CRISP: Indeed. He really was a pupil of Bentham, and his own 
father of course, James Mill, who treated him as a sort of experiment in education. They 
were rather critical of the standards of education at that time in the 19th century, and 
they decided to see what they could do with young John Stuart. 
 
[00:03:35.09] And of course, in his autobiography, he talks about having read half of 
Plato by the age of six, and at the age of three helping his father edit his History of 
India. And essentially what seems to have happened is that he was really imbued with 
the utilitarian ethic. And he says in that autobiography, I never gave it up. I never gave 
up utilitarianism. 
 
[00:03:54.99] So he believed the hedonism and he believed in the idea of maximization. 
But he was also rather a cultured individual, in that respect different from Bentham, and 
was very interested in literature, particularly from the Continent. And so there was a 
romantic side to Mill. 
 
[00:04:12.20] And the usual story about this-- there's clearly a lot more to it than this-- 
but the usual story is that, editing one of Bentham's works, a very long work on 
jurisprudence, led Mill to have a nervous breakdown because he worked so hard. What 
got him out of that nervous breakdown was reading Wordsworth, so he says. 
 
[00:04:29.45] And this led him to try to bring together the empiricist, hedonistic, 
utilitarian strand in his education with a more romantic, sentimentalist strand from the 
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Continent. So his conception of utility, or well-being, includes these elements. And in 
particular you can see that in his famous distinction between higher and lower 
pleasures. 
 
[00:04:52.73] NIGEL WARBURTON: Focusing on that higher, lower pleasure 
distinction, he has this discussion of whether it's best to be a sad Socrates or a happy 
pig. Now, how does that feed into the discussion? 
 
[00:05:05.06] ROGER CRISP: Well, essentially the idea, I think, is that a Socrates 
dissatisfied is in a better state than a happy pig, because, in a way, he is actually 
enjoying his life more because he's enjoying these higher activities. That's the way I 
read it. 
 
[00:05:19.40] But some people have said that what Mill is saying there is that hedonism 
is wrong, and that acquiring the level of understanding that Socrates had is good in 
itself. But, myself, I don't think Mill ever did give up the hedonism. 
 
[00:05:31.01] NIGEL WARBURTON: But still it's a reaction against Bentham's 
hedonism, in the sense that for Bentham, Socrates would come out worse than the pig, 
if you had the simple pleasure-pain distinction. 
 
[00:05:40.65] ROGER CRISP: Well, I kind of disagree with that. I mean, Mill talks about 
taking the low road and the high road, and I think essentially he thinks that they lead to 
same place. Unless Socrates was, like, seriously depressed, he probably would have 
had more pleasure in his life than the contented pig for Bentham. 
 
[00:05:55.88] NIGEL WARBURTON: What is the essential difference between a higher 
pleasure and a lower pleasure? 
 
[00:05:59.66] ROGER CRISP: Well, clearly this is a matter of interpretation, but I think 
essentially the idea is to do with measurement. And what Mill is saying is that there are 
some pleasures which are such that a finite amount of them is better than an infinite 
amount of certain other pleasures. 
 
[00:06:14.99] So for example, if you take Socrates, the life of Socrates, and let's 
assume that he did enjoy doing philosophy, that was so good for Socrates, so valuable 
for Socrates, that any number of years equivalent to the level of a contented pig 
wouldn't have been as valuable. 
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[00:06:32.53] NIGEL WARBURTON: But what about the lower pleasures? Because it 
seems to me like the basic pleasures that people get from sex, from being warm, from 
eating, the kind of basic human pleasures, are incredibly important in a good life. 
 
[00:06:43.87] ROGER CRISP: I think one of the problems with the hedonistic tradition, 
and you find this in Mill, is that the pleasures actually were considered one by one. So 
you consider one pleasure against another and you say this one's higher than that. 
 
[00:06:55.59] Whereas, actually, that isn't the context in which we live our lives. We live 
our lives in a situation where there are many different activities, and many kinds of 
pleasure to be sought and many kinds of pain to be avoided. And the question is, what 
should we do in the context of a life, rather than in the near context where we're 
comparing one pleasure against another. 
 
[00:07:13.89] NIGEL WARBURTON: Mill published Utilitarianism in 1861, and obviously 
there's been quite a long history of reactions to his book. Could you sum up the main 
lines of criticism that have been taken against Mill's Utilitarianism? 
 
[00:07:26.33] ROGER CRISP: Yeah. I mean, as soon as it came out it was subject to all 
kinds of criticism, though in fact it did have a rather large effect, the utilitarian tradition, 
on British parliamentary life and British life in general, particularly in the Empire. I think 
the two main lines of criticism had to do with the two elements of utilitarianism that I 
mentioned. 
 
[00:07:46.04] So, first of all, Mill's hedonism was attacked for being the philosophy of 
swine, as Carlyle put it. And that tradition of criticism continued through Bradley and 
Green, and it continues today. 
 
[00:07:58.07] NIGEL WARBURTON: And the second line of objection to Mill? 
 
[00:07:59.48] ROGER CRISP: The second line has to do with the maximizing element. 
When you first think about the idea of utilitarianism, this idea that you should produce 
the greatest good for everybody, it sounds quite plausible. But then it seems to have 
some very odd implications in certain cases. It seems to require that you should do 
certain apparently very bad things to bring about the greatest good. 
 
[00:08:19.31] So, for example, surgeons might be required to take people off the street, 
carve them up, and share their organs around to save more lives and therefore produce 
more good. Or in certain bizarre situations where somebody has a bomb that they're 
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about to let off, it could be that we're required to torture their children to find out where 
the bomb is, and so on. 
 
[00:08:40.73] NIGEL WARBURTON: Yet, in both those sorts of cases, there are 
utilitarian explanations of why that wouldn't be the right thing to do because of the 
knock-on consequences-- the people being scared that this will happen to them, that 
society is breaking down, or whatever. 
 
[00:08:54.09] ROGER CRISP: Well, it's very common in the utilitarian tradition to make 
a distinction between what one might call the criterion of rightness, which is the story 
about what makes actions right and wrong. And as I've said, that's got to do with the 
maximization of utility and how we actually ought to live our lives. 
 
[00:09:09.57] And one of the things that people find really hardest to understand in 
utilitarianism is the idea that, according to most utilitarians, you shouldn't go out and try 
to be a utilitarian. You should follow the sorts of commonsense rules that would forbid 
torturing children, because following those rules will actually lead to the greatest good. 
But I think the utilitarian still has to accept that, in the end, in exceptional cases, it could 
well be right to torture some child to prevent a bomb going off. 
 
[00:09:36.72] NIGEL WARBURTON: So do you think Mill was right? Do you think 
actually the proper stance to the major questions of ethics is maximize beneficial 
consequences? That's the way we should look at these things? 
 
[00:09:47.39] ROGER CRISP: Well, my own inclination is to say that he was right, if 
we're just thinking about a theory of morality. Where I think he was wrong was in his not 
taking enough notice of the fact that the impartial point of view is not the point of view 
that most of us naturally take on our lives. And that each of us has only one life to live, 
and that gives us special reasons to favor ourselves. 
 
[00:10:07.25] By partiality to oneself, I mean giving my own interests greater weight 
than the interests of other people. And, myself, I think the question in the end is how to 
balance partiality towards oneself with impartiality. 
 
[00:10:21.23] NIGEL WARBURTON: In the 1970s, in British universities, it was very 
common to disparage utilitarianism, partly because there was a book written by JJC 
Smart and Bernard Williams, with Smart for utilitarianism and Bernard Williams against. 
And Bernard Williams seemed to have some quite powerful arguments against 
utilitarianism. I wonder if it's still got some life in it. 
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[00:10:40.52] ROGER CRISP: Well, Williams's book famously ends by saying that the 
time is approaching when we'll hear no more of utilitarianism. And that is a mistake. It's 
as dominant now in our philosophy as it always has been. It's rather remarkable when 
one thinks about that. 
 
[00:10:54.02] After the Second World War, most, as it were, famous moral philosophers 
were attacking utilitarianism, people like Philippa Foot, Williams of course, Alasdair 
MacIntyre, Stuart Hampshire, Charles Taylor. They're all very much against 
utilitarianism, but it's withstood their criticisms. 
 
[00:11:09.45] And I think the reason for that is twofold. One is it's a rather powerful 
theory. And the second is that the versions of utilitarianism they criticize can often be 
improved on. So Williams in that book was attacking, very often, Smart's version of 
utilitarianism, which is essentially Benthamite. And we know that there are ways in 
which that can be developed and made more sophisticated to answer many of 
Williams's objections. 
 
[00:11:33.69] NIGEL WARBURTON: One rather appealing aspect of utilitarianism, it 
seems to me, is that you can easily include animal suffering and welfare in your 
calculation of maximizing benefits, maximizing utility. And Peter Singer has been very 
influential in using a utilitarian framework to justify a better treatment for animals. 
 
[00:11:52.56] ROGER CRISP: Yes, that's right. I mean, this is something that runs 
through the utilitarian tradition from its earliest days. Bentham famously said, the 
question isn't can they reason, it's not can they talk, but can they suffer? Of course 
animals can suffer, so they count morally. 
 
[00:12:04.17] And in modern times I think the most influential living philosopher is Peter 
Singer. He really was the founder of the modern animal rights movement, with his book 
Animal Liberation. And he's turned thousands of people towards vegetarianism and 
being more concerned about animal suffering in experimentation and factory farms. 
 
[00:12:23.22] And Singer also, famously, has promoted greater equality between the 
developed and the developing world. It might sound a bit odd for a utilitarian to be 
talking about equality or fairness. But in fact it's not, because, as Singer is well aware, 
the value of a dollar or a pound to us is much less than to somebody who's living on $1 
or $2 a day in the developing world. 
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[00:12:48.51] NIGEL WARBURTON: Roger, thank you very much. 
 
[00:12:50.10] ROGER CRISP: Thank you. It's been the highest pleasure. 
 
[00:12:53.00] DAVID EDMONDS: And you can hear more Philosophy Bites at 
www.philosophybites.com. 
 
[00:12:58.02] [MUSIC PLAYING] 
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