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Jeremy Bentham’s Moral Calculus

by Teddy Brunius

Jeremy Bentham was born almost at the same time as Goethe, and he died
in almost the same year that Goethe died. This extremely radical fool, as Goethe
permitted himself to call Bentham,l) received his education in intimate contact

with the sensualism of the French philosophy of enlightenment, and without
any kind of cynicism and without being affected by the romantic currents of his
age he succeeded in constructing a rational moral philosophy which he made
the basis of his activity as a social reformer.

His first great work, &dquo;A Fragment of Government&dquo;, appeared at the time

the American colonies severed relations with England. His second great work,
&dquo;An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation&dquo;, was published
in the year French Revolution began. In the next century he became an influential
intellectual leader of that group of liberal politicians and writers who have been
termed philosophical radicals. His message was disseminated to foreign countries
and new continents.

Gradually his spirit came to permeate English politics. When he died, the

battle of the Great Reform Bill had just ended in its being passed by the

English Parliament. A philosophy that had been worked out during the rational
epoch of the Enlightenment was now confronted with the social upheavals of
Industrialism.

Bentham’s psychology and ethics have been subjected to unfavourable criticism
in philosophical literature. The fact is often disregarded that Bentham constructed
his psychology and ethics as the basis of his work as social economist and social
reformer. &dquo;Ethics at large&dquo; to Bentham meant partly &dquo;private ethics&dquo;, partly &dquo;the

art of government.&dquo;. 2)
One of Bentham’s works, &dquo;The Theory of Legislation&dquo;, which was published

in a French adaptation during his lifetime, concludes in the following moving
passage:

1) D. Baumgardt, Bentham and the Ethics of Today. Princeton 1952, p. 2.

2) J. Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Ch. XVII,
&sect; 1: 2-4.
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&dquo;It is not the brilliant society of fashion that can be interested by a formula
almost arithmetic in expression. It is offered, statesmen, to you! It is yours
to judge it!
The science of which the basis has been investigated in this work can be

pleasing only to elevated souls who are warmed with a passion for the

the public good ... We are here employed upon the greatest interests of

humanity; the art of forming the manners and the character of nations;
of raising to its highest point the security of individuals; and of deriving
results equally beneficial from different forms of government. Such is the

object of this science; frank and generous; asking only for light; wishing
nothing exclusive; and finding no means so sure to perpetuate the benefits
it confers as to share them with the whole family of nations.&dquo;3)

Bentham was a practician, and his foundation of this practice was what he
called a science. He calls in the aid of Mechanics and algebra in his moral and
psychological expositions, but he also refers to other sciences of an adaptive
nature: medicine and economics.

His moral philosophy is intended to be both scientific and tactical, both &dquo;a

science and an art&dquo;. Its strategy applied to the entire field of ethics - from

private ethics to governmental legislation -and administration. It was calculated

to elucidate the principles by which the realization of the greatest amount of

happiness in the community should be possible. Besides formulating descriptions
of actual human behaviour it gives recommendations indicating how people
should hehave.

The scientific basis of Bentham’s &dquo;ethics at large&dquo; can be sunumed up in

three points:
First, the principle of utility. This principle enunciates how man in his actual

behaviour strives after pleasure and shuns pain. The maxim of action is: In your
acts strive after the greatest posible happiness for the greatest possible number
of people! The criterion of the goodness of the acts is the quantity of pleasure
resulting from them.

Second, egoism. Bentham held that men’s acts are governed by self-interest,

making for the acquisition of personal pleasure. Such a furtherance of one’s own
interests he considered beneficial for one’s fellow-beings. If conflicts arise between
the interests of different individuals, the law is intended to give directions for

their settlement. The maxim of action is: Be benevolent and behave charitably,
assuming that your goodness serves your own interests directly or indirectly!

Third, the calculus af pleasure. The value of an act is judged by the amount

3) J. Bentham, The Theory of Legislation. Ed. by C. K. Ogden, London 1931, p. 472.
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of pleasure it contributes in its effects. If we know the affects of an art, we have

some measure of judgment in the amount of pleasure to which they give rise.

The maxim of action is: Act on a sensible estimate of the quantitative effects
of the pleausure and pain resulting from the act you intend to perform! That
act should be preferred which contributes more of pleasure and less of pain.

Nothing in these three sections of the Utilitarian doctrine is fully original.
The principle of utility can be traced back to the Epicureanism of Antiquity,
and Bentham’s slogan about the greatest possible happiness for the greatest
possible number of people had been formulated by philosophers before him. That
man’s selfish conduct does not necessarily clash with other people’s interests had
also been emphasized by many thinkers, more particularly by David Hume.4)
The idea of a moral calculus had also been tested by a number of philosophers

in the 17th century and far into the 18th.5) The intention was to calculate the
value of the moral acts analogously with the calculations carried out in mathe-

matics and mechanics, geometry, and algebra. In the end the moral philosophers
were seized by a veritable ¡UI’OI’ niatheii7aticus. Hutcheson constructed a language
of formulas and formulated a series of axioms. Laurence Sterne stated sarcastically
that with such a moral algebra Hutcheson could plus and minus you to heaven
or hell.

These Utopian moral theorists operated with Leibniz’s ideal of exactness. If

uncertainty reigns, let us calculate! Much later, Edmund Burke warned against
the belief in such certainty in moral arguments, and he cited Aristotle in support
of his point of view. And William Hazlitt, who became acquainted with Bentham’s
rational ambitions, said: &dquo;Strict logicians are licensed visionaries&dquo; !

Bentham, then, shuffled and dealt known cards, but the deal was so intensive
and was completed with such perseverance and exemplification that his doctrine

became epoch-making. It was attributable to the fact that philosophy came to

function in the great social upheaval in England. Bentham’s doctrine was effective.
It is not immaterial to see Bentham’s philosophy in that light.
The problem in Bentham’s moral philosophy with which we are concerned is

the problem of the calculus of pleasure. Is a calculus of pleasure possible? Is the

calculation of pleasure quantities of any importance to the moral evaluation of
an act? Is it feasible to arrive at an exact calculation of the effects of an act in

terms of pleasure?
Bentham takes up these questions in several contexts in his writings. He holds

4) See e. g. E. Hal&eacute;vy, The Growth of Philosophical Radicalism, Boston 1955, and

D. Baumgardt, Bentham and the Ethics of Today, Princeton 1952.
5) See L. I. Bredvold in The Seventeenth Century. Studies by Richard Foster Jones and

others. Stanford 1951.
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that ordinary people perform vague calculations of pleasure in everyday life. He

thinks that the calculus of pleasure can be methodically reduced to greater exact-
ness. He outlines various methods of calculating pleasure.

However, he takes up a vaccillating attitude in indicating the degree of exactness
with which a calculation of pleasure can be performed. A mapping of his chang-
ing attitudes is difficult to carry out. He never uses the word &dquo;calculus&dquo; in his

&dquo;Introduction&dquo;, whereas it is a high-frequency term in his &dquo;Theory of Legislation&dquo;
and in his &dquo;Deontology&dquo;. The word &dquo;calculus&dquo; relates to a scientific outlook

cherished by Bentham, but he alsp expresses doubts as to exactness of calculation.
The reconstruction of Bentham’s doctrines is but in its initial stage. Of the

75,000 MS pages in 173 drawers kept in the basement of University College,
London, a small part only has been published in critical editions.6) Bentham’s
collected works, which began being published after his deaths, are unfortunately
a compact refuse dump for the exertions of an uncritical editor. In that edition

we miss his &dquo;Deontology&dquo;, the inclusive moral-philosophical work of his old age,
and this work has so far not appeared in a critical edition.
We are forced, then, to base our interpretations on brittle foundations, but still

I am convinced that what is asserted here differs from what is customarily said
about Bentham’s moral philosophy in reference books and surveys.

According to Bentham, pleasure has seven dimensions7) : 1. Intensity, 2. Dura-

tion, 3. Certainty, 4. Propinquity. These dimensions are given in isolated ex-

periences of pleasure in conjunction with the effects of an act. Acts tend, however,
to start off new experiences of pleasure, and then they are calculated in respect
of two additional dimensions: 5. Fecundity (the prospect of their being followed
by other experiences of pleasure), 6. Purity (the prospect of their being followed
by the same kind of impression - pleasure followed by pleasure, and pain by
pain). In the moral evaluation of an act we should further estimate the effects

of pleasure on other people, and thus a new dimension arises: 7. Extent (the
number of people affected by pleasure and pain).

It is the quantity of pleasure that is calculated. When the quantity of pleasure
resulting from the effects of an act is greater than that of another act, the act

which produces more pleasure and less pain is preferable. Bentham regards plea-
sure and pain as plus and minus, occasionally as gain and loss. The calculus of

pleasure assumes the character of equational computation.
We may exemplify the method by means of Bentham’s directions: Note the

quantity of the immediately ascerianable pleasure resulting from an act. Then

6) See Baumgardt p. 11. The great achievements of critical editorial work have been

performed by Hal&eacute;vy, Ogden, Everett, Baumgardt, and Stark.

7) Introduction, ch. IV.
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note the quantity of the immediately ascertainable pain resulting from the same
act. Note, further, the quantity of pleasure after the immediate experience. Thus
we find the vigour of the immediate pleasure, and the impurity of the immediate
pain. Then note the quantity of every pain which seems to crop up after the

immediate experience. Thus we find the quantity of the vigour of the immediate
pain, and the impurity of the immediate pleasure.
Add all the quantities of pleasure on the one side and all the quantities of

pain on the other side. The balance of the pleasure side represents the good
tendency of the act and that of the pain side its evil tendency. This computation
is applicable to the individual experience. Subsequently it will have to be per-
formed in respect of all the persons affected by the act.
Bentham has also indicated other methods of calculation.8) He points out that

the calculus contains the principles governing the evaluation of pleasure, but the
procedure is not new. It is adapted in everyday situations. Now it is possible,
however, to perform such moral evaluations with greater accuracy.

Further, Bentham emphasizes that the method is slow, but sure. An ordinary
human being can be trained in it, and it is applicable &dquo;when it is necessary to

clear up some disputed point, or to demonstrate a truth to those who are yet
unacquainted with it.&dquo;9)

Shortcomings in legislation and private conduct are ascribed by Bentham to

mistakes, forgetfulness, or misjudgment in the calculus of pleasure.

Bentham’s calculus of pleasure has been subjected to unfavourable criticism

- the caprice of a naive philosopher with a superficial emotional life, of an

admirer of the scientific outlook, who wants to extend the compass of science

to include morals, thus dreaming of acquiring the exactness of medicine in its

adaptation to a chaotic field of operation.
Nor can it be denied that Bentham cherished such dreams. His naivete was

perhaps most conspicuous in his optimism. For instance he failed to understand
how any human being could derive pleasure from causing others pain.10)
The calculus of pleasure is, however, only part of a great classification which

is to be the basis of legislation. Bentham enumerates 14 kinds of pleasure and
12 kinds of pain. It is natural to believe, then, that Bentham commits the usual
mistake of confusing pleasure, as a dimension of emotion, with pleasure as one
kind of emotion. Bentham does not, however, depart from the quantitative point
of view in favour of a qualitative point of view, but his intention is to enumerate

a number of typical states characterized by the presence of pleasure and pain.

8) See Hal&eacute;vy’s and Baumgardt’s works.
9) Theory of Legislation, p. 32.

10) Baumgardt, p. 511.
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Bentham mentions other divisions as factors influencing judgment, motives of
actions, and sanctions. The seven dimensions of pleasure are an enumeration of
the foundations of judgment, and they form part of an extensive system of a

classificatory nature. The word pleasure tends to coincide with concepts like grati-
fication of interest, and covering of requirements.

This is at least a contribution to a language of analysis describing hwnan
conduct and the rules governing its judgment. It laid the foundations of a reform

work in the spirit of the social sciences.
Like Hume and Hartley, Bentham envisaged himself as the Newton of human

nature, discovering and formulating the laws governing man’s conduct, but he
tends rather more towards becoming a Linnaeus offering a systematic nomen-
clature.

The calculus of pleasure may have real actions as its object; in that case it is

a basis of judgment. It may also have as its object an imaginary action or, in

a choice between different actions, several imaginary actions; it is then a rational

consideration of the prospects an action has of producing pleasure and pain as
its effects. The calculus of pleasure makes possible the rational adaption of the
maxim according to which one’s conduct should contribute to increased happiness
for oneelf and for the maximum number of others.

Bentham realizes, however, that in private ethics there are numerous acts which
in no way affect other people. From the point of view of the legislator these are
devoid of interest. And it is as legislator, as ethicist at large that Bentham primarily
operates. His calculus of pleasure is constructed with a view to creating a method
for making the selfish actions coincide with the requirements of the community.
By suppressing the immediate, intensive prospects of pleasure we are enabled

to obtain more lasting pleasures for ourselves and our fellow-beings. Man has
a general inclination to sacrifice certain prospects af pleasure in order to gain
general and permanent pleasure. It is obvious that such groupings of interests

may lead to extensive conflicts in the community. To such situations, too, should
the calculus of pleasure be adapted, according to Bentham.
Thus the calculus of pleasure comes to be an instrument functioning in the

rational solution of conflicts between individuals and between groups in the

community. The criterion is pleasure. It is to our own interest to suppress the

pleasure of the present so as to be able to obtain more distant and permanent
pleasures, to use actions involving pain as a means to arrive at pleasure.

This procedure illustrates the possibility of what Bentham in his deontology
calls &dquo;the harmony and coincidence of duty and self-interest, virtue and felicity,
prudence and benevolence.&dquo;11)

11) According to the sub-title of his Deontology.
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Utilitarianism has been subjected to violent criticism. Both Jeremy Bentham
and his successor John Stuart Mill have bad their basic assumptions scrutinized.
The first thorough attack was launched by Francis Herbert Bradley in &dquo;Ethical

Studies&dquo; in the 1870’s when philosophical radicalism began fading. In modern

philosophy, an epoch-making critique of Utilitarianism was the third chapter of
G. E. Moore’s &dquo;Principia Ethica&dquo;. What was established by Moore at the turn
of the century has re-echoed in the works of moral philosophy of the present day.
A merry war-dance is repeatedly performed over the ruins of Bentham’s and

Mill’s ethics. One is naive and the other illogical; both are asserted to reveal

a number of signal philosophical fallacies.

With great acuteness Everett W. Hall has shown, however, that Bentham’s and
Mill’s alleged mistakes do not reappear on a more thorough scrutiny of the text.12)
If they are judged by their intentions, they can lay claim to rehabilitation. G. E.
Moore bases his account on imperfect reading of the text.
Moore assume that Bentham proves the principle of utility, that he considers

goodness and pleasure to be synonymous. This involves Bentham’s committing
the naturalistic fallacy. As already W. K. Frankenal3) has shown, the naturalistic
fallacy is not a formal mistake, but a fallacy from an accepted standpoint, the
intuitionist standpoint, which is as little provable as the Utilitarian standpoint.

Bentham realized that the Utilitarian standpoint cannot be proved. Neither

through induction nor through deduction did he intend to prove that the prin-
ciple of utility is correct, since in actual fact all people adapt the principle of
utility. Rather, it is Bentham’s intention to show through seduction that the prin-
ciple of utility is a reasonable assumption. 

&dquo;

In a chain of evidence, says Bentham, it is as impossible as it is futile to

prove the first assumptions4). In selecting the principle of utility as the first

hypothesis Bentham recommends sensible individuals to accept this random

assumption, is)
People often adapt the principle of utility unconsciously and without wanting

to acknowledge it, Bentham asserts. If people would realize this, if only they were
intellectually honest, this first assumption would appear to be plausible.

Bentham held that the ascetic systems of ethics which were opposed to the

principle of utility could not be disproved, but that they were psychologically
unrealistic. The principle of utility approaches closer to men’s conduct and found-
ations of judgment and expectations. It is in greater conformity with a psychological

12) E. W. Hall, "The ’Proof’ of Utility in Bentham and Mill", Ethics, vol. 60, 1949-50.
Cf. Philip Blair Rice, On the Knowledge of Good and Evil. New York 1955, Chapter V.

13) W. K. Frankena, "The Naturalistic Fallacy", Mind vol. 48, 1939.

14) Introduction, ch. 1, &sect; 11.
15) Introduction, ch. 1, &sect; 14: 10.
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reali.rm. In that respect Bentham’s argument in favour of the principle of utility
is the fact that as a basic hypothesis it is plausible.
As a consequence of imperfect textual interpretation, Bentham’s critics have

overlooked the distinction between his arguments in the system and about the

system. The principle of utility is the object of Bentham’s recommendations, and
these recommendations should not be regarded as actual substantiation. When

Bentham argues in favour of the principle of utility, he does so by means of
arguments abont his system of moral philosophy, and these arguments do not
form part of the system.

In the present case this distinctiori is important. Bentham’s calculus of pleasure
is recommended by means of similar arguments. Bentham argues in favour of its

psychological realism. Both the calculus of pleasure and the principle of utility
are adapted in everyday life, but neither of these corner-stones of Bentham’s system
is consciously adapted.

Bentham wanted to render the social science exact. He sought a standard by
which to measure the advantages and drawbacks affecting individuals and the
community, and he tried to find a distributional principle by which to balance
the demands of the individual and the community. On this scientific basis he

wanted to remove the important sources of social calamities. The foundation was
to be as safe as mathematics and the adaptation as effective as medicine.
He chose the simple element of pleasure as a unit of measurement. It is not

necessary to turn to a lawyer to learn the implications of pleasure and pain, was
Bentham’s point, and for that very reason he preferred this unit of measurement

to, for instance, justice.16)
Given this unit of measurement, private actions and general interventions could

be calculated in respect of their effects. The method of computation was elaborated
by means of a copious nomenclature which was intended to reduce civics to order.
A sufficient amount of pleasure became the legislator’s unit of measurement.

It became obvious, however, that outside this systematic arrangement created

by Bentham it was essential to have regular controlling measures in the form of
arguments about the system, arguments outside the system, suggesting to the

sensible reader the psychological realism of the system. What has been interpreted
as Bentham’s vacillating attitude towards the exactness of a calculus of pleasure
may be a symptom of the glides between the intra-systematic arguments and the
suggestions outside the system.
Bentham says that the calculus is an indicator of direction, but admits that it

should not be rigorously applied in every moral judgment. It should, however, be

constantly borne in mind since it contributes towards greater exactness in conduct

16) Bentham, Works, ed. Bowring, I, p. 238, IX, p. 123.
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and judgment. Bentham adds that the calculus is not new, untested, or useless. It

has been tested by mankind whenever there has been a desire to gain a clear insight
into the requirements of one’s own interests.17 )
The calculus presents certain difficulties, however. Bentham oscillates between

the systematic theory and the psychological realism required by an acceptable theory.
For instance he suggests that the very addition of different dimensions of pleasure
is a fiction, but still it is a postulate for every political argument. The calculus of
pleasure is a fiction, like that department af mathematics which is called the

calculus of probability, he says.18)
He also suggests that pleasure in itself cannot be gauged, but that it is necessary

to turn to a different standard, that of money.19) In his major works of moral

philosophy, in the &dquo;Introduction&dquo;, in the &dquo;Theory&dquo;, and in the &dquo;Deontology&dquo; he
does not, however, express any doubts as to the measurableness of pleasure.
The essential point about the calculation of pleasure is that it presupposes a

survey of the principal components determining choice and judgment in an actual
situation. A few simple objections against the calculus are refuted by Bentham.
The fact that people occasionally perform poor calculations does not imply that
the method is unserviceable. It is not the fault of algebra that people are poor
arithmeticians.20) Another general assertion is that pain does not calculate.

Bentham rejoinders that pain calculates more os less easily according as people
are inert or irritable. Some people, calculate easily, others less so, but all calculate.

But, Bentham goes on to say, it is on what usually occurs and hence proves
most likely to occur that every action should be based if it is to lay claim to the
praise of wisdom.

Bentham assumes that there exists a common-sense computation of the effects
of an action. His doctrine is intended to improve this computation and render it

a more exact calculus. An analogous case would be then common-sense experience
of colours and that refinement in the judgment of colours which is made possible
through an ampler characterization of the colours in three dimensions: nuance,

degree of light, saturation, on the texture of the coloured surface.
When two actions present themselves to our choice, their respective effects

should be calculated, after which that action should be preferred which produces
the greater amount of pleasure. Since the amount of pleasure is equal in two

potential actions, Bentham rules that that action should be preferred which imparts
more of pleasure and less of pain to the greater number of individuals.21)

17) Introduction, ch. 4, &sect; 6, &sect; 8.
18) See Hal&eacute;vy, The Growth of Philosophical Radicalism, p. 495.

19) J. Bentham, Works, ed. Bowring, IV, p. 540.

20) Theory of Legislation, p. 16.

21) J. Bentham, Works, V, p. 211.
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Bentham appealed to sensible and enlightened people with his philosophy. Given
the criterion of judging the action, he assumed that the reconciliation of conflicting
interests could be brought about by means of justice and education. His Utopian
belief was that mistakes, disagreement, and bloodshed would cease provided the
usage of ethics became uniform and established.22) The more enlightened men
become, he thought, the more will they acquire a spirit of general benevolence,
for the progress of enlightenment makes it obvious that the individuals’ interests

are more often in harmony than in conflict,23)
This optimism gave rise to two strategies in legislation. One of them was a

consequence of Adam Smiths demand for different interests to be allowed to

try in free competition to realize as many advantages as possible. The other strategy
allows for the fact that in such a state of laisse faire disagreements increase and
clashes grow larger, for which reason the legislator has to prevent such conflicts
or lay down lines for composing them.
The seeds of good and evil are inextricably mixed up, Bentham held.24) The

optimism discernible in his private ethics gives way, in his project for law-making,
to an energetic realism calculated to eliminate the sources of pain.
The tree of life has sweet fruits, he says. Those are the advantages. But it has

also bitter fruits - burdens and obligations. The legislator distributes, and in the
forefront he places the rule of law and security: next comes the fulfilment of
the demand for equality.25)

In this work the legislator goes by the calculus of pleasure, and his work insolves
rational interventions in order to prevent conflicts. Punishment should be con-
sidered a necessary evil in the community. No philosophy of pleasure of the kind
propounded by Bentham can permit a malefactor’s gain of pleasure to exceed the
loss of puleasure caused by his action. 2 6)

For the essential idea underlying Bentham’s calculus of pleasure is that an

experience of pleasure should Jlel’er be judged in isolation; the fundamental

difficulty about the calculation is, however, that it is impossible to survey all

experiences of pleasure and pain derived from an action.
This applies to actions that have been performed and come in for judgment,

as well as to actions judged in respect of their prospects of causing pleasure and
pain, before they have been performed. We encounter the difficulty that the indi-
vidual who judges and the individual who acts are not fully informed about the
possibilities of the choice.

22) Cf. Baumgardt, p. 475.

23) Theory, p. 432.

24) Theory, p. 374.

25) Works, III, pp. 218ff.

26) Introduction, ch. 10, &sect; 2: 10, note.
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What serves as consolation is the fact that the choice is made to the best of
the individual’s ability, and that the knowledge about the choice of action is

valuable in the sense that increased knowledge contributes to producing actions
that are more competent as far as the ideal of the pleasure calculus is concerned.

It is obvious that two persons may come to differ as to what actions should be

preferred, even if both are agreed on adapting the calculus of pleasure in a situation
involving choice.

Bentham has himself indicated a source of error: the calculation may be biassed.
It is also evident that it is hard to indicate the framework containing the relevant
consequences of an action. One action calls forth another. It is impossible to offer
a quite safe prognostication of what will happen. From that point of view it seems
hardly feasible to give a correct summing up of calculated quantities of pleasure
and pain. 

’

We may also imagine a number of situations of disagreement where two indi-
viduals share the same method of calculation but yet come to differ in the case

of the same choice, not only as to the different effects foreseen, but also as far
as specific goals are concerned. Let us assume that they have the same goal of
the action, X. This goal of the action requires the intermediate actions, A and B.
Now the one individual holds that A should be realized before B, and the other
individual that B should precede A. Such conflicts pivoting on the intermediate
stages are common in family life, in politics, and in economic planning.
The calculus of pleasure recommended by Bentham can be used in favour of

either point of view. The rational foundation does not ensure that individuals

come to agree more frequently, or that conflicts are reduced, thus reducing the
amount of pain in the world.

Bentham’s Utilitarianism was recommended for the improvement of nations.
There is, however, nothing to indicate that a generally accepted and adapted
Utilitarianism would reduce the sum of pain resulting from situations of conflict.

A calculus of pleasure presupposes the arbitrary choice of relevant conditions
and of imaginary effects. But it is indisputable that a rational calculus of pleasure
can contribute towards a preciser formulation of desiderata viewed from the special
angle of an individual or a group.
The biassed choice from a limited angle has been aptly described by Pascal as

follows:

_ 
&dquo;If we want successfully to rebut another person’s opinion and make him

realize that he has been mistaken, we must pay regard to the angle from
~ 

which he views the matter, since from his own angle he is usually right.
We ought to recognize this and next show him the point of view that makes
his assertion untenable. Then he may let himself be persuaded. For then
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he sees that he has not drawn a wrong conclusion - he had just failed to
see the matter from every side. We do not grow indignant when we fail

to see everything, but we do not like being proved wrong. Perhaps the

reason is that it is not possible for us to survey everything, while it is natural

for us to look at the matter correctly from our own point of view...&dquo;27)
The judging of pleausure has the biassed angle as a source of error. But provided

this source of error is realized, the calculus of pleasure may serve as an instrument
making for greater precision in a debate.
We may mention a number of other points rendering it difficult to maintain

the calculus of pleasure. The moral-psychological insight voiced by Ovid in the
words &dquo;video meliora proboque, deteriora sequor&dquo; - I see what is better and I

acknowledge it, but I follow the path of evil - is of current interest. I may be

conscious of any number of pleasure calculations, and they may point unambi-
guously in one direction, but still I may refuse to let tham influence my conduct.
In such situations no rational philosophy is of any avail, possibly only the benevolent
care of souls. The actions of Dimitri Karamazov in Dostoievski’s novel illu-

strate this.

Another difficulty is the fact that the rational calculus of pleasure may impede
our actions. Bentham justly pointed out that it was a slow method. In the course

of the calculations the actual situation of choice may have changed. To postpone
an act is a kind of action. Another impediment to the moral calculus is the difficulty
ta measure the greater pleasure of a majority in comparison with the greater pain
of a minority.

Finally we may mention the difficulty of reconstructing an important group of
factors determining the calculus of pleasure - other people’s pleasure. Is it possible
in the analysis to keep apart what I consider causes other people pleasure, what
they themselves consider promotes their pleasure, and what is calculated to contri-
bute to the greatest possible happines for the greatest possible number? In our
everyday actions such judgments end in arbitrariness. A rational calculation may
be performed in a completely illusionist manner in order to conceal such arbi-

trariness.

The problem in Bentham’s moral philosophy discussed here, the problem of
the calculus of pleasure, has been destructively criticized by a number of older
philosophers - more particularly by Francis Herbert Bradley. It has not been

by intention to pile stones on to this load. Rather I have wanted to free Bentham
from the charge of having entertained a naive belief in an exact calculus of plea-
sure. He saw the calculus of pleasure as a methodical ideal and as a method of
computation which could be pragmatically adapted.

27) Pascal, Pens&eacute;es, no. 5 (ed. Lafuma).
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Even though the calculus of pleasure cannot be reduced to exactness, the idea
of this method is not completely mistaken. To rational morals and a rational social
planning, an estimate of the loss and gain, the advantages and drawbacks, the

pleasure and pain, resulting from an action is indispensable. The method is safer

if its flaws are known.

In the formation of moral ideas we are consumers placed face to face with

competing products, faced with a choice between dissimilar norms.28) Though in
our choice we are not exclusively utilitarian, an appreciable part of our everyday
moral lives is stamped by utilitarian patterns and motives of action.
The calculus of pleasure is aptly referred to by Bentham as a postulate for

sensible conduct - a moral calculus of probability. Through it we are enabled

to give reasons for judgments, choices, and plans. We want to adduce motives 
’

for what we ought to do by bringing in a number of facts. Bentham, the extremely
radical fool, submitted a project for a methodical calculation of actions. Its chief

drawback is that it is not psychologically realistic, though it is not psychologically
unrealistic either. In certain situations the method is adaptable, but it is not

serviceable in every situation. In moral and political argumentation it is, however,
of seductive value, occasionally also of rational value, when one wants to specify
the reasons for one’s recommendations.

We may content ourselves to state that the sober, geometrically exact moral cal-
culus was a distant ideal to Bentham. It does not solve the moral conflicts in the

brittle and very human adaptation that is possible. There is some consolation in

the fact that Bentham himself realized this. In sombre moods he knew that the

moral conduct of everyday life was stamped by lethargy, prejudice, and blind
tradition. 

,

28) See F. S. Mc Neilly’s expos&eacute; in Mind, 1957.
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